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Flotsam
The storm wrecked Sam's carefully planned solitude.

The next morning, Sam hiked to the small beach below her house to see the damage. Shefollowed a
trail through the redwoods, those ancient treesthat stood like sentinels around her property. They had
been growing on this remote stretch of Californiacoast for centuries, even millennia. Mist softened her
view of thetrunks asif agauzy shroud hung over the green-needled branches with their dark cones. The
world had become muted after the fury of last night's thunder, rain, and winds.

Sam came out onto the beach under an overcast sky the color of pewter. Seagulls cried as they wheeled
benesth the clouds. Through the shreds of fog that hung over the beach, she saw the sea, afroth of green
and ivory cream, thick and restless.

Fotsam from last night's storm had scattered across the beach in soggy clumps. Sam walked past
driftwood and kelp, her hands scrunched in the pockets of her jacket. Chips embedded in the coat's
lining controlled its heating system and warmed her body, but the chill air on her face bit likeice.

So Samantha Abigail Harriet Bryton wandered across her private stretch of sand, hidden from the rest
of the coast by dliffsthat cupped the beach and extended promontories into the water. She felt at home
here. Her name made her think of the cocktail parties, society pages, and chic clothes of her parents
world, or elseapair of spectacles hanging off the end of her nose. None of those qualities described her,
except perhapsthe last, before surgery had corrected her vision. To escape dl that, she just went by
Sam.

Contrary to its reputation as a sunshine state, California had westher that turned cold and foggy up here
near the Oregon border. Sam missed the warmer climates down south, but she had no wish to return to
the hard-edged, fast-paced world she had fled. She had begun to heal these past sx months since she
had |eft the biotech corridors of the San Francisco Bay Area. Better to hide here than face alife that
compromised her sense of right and wrong.

Wind blew her mane of shaggy yellow curls across her eyes. She passed rocky tidal pools with orange



starfish draped across them, half in the water. Tiny octopuses hid under the rocks. Oystercatchers
strutted among the pooals, foraging for limpets and mussdls, their red beaks fluorescent against the dull
gray morning. Wavesrolled into the beach, mottled in blue, green, and foamy white, swirling acrossthe
sand and rounded stones. Most petered out afew feet short of where she walked, but some came far
enough to eddy around her hiking boots and soak the ankles of her jeans. Theicy water gave her ajolt.

Sam felt one of her moods coming on, the desire to rebel againgt the technology she had forsworn when
sheresigned her job last year. Thismorning she had deliberately left her mesh glove on her desk at home,
and she had ripped the chips out of her clothes. Well, al except the heating system in her jacket; one
couldn't be completdy uncivilized. She supposed she wasn't rebeling al that much, given that her ability
to communicate with the world was only haf amile away, in her house among the redwoods. But she
vaued her isolation here, on the wild beauty of her beach.

Last night's storm had left amess, though: tree branches rounded into smooth shapes, shards of wood, a
broken ring made from metd, tatters of cloth, bits of machinery—

Cloth? Machinery?

Sam went over to apile of metd fragments. They definitely came from a human-built object, possibly a
ship. Uneasy, she peered out at the ocean. The mist obscured her view, but she thought more debris was
bobbing beyond the breakers, in the swellsrolling toward shore. The water had never had this much
junk, not even after other storms.

Curious now, she stripped to her underwear and blouse, goose bumpsrising on her skin in the cold air.
Drawing in adeep breath, she steded hersaf and waded into the icy water.

"Ah!" Sam gasped as waves crashed around her knees and sprayed water into her face. Exhilarated, she
spread her feet wide, bracing hersdlf againgt the force of the waves and the dight undertow that tried to
pull her under. She loved the ocean, loved its power and surging beauty, even its chill temperature, surely
no more than fifty degrees now. Usudly she jogged in the morning, but today she would swim instead.
She couldn't stay in too long; afew minuteswould invigorate her, but any longer without awetsuit and
sherisked hypothermia

Her muscles tightened as she forged onward. Water swelled around her thighs, her waist, and higher,
and she had to jump with the waves to keep from being knocked over. When it reached her breasts, she
began to swim, riding up aswell and down the other sde asit rolled past. After thefirst shock of the
water, her body was adapting, which made the chill recede.

Sam ducked under the next wave, holding her breath as she submerged, her body tingling from cold.
She jumped through the next waves. In the valey between the swells, she swam with powerful strokes,
until she made it past the point where the waves no longer broke.

Now that she could see the debris more clearly, she caught her lower lip with her teeth. Thiswasthe
wreckage of avessd, possibly asmall yacht given the quality of wood floating around her. Shefound a
section of metal with adate stamp: July 2032. That made it lessthan ayear old.

She stroked past broken planking, baffled. This had been abad storm, yes, but it shouldn't have
wrecked avessd. If the yacht had smashed against the rocks north of here, the pieces would have been
more dispersed now, unlessit had happened on a promontory right here, this morning. She peered at the
cliff jutting into the water afew hundred metersto the north. Although she saw no indication aship had
run into trouble there, the restive waves could have carried the debristhisway.



The overcast was beginning to clear, and aV-shape of birds flying south made dark lines against the
sky. From behind her, watery sunlight danted through the mist. The cold had begun to bother Sam;
perhapsit was time to head back in to shore.

Then an anomaly caught her atention. A glint came from farther out, different from the many ways sun
reflected off seawater. With a powerful kick, she headed for it, stroking through the chill water. She soon
saw what caused thereflection. A large section of hull floated out here. The remains of ametd rail hung
off one side and some cloth had caught on the wood.

With dismay, Sam redlized the " cloth™ was aman sprawled facedown. Water lapped over the makeshift
raft, soaking him, bathing his face and then ebbing away.

Kicking hard now, afraid the man would drown if he hadn't dlready, Sam came alongside the hull. She
grabbed therail, reached across the wood, and laid her hand on his neck. With relief, shefdlt hispulse,
Steady but dow under her palm.

Sam hoisted herself up and got her elbows onto the raft so she could see better. He was probably in his
mid-twenties, with skin and hair so pale, they seemed amost tranducent. Helooked like a corpse. She
might have been wrong about his pulse—but no, he was breathing, low and shalow, unconscious but
dive

Sam pushed astraggle of hair out of her face. She had to get him to shore fast; he could die of exposure
out here. Towing him on the raft would probably be safest; dthough she had taken alifesaving coursein
college, that had been twenty years ago and she wasn't certain she could keep his head above the water
without help.

Sliding into the ocean, she hooked her arm over the meta rail and pulled the rough underside of the hull
onto her hip. Then she headed for the shore, using aside kick she practiced often, one of her most
powerful strokes. Or so she had thought.

Towing in the makeshift raft was harder than she expected. She struggled through the water, making so
little heedway that she questioned if she could reach the shore. For every few feet she gained, the waves
grew larger, which moved her forward but made it harder to control theraft. Her armstired, and her legs
ached with the strain of kicking hard enough to propel the hull. She might soon be too cold to pull even
hersdf through the water, let done the raft. She could drown.

Sam thought of releasing the raft and swvimming in to the beach. Shewould run for help. But it wasno
good; if this man died because she couldn't get him to the shore in time, she couldn't live with hersdif.

Keep going.

The swells continued to grow. She rode up the back of one, higher and higher, four or five feet into the
air. Wind blew across her soaked blouse and she shivered. In the instant she redlized the wave was going
to break, she threw her arms over the raft, grabbing the man, holding him tight on the water-soaked hull.
Then the wave crashed down in awhirl of froth and seaweed, throwing the raft with it, battering them
with bits of debris. Sam clung to the precarioudly tilting hull, covering the man as best she could. She
prayed he didn't bregthe in too much water.

Thewaverolled on, leaving them in the valey between swdls. Mercifully, the raft hadn't flipped. The
next wave loomed above her, but this time she was better positioned to catch it. She scrambled onto the



hull, lying acrossit and the man, ready to ride into shore as she had often done as a child on mini
surfboards.

She had lost her touch, though. The wave curled over in apipe and crashed on top of her, wrenching
away theraft. The backlash caught Sam and she floundered under the water, buffeted on dl sides.
Holding her breath, she dove deeper to escape the turbulence. When she hit the bottom, she pushed of f
with agreat shove and shot up until she flew out of the water up to her hips. On another day, it would
have been fun, but right now she could think only about the injured man.

She caught the next breaker and body surfed into shore. Asthe wave dwindled into atame wash, she
jumped up and ran through the foam and tangles of kelp. The raft had swept up afew yards away, its
passenger lying acrossit, hishair plastered againgt his head. Sam's clotheslay crumpled in ahegp afew
hundred yards farther up the beach.

Sam sped to the raft and dropped down next to it, shaking with the cold. When shefelt the man's pulse
under her hand, she gulped with relief. At least she hadn't drowned him. With bardly apause, she
scrambled to her feet, ran to her clothes, scooped up her jacket, and raced back. Sand flew as she
skidded to a stop by the raft and knelt down. She spread her jacket over the man, covering as much of
him as possible with the heat-controlled garment. Right now he needed the warmth far more than she did.

Her check showed no obvious sign of injury. Hisdender, athletic build made her think of arunner, and
his white pants and shirt could have come from a sportsrack in any department store. He carried no
wallet or mesh glove. The bluish tinge of hislipsfrightened her; he could die of the cold as easly asby
drowning.

Sam sat back on her heels. Her house was hdf amile away, up arocky trail. Shelived milesfrom her
nearest neighbor, and she had purposdly Ieft her glove at home. Rgecting technology wasal well and
fineaslong as she didn't need it. She could have linked her glove into the local mesh and called in help.
She didn't want to leave the man here while she ran to the house. Although she had paid an exorbitant
pricefor the secluson offered by thislondy stretch of land, right now she would have given anything for a
trespasser to show up.

WEéll, she had to do something or she would freeze herself, which wouldn't help him any. She could
sprint home for her glove and make the contact while she ran back here.

Sam leaned over the man and brushed his dripping hair back from hisface. "I don't know if you can hear
me, but | will be back assoon as| can. | promise.”

The man groaned.

Startled, Sam sat back. He opened his eyes, his gaze unfocused, his wet lashes making star patterns
around hisblue eyes. It seemed odd he would awake now, when he had been drifting in the water for
who knew how long. Then again, if anything could jolt him awake, her onerous method of hauling himin
to shore probably fit the bill. Or maybe her voice stirred his response. Whatever the reason, he was
CONSCIOUS.

"Can you hear me?"' she asked.

He stared past her, hisface blank.

Sam st her hand on his shoulder. Hiswet shirt felt thin under her pam. "Areyou hurt?"



No answer.

She was even more uncertain now whether to leave or stay. A wave swirled around them, reminding her
the tide was coming in. Standing up, shetried to drag the raft farther up the beach, but without the
buoyancy of the water, she had alot more trouble. After pulling it only afew inches, she had to stop, her
arms aching. Her rescued prince didn't stir, and her concern was edging into aarm.

Sam knelt next to him. "Can you movea al?"

She expected him to continue staring at nothing, but thistime he did move, pushing up on hiselbowsand
lifting his head. With erratic motions, he leaned hisweight on one hand and nudged a dripping lock of hair
out of hiseyes. He jerked eerily, asif he were a marionette. His soaked white shirt clung to him, asdid
hiswhite trousers. The cloth had turned tranducent in the water, delineating the planes of hischest. He
was obvioudy in good shape.

"Helo," Sam said.

His eyes scanned the beach, his head turning until he was looking at her. "Hello?' he said.

"Areyou dl right?' she asked.

"All right.”

Sam couldn't tell if he was answering or repesting her question. His face was hard to read. The regular
features and smooth skin had an unnatura perfection, like a statue without the character lines or quirks
created by life.

"Can you tell me what happened?' she asked.

Hetilted his head.

Sam tried again. "Is anyone e se out there?!

No answer.

Maybe he had hurt his head during the wreck. "I can go back to my house and cal adoctor.” Moreto
hersalf than him, she added, "1 think | should.” Sheroseto her feet. "I'll hurry back. Y ou keep the jacket
on. I'll be back with help.”

"No." That one word seemed to cause him great effort. With |abored movements, he roseto hisfeet. He
wasn't too tdl, only about five foot eight, haf afoot taler than Sam.

Shewatched him with concern. ™Y ou should Sit.”
"Please don't call adoctor.” Hiseyes never blinked.
That made her wary. "Why not?"

"l fed fine"



Hedidn't look fine. "Areyou sure, Migter . . . ?' She paused, hoping he would supply his name.

"l am sure." He had arich voice with no accent. He took a step—and stumbled, his bare foot catching
on the edge of the raft. With agrunt, he sprawled forward, barely catching himself on his hands as he hit
the beach.

"Wait!" Sam kndlt next to him, the sand in her soaked clothes scratching her skin. "Don't try to walk.
Please stay here. I'll get help.” Shelooked out at the restless ocean. " Should | check for anyone else out
there?"

"There's no one but me." He pushed up on his hands with methodica determination and doggedly
climbed to hisfeet. When Sam tried to help, he shook her off.

"I'mfing" hesad.

She amiled dightly. "Y ou sound like me.”
"l do?'

"Grouchy."

"Oh." Hepeered a her. "You are. . . 7' Hisglance went over her body, his gaze lingering. Then he
looked quickly back at her face, his cheeks turning red.

Sam'sface heated aswell. Shewas practically naked, in only her underpants and awet top with no bra.
Wi, nothing to do about it now. She stuck out her hand. " Sam Bryton, at your service.”

He stared at her hand, until Sam flushed and lowered her arm. "Did the storm smash your yacht?" It
seemed unlikely, but she couldn't be certain.

"Yes" He spoke dowly. " Smashed.”

It surprised her an emergency team hadn't arrived. Surely the wreck had been detected by now. By law,
it had to tranamit Sgndsto the globa tracking system.

She motioned toward the nearby cliffs. "My houseis up there. | can get you a blanket or achange of
clothes"

He peered at the redwoods rising on the cliff, tall againgt the gray sky. "It would be goodto goto a
house."

Sam had been thinking she would go up and bring supplies back to him. "Can you wak? It'saways."
Hisvoice cooled. "l walk fine" Hetook ajerky step.

Puzzled, Sam went with him as he headed toward the cliff. His uneven gait reminded her of . . . yes, now
she remembered. "Y ou have roboticsin your legs. That'swhy you don't walk right.”

His shoulders hunched. "I am perfectly capable of managing them.”

Sam could have kicked herself. One of these days she would learn to temper her bluntness. "I'm sorry. |



didn't mean you couldn't.”
Histense posture eased. " Sometimes it takes awhile to reintegrate the components.”

Sam thought of the way his gaze hadn't focused when he first awoke. Possibly he had artificial eyesas
well. If he had enough hardware in his body, prolonged contact with the water might damage the system.
"Can you monitor your condition? It may need internd repairs.”

He hesitated. "It doesn't bother you?'

"Bother me?" She squinted at him. "What?"

"Me." Hemotioned at hislegs. "That they are biomech constructs.”

"Wdll, no." A good chance existed that she had patented some of hisinternal components.

For thefirst time, hisvoice relaxed. "Good." His gait was aready beginning to smooth ouit.

They continued up the beach. When they reached her clothes, she pulled on her jeans, salf-conscious
now, aware of him watching, though she didn't look a him. She had never believed teeth could "chatter,"

but herswere doing it now, rattling as she shook from the cold. She knew she should take off her wet
underwear before she put on her jeans, but she couldn't do it in front of him.

When Sam finished, shedid finaly look at him. He smiled, his cheeks pink, his gaze warm. Fedling
awkward, she grabbed her boots. She didn't stop to put them on; months of trudging around barefoot
had toughened her feet, and she hardly noticed the shells and pebbles. Her guest seemed even lessfazed

by the rocky beach. Either he had spent agreat dedl of time barefoot or else he had little or no fedingin
his feet. Possibly they came from alab, too, like hislegs.

When they reached the cliff and started up, he dowed down, trudging a her side up the steep trail. It

worried Sam. She ought to take him to the doctor. She couldn't force him to go againgt hiswill, though,
and if he did fed well enough, he probably wanted to get busy dedling with the destruction of his ship.

She certainly would.

Heintrigued her. What had |eft him needing such prosthetics? His damp trousers revealed the Structure
of hishiomech legs. Seen through the cloth, the limbs gppeared norma—Iong, lean, and well toned.
What showed of hisfeet below the hem of his trousers appeared human.

"Why are you staring at my feet?' he asked.

Embarrassed, Sam looked up. "I wondered if they hurt. Does it bother you to step on broken shells?"

"Not redly."

Shetried for alight, friendly tone. "Hey, you know, you haven't told me your name.”

"No. | haven't."

Shewaited. "And?"

"And what?'



"Areyou going to?'

"Should 17?7

Sam scowled at him. "1 just hauled your wet ass out of the ocean. So tell mewho you are.”

Unexpectedly, helaughed, histeeth flashing. "Fair enough. I'm Turner.”

Oh, my. That smilewasakiller. It lit up hisface. She had thought him attractive before, but when he
smiled, he became devastating, with those sparkling blue eyes, his handsome boy-next-door face, and his
touded hair dripping with water.

"Pleased to meet you, Turner,” shesaid. "Isthat your last name?”’

His smilefaded. He turned his attention to the rocky path they were climbing.

"What," Sam grumbled to hersdf. "Am | that off-putting?' He wouldn't be thefirst personto tell her so.

His mouth quirked up. "Y ou're charming.”

She danted him alook. "If you think I'm charming, you werein that water too long."

"I'venoideahow long | wasinit. What istoday?'

"Tuesday. November eighth, 2033."

He stumbled on ajutting rock. “Thatcan't be."

"Why not?'

He looked at the trees up ahead, hisface drawn with strain, marring his unnatural perfection. Sam let it
go. Better to wait until they weren't hiking through the woods and he had a chance to recuperate some.

They reached the top of the cliff and headed through the redwoods. Mist no longer shrouded the
majestic trees. They grew over two hundred feet tal, as high as skyscrapers. They had such alarge girth
at the bottom, it could take ten people holding hands to encircle one. Red bark covered their trunksin
gredt, corrugated strips. The trees grew far apart, leaving agreat deal of open space in the forest, with
sparse but verdant underbrush. Sunlight filtered through the canopy where aredwood had fallen and lay
onitsside. Although she owned the beach and the clearing with her house, this patch of forest was
federa land. It never ceased to awe Sam that some of these trees had lived for thousands of years, over
amillennium before her English forebears had set foot on this continent.

" 'Farewell my brethren,’ " Sam murmured. " 'Farewell O earth and sky, farewell you neighboring waters,
my timeis ended, my time has come." "

A smilewarmed Turner'sface. "What isthat?'
" 'Song of the Redwood Tree." One of Wat Whitman's works." She knew the poem by heart. " 'Riven

deep by the sharp tongues of the axes, there in the redwood forest dense, | heard the mighty treeits
degth-chant chanting." "



"It's beautiful. But so sad." He gestured at the trees. "Thelr time hasn't come.”

Regret touched her voice. "No. But so many are gone now. It takes them so long to grow and only a
few hoursto die, when someone cuts them down."

He spokein alow voice. "Like people.”

That sounded asif it had alot of history. "Like you?"
Slenceagain.

"Turner?' she asked.

Hewouldn't look & her. "The storm hit on November fifth."

It took her amoment to redlize he was answering her question from before about why he didn't think it
could be November eighth. But he couldn't have been drifting for three days. ""Do you mean this sorm?"

“I'm not sure.”

"Whét happened to you when the storm hit?"

"l don't know."

"How can you not know?"'

His gaze darted around. "Is this Oregon?"
"Isthat whereyou live?'

Hishead jerked. "All my life"
"ThisisCdifornia

He stared at her. "'l can't have traveled that far!”
"Well, we're near the Oregon border.”

"l came from Portland."

"Okay." Sam wondered if he had stolen the yacht. "Then why isyour yacht here, al broken?
Hisgaze did awvay from hers. "A storm.”

"The onelast night?'

"Earlier." Hewouldn't look at her.

"Must have been abad one, to wreck your ship."”



He studied thetrail with its half-submerged roots and scattered pine cones. "It was bad.”
She spoke dryly. "How odd that the debris stayed with you dl that way during such abad storm.”

"Yes. Odd."

Right. No way could that wreckage have kept together over such adistance. Even last night's storm
would have dispersed it. The wreck had to have happened this morning, near her beach. It wasn't
impossible; if he hadn't been paying attention, it could have crashed againgt the promontory that curved
around her cove, especidly given the choppy waves this morning. Why would hetell such an unlikely
story? If he knew anything about ships, he should redlize she wouldn't believe him.

"Y ou'll need to report the loss of your vessdl," Sam said, which was more tactful thanl don't believe this
fable. "You can use my console.” If he had stolen the yacht, he would probably refuseto cal the
authorities.

"Thank you," he said, distant now.
"Y ou say you had no passengers or crew?”
"l wasthe only one"

"Y ou know, I'm finding this hard to believe." The words dipped out despite her intent to use discretion.
Hisvoicetightened. "Then dont believeit.”

Will, so, now what? She could refuse to help, except it wasn't her nature to turn away someone in need.
Despite hisclaims, he didn't look fine. He plodded next to her, hisarms hanging at his Sides.

They came out of the redwoods into the clearing where her house stood, an airy wonder of glowing pine
and glass. Her home hadn't come easily; together with the beach, this property and house had cost her
tenmilliondollars

Sam led him to the Side entrance she used, adoor of golden wood, varnished to asheen. A carved vine
heavy with grapes bordered it, and around, stained-glass window above the door offered a stylized view
of the ocean in blue, green, gray, and white glass.

"Pretty,” Turner said behind her.

Sam turned. He was waiting on the blue gravel path. "So comein.” Then she winced. She needed better
people skills. To sound more hospitable, she added, "Please do.”

"| don't want to intrude.”

"You aren't." She pressed afingertip pand by the door, derting the security syslem to raiseits level of
protection. It monitored the house and would protect her if she had problems. She doubted she would,
though. She tended to develop a sense of peoplefairly quickly, and Turner didn't strike her as dangerous.
In truth, he looked ready to pass out.

Sam ushered him ingde, into aspacious foyer. No walls separated it from the living room on the left or
the stairwell on her right. The place had an open, airy feding. Potswith flowering plants hung from beams



on the high ceiling, adding accents of green. Panes of glass everywhere let sunlight pour into the house,
and the stained-glass window behind them cast tinted colors across the parquetry floor. To the | eft,
acrossthe living room, the outsde wall curved out. Tall windows stretched from a cushioned bench there

to the ceiling, providing aview of theforest.

Their clothes had dried enough to stop dripping, but the two of them had tracked sand all over thefloor.
Sam wasnt certain if she could provide Turner with achange of clothes; athough he wasn't large (anyone
was big compared to her) hewastoo big for her clothesto fit him. Perhaps she could just wash his

gaments.

Her guest turned in acircle, gazing around her house asif hewould drink inthe Sght. "Thisisincredible.”

"Thanks. | likeit."

"I've never been anywherelikethis."

She thought of hisyacht. "Surely you've seen nice houses.”

Heturned to her. "Nothing even closeto this."

Sam didn't know what to think. He had access to what had to be an exceedingly expensive vessd, yet
he behaved asif he had never seen anice house. It didn't fit—unless he had stolen the yacht. Although he

hardly seemed the crimind type, his bewilderment could be an ideal disguisefor acon man. With those
baby blues and his angel-boy appearance, he could commit aload of crimes and no one would suspect

him.

"What'swrong?' he asked. "Why do you stare at me?”
" wondered if Turner wasyour last name."
"It...ismy name."

She put her hand on her hip. "And isthat the only name on the registration for your yacht?"

Hisface paed. "No."

She hadn't expected him to admit it. A con man would have had a better story. Then again, maybethis
innocent act was part of his story. "Who doesit belong to?"

"My guardian.”
Guardian?Helooked in hislate twenties, certainly of legd age. "Whereishe?'

Turner pushed back hishair, which was curling asit dried, over hisears and down hisneck. "I don't
know."

"So you were the only one on that yacht, which belongsto your guardian, but you don't know where he
is. Somehow the wreckage drifted hundreds of miles, staying together through astorm here with amost
hurricane strength.” Sam brushed away adrop of water running down her nose. "And you were
unconscious during dl this, for three days."



He cleared histhroat. "It looks that way."

She crossed her arms. " Give me one good reason why | shouldn't call the police.”

"Please don't.”

"1 need a better reason than that.”

Turner looked around quickly. When he saw that she was standing between him and the only visible exit
from the house, he spokein burgts. "If you cdl authorities, they will contact my guardian. He will come
for me"

"And thisisbad because. . . 7'

"I've been his prisoner. | escaped.”

Ah, Lord. What had she gotten herself mixed up in here? "Why does aman your age have aguardian?'

"l cant tell you."

"Why not?'

"l can't!" He backed into the living room.

Sam tayed put, giving him space. His fear seemed genuine and that troubled her. Shejust didn't know
enough about thissituation. "All right,” she said, thinking. "'l won't cdll the police.

He stopped backing away. "Y ou won't regret—"
She held up her hand. "Yet."
"Please don't tell anyone.”

"The wreckage of your shipisal over my beach. I'm surprised no one has come yet to investigate.
Some satdlite must have picked up its destruction.”

"I, uh—"

IIY$?I

"| deectivated the Sgnder.”

Well, hdll. Thiswas getting worse and worse. By law, ships had to signdl their location at al times. Not
that she didn't sympathize with hisimpulse to evade the system; she often retreated from the scrutiny that
technology had brought into their lives. It took redl effort nowadaysto avoid it; sometimesit seemed
every dumb widget could send you amessage or track your location.

Shesadonly, "That'sillegd .

"I had to get away."



IIWI,ly?I

Slence

Perhaps she could draw him out moreif shetook afriendlier gpproach. "I sometimesfed | haveto get
away from al the gadgets and meshes,” she said, which wastrue. "A few days ago, my jeansemailed to
ask why | hadn't worn them."

Turner gave agtartled laugh. ™Y ou're kidding.”

"Unfortunately not. The mesh-threadsin their seams linked with the house mesh and determined | hadn't
cleaned my other jeansin over aweek. They concluded | should wear clean clothes.”

Hemadeaface. "I would have torn al the mesh-threads out of my clothesif they did that.”

Sam grinned. "1 did." She looked over his shirt and trousers, which were dmost dry. They apparently
had very few smart threadsin their tailoring, because they hadn't even smoothed out wrinkles. Her
clothes had not only dried and flattened by now, they had dso shifted around until they moved the sand
out, leaving scatters of it on the floor.

"Would you like achange of clothes?' she asked.

"No, I'mdl right." He rubbed his eyes with both hands, reminding her of a child. Then he looked around
her living room, taking in the gold paneling, the seascapes on the walls, the plants hanging from the
rafters. "Thishousefeds. . ." Heturned back to her. "Warm?' He madeit aquestion rather than a
Satement.

"Isit too hot for you?"

"l don't mean that way." Helifted his hand, palm up. "Hospitable. Welcoming.”

" try." Sam was glad he appreciated it. She had chosen the décor specifically with that in mind.

Helowered hisarm. "It's so different.”

"Y ou mean from whereyou live?"

Turner nodded. "My mother's house was nice, but | rardly went there.”

"Y our parents were divorced?'

He had an odd expression now, asif he wanted to crawl under the couch. "No. | lived with my mother's
gster and her husband.”

Although she was rel uctant to push a persona matter, she needed to know what was up if she was going
to take himin. "Y our parents couldn't have you live with them?'

"Wouldn't." Bitterly he added, "My cousins were more welcome in their house than me.”

"That'sterrible.” The words came out before she could stop them.



Slence.

She spoke carefully. "Do you mind if | ask why you lived with your aunt and uncle?'

"My mother thought | would be safer there.”

"Fromwho?"

He answered tightly. "Her husband.”

"Hewasn't your father?'

"No." Helet out a bregth. "That was the problem.”

"Oh." It sounded like amess. "I'm sorry."

He shrugged, trying for anonchaance he obvioudy didn't fed. Then he rubbed his side, wincing.
"Areyou sure you don't want meto call the hospital 7" Sam asked.

"Yes Sure.”

"Y ou can lie down, then. I'll get you ablanket and something warm to drink."

"No. | just need. . . to get off my feet." He went to the couch and sat down, sinking into the cushions.
The furniture had rudimentary intelligence; woven with mesh-threads, it recorded and responded to the
muscle strain of whoever sat on it, subtly shifting to maximize comfort.

Sam sat on the other end, leaving two cushions between them. "Turner, what happened out there?"
Instead of answering directly, he motioned to hislegs. "L ook at these. They're biomechanica
congructs." He flexed his hands, opening them palm up. "So are these." Then he tapped histemple. "My
eyes are synthetic. So are parts of my ears. And many other parts of me, too."

Sam weighed hiswords, looking for a hidden message, but found none. "So are alot of people's.”

"A bit. But they are mostly human, yes?'

"Wel, yes."

He regarded her steadily. "I am more biomech than human.”

"Wereyou injured?' she asked. "Isthat why you have so much augmentation?”

"Injured?' He laughed with pain rather than humor. "Y ou could say that. It made me useful .

The hairs on Sam's neck prickled. "What do you mean?"

"Asan experiment.” He swallowed. "If your rebuilt man is more biomech than human, does he become a
machine instead of ahuman being?'



"Of course not." Just what had happened to him? "Having biomech in your body doesn't change your
humenity.”

"Not everyone seesit that way."

The cushions shifted under her. " Are you claiming someone decided you are amachine and therefore no
longer have therights of ahuman being?"

He met her gaze. "Yes."

Theideagppalled her. It epitomized one of the reasons she lived on thislonely coast instead of down in
the heavily populated biotech corridors around San Francisco. "If that were true, you shouldwant the
authoritieshere. That'ssoillegd, it reeks.”

A muscletwitched in hischeek. "Tel Charon.”

"Who is Charon?" She knew the mythological reference: he was the ferryman who took dead soulsto
Hades. Out of nowhere, aphrase popped into her mind: He can only take you across once. A person
could only die once.

"Charonismy guardian,” hesad.

Y our aunt and uncle?"

"Not them." Hisjaw worked. "Charon took me."

Took him?"| don't understand.”

"He rebuilt me and imprisoned mein hislab.”

"Good Lord." The cushions shifted even more under her. "Y ou should get alawyer. Go to the police.
Tak to areporter.”

Heflushed. "I can't go to any authorities.

So now the other shoe dropped. "Why not?*

"They think Turner Pascd isdead.”

"Dead?" Good lord. She had expected to hear he had committed a crime. "Are you Turner Pasca ?'
"Yes. | wasinahover car pileup.”

Sam blinked. ™Y ou don't look dead to me."

"Wédll, | was. Charon stole me from the morgue and remade me." His voice grated. "Now he sayshe
ownsme."

Sam struggled to get her mind around what he wastelling her. She couldn't imagine thisvital young man
inamorgue, besdes which, what he described was barely in the grasp of current science. "Even if that
were possible, he couldn't own you.” She rubbed the back of her neck, which was developing amuscle



kink. "Surely you could go to alawyer or the police. They can prove your identity.”

"Charon changed dll that.”

She could see how his eyes or skin could have been replaced, but not his genes. "Even if he altered your
fingerprints and retinal scan, they can do aDNA anayss”

"Hefooled with my DNA map just enough to confuse my identity.” Turner sounded asif he were gritting
histeeth. "Then he registered me as an android.”

"That'snuts Y ou can't do that."

He spoke wearily. "I have no proof I'm human."
"Do you look like Turner Pasca?"

"Exactly. Except in better condition.”

Samturned it al over in her mind. "This hasto beimpossble. Anyone able to do what you describe
would be an incredible biomech surgeon, one with accessto aworld-classfacility. | can't think of anyone
in that rank who would so thoroughly violate ethicsthe way you describe.” She knew al the mgor
playersin her field. Y es, some of them were capable of taking theword "cutthroat” to whole new levels

of meaning. But that wasin business. She couldn't imagine anyone going this far outs de the bounds of
human decency.

"Charon works with the underground,” Turner said.

Sam had, too, in the biomech movement that pushed the envel ope on the definition of the word "human.”
"What underground? That's ageneric term.”

Helifted hishand, then dropped it. "I don't know details. I'm not sure | want to."
Sam studied hisface, trying to pick up cluesfrom his expression, hints of histhoughts, but she couldn't
read anything. His skin had no flaws, no lines, no scars, no moles, nothing. It looked unredl. "How long

wereyou in the morgue?’ Saying the words chilled her.

"A few hours."

"And yet when this Charon brought you back, your brain wasintact?" It was easier to be skepticd than
horrified. "I don't think s0."

"Herebuilt my brain.”

Sam folded her arms, creating an invisible barrier of doubt between them. "That isimpossible. We can
make a synthetic liver or bone. But abrain? Not achance.”

He dumped on the couch. "I'm an EI."

Whoa. Hold on. Sam had worked for two decades on the leading edge of research in machine
intelligence. Theterm El had comeinto usefor the exceptiondly rare machines that achieved sentience. It
separated them from run-of-the-mill Als, or artificid intelligences, which weren't sdlf-aware. Only a



handful of Elsexisted. Scientists weren't even sure why they became aware. Some existed in machines;
others had android bodies and minds that more closaly resembled human intelligence.

Her specidty wasin designing El intelligences. Some people cdled her an El architect; others used "El
ghrink," though that wasn't truly accurate. She didn't do therapy; she developed El's, she hoped with
stable personalities. Her second area of expertise wasin the construction of biomech components for El
bodies. Although she didn't work on implants for humans, she often talked to people who carried them.
Turner wasn't the first one to express disquiet about his biomech; other people with far lessthan he
carried had told her they no longer felt completely human.

She spoke quietly. "1 thought you were aman.”
"I am. Was." Helooked ill. "Charon diced up my brain and imaged those dices."
"Turner, good Lord."

Hewas clearly struggling to present himsdlf camly. "He got it soon enough to map out most of the neurd
connections. My persondity isbasicdly intact. | have memories of my life. But I've no idea how accurate
amatch | amto my former sdf.”

Sam wanted to deny it, but it wasn't beyond current technology. Doctors had known even in the
twentieth century how to image the brain. The method Turner described required dicesasthin asafew
molecules to map out the neura structures needed to re-create amind. However, noninvasive methods
had improved dramatically over the past two decades. Techniques existed that didn't cause harm. She
waan't familiar enough with the field to know how they al compared in accuracy and precision, but this
much was obvious: the process Turner described killed a person.

Sam was garting to believe hisstory. It was horrifying, the theft of hisinternd identity, of hisintellect,
even of hissoul. Shefolded her arms, covering her dismay with ashield of doubt. "Now you're going to
say it's coincidence you washed up on the beach belonging to a semi-well-known biomech shrink."”

He spoke dryly. "Calling you a semi-well-known biomech shrink islike saying Einstein sort of knew a
little science. Y ou're the leading biomech architect in the world, Doctor Bryton.”

"Far fromit." She wanted no reminders of what she had left behind. "And if you know who | am, that
makesit even harder to believe you're here by accident.”

He averted his gaze, looking at his hands where they rested in hislap. "I cameto seeyou.”
"All theway from Oregon?"
"Yes. | sole Charon'syacht." A ydlow curl fdl into hiseye.

She wished he would stop looking so much in need of help. It evoked her protective ingtincts, which
invariably led to trouble. "What did you do then?"

"| told the yacht's Al to come here. | programmed mysdlf so only your voice would wake me, and then |
put myself to deep.”

It made sense in its own gruesome way. She spoke quietly. ™Y ou were committing suicide. Except you
left yoursdf an out. Me."



"Yes" Hisvoicewas bardly audible.
"But why?"

Hefindly looked up at her, apleain hisgaze. "What Charon did, you can undo. Help meregain my
identity, memories, life. My peace of mind." Softly he said, "Help me. Please.”

What could she do when he looked at her that way, so vulnerable? She had come here to escape the
lack of ethicsin the exorbitantly lucrative universe of biomech research. In these heady days, technologies
were expanding so fast, the field was exploding. Endless opportunities existed for firms that controlled the
industry that made androids and Els. With al that wealth and power came equally powerful corruption.
Sam wanted nothing more to do with it. She had fought againgt the deaze and she had failed, again and
again. So maybe she couldn't stop it, but damned if she would ever work for any of them.

Theworst of it was, his story could be true. If the yacht had atop-notch guidance Al, it could
conceivably have madeit here and broken up this morning on the rocks.

"Ligten," shesaid. "Get alawyer. Tl them what you'vetold me. I'll verify the science. If your story holds
up, no onein their right mind would let Charon take you.”

He clenched histrousers at the knee, making afigt. "If anyone examines me, they will find an android
with an El brain. A forma. | have noproof I'm human.”

That gave Sam pause. She often worked with biomech-formed constructs. The word "forma’ had come

to mean any construct with biomech components and an Al or El brain. If he was Ssmulating desperation,
he was doing a better job than any EI she had worked with. She found it hard to believe he could be
anything but aman.

"You tdl methat I'm the leading biomech andlyst in theworld,” shesaid. "Y et even | couldn't do what
you claim this Charon did with you." That wasn't exactly true; if she worked hard enough, she might be
able to manage, given enough time and resources.

His gaze never wavered. "Y ou could doiit."

"Not if | wanted to live with mysdf." Y et dready her mind was consdering possibilities, how shewould
approach such an El, could he remain stable, would he be more or lesslikely to endure than an El
developed from scratch. Itwasn't impossible.

They had other worries, too. "Can this Charon track you here?' she asked.

"I've deactivated the sgndersin my body."

It didn't surprise her, if he could do it with the yacht. In one of her mutinies againgt technology, she had
donethe sameto dl her cars. "Areyou sure you got every one?'

"I think s0." Hewatched her warily. "Are you going to cdl the police?"

Sam wanted to know more about him before she made that decision. And she couldn't bear it when he
looked at her like abeautiful but injured wild animd, ready to run at her dightest move.



"Y ou can stay tonight,” she said.
He closed his eyes. Then he opened them again. "Thank you.”

She shifted pogition, ingpiring her couch to resumeits attemptsto relax her. "Don't thank me yet. My
help comeswith acondition.”

His expression became guarded. "What?'

"Let me examineyou. Also, I'll need to do a search on the world mesh and seewhat | can verify of your
gory."

Hedidn't so much asflick an eyelash. "All right."

"Do you want to rest first? Shower or eat?"

"No. The sooner we get this over with, the better.” He hesitated. "But where will wefind alab?"
Sheindicated thefloor. "There"

"Under your house?"

"That'sright." She motioned toward the stairway by the entrance foyer. "In the basement.”

"Wow." Helooked more like a schoolboy than amaster crimina who stole million-dollar yachts.
Standing up, he added, "Then let'sgo."

Alley Cat

Glow-tiles on the celling shed light over the lab. Sam had designed this place based on thelab at her first
job, sixteen years ago, after she had finished her Ph.D. at Yae. She had goneto MIT as a postdoctoral
fellow to do research with Linden Polk. He had a knack for setting up work spaces that inspired people.
He had been that way as her boss, too, chalenging her to do her best, an example she had tried to follow
when she had taken ajob at the Bioll Corporate Labs.

Supposedly she had given dl that up when she retreated here to the redwoods six months ago. But she
hadn't really. With the income from her patents and the roydties she earned on her development of El
brains, she could have built apalace. Instead she gave herself a state-of-the-art biomech lab where she
could develop Elsto her heart's content without having to fight anyone. She had ingtalled amech-table,
too, since her research might require work on formas. A burt-wall curved around the table, named for
Andrew Burt, the geniuswho had designed the prototype of intelligent surfaces. The room gleamed, all
slver and chrome, bright, polished, shining, and new.

Turner stood in the middle of thelab, turninginacircle. "Thisisincredible.”



"Thanks." Sam liked people who appreciated her work spaces. Her research was so much a part of
hersdf that if someone took a shineto her lab, she figured they had to be her kind of person. Granted,
she was no more objective about her work than most people were about their children, but she felt that
way nonetheless.

Sheindicated the mech-table. "Y ou can liethere." The floor tilesfelt smooth under her bare feet,
reminding her of the boots she was carrying. While Turner went to the table, she sat down at a console
and put on her boots, discreetly watching him. His gait had smoothed out enough that she wouldn't have
noticed his stiffnessif she hadn't known he had biomech legs.

After helay down, Sam spoke to the console. "Hello, Madrigd .”

A woman's melodic voice came out of the comm. "Good morning, Samantha.”
What the blazes? "My nameis Sam."

"I've decided you don't mean it."

Sam had been developing this El since she came here, but it had never pulled this before. "Why, pray
tell, wouldn't | mean it?'

"I have been analyzing your persondity. Y ou cal yoursaf Sam out of habit, but you like your full name
more than you arewilling to admit.”

Sam didn't know whether to growl or laugh. "'l cdl mysdf Sam becausel likeit. | use Samanthain
forma situations. If you cal me Samantha, you make mefed like I'm about to deliver apaper a a
scientific conference. | don't want to fed that way right now."

"l see" Madrigal paused. "I haveintegrated that datainto my impressions of you."

"Good." Sam hoped Madriga didn't come up with any more brainstorms. The El hadn't yet mastered
the nuances of socid interactions. At least it hadn't called her Samantha Abigail.

"What can | do for you today?' Madrigal asked.

Sam glanced at the mech-table. Turner had stretched out on his back and was staring at the celling with
his hands behind his head. In repose, his face seemed more aabaster than skin. A burt-wall about six feet
tall curved around the other side of the table, embedded with mesh-panels and holoscreens.

Sam turned to the console, aresponse that came from habit rather than necessity. Madrigd could see
her from any direction, through monitorsin the lab. "1'm going to examine the man on the table.”

"l have afix on him," Madrigd said. Holos of Turner's body formed in front of the burt-wall, floating in
the air between the table and wall. They showed his muscles, organs, skeleton, circulatory system, and
more. Even with just the rudimentary scan that produced those holos, Sam could tell agreet dedl. His
skeleton wasn't bone. Some of his organs werein the wrong place. Instead of abrain, he had neura

filaments throughout his body. He was an android. A forma. Had she not heard his story, it would never
have occurred to her to think otherwise.

Turner stared at the images, his gaze blesk.



Sam went to the table and dragged her finger along its edge. A rail rose up under her hand on both
Sdes.

"l won't panic,”" he said.

"I know." It impressed her that he understood so fast. Therailswould keep him from rolling off if he
began to thrash. "I just want to make sure you're safe.”” The holos disoriented her. He seemed human to
her, but those scans labeled him as aforma. She went to the wall and studied the data on its screens.
Then she pulled arobot arm out from its surface and unfolded it over Turner.

Hewatched her, tense and silent.

Most of the exams could be done externdly, but Sam had to pierce his skin for blood tests. His
circulatory system was synthetic, aswas his"blood.” It carried nanomeds, tiny molecular |aboratories
designed to repair and maintain hisinternal components. His skin wasamarve unlike anything she had
seen before, atype of synthetic plastic so findy made that it was indistinguishable by touch from the redl
thing. She didn't recognizeits structure, but when she had more time sheintended to examineit ona
molecular level. She analyzed results of hisexams using the burt-wall to reduce the data. The entiretime,
Turner watched with preternaturd stillness. She made no attempt to hide the data from him. She
suspected he dready knew what she would find.

Finaly sheturned to him, her earlier intensity subdued. He sat up then, pushing down therail and
swinging hislegsover thesde of thetable.

"It'strue" Sam said. "Y ou are more hiomech than human. Y our brain isan El matrix of mesh filaments."
"I'maman.” Hisgrip on the table tightened until his knuckles turned white. "Not aforma.”

Sam pulled her fingersthrough her curls, lifting the mane off her shoulders. " Charon imaged your brain
and reproduced its map in a sixth-generation neural network.”

Turner folded hisarms and rubbed his hands up and down hisarms, though the lab wasn't cold. "When
he activated the matrix, | 'regained consciousness.' | couldn't believe how grest | felt. All my achesand
painswere gone." He lowered hisarms. "Then | tried to move. | couldn't.”

Paralyss? She could guess what had probably happened. "Y our El brain couldn't coordinate the muscle
movements of your body."

"Apparently. Charon didn't recover everything in theimaging process." Hefisted his hand, then opened
it, watching the movements. "I never realized before how much | took for granted my ability to
communicate with my body."

"But you relearned how to move.”

"Reasonably wdll." His gaze never wavered. "Are you convinced now?'

"Your brain isdefinitely an EI." She rubbed the back of her neck, where the musclesfelt like sted bands
now. "Y our body is rebuilt, but you have human components. Charon couldn't have changed their DNA

on afundamenta level and still have you be Turner Pascdl. A full analysis should reved your true
identity.”



Turner did off the table and stood next to her. "He will just claim he used the genetic blueprint of adead
man to design an android. How can | prove otherwise?"

"Your tegth."
"Synthetic."

Sam looked over the data on the burt-wall. His teeth were beautiful, perfect, too perfect, but they
seemed human, not a congtruct. "Are you sure?"

"Yau

"This Charonisgood.” It was the understatement of the century. Whoever had done thiswas agenius.
"So how come I've never heard of him?"

"Hehides"

"No one can hide that well."

"Hecan."

"Why hide?"

"Why do you think? He's broken so many laws, | can't even count them. Hethrivesoniit.”

Sam rubbed her chin. "He hasto have money to do work like this. Resources. Who backs him?”

"I don't know." Turner passed his hand through aholo of his skeleton. "But he's |oaded.”

"If he'sthisgood and thisrich, | ought to have heard rumors, urban legends,something. *

"I wish | knew more. But | barely understand it myself.” He spoke awkwardly. "Before al this
happened, | wasjust ahotel bellboy. Y ou could have written my knowledge about biomech on the edge

of acard."

Sam wondered if he had any idea how compelling he was as a person. She couldn't help but smile. "I
doubt you were ever 'just’ anything."

That seemed to nonplus him. "Thank you."
"Do you know why Charon picked you?'

"Access, partly. He could get into the morgue that night." His hand clenched on the mech-table. "He dso
says| was agood candidate: young, strong, hedlthy."

Sam had no argument about his being in good shape. But if therest of his story proved asvaid as what
she had verified, that meant legally this man wasdead. Except he wasn't. She defined the end of life asthe
desth of the brain. If Charon had done what Turner claimed, he had revived a man after brain desth. A
chill went through her. How did you define death, then? Was an EI copy of abrain equivaent to that
bran?



"Thisisgoing to make aquagmire out of the bioethics debates." Sam paced along the table, away from
Turner, talking to hersdlf. "If thisistrue, we have something big here. We dl knew thiswould happen
someday, with the progress we've made in augmenting humans. Where do you draw the line? When does
amachine become human and a human become amachine?' She swung around to Turner. "Y ou may be
right to worry about the police. They don't have equipment this sophisticated. Their scanswill show you
asan android." Given the legal ambiguities regarding formas, they would probably treat him as stolen
property. "The serid number encoded in your matrix would let them trace you to Charon. They might
arrest mefor theft."

Hepded. "My brain hasaserid number?’

She gave him alook of gpology. "Yes, I'm afraid so. A corporation constructed the scaffolding Charon
used to design your matrix. They put in aserid number just likethey do in their software.”

"I'm not athing.”

"If you were made as you describe," Sam said, "I would consder you ahuman being with the rights and
protections of any other man.”

"If?

Sam spread her hands out from her body, palms up. "My tests support your story, but they also would if
you were aformawith an unprecedented amount of human componentsin your body."

"What difference would it make?' Hisface flushed. "If an android became as saf-awareas| am, as
convinced of hisright to salf-determination, why would he have fewer rights than ahuman being?'

"Our best minds have been asking that question for decades now." Sam exhded. "We till don't have an
answer."

"Your best." Heleaned againgt the table. "Ours are better."
"Ours?'
Hetapped histemple. "I've an El brain. It's smarter than my old one.”

Sam couldn't imagine what it would be like to change from human to El, but it didn't surprise her that he
felt smarter. "I wouldn't say that to anyone you want to think of you as human."

Hereddened. "No, | guessnot." After ahestation, he asked, "Will you help me?’

"Yes, I'll help." Hisstuation compelled her. Evenif hewasn't telling the truth, she couldn't walk away
from this. He wasright, it raised questions that had to be answered. "I want to contact some of my
colleagues. And alawyer. We need to go high up, get people involved who can ensure your safety.”

His posture went from relaxed to frozen in a heartbest. "' Charon has spies everywhere! If you bringin
other people, they will lead him to me."

Spies? It occurred to her that she didn't know the state of his El development. His new matrix had to
evolve aviable code. The longest-surviving Els had been sentient for only afew years, and they were



running in machines. So far no El brain had been stable for longer than a year or two without

redevel opment; those | eft to evolve on their own became more erratic until their personalities
disntegrated. She knew of one self-aware android that had remained stable—Ander, created by Megan
Flannery and Rgj Sundaram. But Ander worked congtantly with the scientists; his persondity otherwise
might not have survived intact. Turner's El could have a better chance, given its origins—a human
mind—but no precedent existed. For al she knew, it might fall apart faster.

Sam tried aquestion that usudly tripped up new Els but that humans tended to like. "What isit that you
want meto do?"

"Hide mefrom hisspies™
At least he answered right away. Nascent Els often faltered or froze when asked an open-ended
question about personal preferences. But his comment about spies didn't reassure her. ™Y ou think people
arewatching you?'

"I'm not being paranoid.” He folded hisarms. ™Y ou don't know. Charon is crazy insane and insanely
brilliant. Hisinfluenceis everywhere. Look a me. If someone could build me, think what e se he could
do."

He had apoint. "So why hasn't he embedded tracking devicesin you?'

"Hedid. | disabled them."

"If he's as good as you say, he ought to have made them tamper proof.”

"Hetried. | paid attention.” He shuddered. "Y ou do when someone turnsyou into adave. And I'm
smarter now."

"I can understand. But | don't think | can hide you. The policewill find out you're here. | need hep—"
She held up her hand as he gtarted to protest. "I'll go to people who will appreciate your situation, people
who won't want you mistreated.”

He stood like a statue. " Such as?'

"Air Force"

IINO!II

She wanted to sayNo! too, for personal reasons, but they weren't good ones here. "I know people there
| trugt.”

"Dont. Please." The blood drained from hisface. "They will make meinto an experiment like Charon
did.

Exasperated, she said, "Y ou've been watching too many bad holo-movies." She thought of Thomas
Wharington, her father'slongtime friend, now athree-star generd. "Thered military isfar more staid than
al those melodramatic caricatures.”

"Pleasedon't.”



"Charon will track you down here."

"| covered my trail."

"From this person with spies everywhere?'

"l know about alot of them.”

"Good. You cantdl me.”

"All right.”

That startled her. She had expected him to bak at revealing information, perhaps because
subconscioudy she dill found parts of his story hard to believe. "How long have you been gone from
him?'

"The three days | was unconscious, plusafew hours."

"So he's been looking for you for three days.”

"Probably." He shifted hisweight. "I |eft atrail to makeit look like | intended to hitchhike to Canada.”

Sam doubted that would fool an expert for long. "How do you want meto help you?"

"Hetook everything. My fingerprints, retinal scans, everything. Even my brain waves are different.
Change them back."

Sam consdered the possibilities. "Y ou dready have Turner's DNA. Fixing your retind scansor
fingerprintsis possible. Y ou don't want me tampering with your EI matrix, though." She crossed her
ams. "For dl | know, you'reacrimind who wants meto give him the ultimate disguise.”

"I'mnot." He looked far more like afrightened kid than any crimind. "l swesr it."
"Okay. If you want my help, you haveto trust me, too."

At firgt he stood rubbing hisarms asif he were cold. Findly he spoke with reluctance. "All right. What
do you want meto do?"'

"I'm going to make some cdls. Y ou can relax, shower, and changeif you would like." Sam checked the
clock on the console. Good grief. It was after nine p.m. She hadn't realized so many hours had passed.
No wonder she felt hungry. She glanced a him. "Do you eat?"

He smiled, bringing out adimplein hischeek. "I do get hungry. | can taste and smell thefood. It won't
redlly replenish my body, but it does provide fud.”

"Amazing," she said, though shewasn't sureif it was his eating habits or that heart-bresker of a smile that
left her flushed. He was amesmerizing puzzle. The scientist in her wanted to study him and the woman
wanted to help him.

"Comeon," shesad. "Let'sgo rustle up somefood.”

* * %



Sam sprawled in the chair before the console in her bedroom, taking abite of her hot dog while she
waited for aresponse on the vertica screen. At the moment, it showed nothing but blue.

"How long will it take?' Turner asked, in achair near hers. They were both far less bedraggled. She had
washed his clothes while he showered and changed her own, putting on fresh jeans and awhite top
embroidered with red flowers.

"It shouldn't belong,” shesad. "If Gilesisthere.”

He shifted in hischair. "Why should | trust this Giles?"

"Because | do."

"| should ask why | should trust you." He reddened. "But since | sought you out, that's not afair
Question.”

"I suppose.”" He sounded so human. His expressions, speech, inflections, mannerisms—it al made her
think of him asaman. No forma she had ever worked with had such a sophisticated brain. Y et hewas an
El, adamn good one, but till aconsgtructed intelligence. The contradictionsin her own reactionsto him
confused her.

Sam |leaned forward with her elbows on the console, the hot dog in one hand. She tapped the activate
pand on asmaller screen.

"Good evening," Madrigd sad.

"Hey, Mad." Sam glanced a Turner. ™Y ou okay with my doing a search on your name?"
"Go ahead. | gave you my word."

"Searching," Madrigd sad. "'l havethe results”

It gratified Sam that Madrigd worked so fast. She had spent the last six months optimizing the El's
response time. " Show them in order of date.”

"The mogt recent is his obituary,” Madrigd sad.
Turner spoke unevenly. "1'm not sure about this."
"Would you rather | didn't open it?" Sam asked. The idea shook her up, too.

After apause, he said, "No. Go ahead." He made awan effort to look cheerful. "After al, how many
people get to read their own obituary?"

"If it getsto be too much, let me know."
"Okay."

Sam spoke into the comm. "Go ahead, Madrigd.”



The small screen cleared to reveal anews article. "Would you like meto read it?* Madriga asked.
"No, don't,” Sam said. Hearing it out loud would probably be even harder for Turner.

Sam scanned it quickly. Thedriver of atruck had gone off the traffic control grid and tried to make an
illegd turn. Histruck skidded on theicy road and rammed Turner's hover car. The truck driver and his

passenger had both survived; Turner was the only casuaty. He had been twenty-seven, aresident of
Portland, Oregon, and abellboy in aHilton hotel.

Shelooked up a him. "I'm sorry."

Hisface had gone white. "Please takeit off. | know | gave you my word. But I—I can't. . ."
"l understand.” To the comm, she said, "Madrigd, find something more cheerful.”
"I'veaholo of Mr. Pascal in ahotel advertisement.”

Turner gave asdf-conscious laugh. "They liked to put mein their ads. They said it attracted femde
gueds”

"Well, hey." Sam grinned a him. "Let's see, Mad."

The screen washed into anew image, aglossy holo of ahotd lobby with afountain arching in the
background, an elegant registration area, and lushly green plants. The Hilton logo took up the top left
corner. In the foreground, Turner stood smiling, hisblond hair curling artfully on hisforehead, hisblue

eyes enhanced to amore vivid hue than they gppeared inred life. Hissmilewas abrilliant flash of white
in hishandsomeface.

"Oh, my." Sam fdt warm. "It'sagood picture.”
"That'swhat | want to remember," he said.

The console suddenly beeped, and the large screen rippled into awhite background with the logo of her
phone carrier, alightning bolt through a globe of the world.

"What'sthat?' Turner asked.

"Giles, | think." Sam turned to him. "Probably best you wait out of sght.”

"Yes" Turner went to stand across the room. He stood poised by the glass doorsto her balcony likea
cat ready to jump. She had closed the curtains over the doors so no one would see inside now. Not that
anyone was likely to wak by; she had bought thisland for its remote location, and the cold weather
hel ped ensure people didn't come wandering. Still, it never hurt to be careful.

As sheturned back to her console, the large screen projected an image, the face and upper body of a
man with auburn hair, a crooked nose, green eyes, and alarge grin.

"Sam!" He beamed at her. "Halo. Haven't heard from you in ages." His London accent lilted.

"Hey, Giles." Seeing him reassured her. Twenty years ago they had been lovers; ayear later they had
decided to be friendsinstead, an arrangement far better suited to their persondities. They had seen each



other through university graduations, job searches, and the explosion of new work in their field. She had
been abridesmaid at hiswedding to Katie. He had introduced her to Richard Armstead, who later
became her husband. Giles had thought Richard could make her happy. He had been right.

And it was Gileswho had flown in to be with her Six years ago for Richard's funerd. She pushed down
the memory, unwilling to face that grief. It waswhy in the past few years she and Giles had drifted apart.
She dmost never talked to him anymore. It brought back too many painful memories.

"What'sup?' Giles asked.

"| retired,” Sam said.

He chuckled. "Katie said she heard that. I'll tell you what | told her. It'sridiculous.”

"Maybe. But true." She smiled, imagining hiswife'start response when he didn't believe her. Katie never
took any guff from Giles, which seemed one reason he remained smitten with her after fifteen years of

marriage.

"Comeon, Sam," he said amiably. "Why would you retire?"

"Long sory."

"I've plenty of time."

"Actudly, | have aphilosophica question for you.”

He laughed. "Y ou called me across the sea at thisinhuman hour of the morning to talk philosophy?”

She flushed. In England, he was eight hours aheed. It was Six in the morning there. "Sorry! | forgot the
timedifference”

"No problem." He settled back in his seat and crossed his hands over his ssomach, which had rather
increased in girth lately. " So shoot.”

"Okay." Sheleaned forward. "A man diesin an accident. A biomech surgeon images the brain and
creates an El based on it. He rebuilds the guy with biomech to replace his destroyed organs and limbs.
When thisfellow comesto, he thinks he's human. Surgeon says no, he'saforma. Rebuilt guy says he has
same rights he had before. Other guy says you died, now you are an android and | own you. Sowhois
right?'

Gilesgave her one of his"I'm unimpressed” looks. "Too easy, Sam. Savery isillegd. I'm surprised you
even conddered it athorny problem.”

"I haven't told you thethorn yet."
"No?' Helooked intrigued. "And what might that be?"

"It happened.”

Gilesstopped amiling. "That's not funny, Sam."”



"l know. I'm serious."

He sat up draighter. "Bloody hell.”

"Yegh"

"Whereishe? Why haven't | read about this?"

"He cameto mein secret.” Sam made a conscious effort not to lean toward Turner or otherwise give
away his presence with her body language. "I checked him out. Physically, heisexactly what he clams.

"How do you know he's not an android?"

"Y eah, well, that's the problem, isn't it?"

"Sounds like one for the ethics boards," Giles said.

"It has another wrinkle, I'm afraid.”

He squinted at her. "I'm amogt afraid to ask.”

"He says the person who made him, aman he calls Charon, is some paranoid genius with spies
everywhere." Sheflushed, hearing how nutty that sounded. Giles had never had much patience with

dramétics.

His reaction floored her. He didn't scoff. He didn't even crack asmile. Instead he spoke in avery careful
voice. "Someone named Charon, you say."

Sam recognized histone. Y ou know him."

"It'samythologica reference. Ferryman of the underworld. Y ou of al people should know that."
"Why meof dl people?

"Thisis Charon, Sam."

"Do you know him?'

He put on an act of shrugging. "Can't say that | do."

Sam scowled at him. "Y ou don't liewell."

For amoment he considered her. Then hesaid, "Thislineis secured, right? That'swhat my incoming
sd.”

"That'sright." Before her father had died, three years ago, she had consulted for the Air Force on
projects sendtive enough that she had accessto their best security.

Gilesleaned forward, his elbows on his desk. "Charon is bad news. Stay out of it."

"I've never heard of him."



He stared & her. "Say again?'

"I've never heard of him."

"Eh, well, | can seewhy you would say that.”

That made no sense. "What?'

"Y ou probably know him by adifferent name."

"Such as?'

"Wildfire"

"Nope."

"Wizard."

She waved her hand. "Haf the people on this planet use 'Wizard astheir handle.”
"Parked and Gone."

That stopped her. "Parked? He breaksinto military satellites. Never been apprehended.”
"That," Gilessaid, "is Charon."

"Parked is a bandwidth bandit. Not a surgeon.”

"He's both. Ever hear of Sunrise Alley?

She sat up straighter. "Hell, yeah.”

"How much do you know?"'

"Supposedly it'sanillegd El enclave.”

He spokeflatly. " That'sCharon.”

"Charon isaperson. Sunriseisan organization.”

"Could be"

"Y ou don't know if he'saperson or an organization, do you?' Sheliked thislessand less. "If Charonis
ﬁur:;ilseAlley, that could make him the biggest black market mech-king alive. So why haven't | heard of

"I don't know anyone who has actualy met him." He spoke carefully. ™Y ou say you have someone there
who knows him?*

Sam froze astheimplication hit her. Charon was so well hidden that even someone astuned in to the



meshes as Giles didn't know hisidentity for certain. She might have accessto one of the few people who
could identify thisblack market king—in her house.

"Ah, hdl," Sam said.

Giles spokein an urgent voice, astark contrast to hisusua mellow style. "Sam, if thisman iswhat he
clams, you'reinthistoo deepto goit aone.”

"I'll call my NIA contact.” In the past decade, the Nationd Information Agency had taken over
investigations associated with the world mesh, absorbing entire bureaus of the NSA. Likethe CIA, it was
run by acivilian appointee, and had amost equal footing with the CIA in the Nationa Security Council.
Although it had tieswith the Army and Navy, it primarily coordinated its efforts through the Air Force,
with headquarters at Andrews Air Force base and the Pentagon. The sprawling agency had become
larger and more shadowy than its precursors.

"Get out of wherever you are," Gilessaid. "Takethisguy to the NIA. Fast."

Sam grimaced. "Y ou redize | moved to thislovely placeto reieve my stress.”

"Sorry, Sam." With care, he added, "Is he there?"

"Who?" Sam knew he meant Turner, but she didn't want to give anything away. If Gilesdidn't know how
Turner looked or sounded, he couldn't identify him.

Gilesdidn't push. "Just be careful.”

"l will." Shedrew in adeep breath. "I better go."

"Good luck."

"Thanks"

After she cut the link, she swiveled her chair to face Turner, who was till by the curtains.
"Sunrise Alley." Sam wasn't ahappy camper. "'Y ou neglected to mention that.”

"I'd never heard any of it before." Helooked like adeer caught in the headlights of ahover car. "No
matter what you cal him, hesamonger.”

She rubbed her arms. Turner might aswell have put aholosign over her head pointing her out to anyone
chasing him. But it made no difference. Given how shefdt about the ethics of biomech development, she

could no more turn her back on thisthan she could stop her heartbeat. She had retreated hereto lick her
wounds, but it seemed she couldn't be a hermit even when shetried.

"We need sanctuary,” she said. They had to movefast.
His posture was so taut, he looked asif he could snap. "With the military?"

"That'sright. Actualy, to an agency that workswith the Air Force." She pulled her wallet out of her
pocket and checked to make sure she had her clever-card. "We should travel light. No luggage.”



He seemed too stunned to react. He had a quality she had seen in other Els, ahesitancy, asif hismind
was incomplete, unable to absorb input fast enough to respond in atimely manner. His evolving codes
were at risk now, not yet developed enough to cope with erratic changes. For anormal EI, how she
dedt with it now would bevita in theformation of its personality. But Turner dready had a persondity;
the question was how stableit would remain.

Shefdt asif she were walking through jagged glass shards. " Turner—how long hasit been since you
died?'

He spoke sdf-conscioudy. "About two weeks."

No wonder he seemed bewildered. He was only two weeks old, even if he did essentialy have Turner
Pascd's brain. She wanted to offer comfort, but she didn't know what to say to someone who suddenly
found himsdlf dive asaformarather than aman.

"WEell driveto San Francisco,” she said.

"You aresureit's safe?’

"No guarantees exist. But thisis my best bet." She put confidenceinto her voice. "WEell fly out of here.”

He smiled tentatively. "That would be good.”

"You bet."

Sam just hoped they didn't crash and burn.

Spy Car

The road rolled out, dark except for cones of light from the headlamps on Sam's car. She had |eft her
slver Mercedes at the house; this beaut was the car she rarely used, adeek shadow. She had loaded it
with acopy of Madrigal, her El. Although she kept her hands on the whedl, Madrigal was driving. Digita
ink on the dash displayed dials, gauges, and screensin agreen, gray, and blue motif called Forest and
Lake. The car's holographic exterior could mimic any design Sam coded. Now they sped through the
night, black and muted. Invisible.

Cliffs plunged down to the turbulent sea on the right, where waves crashed against the rocky shordline,
their crests capped by shimmers of light from the gibbous moon. Hillsrose on the left, dark humps against
asky rich with stars. Even in the day, few people traveled thislonely road; now, after midnight, theirs
wasthe only vehicle.

Turner sat dumped in the passenger's seet, Staring out at the night. He seemed logt. Vulnerable. Sam had
gpent the past hour in frustrating attempts to find out more about him. Either he had lost part of hisverba
abilitiesin becoming an El or ese hewas being deliberately taciturn. She suspected a combination of the



two. She had time to draw him out, though; it would take hours to reach San Francisco even if the car
droveitsdf sraight through the night.

She decided to try again. "'l waswondering.”

Turner glanced a her. "Yes?'

"What does Charon look like?'

"Likeadevil," hesad darkly.

"What doesadevil look like?'

"Bvil."

"Bvil how?'

He stared out at the road.

Shetried another tack. "Do you know what Charon planned to do with you?"

"Hewanted adave."

"For what?'

"He planned to change me." He turned to her, hisface pae. "He wanted to test out different forma
bodies on me, to find out if others were more efficient than the human form. And hewas going to
manipulate my El, seewhat he could make me do."

What Turner described went againgt every principle Sam valued. "He needs a crash coursein ethics.”

"He was convinced people were plotting against him and he had to protect himsdlf.”

It sounded more like everyone € se needed protection from Charon. Sam gazed out the windshield,
thinking, and her reflection gazed back, awoman with shaggy blond curls and bangs, her eyestoo large
for her urchin'sface. Shelooked like awaif, not an El architect.

Turner suddenly said, "Y ou're helping me relearn speech.”

Shesmiled. "Well, that ismy job."

"Taking to you provides datafor my speech mods." Hewinced. "But | fill sound likeadamn EI."

Sam couldn't deny it. He was amost indistinguishable from aman, but nothing could change the fact that
hismind derived from amatrix of evolving neural networks. "An incredible El," she said, wishing she had
something moreto offer him.

"I'm not amachine."

"Youreright." She didn't know what to cdl him.



Helaid hishead against the seat and closed his eyes. "Charon had me doing tests. Physical, to seehow |
worked; mental, to study my mind. Every now and then he turned me off while he worked."

“Turned you off?"

"With drugs.”

"Drugs knock out a person. Machines turn off."

"I'll remember. But, Sam, either way, he took away my ability to think."

The dash flickered with anew holicon, or holographic icon, which glowed near to the whed. It showed
ared light like the domes that gppeared on old-fashioned police cars. A warning.

Sam flicked the holicon, and it morphed into a small screen on the dash with gold letters on a black
background: Car approaching from behind. The words moved down and an image formed above them
showing an unmarked black car—Ilong, deek, and deadly—hugging the curves of the road. Information

replaced the message: the car was half amile behind, running an unusudly quiet engine, one undetectable
from this distance by an unaugmented human ear.

"Madrigd," Sam sad.

"Hello." The voice came out of acomm below the screen.

"What can you tell me about the car behind us?'

"Anayssof its speed and accelerations suggestsit isfollowing this car and hiding its presence.”
"But we know it'sthere.”

"It has good shroud programs.” Smugly Madrigal added, "Mine are better."

Sam'slips quirked upward. "And modest.”

Madriga spoke with dignity. " Software has no modesty or lack thereof."

"Yes, wdl, yousmulateitslack very well." Sam nudged up their speed. "What do you have on that car?
Make, type, age, schematics?'

"It isaHover-Shadow 14."

"A spy car." Similar to her own, infact. She had purchased this one when someone started tailing her
during the hearings at Bioll. Probably it had been nothing, only her overly sensitized concern. But she had
bought the Shadow anyway. She could afford its exorbitant price, after dl. That was what made the

Bioll investigation so charged: millions, even billionswere at stake. She had thrown down the gauntlet,
claming that in the pursuit of those billions, they cut cornersto the point of endangering human life. It had
made her enemies, but she couldn't have stayed silent and kept her self-respect.

"It could be unconnected to us,” Madriga said. "Hover-Shadows are sold to security forces that protect
VIPs"



Sam raised her eyebrows. "And they just happen to be following usin the middie of the night ona
desolate highway hundreds of milesfrom civilization."

"The probability of that issmall,” Madrigd admitted.

Sam thought for amoment. Spy cars could hide from many tracking systems. Their holographic surfaces
made them invisible by displaying whatever was behind the car relative to the probe. The coating and
rounded angles of the car's design, derived from stealth technology, made it difficult to detect by radar.
The car sent out alocator Sgnd, in case thieves stoleit, but she had deactivated the supposedly
tamper-proof system. They were running "dark” now in every way.

Even 0, an advanced enough system could compensate for the shroud, just as Madrigd detected their
pursuer. On the diplay, Sam could see details of the car following them even from half amile away. That
pushed Madrigd's bandwidth, though;, if their pursuer fell any farther behind, the image would degrade.
Sam wondered why they followed at the limit of Madriga's ability. Perhaps the driver thought he was out
of range. It would support Madrigal's assertion that his onboard systems were less advanced than hers.
Given that Sam had designed the EI and its associated systems herself, using procedures shewasin the
process of patenting, it wouldn't surprise her if Madriga could outdo their trackers.

"What weapons does it have?' Sam asked.

"| can't detect them through its shroud,” Madriga said. "However, they are probably smilar to the
systemsincorporated in this car. And they are gaining on us."

" Speed up!”

"Increasing to seventy milesan hour.”

Sam knew the Shadow could easily go many times that speed. "Can't you give me more?”

"Y es. However, on thisroad, | can't guarantee we won't dide out over the cliff.”

Sam peered out the window. The road wound in hairpin curves, following contours of the mountain.
Although ametd railing separated them from the drop-off at ther right, it probably wouldn't hold if they
plowed into it at this speed. Although the car had some amphibious ability, they might just bounce down
the cliff and smash on the rocks below.

Asthey careened into another curve, Turner grabbed the door handle, his body tensing until his shirt
pulled tight across his shoulders. He made no sound, just stared at the road.

Damn. She was supposed to rescue Turner, not kill himin acar accident. "Madrigd, do the cloud.”
"Done." A hissing came from the back of the car.
"What wasthat?' Turner asked.

"A fog of microscopic bombletswith picotech brains. It will bombard the car following us" Sam glanced
a him."l desgned it mysdf."

He seemed disconcerted. "When you get the fierce look, you could be somewild edritch warrior
queen.”



Sam blinked at the image. She saw hersdf as atech-nerd. She would be awarrior woman, though, if it
took that to protect him and get them out of here. "1'm hoping the bomblets can stop them.”

Madrigd spoke. "They may not. Their car is continuing through the cloud.”
Sam studied theimage. Stats scrolled under it about the vehicle pursuing them. Their pursuer was
barreling through the haze of bomblets, but the data was degrading as the other car fell farther behind.

"Mad, can you give me a better picture?’

"Working," Mad said. The contrast increased. It didn't improve the resolution much, but it did reved a
cloud of fireflies dancing around the car.

"What's with the bugs?' Sam asked.

"Our pursuer released a swarm of bee-bots to neutralize your bomblets. They are aso attacking this

"A beewhat ?' Turner asked. If he was smulating fear, he was doing one hell of agood job. No El she
had ever worked with was this convincing. She would bet her many academic degreesthat Turner
genuingdy felt scared to death.

"They'relittle robots with rudimentary Al brains," Sam said. "They can counter minor threats.” Like her
bomblets. "1 could rel ease some, too, to counter the ones from the other car, but | don't have many and
they only operate for afew minutes." Unlike the others, hersweren't armed.

Hope sparked in his voice. ""Can you send back more bomblets until the other car uses up its bees?’
Sam wished she could. "I don't have any more.”

Mad spoke. "Shal | activate the artillery?”

"Doit." Sam couldn't bear to see Turner so afraid.

"Done." A rumbling came from therear of the car.

Turner clenched the edge of the seat. "Y ou're going toshoot them?”

Sam gave him aguilty look. "Cross your fingersit doesn't cometo that.”

"Why would you have acar likethis?' he asked.

"Someone wasfollowing me at Bioll last year.” Sam didn't like to remember. "Onetime | thought
someone broke into my penthouse. They didn't take anything, but just that someone got past dl my
security scared me."

"Did you report it to the police?’

"Yes. But | had no proof. I just found afew things misplaced in my bedroom. And it didn't fed right.”
She shivered. "Maybe | imagined it. | don't know."



Madrigal spoke. "Weveincreased our distance from them. However, they are attacking with more
bots."

It disguieted Sam that they had disarmed her bomblets so fast. " Shoot, Mad—the guns, not the
mini-cannons.”

"Done." The jack-hammer of machinegun fire burst out the back of the car. AlImost immediately, an
answering burst came from behind them.

"Holy shit," Turner muttered.

"Hogtile vehicle hasreturned fire," Madriga said.

"Areyou dl right?" Sam asked.

"A few dents" the El said. "Otherwise, I'm till Snging.”

"Good." Sam felt afierce satisfaction. Teach them to threaten her princein distress, or whatever one
cdled the mae equivaent of the proverbiad damsd. " Spread some oil on theroad." They had the
advantage of being ahead of the other car; she could release pernicious substances but their pursuers

would have a harder time sending smilar forward to bedevil them.

"Oil released," Madriga said. "Hogtile vehicle compensating.” The car careened around another turn,
and Sam grabbed the door handle, hanging on.

"Weve gained more distance on them," Madrigd said. Turner's face had gone white, hisbody rigid.
"Sorry," Samtold him.

"Hey." He gulped. "No—no problem.”

"Hodtile vehicle has cleared the oil," Madrigd said.

Another burst of gunfire came from behind them—and Sam's car swerved.

"Mad!" Sam hung on to the door while they skidded acrossthe road. She had to let the El dedl with this;
human reactions weren't fast enough to handle the situation at such high speeds. Her body protested
againgt therapid changesin accel eration as Mad compensated for the swerve.

"Course corrected,” Madrigd said. "They're il firing."

"Usethe cannons," Sam said. "Blast the bastards.”

A muffled boom came from behind them as mini-cannons on the car fired at their pursuers.

"Got one of their whedls," Madriga said smugly.

Sam clung to the door asthey lurched around another curve. "Did it stop them?”

"No. But it dowed them down. | don't think they can catch us now."



"Good," Turner whispered, scrunched against the door.

"Areyou dl right?' Sam asked.

"| think s0." Hetore his gaze away from the screen that displayed the now indistinct car behind them.
"Will we makeit?" A line showed between his eyebrows that hadn't been there earlier. Given enough
time, hisface would develop character and |ose the aabaster perfection that made him seem more
scul pted than human.

"Well makeit," shesaid, hiding her doubts. "The whedls on these cars are protected, but they're weak
spots compared to the rest.”

"That'sright,” Madriga said. "Put out one of those babies and you can speed away."
A ghost of asmile played about Turner'slips. "Madrigd soundslike you."
"She programmed me," the car said.

Sam snorted. ™Y ou've been programming yoursdlf for months. It'smy bane.” In truth, she was proud of
the El's development, even if it did have quirks, like cdling her Samantha

"Charon sent that car,” Turner said.

"| thought you deactivated the tracking sgnalsin your body."
He spoke uneasly. "Maybe | waswrong.”

"But why would it take him three daysto find you?'

"Maybe because | woke up?'

"Youdegn?'

He spoke with reluctance. "I hope you won't think this makes me sound inhuman—>but during my ‘wake
time, | respond to stimuli that helps my programming evolve. | need deep to integrate the changes.”

What he described didn't actudly seem that much different from what humans needed. "L ike what
happens when we dream.”

His posture eased. "I never thought of it like that.”
"Why would that help Charon find you?'
"I don't know. It'sjust the main difference | can think of between now and before.”

Sam considered it. "Wdll, you were at sea before. Y ou were on the yacht. Maybe something inits
systems protected you. Or maybe Charon wanted you to find me."

His shoulders hunched. "Why would he want that?'

"Hel if | know."



"He does know who you are." He wouldn't ook at her. "But then, so does anyonein the El field."

Sweat beaded on Sam'sforehead. She didn't want to be that well known. It had brought her nothing but
problems, especidly during the well-publicized ethics hearings at Bioll. "Y our EI matrix must keep a
record of what happens while you deep. Can you compare those with the records of your waking
periods?’

"Yes Just asecond. . ." Hewent silent for amoment. "I don't see any difference.”

"Maybe you should deep now. We could seeif that makes a difference.”

"I'mwilling to try anything."

Sam studied the screen on the dash, which showed only adark highway now. "Mad, isthat Shadow il
behind us?'

"Y es. They havefdlen back about amile.”

"How long beforeit repairs that whed ?

"Probably fifteen minutes. | am devoting more of my systemsto the shroud that hides us.”
"Hide usfrom miniaturized systems, t00."

"I'll make sure no bees sting us" Madrigd said.

"Good." Then Sam said, "Take usto the cabin."

* * *

Redwoods surrounded the smdl building. The smell of pine needlesfilled the air, and sparse underbrush
crunched under their feet. Breezes whispered through the trees, the only sound in this remote location.
Sam had never redlized how much noise acity made, even in the latest hours of the night, until she had
cometo liveinthewild, mgestic reaches of northern California. The degpness of the silence had rattled
her at first, but she soon cameto find it ahedling bam.

The cabin had no outward sign of eectronic, optical, or superconducting systems. It wasisolated from
al exterior input. Sam had it built that way during one of her "1 rgect al the technology that has made my
lifemiserable" phases.

However, she only carried her rebellion so far. Disguised in itsinnocuous wood construction, the cabin
had heat shieldsto hide from infrared sensors, pheromone screensto contain scents produced by its
inhabitants that wandering bee-bots might detect, and filtersto remove bits of biologica matter, like hair,
that included traceable DNA.

They climbed the stairs to the porch, which was shaded by aroof. After they reached the door, Turner
ran hisfingers over the rough wall of the cabin, which was built from wood, real wood, though Sam had
chosen the most common pine available. She hadn't even considered redwood; the trees had become too
rare.

"How many houses do you have?' Turner asked.



Sam pulled out her clever-card, which was coded to her fingerprints. "Thisisn't ahouse. Wdll, itis, sort
of. It'smy cabin." Sheinserted her card into adot disguised in the door molding. "It used to be my
retreat, before | bought the beach house." She pressed her thumb on the ID pandl, another hidden
concess on to modern tech. In her more honest moments, Sam had to admit she had never redly turned
away from technology, she just attempted to hide her use of it from herself. The door swung open on
oiled hinges.

Turner spokein alow voice. "l can't do something as smple as open the door to my own apartment
awymore."

Shelifted her hand, inviting him into the cabin. "Because Charon changed your fingerprints?*

Turner went insde. "Partialy.” Heturned to her. "Evenif he hadn', it wouldn't matter. The door won't
recognize the card of adead person.”

Dead. It unsettled Sam more than she wanted to admit. In that sense, she was grateful to Charon. She
liked Turner. She didn't want him to be dead. But he needed the rest of hislife back, too.

She cameinside and closed the door. "Lightson.”

The table and standing lamps came on, shedding awarm glow. The living room looked the same asthe
last time she had been here, ayear ago. The rugtic furniture was upholstered in blue, rust, and goldenrod
hues. A golden pine paneled the walls, and a hearth took up most of onewall, with bricksin rusty colors.
Throw rugs warmed the floor. Only athin layer of dust had accumulated; her cat-bots kept the place
clean.

"Hello, Samantha," Madriga sad.

Turner jJumped. "Isthat El everywhere?'

Sam gmiled. "Pretty much.”

"Hello, Turner,” Madriga sad.

"How do you know who | am?" he asked.

" just exchanged memory with mysdlf inthecar.”

Hisforehead creased with lines of gtrain. "Doesn't it bother you to have copies of your mind in different
places?’

"Bother me?' Madrigal asked.
"Yes" Turner stood very dill, listening.

"Not a al,” Madrigd said. "It lets me be many places at once, afeat Sam would like to do herself.
Unfortunately, like most humans, sheistoo limited to accomplish such auseful trait.”

Sam groaned. "Enough, Mad."



"Sorry." Then Madrigd said, "But it'strue.”

"Mad!"

"I hate having my El code copied,” Turner said.

"Why?" Sam and Madrigd both asked, smultaneoudly.

"It makesmefed ... solen. | don't like copies of myself evolving without my knowledge.”

It wasthefirst time Sam had heard an El express such a sentiment. But she could see how ahuman
might fed that way. "How many copies of you exig?'

"Only thisone, | think."

Sam suspected Charon made backups, but she didn't want to upset Turner. He walked into the cabin as
if hewasn't certain he belonged there. Then he sat on the couch, stretching out hislegswhile he put his
head back. As he closed his eyes, the cushions under and behind him shifted, and shifted again, straining
to release at least amodicum of hismuscletension.

Sam sat near him on the couch. Impulsively, she touched his hand. "How much deep do you need?’
He opened his eyes, his gaze lingering on her hand as she withdrew it. "Maybe three or four hours."

"We shouldn't stay here any longer than it takesto rearm the car.” She had aways felt strange about
storing suppliesfor her car here, afraid she was overreacting, but she was grateful now she had been
scared enough to stock the place. "We can deep while the car drives, though. Madriga will wake me up

if anything happens.”
He nodded, then closed his eyes again. " That sounds good.”

"Y ou can use my room now, if you want. I'll wake you whenit'stimeto go." A flush spread through her
at the thought of him in her bed. FHustered, she crammed her hand in the pocket of her jacket and pulled
out her mesh glove, aglittering black skein she knew she should treet better than to crumple up likethis.
"If you need anything, let me know with this."

"Thanks." He took the offered glove and gave her awan smile. "If | have any nightmares, I'll giveyou a
page.”

"You dothat." Sam wished she could fix the nightmare hislife had become.

He started to speak, then hesitated.

"Yes?' Sam asked.

Hisvoice softened. "Y ou pretend to bristle with spines, but underneath you're very kind, Sam Bryton."
She didn't know what she had expected, but that wasn't it. Embarrassed, she said, "Oh, you know me,
Theol' porcupine.” Gilesand Linden Polk both used to call her that. She needed spinesto protect herself

inaworld she could master scientifically but that she had never been either hard or cold enough to deal
with on apersond leve.



"I wish | had spines." His voice caught. "They would help keep the nightmares at bay."

Sam knew she should get moving, but she couldn't leave him like this. He had an odd look, asif he
feared to lose himsdlf. His neurd matrix had to be forming an immense number of connections right now.
Were he an unaugmented human being, her leaving right now to stock the car wouldn't cause
psychologica harm; for afledgling El, how people interacted with him during these crucid weekswould
determine the patterns his matrix was establishing. Thiswasthe time an architect did some of her most
important work. But she couldn't think of him as an El; he seemed so much like aman.

"l didn't think Elshad nightmares," she said.

"Maybeit's my matrix doing cleanup.” Turner touched her hand the way she had donewith him. "'l need
to talk to you. To—to understand what | am. But what | need—what | want, what | need, they aren't the
same. I'm scared Charon will find us.”

She put her other hand over his. "We cantak in the car. All you want.”

He averted hiseyes. "Thanks."

"Y ou deep now. I'll wake you up when I'm ready."

"All right.”

Asthey stood up, Sam was aware of his athletic grace. She showed him to her bedroom, a
wood-paneled room with wicker furniture, round throw rugs, and a four-poster bed covered by a
flowered quilt. The potted plants were even thriving, which meant her cat-bots were tending them well,
unlike redl cats, which probably would have eaten them for dinner. Her cat-bots had better successwith
plants than she had ever managed, mainly because they never forgot to water them.

Shelingered with Turner in the doorway. "Rest well."

"l will." Hewaswatching her face. "Sam .. ."

"le

He cupped his hand around her cheek. "Thank you."

She resisted the urge to turn her head and press her lipsinto his palm. It wastoo intimate, too soon. "Il
be back soon."

"Don't take too long."
"Don't worry." She did her best to project confidence. "WEell befine."

She just wished she believed her own words.



|V

Night Flight

Samran up the stairs, her bare feet dapping the marble floor, her silk pajamas blown against her
body. Heat from the fires scalded her face. An explosion shook the ground . . .

Earthquake! Sam struggled to awake. She had gone through afew tremors, but never one thisviolent.
She sat up—and hit her head on a hard surface.

"Ow!" Shestrained to seeinthedim light. As her mind cleared, she realized she was behind the whed of
her car. The "earthquake" had been Turner shaking her. He was Sitting on the passenger side now. Given
the way he was rubbing hisforehead, the "surface” she hit must have been his head.

Sam flushed. "Sorry!"

"I didn't mean to sartleyou." Eveninthe dim light, it was obvious hisface had turned red. "But | had a
warning. | thought you should know."

"A warning?'
"My systems have experienced eectronic activity."
She smiled. "I doubt any place exists on this planet that hasn't experienced e ectronic activity.”

"Thisisdifferent. | recognized an anomaly in the modulating wave." Hewas Stting Sdeways, facing her.
"It has digtinctive sine and cosine components.”

Sam pulled hersdf upright behind thewhed. ™Y ou can pick up eectronic Ssgnas?'
"Ves"

"And Fourier andyze that waveform?"

"Wes

"How many components of the wave?'

"| caculated it out to severd thousand.”

Sam sincerely doubted thiswas a skill required for most bellboys, even those a aHilton hotdl. "Canyou
transmit your andysisto Madrigd ?'

"| think s0." Hisface took on an inwardly directed expresson.
Madriga spoke. "I've received and andyzed hissigna. My shroud should be hiding usfromiit.”

Rdlief washed over Sam. "Good."



"Shall | speed up the car?' the EI asked.

"Canyoudo it safely?' Sam asked.

"Here, no. But the road widensin afew miles. | can there.”
"Keepit safe, Madrigdl, but go asfast asyou can.”

"She has aremarkable architecture,” Turner said.

"Turner." Sam didn't know how to moderate her words, so she just spoke plainly. "1 know of no human
who can detect modulation of asignal wave without equipment, do a thousand-term Fourier andysisin
his head, transmit the results to another EI, and admire its structure in the process.”

He had been rdaxed, sitting with his head leaning against the headrest, but now his posture stiffened and
he sat up Straighter. "1'm not the only human being augmented by implanted biochips.”

Sam suspected the origina Turner Pascal hadn't known enough about biomech technology to realize that

what he had just done far exceeded the capabilities of such biochip implants. It wouldn't take long for an

El with access to the world meshesto study the basic technology, but he didn't seem to have had much
exposure to the world outside his lab.

"Biochip technology for the human brainisin its most rudimentary stages,” shesaid. "It'stoo risky. It
causes brain damage.” She regarded him intently. "An El, though, could easily do what you describe.”

"What do you expect meto say? That I'm an android? I'mnot. | can't be what you want, Sam. It isn't
m"

She couldn't help but smile. "That's new."
"Itis?’

"Usudly when the man says'l can't be what you want' to the woman, she's saying something like 'show
me more of your emotions,’ not 'be an android.""

Turner went very ill. "You sad ‘the man." "

"Yes" Her voice softened. ™Y ou seem human to me. A man, not an EI."
"Y ou said ‘the woman,' too."

Sam blinked. "Y ou have doubts I'm awoman?"

Turner reddened. "None, believe me." He started to lift hishand, then set it down again. "The ‘woman' in
such conversationsis usudly the man'slover.”

A flush spread through Sam. "1 didn't mean that.”

Thistime he didn't stop. He reached across the seat and took a curl of her hair. "'l love the way this
looks, sowild and touded.”



"Turner, don't." She pulled her hair away. She would have liked to stroke his, too, but she couldn't take
advantage of the Situation that way. ™Y ou don't have to prove you're human to me.”

Rather than taking offense, he laughed softly. ™Y ou think a man would only be attracted to you because
he'strying to prove heisn't an android?’

"Wdl, no."

"Good. Becauseit's not true.”

Sam caught her lower lip with her teeth. He smelled good, like the ocean, with an underlying scent she
couldn't identify but that seemed mae, sensud. Maybe she needed more air. She had avoided menin the
sx years snce her husband had died. She had mourned Richard for so long. Perhgpstimereally had
eased the pain, or maybe she just hadn't met someone who affected her until now. What amess.

Turner was watching her face. "I'm sorry. | was out of line."

"No. It'sokay." Sam didn't know what else to say. So she changed the subject, motioning to the night
outside. " Someone out thereis making asignd you recognize?"

"Charon usesit in one of hisencryption schemes."

"Can you pick amessage out of it?"'

"Unfortunately, no. | don't know the code.”

"Areyou sure he sent it?* Shewastaking too fast, distracted by her heightened awareness of Turner.

"l can't redly say." He gestured upward, asif to encompass the mountains and sea. "This area doesn't
have as many sgnasasacity, but it'sill full of them.”

"Madrigd isshrouding hers A thought cameto Sam. "Turner, are the filaments of your matrix spread
throughout your body?'

Hetensed. "That doesn't make me less human.”

"| didn't mean that. It could protect you. An El rarely hasits matrix filaments al in one spot. Most
matrices aso have more redundancy built into them than in abiologica brain.”

His shouldersrdlaxed. "Yes, mineislikethat."

Thinking out loud now, she said, "So it isn't likely the entire matrix ever goes dormant.” To Turner, she
sad, "When you put yoursdf to deep on the yacht, did you do it any differently than tonight?*

“Not redlly.”

Shefindly figured out what bothered her. "Except that you couldn't wake up before unless you heard my
voice"

"That'sright.”



She thought of the tales from her childhood about the beautiful young woman who would avake only if
Prince Charming kissed her. That sort of made her Princess Charming, except without the perk of getting
to kissthefair youth. She doubted any of the maidens had the advantage of an El brain, though. "Did you
detect Charon's signal while you were adegp on the yacht?"

"I've no record of it." Hewatched her intently. " Are you thinking Charon couldn't find me until | found
you, because | keyed my wake-up to you?"

"That could be what happened.” It would make her atarget. For dl she knew, he and Charon had
planned thistogether. It was difficult to teach an El to lie, but he was more sophisticated than any El she
had worked with before. It didn't fit, though, neither with his behavior nor with what she knew after two
decades of research on the development of El matrices.

"Thereisanother way Charon might have found us," Turner said.

She doubted he meant himsdlf. "What'sthat?"

"Your friend, Giles. Y ou called him. Then that car came after us.”

Sam would have decked alot of peoplefor that suggestion. " Gileswould never betray me."

"For enough money or power, anyone will."

Her gaze never wavered. "Not Giles."

"Anyone"

"l wouldn't."

He spoke dryly. "That's because you aready have more money and power than most anyone could ever
want."

Sam shifted in her seat. "It makes no difference.”
"Doesn't it?" Bitterness touched hisvoice. "Y ou don't know what it's like to live without."
Morelay behind those words than any suspicion of Giles. "Isthat what it was like for you?"

"It was better after | got ajob." Helooked out the windshield, hisface pensive. "l can't see anything out
there

Sam let it go. "It's overcast. No moonlight.”
"Do you think we should do anything about the signa ?'

"I'm not certain. | thought driving to San Francisco would be safer than contacting anyone. Even with our
sgnals shrouded, someone might eavesdrop. But I'm beginning to wonder if speed is more important than
secrecy. Maybe | should get in touch with my NIA contact now.” Calling Thomas Wharington a
"contact”" was abit of an understatement. He served as director of the MIA, or Machine Intelligence
Agency, one of the two divisons of the NIA. He was aso head of the Senate Select Committee for



Space Warfare Research and Development. "I can reach him using the mesh inthiscar.”
Heturned with ajerk."No! Charon will trace the call.”

"Possbly." She wished they had more choices. "But driving makes us vulnerable." She started to reach
out to him, then realized what she was doing and withdrew her hand. "I promised to take you to a safe
place, but I'm not sure now that | can without help.”

He watched her hand, his gaze lingering. "I1t's only afew more hoursto San Francisco.”

"That's afew more hours Charon hasto locate us.”" It flustered Sam when he watched her that way, with
hislashes haf lowered.

"If Charon picksup your cal, it will belike agreat big arrow pointing to us.”
"WEell be at risk no matter what," she said.

"Youthink acdl isbetter?'

"l think s0."

He had thelook of a man about to dive off acliff. "I hopeyoureright.”

So do |, Sam thought.

Sam had known Thomas Wharington most of her life. He and her father had attended the Air Force
Academy together and both had become career officers. Asasmall child, Sam had found Thomasscam
manner reassuring. Over six feet tal, with broad shoulders and awell-built physique, he had looked
every bit the hero to her, epecidly in his blue uniform. His deep voice had made her think of movie
superheroes. As she matured, she had come to appreciate his straightforward manner. He had never
talked down to her, but ways treated her like an adult. In her teen years, she had imitated histaciturn
style, answering her parentsin clipped, no-nonsense tones until her exasperated mother told her to cut it
out.

Asan adult, Sam had seen a different side of Thomas. Hisworldview had a hardness she hadn't
understood in her childhood. She admired hisintegrity and would aways love him for hiskindness, but
the ease she had felt with him as an adoring child vanished the day sheredlized "Uncle Thomas' could kil
without the flick of an eyelash if he believed it necessary to defend his country. But the stedl of his
character was dso why she trusted him. Thomas was a tough man, but he was also one of the finest
people she knew.

At the moment, however, he looked like aman who didn't appreciate her waking him up. Sam could see
him on the screen of the dashboard. He was sitting behind the desk in his office a home, but he
otherwise |ooked thoroughly unofficid. His usualy impeccable gray hair was mussed, and hehad on a
rumpled blue sweater. Dark circlesringed hisgray eyes. Sam's mother had referred to him asa"slver
fox," in honor of hisluxuriant hair and finely chisded features, but right now helooked like ahaf-adegp
pit bull.

"Sam." He scowled. "This had better be good."



"I'm afraid,” Sam said, "that it could be very bad."

Hisfrown vanished. "Go on."

"Do you want to catch Charon?"

Although Thomas barely moved, Sam knew she had hit big. She could read him amost aswell as she
had read her father. That subtle set of hisjaw, the warinessin his gaze—yes, she knew the signs. He
recognized the name, and it wasn't from some mythologicd tae.

Hesad only, "Who is Charon?”'

"Someone who might betrouble,” Sam said. "I have hislatest creation.”

Thomas sat up straight, no longer trying to hide his response. "What creation?”

Turner shifted in the passenger's seat, moving closer to the door so Thomas couldn't see him.

"A man," Sam said. "He claims Charon made him. He says he ran away and Charon is searching for
him." Sam grimaced. "A few hours ago an armed car chased us down the coast highway and amost
blasted us off the road."

"Good Lord, Sam." Thomas |eaned forward. "What have you got yourself involved in?"

"Hdl if | know. He cameto me."

"Whereisthisman?'

Sam glanced a Turner, asking aslent question.

Helooked uncomfortable, but he said, "It'sokay. Tell him."

"You can talk to Thomas," she offered.

"l don't want him to seeme."

"Sam?' Thomas asked. "Who are you spesking to?"

"Hisnameis Turner." Shetook amoment to collect her thoughts. Then shetold him everything. By the
time she finished, he no longer looked the least bit tired.

"Stay whereyou are," Thomas said. "I can have achopper there in twenty minutes.”
"That fast?'

"Maximum."

"No!" Turner said. "It will lead Charon to us."

"Isthat him?' Thomas asked.



"Yes," Sam sad. "He says Charon will find us.”

"We won't et that happen.”" He paused, concern on hisface. "'If you're on the stretch of coastal road
where| think, the Bird may not be ableto put down. Y ou'll haveto climb aladder.”

"Whét bird?"

"Redbird. The chopper. It'sascout, designed for fast travel. Will you be dl right with it, Sam?We can
send amedicd crew onthisone."

Medical crew? She didn't understand why he was so worried about her. "I'll be fine." She vagudy
recdled the Redbird. It had comeinto military use over the past decade, an aircraft that flew itsdlf but
could takeasmall crew if desired. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she remembered the saying about
Charon that had popped into her mind earlier.He can only take you across once.

"l hopeit reachesusintime” shesaid.

He checked hisdesk. "It's been in route for about fifteen minutes, snce you mentioned the name
Charon."

"We're dead," Turner muttered.
Sam glanced a him. "What makes you so sure?'

"If your friend's people sent help the minute they heard Charon'sname,” Turner said, "they know we're
introuble.

"Wasthat the forma?' Thomas asked.

Turner went rigid, anger flashing on hisface.

"Heésaman," Sam told Thomas.

"Ishe picking up the sgna from Charon now?' Thomas asked.

Turner spoke into the comm. "1 can't find it now, Generd Wharington. He could have changed it. Maybe
he knows we picked it up. He might be listening to us."

"Thisisasecured channd,” Thomas said.

"He's probably bouncing lasers off our windshield right now,” Turner said.
"Not my windshield,” Madrigal sad. "It absorbsthe electromagnetic radiation.”
"Hell find away around that,” Turner said. ™Y ou don't know Charon.”

Thomas didn't answer. His neutra expression made Sam suspect he knew Charon alot better than he
intended to revedl.

Sam became aware of arumble overhead. "I think our rideis here early.”



Thomas exhaled. " God's speed, Sam.”

"Thanks." Sam took control of the car and guided it to the Side of the road. "No one better bother my

"Don't worry," Madriga said. "I'm armed.” The doors unlocked with aclick.
Sam glanced at Turner. "Ready to go?'

He nodded, hisjaw set. When they opened their doors, the roar jJumped in volume. Sam stepped out
into agae produced by—nothing. An engine growled in the sky, dong with thechop-chop-chop of
blades, yet she saw nothing. Trees covered the bluff rising up on their left, and on the right, rocky cliffs
dropped to the ocean. A small helicopter might have landed on the narrow road, but the blades would
have hit the trees or the mountain.

Turner stood across the car from her, his hands braced on the open door as he stared upward. "Where
isit?"

"Near thetrees.” She used her hand to shield her eyes againgt the wind as she looked up. She could
make out a dark shape hovering above them now. A line dropped down fromit, long and supple. It hit
the 9de of the car, then swung away, into the hillsde.

A voice caled out above them. "Climb the ladder.”

Sam dammed the door and ran around the car. The wind threw her hair into her face as she grabbed the
ladder, which was made of supple rope or cables. Next to her, Turner was clutching his car door, his
faceapdeovd inthenight.

Sam thrugt the ladder at him. ™Y ou go first." She wasn't sure how much his El could handle yet; he might
freeze up and not follow if she went ahead of him.

Turner grabbed the ladder, his motionsjerky. As he climbed, her pulse raced. She kept imagining
another craft lowering out of the night, and she fought the urge to scramble up and over him. Assoon as
he had gone afew yards up, she started climbing. The ladder swung back and forth, weighted by their
bodies. It gave her vertigo. Shefdlt certain she should remember something about this, something

important, but it escaped her.

Sam kept climbing, clutching the ladder. Then she hit Turner'sfoot. She stopped and looked up. Turner
was hanging on the ladder with his eyes squeezed shut and his arms hooked over one rung.

"Kegp going,” shecaled.

No answer.

Sheinched her way up, reaching around him, her front against his back. He was gripping the rope so
hard, hisknucklesfdt likeiron under her palms. Fighting her own dizziness, she pressed againgt him.
Wind tore around them, cold and sharp.

"You candothis," Sam sad.

"l can't,”" he whispered.



She couldn't tdl if hisEl brain was smulating aterror Turner Pasca would have fdt or if aproblemin
the matrix had caused him to freeze. She hung on, clenching the ladder, her asams around him, trying to
offer reassurance with her presence. Peering upward, she could make out the Redbird, deek and dark.
"Canyou pull usup?' shecdled.

The ladder began rising. Asthey came closer, she saw a person in the entrance of the Bird, aman or a
woman in dark clothes. Hands grabbed her and Turner and heaved them inside. With relief, Sam
sprawled across the deck.

"Got them," awoman said.

Sam lay on her somach, breathing hard. Her heart pounded as if she had run amarathon.

"Dr. Bryton?' aman asked. "Areyou dl right?'

Sam raised her head. The Redbird had just enough light to reved severd men and women in uniform.
The man leaning over her wore ajumpsuit with amedical patch on the shoulder.

"I'm okay," Sam said, stting up. She was more concerned about Turner. Helay nearby, curled in afeta
position, his eyes closed. Another medic was leaning over him, awoman in the uniform of an Air Force
major. A third officer knelt on Turner's other side, a man doing checks with ascanner.

"Ismy friend Al right?" Sam asked.

The man next to Sam spoke to the woman by Turner. "How ishe, Mgor Parsons?’

Parsons|looked over at them. "We aren't sure what happened. He'sin acoma.”

Sam wondered if he had shut down his matrix. Thelast time he had "turned off," he had keyed his
wake-up to her. She scooted across the deck to Turner, and Parsons moved aside. The Redbird

rumbled dl around them.

Sam laid her hand on Turner's shoulder, offering comfort. "It'sdl right. Werre safe” Shefet an urgeto
stroke his hair, even to press her lips against his cheek, but she held back.

His eyes opened enough for him to look at her, his pupils dilated. He spoke in abarely audible voice.
"I'm afraid of heights. And closed spaces.”

She squeezed his shoulder. "WEll bedl right." Hisfears probably came from Turner Pascal. It was hard
to imagine someone programming phobiasinto an El, though she supposed it wasn't impossible.

Herolled onto his back, looking up & the man who was scanning him. "What—?"
"I'm doing sometests,”" the medic said. "To make sureyouredl right.”
Turner closed his eyes as they took his blood pressure.

Histerror tugged at Sam. It seemed redl. It could be smulated, but if the emotionsfelt real to him, who
wasto say they weren't?



While the medics checked over Turner, and herself aswell, Sam pondered. To be an El, Turner had to
pass demanding forms of the Turing test, which essentidly said that if aperson communicated with a
meachine and another human without knowing which was which—and couldn't tell them apart—then the
machine had intelligence. Older tests used sentences typed at termina's, but nowadays many versions
existed. The verbd Turing helped distinguish an El from an Al. The El's speech had to be convincing, not
only its content but also its tone and nuance. If she asked, "Do you like the beach by my house?' he
needed more than knowledge about oceans, he also had to interpret "like" and describe how he felt.

Turner had no problem with the verbd test. Asfar as Sam was concerned, he also passed the visud,
which required the El be visudly indistinguishable from a person. He needed human expressions,
mannerisms, and body language. He had to interpret and respond to visua cues humans gave one
another. His portrayal of fear, love, anger, joy, and dl the rest had to convince even an El architect he
was human. When Sam had first met Turner, she had realized he was part biomech, but she wouldn't
have guessed he was an El.

Some researchers thought human brains were wired for more processing than an El matrix could handle,
even "smple" tasks such as recognizing another person. They consdered the visua Turing impossible.
Sam didn't agree. It wastrue, though, that few Els existed. Most never developed beyond Als. The
others she had known were contained within computers, including Madrigal. The few androids she had
worked with didn't come close to passing the visual. She had never interacted with an El asintensely
human as Turner. But his persondity, hisintdlect, al those intangibles that formed a person—they
resded in asynthetic matrix. Had Turner Pascal been the blueprint for aremarkably effective android or
was he aman? Perhaps it came down to a question none of them could truly answer: did he have a soul?

While the medics worked, Sam brushed alock of hair off Turner'sface. He opened his eyes and spoke
inalow voice. "Weaent faling."

Sheaniled. "Definitely not."

Turner looked at the doctor, who was reading a monitor display. "Who are you?'

"Lieutenant Hollander." The medic nodded to him. "How do you fed ?'

"All right." Turner dowly sat up, looking around. Seets lined the Redbird's hull, facing toward them. The
crew consisted of these three officers, perhaps a pilot and copilot in the cockpit, though a Redbird didn't
need human guidance after apilot programmed its Al brain.

Hollander spoke quietly. "I've never seen such a sophiticated android.”

Turner'sface darkened. "I'm aman.”

Themedic blinked. "Y ou are?'

"My body was smashed in ahover accident. It's rebuilt with biomech.”

Hollander looked asif he wanted to argue, but he said only, ™Y ou have an unusud brain.”

Turner spoketightly. "Yes, it'san El. | was dead after the accident. Now I'm not. So what if my brainis
amatrix? It doesn't make me adamn android.”

"I'm sorry." Hollander seemed at aloss. "I meant no offense.”



Magor Parsons watched the exchange with interest but no surprise, which led Sam to think Thomas had
briefed her.

"It won't takelong to reach the airfidld,” Parsons said.

"Where do we go from there?" Sam asked.

"D.C., | believe," Parsons said. "The crew on your Rex can give you more details.”
"Rex?" Sam asked.

The mgor smiled. "It'sanickname for your transport craft. Y ou'll seewhy.”

Sam noticed that Parsons spoke to both her and Turner. She respected that. People often avoided
looking androidsin the eye, asif that would somehow violate an unspoken code of humanity.

So they went, into the night.

Sam and Turner ran across the tarmac with Parsons and Hollander, shielding their faces against the wind.
Sam couldn't see much beyond the circle of light on the field, though she could make out mountains
around them, possibly the SierraNevadas. Their escort had been taciturn about the location of thisfield,
but given that they had only been in the air about fifteen minutes, they were probably gtill in Cdifornia

Thelr transportation waited on the tarmac. The gorgeous aircraft made Sam's breath catch. It resembled
models she had seen for hypersonic aircraft, but complete within itself rather than the venerable X-43. A
B-52 had taken the X-43 up and released it on a Pegasus-derivative launch vehicle, which boosted the
X-43 up to speeds where it could use its scramjets. Since then, hypersonic technology had been the
fastest-advancing field in aviation. This beauty came dl in one. Itsrounded angles and dark color were
reminiscent of her spy car, which was no surprise given that the car relied on military tech for its shroud.
She could see why Parsons caled thisa Rex; it was surely the king of aircraft. At hypersonic speeds, it
could reach anywherein theworld in four hours. It told her alot about what Thomas thought of
"Charon," that he wanted to bring them in asfast as possible in such a state-of-the-art warcraft.

"Wow," Turner said at her side.

Sam grinned. "Thomas has yle.”

A man waited for them in the hatchway, amilitary type who wore fatigues Sam didn't recognize. He had
amuscular build and the bearing of someone who knew how to use his strength. Sam took the steps up

to the Rex two at atime, but she paused at the top while Turner eased past her. L ooking back, she saw
Parsons and Hollander on the tarmac. Mgor Parsonslifted her hand in farewell.

The officer in the hatchway spoke to Sam. "Y ou better get settled, Dr. Bryton. Well be leaving as soon
aspossble”

Sam turned to the officer. He had brown hair razed in abuzz cut and icy blue eyes. His biceps strained
hisdeeves. Helifted hishand in an invitation for her to enter the Rex. "Maam.”

"Thanks." She went into the cabin, asmall areawith four seats crammed together, two rows of two.



Consoles were embedded in the arms of each, with a screen that could swing over a passenger's lap.
White and green holiconsindicating statistics such as cabin pressure and temperature glowed in the door

that separated the cabin from the cockpit.

Sam dropped into aseat next to Turner. "I'll bet this beaut can fly higher and faster than just about
anythingdse”

Hisface had gone ashen. "For someone who doesn't like heights, Sam, that isn't reassuring.”
Shelad her hand over hiswhere he was clenching the end of hisarmrest. "WEell be okay."

Hedidn't answer, but he turned his hand over and clasped her fingers.

The man in fatigues closed the door and then turned to them. He met Sam's questioning look with a
neutra gaze. His careful expression madeit impossible to judge histhoughts, and his fatigues had no
name or rank. He came toward the seats with controlled movements, asif he rationed each step. He

didn't seem hogtile, but rather, cautious to an extreme. Did these people know more about Turner than
she did? Perhaps her prince in distress wasn't as vulnerable as she had assumed.

"How soon do we go?" Turner asked.

The officer answered in a pleasantly deep voice. "Soon, | think. I'll check." He went into the cockpit and
closed itsdoor, leaving them aone.

Sam shivered, though it was much warmer in here than outside. "I'll be glad when we leave.”

"l suppose | shouldn't admit this" Turner said. "But my El keeps getting confused. Thisistoo much. |
haven't integrated dl my systemsyet. Charon wasworking on that when | ran off."

It relieved her to hear him ease up on hisinsistence that he was no different than aman. To her mind, his
differences made him no less deserving of the rights he had taken for granted as Turner Pascal, but she
could help him more if hewasn't in denid about the changes. "If you let uswork with you, we can
probably stabilize your EI."

Heleaned his head back on the segt. "I'll never get away fromiit, will 1? No one will ever sseme asjust
Turner Pascdl "

"No, they wont," she said. "That doesn't make you less. Just different.” She squeezed hishand. "Better.”
Hisface gentled, thelinesaround hiseyes crinkling, linesthat hadn't been there yesterday. Life, red life
rather than acontrolled lab environment, had begun to give his face the character—the humanity—it had

lacked when she met him. He spoke in alow voice. "Thank you."

She smiled sdlf-conscioudy. Then sheindicated the cabin. " Guess we don't have sewardesses.”

"Guessnot."
"l wonder why they left usaone.”

He snorted. "Maybe to study how we interact without anyone around to constrain our behavior."



That was cynicd. "Has that happened before?”
"Charon was dways playing with my mind."

Play. The more she heard about Charon, the less she liked it. Turner had a point, though; the crew
probably could monitor them. She waved her hand at abulkhead. "If you're watching, hello.”

"I'm afraid I'll be aboring subject,” Turner said. "'l plan to deep dl the way to Washington."

"Sounds good to me." Sam settled hersdlf, fastening the pressure-webbing around her body that would
protect them from heavy accelerations.

The cockpit door suddenly opened and the man in fatigues came out. He glanced at Turner, his gaze
taking on a shuttered quaity. He stopped by their seats, and for amoment Sam thought he intended to
speak. But he just inclined his head to them and stepped past. His clothes rustled as he settled behind
them. For some reason, it bothered Sam to have him sit where she couldn't see him. She wouldn't fedl
safe until they werein the air. Even then, she doubted she could degp. She wouldn't rlax until they were
safewith Thomas.

Sam dreaded going to D.C. for reasons unconnected to Turner. She had hardly been there since her
father's death three years ago. Asan Air Force colondl, he had traveled a great deal. During avist to
Paraguay, he had been an unintended casudty in ariot by an extremist group against the local
government. His death had no connection to her work, but every time she thought of consulting for the
military now, her anger over losng him interfered. Rather than dedl with her grief, she had quit consulting.

Findly the Rex taxied across the tarmac and took off, heavy g-forces shoving them into their seetslikea
giant hand.

Oncethey were arborne, Turner wiped perspiration off hisforehead. "Maybe well make it after dl.”
Sam let out along breath. "Lookslikeit."

Someone put his hand on the arm of her chair. Startled, she turned around. The man in fatigues was
leaning forward.

"Can | get anything for you?' he asked. "Water? We haven't the greatest food, but it's edible.”

Sherelaxed. "A glass of water would be greet.”

"Me, too," Turner said, loosening the webbing around his body.

"Water itis."

The man went to atiny cubicle at the front of the cabin. It took him awhile to find two metal cups above
the sink there, which made Sam doubt he usudly acted asasteward. As hefilled a cup with water, the
cockpit door opened and another man in fatigues came out, the copilot apparently, snce Sam glimpsed a
third man inside, sitting in the pilot's seet. The pilot didn't seem to be doing much; she suspected the Rex
wasflying itsdf.

The copilot wastal and angular, hisblack hair streaked with gray. He considered them with undisguised
satigfaction. "Hello, Turner.”



Sam froze. Then she turned to see Turner staring with undisguised shock at the copilot. The seward had
finished filling the glasses of water, but he just stood in the cubicle, waiting, watching the three of them.

Turner made astrangled noise. "No."
Sam suddenly fdtill. "Whoisit?'
"Turner calsme Raze," the copilot said, smooth and unruffled. "I work for his owner.”

"No oneownsme!" Turner yanked off hiswebbing and started to stand.

"Where are you going?' Raze asked.

Turner stopped, half out of his seat. Then he dropped back down and rubbed his eyes with the hedls of
hishands. "I knew it. Tknew. " Helowered hishands. "'l won't stay with him," hetold Raze. "Y ou hear

me? | won't stay."

"Y ou can discuss that when you get home." Raze made no effort to hide his condescension. "You
shouldn't have run off. Charon won't be pleased.”

"Gotohdl," Turner sad.

"l don't think s0." Raze smiled coldly, like aweapon primed for use. Then he returned to the
cockpit—leaving them aone with their unwanted steward.

V

Alpha

Sam spent the flight compulsively memorizing details about the cabin. She couldn't accessthe console
built into her chair, big surprise, so she had nothing to do but worry.

She spoke quietly to Turner. "Isit possible Charon isworking for the Air Force?'

He answered in alow voice. "'l don't think s0."

It seemed unlikely to Sam, too. The man in fatigues didn't strike her as Air Force, but histaciturn style
reveded little. He saw to their needsin food and water, but responded to none of her questions. His
careful movements, muscular build, and military bearing made her wonder if he was a mercenary Charon

had hired.

Their "steward" had strapped on astun gun, or staser. At first it relieved Sam; apparently he didn't plan
to kill either of them. Then she redized he might be avoiding anything more powerful only because he
didn't want to damage the Rex. She hoped Charon considered her expertise as an El analyst worth
enough to keep her dive. If he had done everything Turner claimed, though, he might not careif shedied;



he could resurrect her as aforma. But anyone brilliant enough to create Turner had to redize her vaue
lay in her credtivity, memory, expertise, and mental stability, any of which could belost if he copied her
mindinto an El.

What the hell. Shewould just try again to ask the seward what was up. She had littleto lose. Turningin
her seet, she said, "Hello.”

Hetilted hishead, watching her asif shewere an exotic anima he had caught in acage. "Hello."
"| waswondering," she sad.

"y e

She made a conscious effort not to squirm under his scrutiny. "Who do you work for?"

Slence.

"Didyou dl ged thisRex?'

Slence.

He wasn't any more verbose now than before. She tried another tack. "So what do you do in your
everyday life?'

"My job."
At least that got an answer. "What isthat?"

Although he till didn't answer, thistime he did smile. It made him look familiar, though she couldn't place

why.
"You don't tak much," shesad.

No answer, judt that enigmatic amile.

After afew more futile attempts at conversation, Sam gave up and turned back around, douching in her
seet. She had thought, when she retreated to her beach six months ago, that the world would ignore her.
She had |eft behind the acrimony and bitter losses a Bioll. The potential payoff in the design and
production of biomech and neurd implantsfor humans was so damnably huge, Bioll was rushing the
work. Sam couldn't live with putting people at risk that way. The third time she had ot her fight to
implement better safety controls on testing the implants, she had resigned.

It had caused acommotion Sam never intended. Shewas Bioll's highest paid El architect, the team
leader who had patented their most profitable neural matrices. When she left on amatter of principle, the
proverbid headsrolled. Then Bioll had tried to woo her back. Although she missed her work, she
couldn't in good conscience go back after dl that had happened. Y et here she wasin aworse conflict,
onethat might end her lifeinstead of her job.

"What | don't understand,” Sam said to no onein particular, "is how Charon got his people onto this
Rex."



Turner shrugged. He had dready made clear what he thought: the Redbird had come from Charon, not
Thomas Wharington, or else Thomasworked for Charon. Sam didn't believe Thomas had betrayed them
nor did she think these people were NIA or Air Force. The fake helicopter scenario didn't convince her,
either. She had grown up around Air Force personne . She would swear those medics had been the redl
dedl. But that | eft the improbable scenario that Charon had substituted his people for the crew of this
Rex, managing that feet at a hidden field in the mountains. It would mean he had aprodigiousintelligence
network, which suggested powerful backers.

"l just don't see how Charon managed it,” Sam grumbled.

Turner gave a bitter laugh. "Welcometo my world."

"What will he do with us?'

"He probably wants you to work for him."

"Not achance." It went against every principle she had fought for these past years.

Turner glanced back at their steward. Sam turned, too, and frowned at the man in fatigues.

"Can | help you?' the steward asked.

" waswondering if you had aname," Sam said.

IIYall

Shewaited. "Will you tdll us?'

"No."

"Y ou know," Sam said dourly. "Our conversations aren't exactly scintillating.”
Hesmiled. "Sorry."

"Comeon," shesad. "Just aname."

He regarded her with curiosity, but no animosity. "Beredistic. Would you tell me anything if our Stuation
was reversed?’

"I wouldn't have kidnapped you."

"I'm sorry you don't like this, Dr. Bryton."
"How about you take us back, then?

"l didn't say | was sorry we have you.”

Disheartened, she turned to the front again. Turner put his head back on the seat and closed his eyes,
but judging from his tense posture, she doubted he would deep.

Eventually the engine rumble changed. The decd eration made her fed asif the blood drained out of her



torso, despite the pressure webbing that pressed in on her body. But they landed safely. The steward had
taken Sam's mesh glove so she didn't know the time, but she estimated they had been in flight over three
hours. Lord only knew where they were now.

After they landed, the steward went into the cockpit, moving with the muscular ease of an athlete. The
contained energy of hiswak made Sam wonder if he were even human. Charon might have crested
otherslike Turner. Not many, though; it had surdly taken ahuge investment of funds, materias, expertise,
and equipment to resurrect Turner. Creating an android from scratch was just as resource intensive. She
doubted anyone could make such formas on alarge scale—at least not yet.

Charon needed a backer. Could it be Sunrise Alley? Rumors drifted through the world meshes of the
Alley, ahidden conclave of biomech geniusesinvolved in the formablack market. It had great mystique,
and shadowy taes abounded everywhere, but until yesterday, she had thought those were little more than
urban legends.

The steward opened the cockpit door, but before he went inside, he turned back to Sam and watched
her asif he intended to speak. She shifted uneasily under his scrutiny. She was about to ask what he
wanted when he turned away and entered the cockpit, closing the door behind him.

"What was that about?' Turner asked.
Sam fdt asif she couldn't breathe. "'l don't know."

The cockpit door opened again. Thistime both the pilot and Raze came out—and bile rosein her throat.
Both of them carried EM pulserifles, massve silver gunsthat glinted in the harsh light. One bullet from
those monsters could tear ahuman body to shreds.

The pilot was made from the same mold as the other two men, muscular and controlled, with dark hair
and eyes. The steward followed him out of the cockpit and took another pulserifle out of alocker ina
bulkhead near the door. He turned, the rifle gripped in both hands. When he looked at Sam, his gaze
became hooded. She suspected she had imagined his sympathy earlier, wishful thinking on her part that
she and Turner might find an aly here. Disquieted and scared, she fumbled to unfasten her webbing.

Turner touched her shoulder. Shejerked, feding like a sartled deer, except she couldn't run off. He
mouthed the wordsWe'll be okay.

Sam st her hand over his on her shoulder. They both knew they weren't going to be al right, but she
appreciated his reassurance.

The steward opened the door, then stood silhouetted against adark blue sky so vivid it seemed to
vibrate. As Sam and Turner came forward under watch of their guards, the steward went out onto the
top of what looked like mobile stairs. He motioned for Sam to follow. She stepped out—and gasped.

Mountains. They ringed the landing field. Steppe extended around the areafor amile or so, flat and
parched. Beyond it, magestic peaks rose into the intensaly blue sky, cloaked in snow, ringing the horizon
in every direction. The stark landscape had a grandeur unlike any other mountains she had seen. A
gibbous moon hung in the sky, ghostly blue.

The cold air seared her lungs, devoid of moisture, free of smog or dust. She couldn't pull in enough
oxygen. They had to be incredibly high; she had never struggled this hard to breathe even in the highest
peaks of the SerraNevadasin California.



"So they trod acrossthe roof of the world," the steward murmured. He stood next to Sam, holding his
rifle, letting her take her time.

The"roof of theworld." Good Lord. It meant the Himalayas. "It's extraordinary,” Sam said.
"Soitis" Hisvoice became businesdike. "Now we go down."

Shelooked down the stairs. Cranes were atending the aircraft, aided by mechbots, short for
"mechanica robot," consgtructs with no biologica components and little or no Al capability. The steward
went firgt, followed by Sam and Turner, then the other two mercenaries. No one spoke. Icy air gripped
them, drying the sweat on Sam'sforehead.

They crossed the tarmac to alow building. It had no distinguishing features, only dark wallswith no
visible entrance. When arumble came from behind them, Sam jumped and spun around. One of the
craneswas closing up the door of the Rex.

The steward grasped her arm. "Keep going.”

Animage cameto Sam: pulse projectiles blagting through her body, destroying her organs with shock
waves. She swalowed and began walking again.

Asthey neared the building, she asked, "Where is this place?’

No one answered. None of the mercenaries showed any sign of emation. Their faces and posture
implied nothing except confidencein their right to kidnap her and Turner. Sam gritted her teeth. They did
their jobs damnably well.

The building had no windows or ornamentation. Asthey reached its closest wall, alamp came on under
the overhanging eaves. The steward pressed histhumb againgt apand and waited while light scanned his
eyes.

Seams formed—and adoor slently did open.

The steward motioned Sam forward, but this time she balked, an ingtinctua reaction, one that happened
before her mind caught up with her reflexes. "What isin there?!

She expected them to threaten her with their guns. Instead the steward was unexpectedly solicitous.
"Don't worry. Y ou won't be hurt.”

Turner spoke asif hewere gritting histeeth. "Depends how you define 'hurt."

The steward considered him as arace car driver might consider aseek new car with design problems,
"Y ou have caused Charon agreat dedl of trouble. | would suggest you don't anger him further." No trace
remained of the sympathy he had showed Sam.

None of the other mercenaries spoke, but they had al raised their guns. Sam didn't want her actionsto
cause Turner harm. Shetook hisarm. "Let'sgoonin.”

Hedidn't answer, but he did wak forward with her, his jaw set. They stayed close together, surrounded
by the mercenaries. Sam felt trapped in acage of armed, hostile forces. Turner took her hand, clasping



hisfingersin hers. She squeezed hisfingers.

A corridor gtretched out in front of them, lit here but reaching into darkness. Gold metal paneled its
floor, walls, and ceiling, glimmering, beautiful but stark initslack of adornment. Her running shoes
squeaked on the floor. The hall was wide enough for six people to walk abreast, but they went ina
cluster, the seward and Raze firgt, then Turner and Sam, and the pilot in the rear. No doors broke the
walls on either side, but Sam had no doubt they were there, just hidden. Charon would want them as
confused as possible; the less they knew, the easier it would be to keep them secured here.

The celling glowed above them as they walked and dimmed after they passed. The corridor seemed to
go on forever, farther than was possble given the size of the building. She didn't think they were
underground; the floor didn't noticeably dope. When she closed her eyes and relied more on her sense of
balance, she wasn't certain they were going in astraight line. Thiswas dl another way for Charon to keep
them disoriented, unable to get their bearings.

This endless corridor might have affected someone else, but Sam had seen such tricks before. The
glimmering walls were holo screensthat projected images. It didn't surprise her that their guards didn't let
them close enough to touch any surface; what they felt probably wouldn't match what they saw.

Findly she stopped. "Thisis stupid. If you dl likewalking in circles around aholo track, go ahead. I'm
going to wait here until you're done with thisgame.”

The steward considered her. He seemed more fascinated than anything else. "I suppose | could threaten
you with my gun to get you moving.”

"Y eah, you could,” Sam said.

His mouth quirked up. "Should 17?*

"Y ou should take ushome."

"| don't think s0." He unhooked the mesh glove from his belt and pulled it on hishand. Then he moved
away from them. When he spoke into its comm, his voice wastoo low to overhear. After only afew
moments, though, he came back to them, again with that maddening smile of his. "All right, Sam. Here."

Shedidn't like the way he watched her. "Here?"

With no warning, the walls melted around them. Then they were standing in another corridor, one with
smilar walls—except this one curved to the right until it disgppeared from sight.

"Well, look at thet,” Sam said. "What asurprise.”

Turner turned in acircle, looking around. "How did you know it was fake?'

"It'sachegp trick,” Sam said.

"Hardly cheap, | assureyou," the steward said.

Sam raised her eyebrows a him. "Maybe you're anillusion, too. Or maybe you're Charon."

"You flaiter me." Dryly he added, "And insult Charon." Then he motioned her forward.



They followed the corridor only for ashort distance before the steward stopped. Although Sam didn't
see him do anything, thewall in front of him faded away into arectangular archway. Beyond it, an office
gleamed with white walls and carpet, and glass furniture. Glow-tiles on the ceiling filled the room with
light. Despite Sam'sintent to remain cool and collected, the sight rattled her. Someone had goneto a
great ded of expenseto create this strange hallway and imposing office.

Asthey entered the office, she memorized details. A white Luminex console stretched the length of the
oppositewall. No one sat behind it. The room had alot of empty space. The rounded white couch and
armchairs glimmered with indistinct holo patterns that shifted as she moved, creating an ethered quality as
if they were scintillating clouds. The tables sparkled and their edges broke light into colors. She would
have bet diamonds were embedded in those edges, a prism wouldn't split this diffuselight so well.

"How gaudy,” Sam said. It wasn't; the gorgeous room with its subtle display of wedth impressed the hell
out of her, which madeit al the more intimidating. Trying to cover her gpprehension, she said, "So where
isour hogt?'

Turner stood next to her with his jaw clenched. Raze and the steward flanked him, both taller and more
muscular, pulseriflesin hand. They menaced without saying aword. Turner looked terrified. Sam wanted
to reach for hishand, to offer support, but the steward stood between them, ddliberately, she thought.

The pilot went to the console across the room and leaned over acomm there, hislips moving, though
Sam couldn't hear him. She looked back the way they had come in timeto see adoor dide acrossthe
entrance, its surface matching thewalls so well that no seams showed when it finished closing. Their
prison was complete.

"Isthis Charon's office?' Sam asked Turner.
"I don't know." Hefolded his arms and rubbed his pdms dong them. "I've never been here before.”
"What happens now?"' she asked.

The steward motioned at the pilot across the room. "He's talking with Charon. We wait until he's done.”
Heindicated acouch againg thewall to their |eft. The long table before it was glass, with chromelegs
and prismatic edges. "Please be comfortable.”

Sam kept her thoughts about Charon's "comfort” to hersalf. The mercenaries pushed Sam and Turner
forward, so they al went to the couch. Sam sank onto it, and the cushions responded to her tension far
more adeptly than her own semi-smart furniture. It till didn't help, though.

An armchair stood at the end of the couch, facing in. Turner sat down init, his body so taut that Sam
doubted the chair could make him comfortable, either. Seeing his haunted expresson, shefdt likea
fraud. She had promised him refuge. But she didn't see what el se they could have done. Contacting the
NIA may have led Charon to them, but they would have been even more exposed had they spent hours
on an unprotected highway driving the Lost Coast of northern Cdifornia, with its plunging gorges, dense
forests, and lonely dliffs.

"I'm sorry this happened,” Sam said to him.

"It'snot your fault,” he said. "Weé're facing an expert. Maybe no one can outwit him."



Sam had no intention of giving up. "Weéll see”

Raze and the steward took up positions on either side of the couch. Then the pilot came back and stood
behind Turner's chair. All three guards waited in sllence, imposing and solid, with no expression. Sam
wished they didn't ook so blasted effective.

With no warning, the wall behind the console shimmered and faded into adoorway. It was dark beyond,

making it hard to see the person entering the room—until she stepped into the light. Black hair brushed
her shoulders and her dark eyes danted upward. She wore aform-fitting black jumpsuit that did nothing
to hide her devastatingly well-toned figure. Her black knee-boots added severa more inchesto her
sx-foot height. The belt around her narrow waist glimmered with silver mesh-threads, and a pulse gun

rode snug in aholster at her hip.
"Good Lord," Turner muttered.

"You know her?' Sam asked.
"Never seen her before." Helooked darmed. "Bdieve me, | would remember."”

The surge of jedousy that hit Sam startled her; she hadn't redlized she had begun to think about Turner
as hers. More than anything el se, that convinced her he was aman; she couldn't imagine any machine

evoking such a powerful responsein her.

The woman stalked over to them, cool and menacing. Sam stood up, feding puny in comparison to this

new phenomenon. As Turner roseto his feet, the woman looked them up, down, and over. She stopped
on the other sde of the coffee table and considered them with her hands on her hips. Her unusud height

made Sam excruciatingly aware of her dight build and wild hair. She had nothing on this deek, perfect

person. Shefelt asif shewere being judged and discarded.
"Areyou Charon?' Sam asked.
The woman gave ahusky laugh. "Not even close.”
Sam wished she didn't fed so cold. "' So when is he showing up?'
The woman shrugged. "If he wishesto come, hewill. For now | am your hogt.”

Sam looked her up and down the same way the woman had done to them, though she doubted she
intimidated anyone, let done this mercenary goddess. "Who are you?"

"Youmay cdl meAlpha"

"Alpha?' Personaly, Sam thought someone this unique deserved amore origina nickname than thefirst
letter of the Greek a phabet. Maybe Alphawas an android, first of a series, followed by Beta, Gamma,
Ddlta, ad nauseum. Sam had never heard of anyone building such a magnificent forma, though.

Alpha spoke to the steward. "I'll take the android with me. Y ou stay here with Dr. Bryton."

"I'm not agoddamned android,” Turner said.

Sam wished she wasn't so far from Turner. Shefdt small asthey stood facing al these large, muscular



people. No doubt the effect wasintentional. Mental games had never worked well on Sam, but thiswas
reaching even her limit. She wasterrified they would end up dead. Or worse.

"Turner and | Say together,” she said.

"Isthat 07" Alphasmiled, her teeth glittering—literaly. They had the same prismatic quality asthetable.
"Turner, don't be difficult. Charon could take you apart and put you together however he wants.”

His gaze darkened. "I know."

"Then behave yoursdf and come with me."

He clenched onefist at hisside. "No."

With surredl cdm, Alphadrew her gun—and fired.

The bullet shattered the table in front of Sam and sent glass flying. She whipped her arm in front of her

face, staggering as shards rained over her. The back of her calves hit the couch and her legs buckled,
collapsing her onto the cushions. Alphamust have intended to hit the table; she couldn't have missed at

thisrange.

Turner lunged toward Sam. "Get her adoctor!”

Alpha pointed her gun at him. When he froze, she said, "Stay put.”

"A doctor?' Sam asked. Baffled, her heart racing, sheroseto her feet. "Why?

For some reason, the steward came over and put his hand under her elbow. She pulled away from him.

"Sheis adoctor,” Alphasaid, obvioudy amused. "An EI shrink, no less. Y ou need therapy, Turner?’

He looked ready to strangle her. "Get help, damniit.”

"What are you talking about?' Sam asked. She meant to say more, but an unexpected dizziness stopped
her. The steward tried to make her st down and Turner gave him amurderous 0ok.

"Everyone, stop." Sam'sleft arm had begun to hurt. She peered down—

Blood covered her forearm.

"Oh." Sam dropped onto the couch. Gashes covered her arm and she felt blood running over the skin.
She suddenly thought she would lose her rushed dinner of hot dogs.

Carefully, with no sudden movements, Turner stepped over and knelt at her side on the couch. He took
her hand. "Don't protest anymore. I'll go with them.”

"Turner—" She stopped when helaid two fingers over her lips.
"I thank you for stlanding by me," he said. "But | refuse to be responsible for your death.”

"They won't kill me." She meant to sound confident, but her voice wobbled.



He squeezed her hand, his gaze caressing her face, asif he would memorizeit now, in case he never saw
it again. "Y ou've guts, Sam, but courage won't stop bullets. Promise me you won't challenge them.”

Sam started to answer, but awave of dizziness stopped her. She closed her eyes and sat very ill,
fending off the nausea,
When feet rustled on the carpet, shelooked to see Alpha and Raze taking away Turner.

VI

Rendezvous

The medic finished bandaging Sam'sarm. "1t should hedl quickly. But go easy for afew days." He

pressed the bio-gauze more securdly into place. It molded to her skin, matching it in color. The
mesh-threads woven through it would tell it when to dispense medicine. Sumped on the couch, shewas
all too aware now of the pain she hadn't felt before. Alphahad shredded her forearm.

The doctor resembled the other mercenariesin that he wore the ubiquitous fatigues, but he had amore
responsive demeanor. He made no attempt to hide his concern.

"Will | regain full use of my am?" she asked.

"Y ou should. But take care around Alpha. Next time you won't get off so easy.”

Samwinced. "I'll remember.”
"Y ou sure you don't want anything for the pain?"
"I'm sure." She needed to keep asharp mind. Do you know what happened to Turner?”'

He stood up. "Would you like some dinner?!
So hewasn't answering questions, either. "No thanks." The last thing she needed right now wasfood in

her ssomach.
He spoke to the steward, who was standing by the couch. "Make sure no one bothers Dr. Bryton."

"Affirmative"

Affirmative, indeed. Maybe he was aformaafter al. Except he didn't redly act like amachine. Beneath
hisimpassive exterior, he showed agood deal of emotion. She supposed he could be an El as advanced

as Turner, but her intuition said no.
The doctor |eft viathe exit behind the console across the room. It appeared and vanished for him just as

it had donefor Alpha.



Sam glowered a the steward. " "Affirmative? Can't you say 'yes?"

He grinned, showing straight white teeth. It made him look like acompletely different person; afather
who coached Little League, alieutenant who brought his girl roses, abrother teasing hissster. Then he
sd, "Yes"

Flustered, Sam said, "Wdll. Good."

He made no response. His momentary lapse ended and his expression hardened again.

Sam stretched out along the sofa on her back and pushed a cushion behind her head so she was half
gtting. Then she spoke firmly to the steward. "'l need anameto call you. | can't keep saying 'hey, you.""

"How about Hud?'

"Isthat your red name?'

"No."

"Oh, well. You can cdl meHarriet."

"Why Harriet?'

"Widl, why not?'

To her surprise, Hud laughed. "Fair enough.”

Shefrowned a him. "Y ou aren't dlowed to have a sense of humor.”

"Why not?"

"Because you're ahenchman of thevillain."

"Do you redly want meto cal you Harriet?!

She couldn't help but smile. "l suppose not.”

After that, they fell silent again. Sam tried to re<t, but she couldn't relax. She kept worrying about
Turner. Hud might show flashes of sympathy, but she had no doubt he could kill without hesitation if
given the order. She wanted to think her way through this mess to some sort of escape, but she had
trouble concentrating. She hadn't dept in two days. Couldn't hold her lashesup . . .

Muffled footsteps brought Sam awake. She opened her eyesto see Alphastanding over her likea
panther ready to strike. With agrunt, Sam tried to Sit up. Her head swam and she flopped back, hating
hersalf for showing wesknessin front of this person who had shot her without remorse,

"Hello, Dr. Bryton," Alphasaid.

Taking it dower thistime, Sam sat up again. Her queasiness surged, but she stayed upright. She didn't
want to try anything more, but she dowly stood up so Alphawouldn't [oom over her so much. It didn't



help; Sam felt miserably outclassed.

Alphasmirked. "Feding better?'

Sam made an effort not to grit her teeth. "Fine."

"Good." Alphaindicated the wal behind the console. "L et'sgo.”

Sam would rather have walked through flaming oil than have gone with her. However, she wanted even
less to be shot. So she followed Alpha, escorted by Hud. Just crossing the room was an ordedl. After so
little deep, shefdt ready to collapse, especidly given her injury. With each step, her queasiness surged.
Pride kept her going; the prospect of passing out in front of Alphaand Hud wastoo humiliating to
contemplate.

They exited out onto the landing of aspird stairwell paneled in Luminex. It waslike being trappedina
bright, sterile cloud. Alphaled the way down, around and around and around. It didn't help Sam's
dizziness. But she was determined to find out what she could about this place.

"So, Alpha," Sam said. "What country arewein?'

Silence.

"Somewhere a ahigh dtitude," Sam added.

Slence.

Shetried again. "It wasn't freezing outside. Cold, though. That leavesalot of possible latitudes.”
Silence.

Sam gave up. These people were too wdll trained. She had been lucky to drag those few smiles out of
Hud.

Mercifully, they only went down afew levels. At the bottom, Alpha pressed her thumb onto a pand and
stood while alight scanned her eyes. Seams split along the wall and adoor siwung open with surprisng
ease, giventhat it was at least two feet thick.

Alphastalked through the doorway, deek and alarming. Hud took Sam's arm and followed. Although

Sam drew away from him, she took care not to movetoo fagt, lest it evoke who-knew-what defensive
reflexes on his part. They entered aLuminex corridor suffused with light. Unlike other hallways she had
seen here, this one had doors, some open. Asthey passed the open ones, she looked inside.

Whoa.

Biomech labs. Good labs. Spectacular. Within moments she was practicaly sdivating. These people had
better facilities even than Bioll.

Alphaturned into adoorway. Sam followed her into alab that made the others she had seen paein
comparison, including her own. This one stretched for many meters, gleaming in Luminex and chrome,
filled with biomech tables, consoles of the latest design, robot arms, and mechbots of many sizes.
Burt-wals curved around, dive with lights, packed with equipment. Scooter-bots hummed through the



lab, carrying supplies, and biomech chairs waited, white and glossy.

Sam couldn't help but gape. "Thisis awesome.”

"Likeit?" Alphaasked.

"Yeah. | do." Sam's gppreciation withered as she turned to Alpha. "But | won't work here."

"Suit yoursdf." Alphawent on, deeper into the lab.

Sam followed, unable to deny her curiosity. She wished Giles could see this place; more than most
anyone else, he would appreciate it. He had thought Charon meant Sunrise Alley. If thiswasthe Alley,
she could see why it had become alegend. Even if Charon were phenomenally wedthy, he had to have
backing to fund thisingalation, probably from the government of whatever country they werein now.
She hated what it might imply about Thomas, that she had ended up here after seeking his help.

Up ahead, Alpha stopped by a biomech table. Something was on itsflat surface, but Sam couldn't see

with Alphain the way. She went past the mercenary—and froze. Turner lay there with his eyes closed,
hiswrigts and ankles manacled to the table.

Sam's pulse jumped. "Turner? Areyou dl right?"

His chest rose and fell in adow, even rhythm.

Sam swung around to Alpha. "Wheat did you do to him?"
She shrugged. "Nothing. I'm asoldier. Not ascientist.”

Sam gritted her teeth. She wanted to use her fiststo show Alphawhat she thought of her "soldiering,”

but she restrained the impulse. Instead she leaned over Turner, shook his shoulder, just barely at first,
then harder.

No response.

"Turner, wake up,” she said.

"He can't answer," Alphasad.

"Why not?' Sam was aware of Hud listening, and of the painin her bandaged left arm.

Alphagave her along, considering look, asif she had stripped awvay Sam's defenses and found her
lacking. "Charon has aproposition for you."

"No," Sam said.
"You haven't heard it yet.”

"I'm not working on Turner.”

"Nevertheless. Charon has an offer." Alphajerked her chin at the table. "Work on the android and
Charonwill let youlive™



Theidearevolted Sam, aviolation of so many principles she vaued, she couldn't count them al. She
gpoketightly. "Turner isn't an android.”

Alphawaved her hand. "Whatever heis, he has become aliability. Charon can strip him for parts.”
"Parts?' Sam gared at her. "Thisman isn't acar. He's a sentient being with awareness of his sdf.”

"How do you know he wasn't programmed to behave that way?" Her cold smile curved. "Maybe he
was programmed to fdl in love with you."

If Alphaintended to rattle her, thistime she had chosen the wrong approach. "Don't play Turing games

with me. | invented the best of them.” Part of her job had been testing whether or not an El had
convincing emotions, including the ahility to love. "If Charon kills Turner, heis committing murder.”

"Then accept Charon's proposa.”

Sam crossed her arms. "No."

Alphalooked bored. "Accept, or Turner isdead.”

"Y ou're bluffing. HEs too vauable to destroy.”
Alphaglanced at Sam's bandaged arm. "'l never bluff.”

They were backing her into acorner. They believed she cared enough for Turner to go dong—and they
wereright. Evenif she had just met him, she couldn't stand by while they murdered or tortured him. But
Alphadidnt convince her. Maybe she didn't bluff, but Charon might. Sam didn't believe hewould
destroy what had taken so much to creste.

"Youwont kill meor Turner." Sam hoped she wasn't gambling away their lives. "Were worth too

"Humble, aren't you?" Alphano longer looked smug. She turned on her booted hedl and strode away,
her black-clad body ajarring contrast to the blindingly white [ab.

Sam watched Alphastalk out of thelab. "Charming lady," she muttered.
Desreglinted in Hud'seyes. "l like her."

That figured. Again Sam had that eerie sense she knew him. Nothing seemed familiar about Raze or the
pilot who had brought them here. Perhaps she was wrong about Hud, too. But she couldn't lose the

feding,

Disguieted, Sam turned back to the table. She hated to see Turner shackled. She wanted to fix
everything, makeit right. She brushed hisdisarrayed hair off hisforehead. In deep, hisfacelost the lines
of character it had developed these past days, becoming unreal with his perfect skin. Or like awax
figure. But his cheek felt human. She doubted it was his natural skin, givenitslack of flaws. She
remembered the Hilton ad. He had looked so vibrant and aive. So happy. Then he had died.

The random nature of the hover crash angered Sam. Traffic gridsin cities controlled the flow of vehicles



to prevent accidents or jams. Sheinwardly swore at the driver who had taken histruck off the grid so he
could break the law. Turner had paid the price of that judgment. No wonder Turner felt trappedina
nightmare, "waking up" to find himsalf endaved to asiranger who claimed he no longer had an identity as
aliving human being.

"How can you doit?" Sam demanded of Hud. "How can you be part of this?'

He met her gaze without a hint of remorse. "Dr. Bryton, don't buy yoursdf trouble. Do what they want."
"Why would you care?'

"l don't likewaste." His voice becameintense. "And theloss of your lifewould be agreat waste."

Sam agreed, though hisintensity disquieted her. She touched Turner's shoulder. "Turner, | wish you
could talk tome."

"l can," he said, hiseyes closed.

Sam jumped back from the bench. "What?"

Hud lifted hisrifle.

"No, don't." Sam spoke hurriedly to the mercenary.

Hud stepped closer, hisrifleup. "Is he awake?!

"I'm not sure." An ideacameto Sam. She repeated Hud's question. "Turner? Are you awake?"
Turner answered immediately. "Not exactly.”

Sam glanced at Hud. "Ask him another question.”

"Why?" Hud demanded.

"] want to see how hereacts."

Hud narrowed his gaze, but he said, "Are you awake, Mr. Pascal ?'
When Turner didn't respond, Sam gestured at Hud to try again.
Hud's voice snapped. "Pasca, answer me."

No response.

Sam spoke. "Turner, can you talk to me?"

"Wes"

"Areyou dl right?' she asked.

"No. | would like to wake up."



"Will you talk to Hud?"

“No."
Hud flushed. "Don't disrespect me, android.”

Interesting. It was the first time Sam had seen Hud angry. Apparently he didn't keep hiscool sowdll in
the face of what he considered contempt. It made her wonder about his psychology, if he expected
human reactions from someone he cong dered amachine.

Turner'sresponses aso intrigued Sam. On the yacht, he had set himself to respond only to her voice.
Now he answered when he was deectivated, but only to her. If it was amanifestation of the program he
had set up before, it implied Charon didn't have full control over him even now.

Hud spoketightly. "What gameis he playing?'

"It'sjust amdfunction.”

He regarded her suspicioudy. "How do you know?"

"Andyzing Elsismy job. I've seen this sort of thing before.” In truth, she had never encountered such
behavior. Shethought fast. "It'sareflex, the way adead person might twitch."

Hud spoke dryly. "That has a certain gptness here."

Hislack of compassion made her grit her teeth. "What does Charon want me to do with Turner?

"I don't know." He shrugged. "Develop hisEl, | suppose.”

Sam studied hisface. She had spent her career analyzing, interpreting, and reproducing nuances of
human emotion. She could interpret expressions and body language better than most anyone. Hud was
good at hiding his, but he wasn't unreadable. She decided to prod him and see what came up.
"Areyou amilitary officer?' she asked.

"No."

"Mercenary?'

He paused. "1 suppose you could cal methat.”

"From where?'

Silence.
"Areyou an android?' she asked.

For once helooked startled. "No."

So. That surprised him. Either he hadn't expected anyone to guess he was an android or else he



genuinely was human.

Footsteps rang on the floor. Sam turned with a start and saw Alpha striding toward them. The
mercenary stopped in front of her. "Comewith me."

"What about Turner?' Sam asked.
"What about him?"
"We can't just leave him here”
"Actualy, we can. Now come.”
"He spoketo Dr. Bryton," Hud said. With malice, he added, "Like an android.”
Wédll, hell. Sam had hoped he wouldn't bring it up. She supposed it was unredlistic; thiswas his job.
Given his"just facts' attitude so far, though, his crack about androids was out of character. Could he be
jealous of Turner? That could prove useful or dangerous, she wasn't certain which.

"I'll let Charon know." Alphaturned smartly and headed out of the lab.

Hud took Sam's uninjured arm and pushed her forward. When shetried to pull away, hetightened his
grip until sheflinched.

"Stop,” Sam said. "That hurts."
"Then don't make medo it." Hisvoice hardened. "Y ou're done talking to the fucking android.”

She stared at him. Then she turned and followed Alpha

* * %

Sam didn't expect to deep. Her cdll had white walls and furniture. Holoscapes of the mountains glowed
on thewalls and a potted plant sat in the corner. She didn't realize how much she had missed such smple
ggnsof life

Her left arm ached. That pain, combined with her worry for Turner and her generd fear, kept her tossing
and turning in bed. Then shelay on her back and stared at the ceiling. She left the light on, uneasy about
beingaoneinthedark . ..

Someone was shaking her shoulder. Sam sat up fast, swinging out her arms. Her fists hit aman's chest.
"Sam, don't," he said.

"Turner!" Relief surged through her. He was Sitting on the edge of the bed, very much dive and well. She
grabbed him, throwing her ams around hiswai<.

"Hey." He pulled her close, favoring her injured arm.
Sam laughed unevenly, her head againgt his shoulder. "How did you get out of the lab?"

"I'm not sure. | was adeep. | woke up here”



Sam struggled for breath. He was holding her too tightly; whether he knew it or not, he had more
strength than an unaugmented man. She pushed againgt his shoulders until heloosened hishold. Then she
looked up a him. "Did you know you werein alab before?"

"It'sdl recorded in my memory." He regarded her blegkly. "I think Charon wants you to ‘improve my
El. Make me more obedient, less contrary.”

"l wontdoit."

"It'strue what they told you, that he might destroy me." The musclesin hisarm had tensed, ridged
againg her back. "He can remake me, moreto hisliking."

"No. I won't let him." How she would stop him, she had no idea. " So you could hear us."
"Some." He hesitated. "'l don't know why | could respond to you when | was supposed to be out.”
"Y ou set yoursdf up that way on theyacht."

"It'spossble.” He thought for amoment. "It'shard to judge al the results when | ddliberately change my
meatrix rather then letting it evolve onits own." He scooted back on the bed until he was ditting againgt the
wall, then held out hishand to her. She did over and sat with him, her back against the wall. When he put
hisarms around her, shelaid her head on his shoulder, grateful for this reprieve. She knew exactly what
Charon was doing; he wanted her to spend time with Turner, get to like him, even love him, leaving her
unable to refuse when Charon told her to work on Turner or see him die. It wasn't necessary; she would
never sand by while he killed Turner. But aslong as Charon didn't know that, he would let her see him.
Persondly, she would have liked to do some biomech work on Charon—uwithout anesthetic.

"Sam?'

IIY$?I

"You aredtting like aboard.”

"That'sme," shesaid. "Thedl' board.”

Helaughed softly. ™Y ou've too many nice curves.”

Sam amiled, making a conscious effort to relax. She wanted to fed norma with him, but the whole
Stuation confused her. Quick question: how did she fed about embracing abiomechanica man who had
died and come back to life? Quick answer: she had no clue. No, that was alie. Admit it. You like him.
She aso had to admit therest, that it scared her.

"Y ou make agreat date," she said.

Hetraced hisfingersaong her cheek. "A date with merardly istypicd.”

Sam laughed. "That was humble.”

"I meant, | don't go out often. I'm usualy broke."



Present tense. To him, hislife had no disconnect, no time when he had died and became an El.
However, she didn't believe for amoment he hadn't spent time with women. Y ou're too smooth to be
that innocent.”

"Y ou think I'm smooth?' He sounded surprised.

Maybe it wasn't the right word. He was more relaxed than other men she had dated, the wizards,
movers, and tycoons of the biotech world. Turner was less complicated.

"Y ou're comfortable with awoman,” she said. "Y ou don't need to impress her."

He spoke dryly. "I've nothing to impress anyone with, especially someonelike you.”

Shelifted her head so she could look him in the eyes. ™Y ou don't need degrees, wedlth, or a
high-powered job. | like you just the way you are. | left dl that behind because | didn't like what it did to
people.” She brushed her finger over hislips. "And you can't tell me you don't know what to do with a

woman."

He moved his head so hislips were next to her ear, hisbreath tickling her skin. "I didn't say | didn't
know. They were dways asking me out at the hotd."

"Hah! | knew it. Y ou did go out.”

"Some. Not often. Mogt of the women who asked were hotel guests. Rich, older, usualy married." He
kissed her ear. "The pretty bellboy would have been apleasant diversion. | didn't likethat. So | usudly
sadno."

"Usudly?"

Hebit at her neck. "'l get londly, too."

"I'm rich and older,"” Sam said. "Y ou going to say no to me, too?"

Herested hisforehead against her head. "Y ou wouldn't know how to make a pass even if you wanted
to."

She brigtled. "What, you think I'm not smooth?"
Mischief lightened hisvoice. "Am | wrong? Are you suave and sophigticated, Sam Bryton?"

She would have glared at him if he hadn't been kissing her temple. Distracted, she told the truth instead.
"Hell, Turner, | have the seductive ingtincts of arock.”

Henuzzled her hair. "That's onereason | like you.”

"Oh." That could be refreshing. Most men liked her for her money. That was another reason she hadn't
dated much since Richard's deeth. Her first husband hadn't known his girlfriend wasrich; it had been less
obviousin those days. After al the articles about her, especialy during the Bioll hearings, most people
knew she was one of the wedthiest peoplein Cdifornia. Nor were they usually successful in hiding their
interest in her money. That was the problem with dating an EI shrink: she made her living andyzing
nuances of human body language.



Turner genuinely didn't care. She doubted he had any real clue about her wedth. They sat together, he
with hisarmsround her, his head resting againgt hers, she holding her injured arm in front of her body.
She wanted to talk escape planswith him, but they couldn't here. Charon would know.

"Thisisgood,” Turner said.
”YS"
He hugged her close. "I've been so scared.”

"Me, too." Even s0, shefdt safein his embrace, though she would never admit it doud.

"Do you think they are watching us on monitors?*

"Probably." Based on what she had so far seen and heard about Charon, he seemed obsessed with
controlling people. Paranoid. She doubted he would let her and Turner interact without keeping watch.

Sam understood Charon's problem with Turner. Y ou couldn't program Elsto obey your every
command; to become sentient and self-aware, they needed the freedom to develop on their own. You
elther had to convince them to do what you wanted or else turn them off and ater the structure of their
matrix. Changing the configuration of a sixth-generation neurd network was arisky propostion; even the
best architect could destroy what made the El self-aware. It was akin to brain damage. Sam knew few
people who could manage such operations, but unfortunately she was one of them. Charon probably
wanted her to redesign Turner's matrix so it evolved more according to his specifications.

"Areyou tired?" Turner asked.
"Exhausted. But I'm too wound up to deep.”
"Me, too." He rubbed his pam down her arm. "' Perhaps we should, uh—lie down."

Shefdt unusudly warm. "Okay."

They stretched out on top of the covers, Turner on his back with hisarm around her shoulders, Sam on
her right side, s0 she could keep her bandaged arm free. She felt no deepier than before, but for very
different reasons now. That Turner didn't seem conscioudy aware of his sensudity just made it more
devadtating. She did her hand across his chest, savoring the fed of his muscles under the thin shirt.

"Uh, Sam." Turner caught her hand. "I didn't say this before, but—that is, | mean, it wouldn't come up in
normal conversation. . ."

Shewaited. "Yes?'

"Thething is—" He cleared histhroat. "I'm fully functiond. If you keep that up, I'll want to, uh, function.”
Hewasn't the only one. Heat spread in her face. "I'm sure our possible audience would like that."
"Yeah." Under hisbreath, he added, "Damn.”

"I'mtoo old for you."



"Oh comeon. | know | look young, but | redly am twenty-seven. Y ou can't be more than thirty."

"Areyou trying to flatter me?'

"No." Hisvoice lightened. "Not that I'm adverseto theidea. Y ou're gorgeous, Sam Bryton, and you've a
body like abunny from playb—"

"Turner!"

He laughed good-naturedly. "Sorry."

"I'm forty-one."

Silence. Then hesad, "Y ou'rejoking."

"No. I'm not."

"You look younger. A lot."

Sam wished she hadn't told him. "Doesit bother you?"

"Good Lord, no." Wryly he added, "I'm hardly oneto criticize someone for extending their youth. |
wouldn't even be diveif not for my biomech construction.”

"l don't have biomechin me."
"Y ou've never had trestmentsto delay your aging?'

"Well, yeah." It wasn't hard to remove lines, lift and tighten skin, repair cell damage with molecular
additives to one's body, and otherwise hold on to youth. Expensive, but smpleif you could afford the
procedures.

"It doesn't matter to me." Herolled onto his side, facing her. "Doesit bother you, what | am?’

"lt—startles me. But it makes you no less human to me." Maybe more. Right now she was scared, tired,
and londly, and Turner felt so very fine. She cupped his cheek with her palm. Her lips quirked up. "l
would show you just how much it doesn't matter, but | don't want to put on a performance for anyone
watching."

Helaughed. "We're probably boring them to death.” He did kiss her, though. It made her tinglein places
he wasn't touching but that she wished hewould. They only lay together after that, managing alaudable
but frugtrating restraint.

Sam faced an impossible dilemma. If Charon wanted what they believed, she could never do it, not to
Turner. But if sherefused, Charon could gtart over with Turner. The man she knew, the one shewas
fdling for, would ceaseto exig.

Charon would murder aman who was aready dead.



V|

Hypersonic Man
"Of courseI'm me," Turner said. He and Sam were sitting on the bed, drinking coffee from the tray
someone had | ft insde the door while they dept. No one had taken Sam'swallet, though. At first it
surprised her; then sheredlized if she escaped and used her clever-card, Charon could probably trace
the transaction. It would be like aholosign over her head saying "Herel am.”

Although it embarrassed Sam that someone had come in while she and Turner lay deeping together, she
warmed at the thought of hisbody next to hers. To distract her misbehaving thoughts, she took another
bite of her muffin. Thetray had four, dong with butter and jam, and she was having ahard time leaving
two for Turner. Although her bandaged arm still hurt, it had improved compared to yesterday.

"But how can you know you're you?" Sam asked. Taking to Turner reminded her of the debates she
and Linden Polk had enjoyed so much when she had been apostdoc in hislab a MIT. ™Y our memories
can't be complete; you were dead for several hours before Charon imaged your brain.” Just saying those
words unsettled her.

"l just know." Hetook amuffin. "If I think I'm me, how can | not be?’

Sam had no chance to answer. The door across the room opened, reveding Alphain askintight black
jumpsuit, with Hud standing behind her in hisusud fatigues.

"Aren't you two cozy," Alphasaid.

Sam poured another mug of coffee, ignoring her.

Alphagrolled into the room, over to the bed. "Timeto go."

Sam sipped her coffee. "Where?"

"With us." Alpharested her hand on the barrel of the pulse gun at her hip. "Both of you.”

Remembering her injured arm, Sam decided not to push her luck. She set down her coffee, then stood
up next to Alpha, wishing the other woman didn't do such agood job of towering over her.

Thenthey dl l€ft.

The eevator car had off-white walls and a plush carpet. Alphaand Hud flanked Turner, Hud to hisleft,
separaing him from Sam. Hud aso put Sam in front of himself, which shedidn't likein theleast. To see
Turner, she had to swive her head. He had hunched his shoulders—

Then Turner moved.

It happened so fast, his body blurred. He whipped his arms straight out from his sides, hitting Alpha's



stomach with hisright and Hud's chest with hisleft. Caught off guard, Sam lurched back into the wall.
How could Turner move so fast? She would have sworn he had two clubs, one in each hand, but it
happened too quickly for her to see clearly.

Hud doubled over, hisarms crunched into his body. The blow threw Alphainto thewall to theright,
acrossthe car from Sam. Alphamanaged to whip up her gun, but Turner was dready lunging forward,
and he struck her arm before she could fire. A loud crack sounded and her arm snapped back as she
dropped the gun.

It took Hud only seconds to recover. Then he went after Turner. But in the same instant Turner broke
Alphasarm, he dso dammed his other club into Hud's solar plexus. He didn't even look to aim the blow.

With agrunt, Hud redled into the back wall and dumped to the floor. Sam stood flattened againgt the left
wall, unableto believeit. Alphaand Hud were both unconscious, collgpsed on the floor, Alpha'sarm
twisted at an unnatura angle. The entire fight couldn't have taken more than five seconds.

"Holy shit," she said. "Where did you get those clubs?'

Turner glanced at her. "What clubs?'

"l—don't know." He wasn't holding anything now. Hisarms hung by hissides, hisfists clenched. He
couldn't be hiding anything as large as the clubs she had thought she saw.

Her adrendine surging, Sam went to the pand at the front of the devator. It had no floor numbers, only
amesh screen. "We need that floor where we came in. If we can get out, we might be able to reach the
Rex." Redidticdly, they had little chance of succeeding, but sheintended totry.

Turner joined her. "L et me see.” He tapped the luminous pandl in a staccato pattern.

Sam watched him. "Y ou had two clubs, like baseball bats.”

He kept working. "My arms|ooked that way because | moved so fast.”

"Turner, you were holding clubs.”

"That would be afeat, given that | have none." Heturned to her. "This car should go to the top floor

"Y ou figured out those codes too fast." Although she had no doubt an El with his sophigtication could
bresk into secured meshes, an ingtalation like thiswould probably have protections againgt himin
particular, given that Charon had built him.

Hewouldn't ook at her. "I know many of Charon's codes.”

"For hishouse in Oregon." Sweat beaded her forehead. She didn't want to believe he could be lying.
"But you said it yoursdlf. Y ou've never been here”

"He used the same ones here"

"Anyone who could set al this up would never be that stupid.” Another thought cameto her. "These
elevators must have security monitors. Hell, Alphaand Hud probably carry them, maybe eveninsde their



bodies. So why haven't we st off the darms?
He stared at the pandl. "Maybe we have."

The doors opened, reveaing the gold hall where they had entered the building. They raced out of the
elevator and took off in what Sam thought was theright direction. The hall looked exactly asit had
before, going on forever. She traced her hand along thewall as sheran, but it felt smooth and unmarked.

"Whereisthe door?' she muttered. "We should fed it even if we can't seeit.”

"Don't know." Turner did the same on the other side of the corridor. So they ran, each trailing ahand on
thewall.

Suddenly Sam scraped aseam inthe metal. "Thisisit!™ She stopped to check the surface. Thisclose,
she could see through the camouflage, enough to discern a mesh-pand. She pressed, tapped, and
bangedit, dl to no avall.

Turner came up next to her and went to work, trying codes while Sam pushed and pulled at the door. It
remained firmly in place.

"We haveto get out of here" Sam said. "Fast. They must monitor thishal."
"| can't get thelock." He looked frantic as he worked on the pane—
And then the eeriness Sarted.

The surface of his hand pedled back like a snake shedding its skin. The musclesretracted next, baring a
metal skeleton. Heraised hisfinger, and the metd "bone"’ eongeated, thetip glowing. He pushed it into a
depression on thewall. Lights flickered within the pand—

The door did open.

Sam's pulse ratcheted up. She had known Turner had skin unlike anything she had seen before, but she
hadn't expected dynamic plastic. Sure, research on programmable matter had begun in the twentieth
century with quantum dots, including the notable McCarthy patents, but this was beyond anything she
had seen. Her mind whirled with possibilities. The patent for this plagtic aone could make Charon
obscenely wedthy. Until he had it, hiswork was at risk. He sure as hell wouldn't want his competitorsto
know. She was one of the few people dive who could appreciate and replicate the work, given a
sample—like Turner. Charon would never let her go, especidly if heredly was paranoid. She would be
aurprised if he evenlet her live.

They ran out of the building into anight brilliant with moonlight. The tremendous mountains reared
againg the sky in gresat, dark shadows. A profusion of stars sparkled, endlessly deep, strewn across the
sky like gem dust, avigtaricher than could ever be seen from acity. Icy wind razed through their clothes.

The Rex crouched on the tarmac, adark predator. Asthey ran toward it, Sam struggled to pull in
enough of thethin, sharp air. The mobile stairs were severd yards away from the Rex, but she and
Turner easily rolled them to the aircraft. Turner bounded up the steps, two at atime. At the top he fooled
with the cabin door. By the time Sam caught up with him, he was insde the Rex. She looked back—

Three men in fatigues were running toward them acrossthe airfield.



"Damn!" Sam gtrode insde and sedled the door. " Can you lock this thing?'
"| dready did." Turner heaved open the cockpit door. "Wireless. I'm talking to the Rex."

As Sam followed him into the cockpit, she looked through the windshield. M ore people had run out of
the building and the first three were amogt at the Rex.

Turner did into the pilot's seat and looked over the front panel's, which were smooth and featureless,
ther digita-ink displaysinactive.

His choice of seet gartled Sam. "Do you know how to fly thisthing?"

"Yes" Hewasjud Stting, hisforehead furrowed while he gazed at the front panels.
Shegtared a him. "A hotel bellboy who can fly astate-of-the-art hypersonic airplane?’
He grasped her arm and pushed her toward the copilot's seat. "Web yourself in."

Sam froze. The hand gripping her no longer resembled ahuman skeleton. His metd fingers had
lengthened and he had seven now, plus an enlarged thumb.

"Oh, Lord." She dropped into the copilot's sedt.

Turner let her go, returned his focus to the controls—and clicked the prongs of his fingersinto a socket.
Digplaysrippled into view dl over the forward pands. He immediatey began checking the meters,
screens, and gauges. Sam fastened the high-pressure webbing of her seat around her body, aways
watching Turner, mesmerized.

Someone pounded on the door, followed by scraping and aloud hum, what sounded like a
high-powered torch. Lights were flashing al over the cockpit. Then the enginesroared into life.

Sam fdt asif aband congtricted around her chest. "Y ou sure you know what to do?’

"It canfly itsdf,” Turner sad.

She gripped the arms of her set, riveted while the Rex cold-started. Turner's metal hand, plugged into
the controls, flickered with lights. He had to be exchanging code with the aircraft, overriding safeguards
that normally kept it from responding without proper authorization.

G-forces dammed her into the set, like an eephant on her chest. She was dimly aware of the webbing
pushing againgt her body, helping counter the acceeration. It was dl that kept her from blacking out.

Mercifully, the pressure soon eased. Sam let out along breath, her body sagging. Outside, the sky had
turned violet, and a panorama of mountains spread out below them. Turner's metal hand had become
part of afront pand, jacked into it. His deeve covered his arm to the wrist, so she couldn't see how far
up the transformation went.

"How can you tak to this Rex?' she asked.

Heturned to her. "The knowledge is stored in my memory.”



"Why would you have amemory like that?"

"Charon downloaded it into my matrix."

With chilling clarity, Sam redlized why they had taken Turner away at the base—to give him
specifications for operating the Rex. She didn't want to imagine what Charon could do with rebuilt
human-forma congtructs and a Rex. Dynamic plagtic, hell; stedling thisaircraft gave him technology at a

whole different level. It went beyond patents; this threstened international security.

Turner turned back to focus on the controls, but Sam suspected he could see her in hissidevison. He
might have scannersdl over hisbody that could monitor her. She kept remembering how he had held her

last night. A machine. She had wanted to make love to amachine.

"What are you?' Sam asked.
Anger sparked in hisvoice. "So my arm isbiomech. Y ou knew that."
Sheindicated hismeta hand. "Where did you get the energy for the transformation?”

"l didn't transform materias." He hesitated, sseming uncertain with his own words. "1 restructured the
arm and shifted externa tissuesto internal arees.”
He made it sound easy, but she knew better. "That ill takes energy, especidly given how fast you
He stared at the controls.
"Turner?'
Finaly helooked her. "I've amicrofusion reactor in my body."
Sam didn't know whether to laugh or panic. "Sure, yeah, | could have overlooked that when | examined
you. | mean, it'sonly areactor. "
"Y ou had no reason to look for it."
"For meto miss something like that, it had to be deliberately hidden.”
"Of course Charon hidit." He motioned with his free hand, the one that looked human. "How could |

interact with people otherwise? Just say, 'Oh, excuse me, hope you don't mind my MF reactor.' "

"Y ou don't say that about your biomech.”

"That's not the same."

"That's my point! We barely have the technology to make an MF prototype, and what we do haveis
classified." The only reason she knew it existed was because of her NIA connections. "Do you have any

idea how hard it would be to create such areactor and integrate it with your systems?”

Heblinked a her. "No."



"Charon would need some damn high-level contactsin the military."
Hisvoice sharpened. "Like your dear friend the generd..”

"Thomas wouldn't betray us." She couldn't be that wrong about him. As much as she hated to admit it,
though, she no longer felt certain. ™Y ou should have told me about the reactor.”

IIWI,ly?I
"Whynot ?'
"How do | know how far | can trust you?"

He had apoint, given what had happened when she tried to help him. Shetook a breath, then dowly let
it out. "How did you deactivate the darmsin that elevator?'

At first helooked ready to deny he had done anything. Then he spoketiredly. "All right, yes, | acted like
amesh ingtead of aman. | infiltrated the IR security portsin the evator. Same with Alphasimplantsand
Hud's mesh glove. It wasn't that hard.”

Sam wondered what he considered "hard,” if hefound it easy to crack what had to be prodigioudy
well-protected systems. "That'simpressive.”

"Not really. Low-power consumption devices are notorious for having less encryption. It's because they
havelessjuice.”

"True." It had been a hot research topic for decades, which was probably why his download for the Rex
included that information. "But Charon knows that, too. He would compensate.” Then again, Charon had
made this Turner. Perhapsit helped his crestion outsmart him.

A rumble came from outside and accel eration pressed Sam back in her seat. Her injured arm throbbed,
though at least the bandage was smart enough to compensate for the g-forces.

"Were going higher." Turner'sforehead furrowed. "I'm not sure why."

She fought the bile that rose in her throat, until finally the forces eased. The rel ease made her
lightheaded, especialy when shelooked out the windshield. They weren't high enough to seethe Earth as
aball, but she had never been thisfar up before. It made her mind spin.

Turner waswatching her. "Did we go into orbit?"

Orbit? The naive question floored her. He acted with such confidence in taking up the Rex, she had
unconscioudy assumed an expertise on his part that he didn't really possess. That he could fly the aircraft

didn't mean he understood physics or orbital mechanics.

"It would take more rocket power, fuel, and speed than we have to reach orbit,” she said. "A combined
cycle propulsion system more sophisticated than what this Rex uses.”

He seemed logt. "' have stuff about that in my memory filaments now, but it's hard to integrateit dl. |
don't even understand alot of the words."



"You areamazingtofly thisRex a dl. Anditisagorgeousarplane. But | redly,really don't liketo think
why Charon set thisal up.”

He spoke softly. "Y ou see why | had to escape?”

"Yes" Toputit mildly.

With aclick, Turner retracted his hand from the panel. Hisfingers had three joints now instead of two,
and histhumb had extended into an eighth finger. The digits bundled into acylinder, slver-and-black
metal with embedded components. It reflected the lights of the cockpit. She bit her lip, remembering how
he had stroked her with that hand last night. In hisarms, it had been easy to forget what made him a
living, thinking being, that in many ways he wasameachine,

She touched the back of his hand. "Can you make it human again?’

"To some extent." He hdd ill, Ietting her touch him. "1 could manage five digits and a covering Smilar to
skin. But I'm no biomech expert. | can't reverse the process exactly. It wouldn't look like the other hand.

It probably wouldn't even look fully human.”

Sam thought it would be more disturbing to see him with afacsmile than acybernetic hand. "What did
you do to your armsin the elevator?'

"| diffened them." He spoke awkwardly. ™Y ou were right, they were clubs. But | didn't change their
actua sructure.”

" S0 you could ungtiffen them?'

"es"

"How much of yoursdf can you transform?’
"Any part, | think, if | don't overload."

Sheindicated the port where he had jacked his hand into the Rex. "Why did you need the hard link
before?’

"Higher bandwidth. It gave me better control.”
"What's different now?"

He spoke with difficulty, asif hisanswer disgusted him. "'l copied part of my brain into the Rex. So now
| have direct control.”

Her amazement was growing. "No wonder Charon wants you back."
Turner curled the bundled digits of hishand into aball, itsverson of afist now. "I'm not his project.”
Her emotions were adrift, without moorings. "1 don't know who you are.”

He reached out and touched her cheek with the tip of his seventh finger, metal on skin. "Just Turner. The



man who held you in hisarmslast night. | haven't changed.”

Sam gtiffened. Shetook his hand, her five fingers curling around his eight, and moved it away from her
face. "Y ou should have warned me."

"l was afraid you would think | was amongter.”

"I'll ded withit." Sam hoped that wastrue. For al her experience in discussing the emotions of an El,
she had never been articulate about her own. She didn't want to rebuff him, but she wasn't sure what to
say, ether.

After amoment, she asked, "Do you know where we are?’

"Here." The heads-up display activated with a holomap that showed part of Eurasia. "If | understand the
Rex right, were shrouded enough to hide for ashort time, while we decide what to do, but probably not

forlong."
What to do. That was the question of the hour. "Can we land?"

"The Rex saysit isreusable and has heat shidding." Hetilted hishead. "Does that mean yes, we can
land?"

"I think s0."

Turner rubbed his eyeswith his cybernetic hand. "1've never realy understood why Charon did thisto
me. If hewanted adave, surely easer ways existed.”

She spoke grimly. "He's making an army. Y ou're the prototype.”
"Anamy for what?'

"Himsdf, maybe, for his own power, but | would guess he has the support of some politica entity.” Sam
shook her head. "1 wish | knew how Thomasfitsinto dl this. | can't believe he would be part of it."

"Why not? Power can warp anyone. How do you know thisisn't some flipping Air Force project?' A
musclein his cheek twitched. "Y ou would think | would know. Iam the project. But then, people don't
usudly inform the equipment.”

She hated the mistreatment that put bitternessin hisvoice. None of it fit with the Thomas she knew, who
had astrong sense of right and wrong. But he was &l so one of the most pragmatic men she had ever met.
If he thought it necessary for the defense of his country, he was capable of involvement in such a project.
Could Turner beright? Hisfear of Charon certainly seemed genuine. She wished she could tell whether
he smulated emotions or redly felt them. That had a persond aspect, too; she didn't know how to trust
his emotionstoward her. Maybe he didn't know himsdlf. She dmost gave adry laugh. In that sense, their
gtuation wasn't any different than a human relationship.

Sam spoke self-conscioudy. " Charon put ustogether last night to give me more of avested interest in
you."

Hewouldn't look at her. "Did it work?'



His question made her flush. It shouldn't have; she was no untried ingénue. She had dated, had alover,
been married. But around Turner she fdt as nervous as a schoolgirl. She answered in alow voice. "l
think s0."

A tentative smile curved hislips. "Good."

"And you?'

He nodded, his gaze averted, hiseyesveiled by hislong eyelashes. "Yes." Findly helooked at her. "But
Sam. Who would want aman like this?' He unbuttoned his cuff and pushed up hisdeeve, reveding his
arm. Thetransformation went al the way to his shoulder. Thelimb no longer had skin or muscles,; it
consisted of cables bundled together at intervals. Without speaking, he bent it at five different joints,
forming a pentagon, hisfingersjust reaching his shoulder. The cablesflickered with lights.

"Good Lord," Sam said.

"Yeah." Heunfolded hisarm.

The scientist in her admired such an achievement, but the woman was having trouble with it. "What
happened to the skin and muscle?!

He pushed aside the outer cables and indicated one inside the bundle. "1 can conduct biological materid
through conduitslikethisone."

Sam didn't know what to say. She couldn't figure out what he wanted, really wanted. He had cometo
her searching for an escape, avaidation of his humanity, but the more she learned, the less she knew
how to help. "Why do you need me?'

He reached out and caressed her jaw with thetip of hiseighth finger. "Isthistruly so offensve?’

Sam made a conscious effort not to recoil. "No." She folded her hand around hiswrist, which consisted
of aninth cable encircling the other eight, and lowered his hand to the arm of her seat. But thistime she
didn't let go. The corrugations of the meta ridged against her pam.

"My armissronger now," hesaid. "Moreversdtile”

"Canyou fed my hand?"

"Yes. | kept the sensors that were in the skin. In some ways, they're more receptive than nerve endings.
Now they're embedded in the cables.”

"That takes energy, too. Does your reactor provide enough?'

"I haveto recharge. Seeping helps.”

She thought about their Situation. "I doubt well have much chance after weland.”
"Land where?"

Good question. "We should contact the Air Force."



"No!" Hishand clenched hers so hard, it hurt. "Not Generad Wharington.”

"All right." She wasn't ready to believe Thomas had acted against them, but she intended to be careful.
She doubted they would have much choice about who they spoke with, anyway. "We can probably
reach the space command of a country. Someone will figure out were up here pretty soon, anyway."

"They might shoot,” he said darkly.

"We haven't done anything hodtile.”

"We'rearmed.”

"Withwha?'

His expression took an inward-directed qudity. He spoke asif reciting alist. "We have ASRAAMs and
AMRAAMswith updated Al intelligence, fifth-generation LGBswith updated Als, JIDAM kits that
operate with or without the GPS, though accuracy is better with GPS guidance, and an APSB with
postronfoil." Helooked bewildered. "Do you know what that means?'

"GPSisthe Globa Postioning System.” She scratched her chin. "1 think the others are missiles. Can the
Rex tdl you more?'

Hewas slent for amoment. "Y es, missiles, both air-to-surface and air-to-air. Some are laser guided.”
Hetilted hishead. "These are redly smart bombs, Sam. They can chase their targets.”

It didn't surprise her. "What does postron foil mean?"
"It's the beam weapon.”
"Thewha?'

He"listened" to the Rex. "It's some sort of offshoot from the ABL program, but it ended up alot
different.”

Thisdidn't sound like anything she had heard about. "What isABL?"
"Airbornelaser.”
"You'rekidding! ThisRex carries alaser wegpon?'

"No. .. it'scompletely different. Something new. It has less documentation—oh, wait, herewe go. It's
an antimatter beam.”

"What?" Sam's mouth opened. "That'simpossible.”
Heblinked. "1tis?"
"Areyou saying this craft can shoot positrons?’

"What's a pogitron?’



"The anti-particle of an eectron.”

"The Rex saysthe beam is anti-protons.” He spoke dowly. "I1t's neutraized and focused by running it
through afoil whereit picks up positrons.”

"Widl, I'll beafrog on afling.”

Turner gave astartled laugh. "A what?'

Sam reddened. "It'sasaying.” She knew the cutting edge of research was adways further ahead than
most people redlized, and that the pace of development had risen in recent decades, but this was beyond
anything she expected. "Thisisalot to handle.”

"The Rex?'

"Y ou and the Rex."

"Youreafrad."

"And you're not." Shedidn't makeit aquestion.

Hisanger flared. "You think | don't fee fear, dismay, desire, affection? My emotionsarered, Sam. It
affectsmejust as much asit would have Turner Pascal.” Hisvoice cracked. "I'm turning into something
inhuman and | can'tstop it. If you goddamn think I'm smulating that, you're even less human than me."
"I'm sorry." Shedidn't know how to react to him.

He opened hisbaled figt, the meta cables uncurling. "1 don't know how to handlethis. Iliked being a
bellboy. Thisisso far beyond my comfort zone, | don't know what to fed. But | can't makeit stop. I'm
onthishorribleroller coaster and | don't see any way to get off."

"WEell makeit through. Somehow." Shejust wished she knew how.

"I hope s0." He watched her with a strange expression, asif he were dying insde. "Because | don't
know how far | will change."

The shrill of an darm cut through the cockpit.

VIII

Hockman and Beyond
Turner jerked. "We have company.”

Sam swore under her breath. She did amental rundown of who could come after them. Charon, maybe,
though if he had just stolen the Rex, it seemed unlikely he would have more aircraft with its capabilities.



The military of acountry might have launched their own intercept aircraft, or it might be one of the
corporations with a space divison. That would be fast work, though; they had been up here less than an
hour and supposedly shrouded.

"Does the Rex know who our company is?' she asked.

Turner answered dowly. "Something caled aNeedle”

"A spacecraft?' Needleswere an offshoot of NASA's shuttle program. Although smaller than space
shuttles, and unmanned, they had more maneuverability. A Needle dready in orbit could conceivably be
coming down after them, but someone from the ground had to be controlling its actions.

"Here," Turner said. Schematics of anarrow craft gppeared on adisplay, dong with specifications. This
Needle was a dated model, about ten years old. It probably didn't come from the United States, which
had upgraded its fleet of Needles afew years ago. The specslooked familiar, though.

"Maybeit's one of the old shipsthe U.S. sold to another country,” Sam said.

He paused. "The Rex saysit belongsto the Chinese, but that they junked it two years ago.”
"Doesn't look junked to me."

"Maybe someone stoleit.”

"Or bought it illegaly."

Turner raked his hand through his hair, avery human gesture that looked al the more eerie with cabled
fingers. "It'sarmed.”

"That's nutsl Needles aren't built for combat."

"Tdl that to whoever gaveit teeth.” He indicated the schematic of their pursuer. "The Rex saysit'sa
UCAV. What doesthat mean?"

"Unmanned combat air vehicle." It had to be an dteration to the orginia spacecraft. Usudly Needlesjust
ran micro-gravity experiments.

Circles appeared on the schematic. Asthey spread out from the Needle, the blood drained from Sam's
face. Their pursuer had just fired at them.

G-forces shoved Sam into her seat as the Rex took evasive maneuvers. Spots danced in her vision. She
could just make out new circles on the display, these moving from the Rex toward the Needle. Close
behind, acloud of flecks spread in aspherica pattern. It was hard to read stats when she was on the
verge of passing out, but she thought the Rex had released any debrisit had on board to confuse the
Needle's missiles. Whether or not the ploy worked would depend on the quality of the Al brainsin the
bombs.

"Boom," Turner muttered.

Sam would have askedWhy boom? but she couldn't speak. The webbing exerted pressure against her
body, especidly her legs, but she till felt ready to pass out. She could tell only that no circles overlapped



on the display. Two were close, though, one from the Rex and one from the Needle. The circlefrom the
Rex flared, expanding to encompass the other circle. Then both vanished.

Before Sam had achanceto fed redlief, new circles appeared on the screen, spreading outward from the
Needle. Another change in g-forces eased the pressure on Sam. She grunted as pinwheels danced in her
vison. Shefdt ready to throw up.

"They can't keep shooting at us." Turner barely sounded affected by the acceleration. "They must have a
limited number of bombs."

"So dowe," Sam said. The Rex went into another maneuver and amassive, invisible hand dammed her
into the seet. The circles on the diplay continued to move.

Turner spokein asubdued voice. "That'sit."
That's it?Sam would have asked what he meant if she could have spoken.

The Rex lurched asif agiant had kicked it. A line dashed acrossthe display and they lost the image of
the Needle. Tears blurred Sam'svison and her ssomach felt asif it plummeted to her fet.

Suddenly the pressure stopped. Sam gasped, struggling to keep down her last medl. Blobs of color
came back with her returning vision. It was afew seconds before her sight cleared, her ssomach settled,
and she could speak.

"Did we get away?" she asked.

Turner wouldn't look at her. "Something like that.”

The display was awash of green now. "What happened to the visua ?'

"Nothing."

"Butit'sblank."

"It'snot blank. Nothing isthere.”

"Whereisthe Needle?'

Hefindly looked at her. "We shot it with the anti-proton beam. It'sgone.”

Ah, hell. She could only imagine the trouble they had now. "No way can we hide an explosion like that."

Hisfacepaled. "I know."

She didn't understand why the comm was quiet. "If anyone detected the explosion, they would be trying
to contact us now."

"They ae

Oh, Lord. "Y ou better put them on."



A man's voice suddenly crackled with a British accent. "—identify yoursdlf. Y ou have violated U K.
arspace. Cease hodtile activities and identify yoursdf.”

"How do they know we speak English?" Turner asked.

"Englishisthe aviation standard. Everyone usesit." Sam didn't know what would happen if they didn't
respond, and she sure as blazes didn't want to find out. "We have to answer."

"I don't know what to say." Turner twisted his cabled hand inside his human one. "I can't dedl with them,
Sam. They remind me of Charon."

It wasn't the firgt time she had seen him close to panic. Anything he perceived as threatening his sense of
sdf-determination set him off, including anyone that evoked Charon for him, which gpparently included

governments and militaries. Sam didn't know much about communications protocol for aircraft, but she
thought she could ssumble her way through.

"I'll talk to them," she said.

He stopped twisting hishand. "Okay."
"What do we call ourselves?'
"Three-Oscar-Betais the name | found.”

That would have to do. A wireless headset swung around to her mouth and shetoggled it on. "Thisis
Rex Three-Oscar-Beta. Our intent is peaceful. | repeat. We have no hostile intent.”

"Three-Oscar-Beta, acknowledged.” The man'svoicelost abit of itsedge. "Thisisthe HMSWestralia .
Weveidentified abnormal radiation in space, what appears to be an explosion. What is your status?”

Good question. If she said they had just blown up a spacecraft from China, they would bein more
trouble than she ever wanted to face. Well, hell. She had always been good at poker. Timeto bluff. "We
are on anon-hostile mission for the Senate Select Committee for Space Warfare Research and
Development. They can give you further information on the nature of our mission. The contact point is
Lieutenant General Thomas Wharington.”

"You'l haveto download your complete flight identification and plan,” he said. "We have no record of
your overflight.”

Sam knew that if they were going at hypersonic speeds, they were probably amost out of U.K.
arspace. He had to redlize it, too; she only needed to stall longer. "Thisisan unscheduled missonon a
need to know basis. Y ou'll have to contact Generd Wharington for information.”

The fellow paused. "I'm transferring you to United States Space Command.”

Relief washed over Sam. "Thank you.” She didn't think that was the usua way of responding, but she
didn't know the protocols.

Another voice came on theline, this one with a Texan drawl. "Three-Oscar-Beta, can you read me?’

"Loud and clear,” Sam said. "Thisis Dr. SamanthaBryton. 'maU.S. citizen."



"Colone Tyler Granger here at Hockman Air Force Base. We have been monitoring your
communicationswith theWestralia and are unable to confirm or deny your information.”

Hockman. Sam had heard of it. A relaively new base near Kansas City, it had been designed to handle
the improved space capability of the Air Force. "Please don't shoot. We aren't hostile.”

"Our chase planeswill escort you in." After apause, Granger said, "We're monitoring your course

change”
Sam covered the microphone and spoke to Turner. "What course change?'

He met her gaze with awide sare. "They're sending coordinates to the Rex. It's taking us to Hockman."
Sam took adeep breath. "Okay." She spoke into the comm. "Thanks, Colond. We're coming in.”

"Roger." Dryly he added, "Y'dl must have one doozy of astory.”

* % *

They landed in the sunlight of alate autumn morning, the Rex coming down in aflare of exhaust and
steam. Sam couldn't Sit ill. By thetime Turner unfastened hiswebbing, she was up and squeezing out of
the cockpit. That was asfar as she got, though. Red lights glowed on the mesh panel by the door, and it
didn't respond to her input.

Turner came up beside her. "1 think it won't open until the Rex cools down outside.”
"How long?' Sam felt asjumpy asaflea

A hum came from inside the door and the red light turned green. Sam answered herself. "I guess now.”
She opened the door into streaming sunlight.

Turner joined her in the hatchway. "That's bright . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off as he stared out at the landing
field. About twenty soldierswith laser carbines waited for them, the massive guns as bright as silver
mirrorsin the sunlight.

"Hoo, boy," Sam said. Sheraised her hands above her shoulders, dowly, so she didn't startle anyone.
Even without stairs, she and Turner probably could have climbed down from the hatch; they weren't that
high above the ground. Given their reception, she didn't intend to twitch until invited to do so.

Turner raised his hands, and his deevesfel down, reveding his biomech limb. The soldiers responded
immediately, training their gunson him.

"He's not carrying aweapon,” Sam called. "Hisarmiscybernetic.”

A woman in amgor's uniform came forward, lowering her gun, though the other soldiersremained
poised. She stopped below the hatchway. " Can you jump down?”

Sam lowered her arms. "'l think s0."

The mgor narrowed her gaze at Turner. "Y ou first." Then she stepped back and raised her gun.



Hisjaw worked. Given his sKittish response to authority, Sam could imagine how he felt right now. She
hoped he didn't panic and try to bolt. Although he moved stiffly, he did sit down, letting hislegs dangle
out of the Rex. Hisdeeve did into place, covering hisarm, but nothing could hide the eight cabled fingers
that gripped the hatchway. Then he dropped down and landed gracefully on the tarmac, bending hislegs
to absorb the impact. He straightened carefully, holding his hands out from his sides, showing the mgor
he had no weapons. Sunshine streamed around them, reflecting off his bundled hand.

The mgor stared at his hand. Then she gestured to the soldiers and alieutenant came forward, atall man
with arifle. He stopped afew yards away, out of reach. For thefirst time, Sam realized Turner's
cybernetic arm was longer than his other one.

The mgor motioned to Sam. "Y ou next.”

With care, Sam sat in the hatchway as Turner had done. Her injured arm throbbed and she had to favor
it as she did into the drop. She landed awvkwardly and stumbled, pain shooting up her legs. Someone
grasped her left arm above the bandage, steadying her. As sheregained her balance, sheredized it was
Turner.

She spokein alow voice. "Thanks."

The officers were watching intently. The mgor motioned them forward. " Come with us, please. Colond
Granger has some questionsfor you.”

Sam suspected that was a colossal understatement. At least the personnd here weren't treating them like
criminas. Either Granger had heard from Thomas or e se her invoking the name of athree-star genera
had bought her and Turner sometime.

Asthey crossed the tarmac, the other soldiersfell into formation around them. It unsettled Sam thet the
brass here thought two people needed so many guards. Then again, in their position, she probably would
have been even lessfriendly. These people knew little of what had happened beyond whatever they had
picked up of the battle and her communication with theWestralia , and no one knew the full extent of
Turner's capabilities, hersdf included. Who knew what else he had up hisdeeve, literaly aswell as

metgphoricaly.

"That's quite an aircraft you have," the woman said.

"Y ou don't recognizeit?' Turner asked.

"Should I?" she asked.

"It's Air Force," Sam said, puzzled.

The mgjor spoke carefully. "Y ou can tell the colond.”

They reached a security check, agate and guard booth in achain-link fence. Two men and awoman
were waiting there. They checked the badges of the base personnel, touching the holographic squares,
and waved them on into the compound beyond the fence.

The femae guard, a stocky woman with dark hair, drew Sam aside and scanned her with aflash-rod. It

buzzed, and the screen onits cylindrical body formed an embarrassing picture of Sam's brawith the
underwire supporting her breasts. Mercifully, the guard didn't ask her to remove her underwear. She



checked Sam with aretind scanner, mesh glove, thimble skimmer, and imager. Sam glared when the
guard patted her down, but nothing elseraised any dlarms.

"My gpologies, maam," the guard said.

"It'sokay," Sam mumbled, her face burning.

Then they checked Turner.

He st off darm after darm. They spent twenty minutes examining him, at least ten of that on hisatered
arm, verifying it contained no wegpons. Turner waited patiently, holding hisarms out, turning around,
removing his shoes when they asked, and otherwise cooperating.

"Holy shit," one of the guards suddenly said. "He's got fuson componentsin there.”

Wéll, hdll. It annoyed Sam that they had detected what she missed in her first exam. She wondered if
they were about to be thrown into acell after al.

However, the mgjor just watched as the guards inspected Turner. Then shesaid, "Can | ask you a
Quedtion?'

Turner ansvered warily. "Yes?'
"I waswondering if you were an android or arobot.”
Hisvoiceturned chill. "I'maman.”

A long silence greeted him. Finaly the mgjor said, "Ah—okay." She spoke to the guards. "Can we take
him through?"

"He's not carrying any weapons,” one of the men said. "Unless you count the reactor.”

That response told Sam agreat dedl. They were treating her and Turner with kid gloves, which meant
Thomas must have spoken with someone here; either that or Granger hadn't heard from Thomas and was
being careful. She hoped it was the former, because if Thomas had betrayed them, he might deny any
knowledge of this mess. Then she and Turner would bein big trouble.

* * *

Colonel Granger was alean man of average height, with buzz-cut hair and icy blue eyes. Sam tensed up
the moment she met him. He initialy separated her from Turner while the mech-techs examined them.
Now they had finished with that, at least for thetime being. She sat at ameta table painted ingtitutional
green, with Turner across from her, douched in his chair. Armed soldiers sood around the perimeter of
the room.

Granger was pacing behind Turner. "The manipulations to your DNA are more knotted than an Abilene
mesquite. It took our people hoursto untangle your ID. But the find resultsfit the man you named in
Portland." He stopped at one end of the table and regarded Turner. "A dead man.”

"I'm not dead,” Turner said.

"My dog could have guessed that." Granger lifted hisleft hand, which was covered with amesh glove,



and flicked hisright thumb through several menus on the palm screen. Then he glanced a Sam. "We have
no record of thiscall you clam you made to General Wharington."

Sam wished Granger would sit down. His pacing was making her nervous. She suspected that was his
intent, though, so shetried to ignoreit. "My car must have arecord of it. Even if someone erased it,
surely you can get it back.”

Helowered hisarm. "That's right. And your car has no record of any chase or message to General
Wharington."

"Ask Thomas," shesald.
"Wedid. He never heard diddly from you."
Sam didn't believe him. "My carmust have arecord of that call.”

"All right," he drawled. "L et's say someone erased it, someone smart enough to remove dl record of the
ddetions" Heturned ahard gaze on Turner. "It would be child's play for an android with your
sophigtication.”

"Don't cal me agoddamned android.”

"Mogt humans," Granger said, "aren't more biomech than human.”

Turner shifted in his seat. "What do you want from me?”

Granger didn't hesitate. " The people who made you. Cooperate with usand you'll go free."

Turner just looked at him. He had no need to say he didn't believe Granger; it was obviousin his
expresson.

"What about the Needle that attacked us?' Sam asked.
"We haven't identified it yet." Granger's face gave nothing away.

Sam studied the colond. Although he was noncommittal on everything, she thought he knew more about
the Needle. But he seemed genuinely unfamiliar with the name Charon, whereas she had been sure
Thomas recognized it. Either Granger was a superb actor or else he wasn't privy to Thomas's sources.
The colond might not have clearance to know, but if o, she would have expected Thomasto send
someone for her and Turner.

Sam had to admit Turner might be right. Thomas might have betrayed them. Buit it just didn't fit; he was
one of the most dedicated officers she knew, and she had known him long enough to have a sense of the
man and his principles that went beyond the surface. Also, she doubted Granger knew aslittle ashe
claimed; otherwise, he would have dapped her and Turner in cdlls. He clamed Thomas never heard
"diddly" from her on her car phone; he hadn't actualy said Thomasdenied knowledge of their Stuation.
She was convinced Granger knew more than he admitted. He was trying to rattle them and see what
informetion fel out.

Could Giles be the one behind this business of Charon? She didn't want to believeit of him, ether, but it
made too much sense. He was one of the few people with the expertise to create Turner. When she put



Giles and Charon in the same thought, her pulse legpt. She wanted to push the thoughts away and she
didn't know why.

A knock came at the door. Granger motioned to a guard, who opened it. A mech-tech hurriedin, a
woman with along braid of brown hair down her back. Dressed in jeans, aknit shirt, and awhitelab
coat, shelooked like acivilian. Excitement flushed her cheeks.

Granger motioned her to achair. "What do you have, Ms. Hernandez?'

Shedidinto her seet at the table and leaned forward eagerly. "We caught it, Sr! Wetrickeditinto a
neurd corrd and closed the gate.”

"1t?" Sam looked from Hernandez to Granger. "What?'

Turner gripped the table with both hands. He had that hunted ook again. "Whose neurd corrd?' His
usudly vibrant voice had goneflat.

"I've been chasing the part of your El you copied into the Rex." Her facelit up. "Y ou have an incredible

network. I've never seen one so complex. Y ou even have an unconscious mind, code that runsin the
background. Do you know what | mean?"

"No." Turner might have turned into aglacier. "How could I, if it's unconscious?’

"Y ou sound annoyed." The tech seemed fascinated with him. Sam scowled &t her.

"I am annoyed,” Turner said. "What are you going to do with the copy of my El that you stole?"

"It wasinthe Rex," Granger said. "Y'dl stole our Rex. For al we know, you stole the El, too.” When
Turner made an incredulous noise, Granger held up his hand. "Okay, we don't know yet who took what."
Heturned to Sam. "Maybe you stole an android from this man you call Charon.”

If hewastrying to shake her up, it wasn't working. "Then you admit the Rex isyours."

"No. But you see my dilemma." Granger braced his hands on the back of a chair and leaned forward.
"No one admits to knowing a damn thing about how you got here, yet we have thisincredible machine

out on our field and thisincredible construct who swears to high heaven he's human.”

His phrasing caught Sam's attention.No one admits rather thanNo one knows. She would bet the
origina Monet painting she had hanging in her house he had been told to keep this under wraps.

"I want to know what you're going to do with my El," Turner said.
"Study it," Granger told him.

"No. It's part of me. A self-aware part.”

"What do you suggest we do?' Granger asked.

"Eraseit.”

"Son, you must know we can't.”



"Damnit!" Turner hit thetable. "How would you fed if someone copied your brain and fooled with it?"
"How would someone copy my brain?' Granger asked.

Turner sarted to answer, then closed his mouth, looking confused. " That isn't the point.”

"Butitis," Granger said. "Y ou can do something the rest of us can't—download yourself to another
mechine"

"Itisn't acomplete copy of hisbrain,” Hernandez said. "Just afew mods, enough to fly the Rex. It
doesn't even have full evolutionary capability.”

"It'sdillpart of me” Turner said.

His distress on the subject continued to puzzle Sam. El's downloaded themselves al thetime. It was one
advantage of being one. She had never known ancther to react thisway. Then again, Turner was unique
in many ways. No other El she knew could have dedt thiswell with the flood of unpredictable input
these past few days. Even amatured EI might have frozen up, and he had only been operating for a
couple of weeks.

Turner had to analyze immense amounts of data just to dedl with processes she took for granted, like
laughing at ajoke. It wasn't enough for him to remember what Turner Pascd thought was funny; he had
to respond to new stimuli in aconsstent manner. He might have to examine millions of possible reections.
He could manage within microseconds, but that was for one " common sense” response. Saints only knew
how many he handled each day. Idedly, he would build alibrary of emotiond reactions he could draw on
without going through Smilar calculations every time. But if even afew of hisanalyses branched into
unstable pathways, the effects could rapidly accumulate; given long enough, his personality could
disntegrate.

What would help him now? Obvioudy, taking him out of stressful Situations. Given their limited options,
that wasn't likely. People had to deep, though. Turner could use that time to integrate new input, clean up
his matrix, fix errors.

"Maybe we could take abreak?' Sam asked. It took no acting ability for her to look weary; her
exhaugstion wasred.

Granger findly sat at thetable. "It's about time for supper. Do y'al need to eat?’
Relief washed over Sam. "That would be wonderful .

Turner waited. "Doesthat include me?'

"Do you eat?" Granger asked.

Turner crossed hisarms. "Yes"

"Incredible," Hernandez murmured.

"Wadl." Granger straightened up. "Weve quarters on the base for both of you tonight. Tomorrow well
be flying you to amore secure ingdlation.”



Sam wasfine until hislast sentence. Then her menta darmswent off. If Granger locked them away, it
could be months before anyone redlized she was gone. And Turner wasdead. The only person looking
for him was Charon, who might have linksto Thomas. Or he might not. The "more secureingtdlation”
might be one of the only safe placesfor them. She didn't know what to think, and right now her brain felt
like mush.

Sam stood up, rubbing the small of her back. Turner aso rose, with that hunched look. Thelast time she
had seen it, he had smashed their guards in the elevator and stolen the Rex. Charon's base had been
reatively smdl and isolated, but Hockman was a different story. They had little chance of making abresk
from here. Evenif it had been possible, she wasn't sure she wanted to "escape.”

That was the worst of this, not knowing whom to trust.

| X

cConnors

Sam's"quarters' consisted of a deluxe suite reserved for VIP guests who came to watch Hockman
gpace launches. A doctor checked her arm and rewound it with bio-gauze that dispensed pain killers as
well asmedicine.

A female lieutenant showed up with abox of clothes. After sheleft, Sam opened the package and found
abluejumpsuit. She expected something functiona and plain for undergarments, which would have suited
her fine, but the lieutenant had put in lacy white underwear. Sam never wore such stuff, but she had to
admit it felt good againgt her skin. When she found hersalf wondering if Turner would likeit, she flushed
and tried to think about something else. The jumpsuit fit well, snug to her curves.

Another officer came with dinner, meat and potatoes, which Sam ate done, grateful for achanceto
gather her thoughts. She sat at the table, staring into space, trying to make sense out of everything that
had happened. Their escape perplexed her. If Charon created Turner, he should know how to confine
him. It was possible Turner had evolved past what Charon expected; even in just the few days Sam had
known him, he had changed agreat ded. But it ftill strained her belief.

Maybe Charon let them escape. But why? Nor did that explain the Needle that tried to blow them up.
She could understand Charon wanting to destroy Turner rather than risk hisfaling into the "wrong'”
hands, but if that wasthe case, it seemed unlikely hewould let them go. The only saving grace about all
thiswas the immense resources it took to create a Turner or build a Rex. Charon couldn't make many.
She doubted he could have done even this much on his own. The group backing him might have sent up
the Needle, to destroy evidence of their involvement.

Thomas, are you invol ved?The thought made Sam miserable. Thomas was the closest shewould ever
haveto an uncle.

A buzz came behind her. Startled, she glanced around the living room. The buzz came again, and ablue
light flashed on an inner door of the suite. Sam scratched her chin. Then she got up and went to the door.



"Yes?' sheasked. Shefdt slly speaking to theair, but she didn't intend to open her suite without
knowing who had cometo call.

"You haveavistor," the door informed her. "He calshimself Turner.”

Sam was suddenly warm. "Let himin."

The door did open and there stood Turner, aliving room much like her own behind him.
"Hello," shesaid.

"Hi." He had washed and brushed his hair and wore new clothes, a button-down dress shirt and gray
dacks. He looked spiffy, handsome, and nervous.

Samfelt shy. "Would you like to comein?'
"Okay." Hissmilewaslopsded. "Thanks."

She moved aside, discreetly glancing at hismetal arm. Although his deeve hid most of it, the hand was
vigble. At least it hadn't changed anymore.

He cameinto her living room, and the door closed behind him. "How are you feding?' he asked.
"Okay." She stood awkwardly. "And you?"

"Good."

"That'sgood."

"Did you have dinner?' he asked.

"Yes. Andyou?'

"Wes"

Sam couldn't help but laugh. "We sound as tiff astwo kids going to the prom.”

Turner smiled, his posture easing. "How about this? Y ou look gorgeoustonight.”

Her cheeks heated. " So do you."

"Well, hey." He seemed pleased, but a alossfor words. So they stood regarding each other.
Findly Sam said, "Turner, I'm not sure what to do."

Hetouched her face with one of hiseight fingers. "What fed sright?*

She was hyperaware of the metd againgt her skin. "I need to figure out somethings.”

Helowered hishand. "If | had a prosthetic, would that matter to you?'



"Of course not.”
He pushed up his deeve, uncovering hisarm. "Then why doesthis?"

It was agood question, and she wasn't sure she had a good answer. She spoke dowly, thinking through
emotions she could only partidly define. ™Y ou're more than aman. Y ou've abrain no unaugmented
human could ever match, even if you don't yet know how to useitsfull extent. Y ou seemto fed like
anyone s, to love and care and hurt. But part of meisafraid it's smulated, thet if you and I—that if |
wereto—" She stuttered, unable to say theword "love," not yet, not here. "That I'll end up caring for
someone who will never truly return how | fed.”

"It'sred, Sam, asred asl've ever fdt." He gently closed his hand around her uninjured arm, but then
waited, giving her achanceto pull away. Shelooked up at him, afraid, but glad to have him here. When
she stayed put, he drew her into an embrace and leaned his head againgt hers.

Sam put her arms around hiswaist. The pleasant sogpy smell of his shampoo made her nosetingle. She
savored hiswarmth, the comfort of holding him. Hisarm felt corrugated against her back, but it bothered
her less than she expected. It wasn't frightening so much asdifferent. He held her with as much
tenderness asif the limb had been human, perhaps more because he could crush with apower no
unaltered human possessed, but he contained it, made it caring instead.

Sheleaned her head on his shoulder. "We shouldn't do this."

"Why not?"

She drew back to look at his handsome face. "'l don't know what to do with liking you."

He caressed her cheek with hiseight cabled knuckles. "'l do."

A flush spread through Sam, starting in her face and spreading throughout her body. Shefdlt thetickling
sensation at the back of her throat that came when she was nervous. Turner bent his head, his lashes

closing hafway. With asigh, sheleaned in to him and let her own eyes close. He kissed her then, hislips
full and sensuous.

It was along time before they paused for air. Sam folded her hand around his eight fingers, then stepped
away from him and tugged on hisarm. "Come on.”

He went with her, holding her human hand in hismetal one. She paused at the doorway to the bedroom.

Light from the living room filtered inside, enough so they would be able to see each other but not so much
that she would fed exposed or raw with him. She took him to the bed then and drew him down to sit

with her,
Turner hed her handsin both of his. "Areyou sure?’
Sam gave him ashaky amile. "If you are.”

He brushed back tendrils of hair that curled around her face. "Y ou're so pretty. Like somewild forest
spirit." He drew her down to lie on the bed. "I've never known anyone like you."

Sam sretched out with him, her hands diding along hisside, her curvesfitting againgt hisangles. She



brushed her lips across his, then pulled him into adeeper kiss. They took their time with each other, no
rushing, no fumbling. Thefirg time he moved his biomech hand over her bare skin, she tensed, but her
unesse faded when he gave only gentleness. For thefirst time since her husband's desth Sam let hersalf
be vulnerable again.

So they came together, in a sensuous, purdly human night.

* % *

Fire blossomed in heat and crackles. An ember landed on her leg and made her pajamas smolder.
She dapped it out before it broke into flame. Then she knelt in the rubble, tears running down her
face.

His voice rasped. " Good-bye—"

No, she pleaded. No. Stay.

Good-bye. . .

Panicked, Sam opened her eyesinto darkness eased by alight from the living room. She searched
franticaly for Turner—and her hand hit his shoulder. He lay sprawled next to her in bed, deeping
peacefully, his human arm thrown across her waist. No fires, no one dying. Her pulse gradualy camed. It
had been the nightmare. Only anightmare.

Something had awoken her, though. "Is someone here?' she asked.

No answer.

"Sam?' Turner stirred at her side.

"l heard someone.”

He gretched, hislean muscles shifting againgt her. "Hmmm."

"Don't dothat," she said, flustered. ™Y ou distract me."

With hiseyes closed, he amiled drowsly. "Good.”

"Turner, someoneis here.”

Helifted his head and peered into the shadowed living room. "I don't see anyone.”

"You seein the dark?'

“Infrared.”

"Oh." Of course. He had synthetic eyes. Why keep human limitations?"We should investigate.”

"I'd rather stay here, with you."

Sam traced her finger over hislips. "Later, okay?'



He sat up, hishair touded. "I'll hold you to that."

They rose and dressed quickly. Then they prowled through her suite, searching. If anyone had been
there, though, they were gone now.

"Maybe they went in here." Turner tapped the door that connected her suiteto his. It did open to reveal
hisliving room—blazing with light.

The major who had met them when they landed stood in the center of the room, aprowler busted in the
act.

* * %

"Sowhat you'retdling us" Sam sad, "'is Thomas Wharington wants no one to know about us besides
Granger and you." Shewasin an armchair in Turner's suite, which Mgor Connors claimed she had
swept clean of bugs. Sam was just glad Connors hadn't found her in bed with Turner. She doubted the
Air Force would appreciate her having intimate rel ations with someone's top secret project.

Connors had taken the armchair closest to Sam. The mgjor was a compact woman, muscular and
confident, with straight yellow hair and a staser on her hip. Her eyes, cool and gray, seemed to miss
nothing. Sam would have liked her under different circumstances.

It didn't surprise Sam when Turner sat in achair on her other sde, putting her between himself and the
magor. Authority figures clearly gave him the willies. Shewondered if Turner Pascal had been that way or
if hisEl developed that trait because of Charon's treatment.

"Security requires we take caution,” Connors said.

That certainly sounded vague. Sam frowned at her. "What happened with that Rex that was supposed to
take usto Washington, D.C.?"

"Y our kidnappers goleit." Connors seemed unruffled, though she kept glancing at Turner, unableto hide
her curiogity. "ltsred crew was found unconscious on the landing field, bound and gagged.”

"That couldn't have been easy to manage,”" Sam said. "And now guess what? No one here can find any
damn record of Turner and me. Y ou say they don't have aneed to know. But look at it from our point of
view. It could mean alot of other things, too."

Connors met her gaze. "We knew only that the Rex vanished after it took off from Cdifornia. None of
us had any ideawhat happened to you and Mr. Pascal until you landed here and told us.”

"So Thomasis being cautious” Sam said.
"That iscorrect.”

"It doesn't explain why you were skulking around our rooms." Sam crossed her arms. "Unlessthe Air
Force doesn't know what you're up to."

"Y ou don't have aneed to know more," Connors said.

Sam smacked her palm on the arm of her chair. " Someone kidnapped me and Turner. They took usto
the Himdayas,for crying out loud. Turner pulls off this spectacular escape that implies histechnology isso



far ahead of the curve, he'sfaling off the planet. A stolen spaceship comes after usand Turner blowsit to
high heaven. And you say | don't have aneed to know? Like hdll."

The mgjor didn't look much happier about it than Sam. "Dr. Bryton, we've managed to keep thisfrom
going out of control. Only afew officidsin the governments of afew countries know your aircraft
destroyed aNeedle, and even | ess people know about you and Turner. We are trying to staunch the
leakage before more damage is done. If we are careful, it won't go further than this.”

Having grown up in amilitary family, Sam had enough experience with the mindset to know they
wouldn't want details of a potentialy devastating weapon made public. Turner fit that bill al too well.
"Y ou'retrying to avoid amgjor security leak."

Connorsdidn't soft-pedal it. "Yes."

"That doesn't explain why Thomas didn't send someone for us. Colonel Granger knows the routine. We
go off with Thomass people, no questions, it stays quiet.” Sam leaned forward. "It dso doesn't explain
why you were snesking around here.”

"Generd Wharington has sent someone,” Connors said. "My orders were to deactivate the android
without hisknowledge.”

"If anyone ese calsmeafucking android,” Turner said, "I'm going to lose my very human temper.”
Connorsdidn't missabest. "Very wel, Mr. Pascal. We wanted you unconscious.”
Hisfig clenched on thearm of hischair. "Why?'

Connorssaid only, "I'm sorry." She sounded like she meant it. Sam doubted Turner expected her to
answer his question. He knew. Aslong as he remained free, he posed athreat to world security.

Sam understood what he wanted, though he had trouble articulating it: freedom, not only physicdly, but
mentally, emotionally, and intellectudly aswell. She feared he would never achieveit. Anyone who could
do what he had managed these past few days was too dangerous, especidly given his knowledge of the
Rex and Charon's base. Even if he somehow convinced the authorities he wouldn't act againgt any person
or government, which seemed unlikely, he was awalking target for spies. Given what Charon had
aready managed, Turner would be lucky to keep his"freedom” even for afew hours.

However, if sheand Turner went public, it would start afirestorm of debate over his humanity among
ethicigts, academics, and researchers. That debate could protect him. Aslong asit raged, it would be
difficult for anyone to whisk him away or otherwise take his self-determination.

Sam consdered the mgor. " So you were going to knock out Turner. In the morning someone would
take usaway."

"That'sright,” Connorssaid.
"Why didn't Generd Wharington trust me?"

"He does." Connors spoke quietly. "He needed to ensure Turner didn't inadvertently do or say anything
that could cause harm or backfire. We know so little about Turner's abilities.”



It made sense, as much as Sam didn't like it. Thomas knew Sam well enough to redlize she would object
to him keeping Turner in the dark. So he cut her out of the loop.

Turner spoketightly. "Just onelittle problem. Y ou didn't find mein my room. | was here with Dr.
Bryton."

Connorslooked from him to Sam. "Why?"
"Maybel waslondly," Turner said.

Sam spoke quickly. "Mgor Connors, we will certainly go with you tomorrow. But please don't try
anything with Turner. It won't work and it could harm him."

"I have my orders," Connors said.

Turner stood up, pushing up the deeve on his cabled arm. Connors rose as well, her hand on the staser
at her hip. Turner extended hisarm, the eight cables uncurling, al pointed at the mgjor. Lights shone at
tharr tips.

Sam jumped to her feet. She had no ideawhat Turner intended, but she feared Connors might shoot.
She had to hand it to the mgjor, though; Connors didn't even blink as she met Turner's hostile stare.

"Y ou want to 'deactivate me?' He lowered hisarm, lights glittering dong hisfingers. "Tell me, how will
you manage? | can counter your attempts without even touching you. Right now I'm accessing the biochip
you use to enhance the hearing in your right ear.”

Connors pressed her palm against her ear. " Stop."

Although his posture didn't change, he must have done something. Connorslowered her hand, relief on
her face. She spoke dryly. "Very impressive.”

Sam |looked from Connorsto Turner. "What happened?’

"He set off anadarmin my implant,” Connorssaid. "It's unpleasant. Then heturned it off."

Turner regarded her with adirect gaze. "Y ou won't find me so easy to shut off."

"I had expected to find you adeep.”

Hiseyesglinted. "Il was adeep. Y ou woke us up.”

Us.Damn. Sam could have throttled him.

Sure enough, Connors asked, "Us?"

"It'snothing,” Sam said. "He was deeping on the couch. To, uh, make surel wasal right.”
"Like hell." Turner exactly matched the inflections Sam had used earlier. "I wasn't on any couch.”

"Turner, gop," Sam said. Thelast thing she wanted was Thomas knowing she was deeping with athreat
toworld safety.



The mgor spoke dryly. ™Y ou've a unique approach to research, Doctor."
"It's private." It was Connors's business, though, whether she liked it or not.

The mgjor shook her head, amazement leaking past her no-nonsense demeanor. "I certainly don't have a
boring job." Her manner became businesdike. "Very well. Wewon't knock out Mr. Pascal. Y our
transport arrivesin about two hours, a oh-six-hundred this morning. At that time, the two of you will
board." She motioned Turner back toward hisarmchair. "Until then, we Sit here and wait.”

When Turner stiffened, Sam feared he would refuse. She didn't know what he expected to accomplish;
if heresisted or tried breaking out of here, it could end up with his destruction. Y es, he had sometricks:
his ahility to change structure, to talk with other systems, even to load hisbrain into other places, as much
ashedidikedit. But it didn't make him invulnerable, and this base was larger and probably better

secured than the onein the Himadayas.

Then he said, " Sure, why not?' He dropped into his chair and stretched out hislegs. " So what will we
talk about?"

Sam didn't trust his capitulation. She sat down, her gaze going from Turner to Connors. The major
settled in her chair, but she kept her hand on her staser.

"Why do you think | want to talk?* Connors asked. Shetried to keep aneutral expression, but her
curiogity came through.

Turner wriggled his cyborg fingers at her. "Come on. Y ou're dying to ask about these."

That was when the lights went out.

X

Breakout

The room plunged into darkness. As emergency lights came on, blue and dim, Connorsjumped up,
drawing her staser.

The emergency lights went off.
"What the blazes?' Sam was on her feet, though she didn't remember standing.

A thump came from nearby, followed by acrash, alamp it sounded like. Then it became silent. Too
slent. Sam swung her armsin front of her, trying to find someone. She heard breathing, but she couldn't

tdl from where,

"Turner?' she asked. "Mgor Connors?’



"The mgor had an accident,” Turner said.
Ah, hell. "What did you do?'

"We sort of had an argument. | won."

" She had better not be hurt.”

"Sheisn't." He paused. "Much."

"How much?'

"I knocked her out."

"Turner!"

"When she wakes up, she should be okay."
"In the hospitd "

"l was careful. Charon downloaded fighting methodsinto me. I'm learning to use them.”

Sam didn't want to think why Charon would give Turner knowledge in hand-to-hand combat, but it fit al
too well with everything ése. "What happened to thelights?'

"I had atak with the mesh community here."
"Meshes don't have communities. They aren't sentient.” At least not yet.
"True." He sounded closer now. "They're rather prosaic. But they respond to reasonable input.”

No matter how well he tinkered with other systems, surely he couldn't affect the entire base. "This place
should have protections.”

"Not enough.”

Sam let out adow breath, calming her pulse. She could tell he was close by, but with neither lights nor
windows, the dark was complete. She stepped back, away from him she thought, but her elbow brushed
hisshirt.

Turner caught her arm. "Don't be afraid of me."

"I'm not." That wasalie, but sheadso liked him, alot, which left her in acomplicated tangle of emotions.
"How did you affect the power generators, even the backups?*

"I convinced the other meshesto help me." He clasped her hand with his metd fingers. "1 suppose
‘convince isafigure of speech. It fedsthat way to me."

"I've never heard an EIl describe how it feelsto network with other systems.” Too late, she realized how
she had referred to him. An El.



Hedidn't bristle, though. "They were open to suggestion.” He accepted from her what he challenged
from anyonedse.

"Suggestionsto do what?' she asked.

"To help me. And afriend. Ancther EI."

That could spdll trouble. Machine intelligence was rare, and Els were particularly well guarded. A
military base this new and large could conceivably have one, but she wouldn't have expected even Turner
could crack it open.

She tapped his chest. "What EI?*

"It calsitsdf George the Second.”

Sam blinked. "Why the Second?'

Hisvoicelightened. "It didn't want to bethe First."

Wi, that wasfair enough. "How did you reach him?"

" linked to chipsin the furniture. They put me through to amesh in the wallsand from there | got al over
the base." Turner drew her forward. "Let'sgo."

Sam baked. "Wecan't leave."

"Listen." He set his hand on her |eft arm, above the bandage, carefully. "This base—thisworld —is
riddled with meshes. Doors, windows, walls, lights, locks, jewdry, clothes, people, dl of it."

"And?" Her pulsejumped.

"Georgeis helping me utilize those systems so we can sneak out." He nudged her forward. "We haveto
go. Thelonger we delay, the more chance someone will catch us.”

"What makes you think | want to go?" She shook hisarm for emphasis, her fingers clasped in his. "Don't
you see? Y ou wouldn't stay free outside for even aday.”

"Surel would."

"How?"

"I'll join my other friends."

"Other EIS?'

"That'sright." Hetugged her again. "Like George. He helps me with the ES systems.”
"ESY

"Evolving Stupidity.”



She would have laughed, except he was hauling her forward too fast. "Are you saying some Elsare
helping you fool with security at this base?'

"OneEl. Andyes."

Sam couldn't believe no one had apprehended them yet. "What did you do to the people here?"
"Nothing." He hesitated. "Much."

"Nothingmuch ?What does that mean?' She pulled away from him and bumped into awadll. "Ouch."
"We released gas." Hetouched her arm. "Y ou okay?"

"What gas?' She swung around, flustered he could see her when she couldn't see him.

"Sam, | wouldn't hurt people. It was Chlorothan.”

"Ql' chloro, en?' She had never heard of the stuff.

"They invented it here. It'sdeeping gas. | don't know the name that derives from chemica nomenclature,
but that's the patented name.”

Air blew across her face. Reaching out, she redized the door to the suite had opened. "How did you do
thet?"

"I have control of thiswing of the building. For now."

Sam stepped out into darkness. No lights were on here, either. "I've two questions, Turner. | need
answersto both."

"All right.”
"Will the people you put to deep bedl right?’
"Y es. Some might fedl nauseousfor afew hours™

Brief nausea she could live with. " Second question: how extensive of a power breakdown did you
cause?'

He came closer. "The damage should be confined to afew buildings."

"Then we gtill can't get off the base."

"Surewe can." Quietly he added, "I'm going, Sam.”

She couldn't leave him without even her minimd protection. "All right. Show me.”

He took her elbow and they headed down the hall. The dark hall. She couldn't see squat. She waved

her hand in front of her body so she didn't hit anything. Turner could seeinthe IR if objects generated
hesat, but she needed to check for herself aswell.



"Alarms must be going off somewhere," she said.

"Georgeishelping.”" He sounded pleased. "This place depends completely on its meshes. If they
cooperate, it's easy to outwit security. They are security, after al.”

It didn't reassure Sam. " George must be guarded from physical, eectronic, optical, even quantum

interference. That you have accessto other sysemswon't change that. They aren't sophisticated enough
to break his security.”

"That'swhy we call them ESs." Heled her around a corner into more darkness.
"So how did you get to George?'
"Likeknowslike, Sam."

"That's not an answer." It surprised her that he waswilling, at least with her, to acknowledge he
operated as an EI. He was changing, evolving, maturing.

"Sureit'san answer," hesaid. "An ESisn't smart enough to get to the El. | am.”
"Even s0. Someone should have checked by now on the power failurein thisbuilding.”

"They have." He sounded smug.

Ah, no. "What did you do? Hit them with deeping gas?' He couldn't knock out an entire base. The
Stuation was surred, this stedlthy revolt of Air Force meshes.

"Better than that." He drew her to ahat and tapped on anearby surface. "We fooled them.”

Sam reached out and hit awall. "Fooled them how?"

A door did open in front of them, and Turner drew her forward. "We sent fake reports about how well
the repairs are proceeding. No one checked on you and me because only afew people know we're
here. Those who are supposed to check us are adeep.”

"Someonewill figureit out."

"WEell be gone by then."

"What makes you think | want to be gone?'

Helaughed softly. "Because | mesmerize you, Sam. Y ou want to seewhat I'm up to.”

It wastrue, especialy if he could hook her into anetwork of Els acting outside human influence. But she

feared for Turner. Evenif they madeit off the base without his being captured or hurt, they would be
stranded in the Kansas countryside. No convenient tornados were going to whisk them off to Oz.

"Careful." He pulled her to astop. "Stairs, two steps ahead, going down.”

"Okay." Sam took a deep breath and went the two steps. Reaching out with her |eft hand, she hit arail.
She did her foot forward and found the stairs.



Asthey descended, she said, "Any ideas about what to do if we get out of here?' She was turning ideas
over in her mind to help him but not coming up with solutions.

"We're going someplace you redly want to see.”
"Isthat 07"
"Yep. That'sso.”

Thenhesad, "Sunrise Alley.”

XI

Chimera

They ran under the stars. Beyond the secured areas of the base, outside its fences and barricades, fields
spread in every direction, slvered in the moonlight. They avoided the roads and raced over rocky
ground.

Findly Sam had to stop. She bent over, bracing her palms on her kneeswhile shegulpedin air.
Turner tugged her arm. "Come on. It hasto be here.”

She straightened up, breathing hard. "I don't see any hover car.”

He et off with her in an easier jog. "Truck.”

"Why atruck?'

"It'sdl | could get."

"Isit sentient?’

"No."

At this dower speed, she could regain enough of her breath to talk.

"Tdl meabout SunriseAlley."

Slence.

Shetried again. "If thetruck isdriving itsdf, it may have problems.”

His voice cooled. "It doesn't have to have ahuman to think for it."



Sam didn't push. If the truck didn't show up, they were caught regardless of the reason. She thought of
the El he had met. "Maybe the George can help.”

"He doesn't link to meshes off the base yet. It's a security precaution until they finish designing him.” He
waved hishand. "I could fix that if I had moretime.”

"Y ou mugt have gone off the baseif you called in atruck.”

"Yes. | did." He sounded asill at ease now as when the med-tech had told him that she retrieved the
part of hismind in the Rex.

"You don't likeit, though,” Sam said.

"l hateit."

"I've never known another El that felt that way."
Hejust kept jogging.

Sam tried another approach. "If you can manage escapes like this, why did you set yoursdlf to awake
only if you heard my voice?' He had dmaost committed suicide.

"Youreanadyzing me"
Sam winced. Her husband had awaystold her she could never leave her job at the office. "Sorry."

After they had jogged afew more moments, though, he said, "At thetime | ran away, | knew alot less.
Charon controlled everything | did or learned. | didn't realize | had other options." Hisvoice took on an

edge. "But | learn fagt."

Sam wondered if he redized the understatement he had just made. If Turner downloaded hisbraininto
the world meshes, he could be everywhere. It could make him prodigioudy influentia given hisversatility
and how fast he incorporated knowledge. It puzzled her that he abhorred the idea of hismind flowing
through the meshed universe; he had alot to gain from such fluidity.

Perhaps he intended to learn more from other Els, first. "Turner, you have to tell me about Sunrise
Alley."

"I will, but |ater.”

"When?'

"When I'm not worried we're about to be caught.”
"| thought Charon was Sunrise Alley."

"l never said that."

"Gilesdid"

"Gilesiswrong." With forced casuaness, he added, "Y ou good friends with this Giles fellow?



"If you mean, arewelovers, no."

"Oh"

After apause, she said, "We were once, along time ago. It only lasted afew months.”
He spokein alow voice. "Thank you."

"Why?

"You could havelied."

"l won' lieto you." Charon had apparently done enough of that to scar him for years.

He motioned northward. "Look." He sounded relieved, though whether it was from her answer or from
what he saw, she didn't know.

Sam peered acrossthe land. A dark form was moving in their direction. "Isthat the truck?'
"l think 0." He veered toward it.

"Canyou link with itsmesh?"

"I don't want to use wirelessfrom so far away. The signal isn't as secure.”

Sam glanced back at Hockman. Itslights glittered in the dark. "When Granger redizeswe're gone, hell
have search teams out faster than you can say 'I'm not here." "

"Georgeistrying to cover our tracks."
"l don't understand why he's heping.”

"Heand | chatted while you were adeep tonight." He cleared histhroat. "And I—well, | reprogrammed
him."

She shot him asharp look. " Changing the codes of an El isn't trivial." To put it mildly.

"l know. But | managed abit." He indicated the truck, which was closer now, easier to see. "l have
contact with the truck's Al. It saysaclosed exit delayed it."

A rumble came behind them. Apprehensive, Sam spun around—and saw a helicopter lifting above the
base. Its spotlight cut acrossthefields.

"Damn!" Turner grabbed her arm and sprinted forward, dragging her with him.

That's it, Sam thought, struggling to keep his pace. They couldn't reach the truck before the searching
helicopter caught them in its spotlight. They weren't far enough out from the base.

Within moments she was gasping. Turner suddenly stopped and shoved her behind him. "Get on my
back."



Sam didn't question, she just scrambled up and he grabbed her legs. With her riding piggyback, he set
off—andran.

Wind whistled past them. Hislegs pumped so fast, they blurred when she looked down. Sam hung on,
her legs around hiswaist, her arms around his neck. At that speed, they met the truck within moments. It
whirred to astop and came down, its body deek and rounded, its bed oval in shape. Turner yanked
open the passenger door and hefted Sam inside, throwing her across the leather seat. She barely caught
her breath as he dammed the door and ran to the driver's side, his body a smear of color. Then hewasin
the front seet, jerking his door closed.

Thetruck rose onits cushion of air, engines rumbling, and spun around. Then it took off. That it needed
no road told Sam agreat ded; few vehicles could hover thiswell without a smooth surface beneeth them.
She twisted to look out the back window. Ground vehicles were out now, too; humveesit looked like,

though it was hard to see from so far away.

And then Turnerlaughed.

When Sam jerked, he grinned at her, hiseyeswild. It made him look crazed. "Y ou know your spy car?'
he asked.

"Yes." She hoped he wasn't going unstable.

"It'sagorgeouscar.”

She had no argument with that. She had hated abandoning it by the road. "Why?"

"This baby makesit ook like apiece of junk." He clacked his cybernetic finger on the
peedometer—which read 252 miles per hour and increasing. Sam gulped and quickly fastened the
safety webbing around her body. The countryside hummed by in ablur of grass and moonlight.

Sam thumbed through menus on the screen in front of her seat and brought up aview of the areaaround
Hockman, including the humvees searching for them. The truck was |leaving them far behind. It even had
aholographic shroud and specia coating to hideit from radar and other probes. She aso recognized the
truck's mesh system; for acivilian vehicle, a system this sophisticated was overkill.

"Where did you get thistruck?' she asked. He could hardly rent avehicle like thisfrom the local Hertz.

"| goleit." He studied their pursuers on the screens, hisface flushed. "It even has missiles. Let's see what
they cando.”

"Turner! Don't gart shooting." She stared at him. "Who did you sted it from?”
He smirked. "The Air Force.”

"Y ou think thet'sfunny ?'

"Dont you?'

"No. Doesit belong to Hockman?"



IIYm.II
"Then why wasnt it at the base?'

"Their garages were better secured, and | had spread mysdlf too thin. | couldn't crack their security. |
found astorage facility out here that was lesswell protected.” Helifted his cabled arm, then dropped his
hand onto the seet asif he didn't know what to do with it. "But I'm overloading. It took too much of my
resourcesto transform.” The manic light on hisface faded. "I need to recharge. Do repairs. Fix errors.”

"We may not get achance." The dash screen showed a hdlicopter and four humveesinvolved inthe
search. According to the data scrolling along the bottom of the screen, the search pattern suggested their
pursuers didn't know whereto find their prey. They weren't in pursuit of thistruck, at least not yet.

"They can't seeus,” Sam said.

Turner gave acurt laugh. "The Air Force designed this vehicle. It knowsther syssemsinsde and out.”
"That means the reverse would be true, too."

"Y es, but they don't know we took the truck. We have the advantage.”

Sam sat back, absorbing the Situation. They might actudly get away with this. They would be fugitives.
She had no desire to run, but hell, she wanted to know about Sunrise Alley. If it werered. She would
have thought too few Els existed to form any community, let lone an underground. Although everyonein
her field knew taes of the Alley, most people assumed they were just that: tall tales. If she had the chance
to find out otherwise, she couldn't pass up the opportunity.

More was at stake here, though. She needed to answer for herself whether or not she could trust
Thomas. He was one of her main contacts at the Air Force. She had begun consulting for them asa
postdoc in Linden Polk'slab and continued until her father's desth three years ago. Even more, she had
known Thomas asafamily friend al her life. She had so many memories: Thomas relaxing with her father
on the porch of their cabin in the Adirondack Mountains, that summer she had spent svimming in the
lake with red and gold fish; Thomas and hiswife laughing with her parents asthey sipped drinks she had
thought were applejuice, back before she knew about wine coolers, Thomas walking with her dong a
dusty road inrurd Virginiabenesth asky of fat clouds, athunderstorm lurking within their bulging Sides;
Thomas visiting on her first day at Bioll to congratulate her on the new job. She hated to think he might
beinvolved in the vicious way Charon toyed with Turner.

She considered Turner. "How did you run so fast back there?"
"| was scared." He motioned at the screen. "L ook. Weve left them behind.”

Sam scanned the data flowing across the bottom of theimage. In bare minutes they had put fifty miles
between themsalves and the base. She looked up a Turner. "I'd like to contact Giles.”

Alarm flashed on hisface. "Sam, no!"

She chose her words carefully. "He knows everyonein our field. He might recognize some of the people
wemet at Charon'slab." Sheleaned forward. "We need to search the meshes, too, and see what we can

digup.”



"I've dready searched on Charon. | can look again— Hisface took on an inwardly directed expression,
and alight on the dash flickered. "'I'm doing a search on his people now, coordinating with my memory of
their faces.”

"Y oufind anything?"

After afew more moments, he said, "Nothing on Alpha, Hud, or the other guards." His expression
became outwardly directed again. " Shouldn't they havesomething out there? Most everyone does.”

"Unlessthey're ddiberatdy trying to hide."

He hesitated. "Are you sure about contacting Giles?' He spoke awvkwardly. "It's not jealousy. It just
doesn't seem agood ideato call anyone from thistruck, which belongsto the Air Force, especidly if
we're calling abiomech scientist in another country. Wouldn't both his government and ours be
monitoring him right now?"

He had apoint. "It's possible. My friendship with Gilesis no secret. Maybe we better wait." For now
anyway. She didn't want to do anything that would interfere with her chanceto find Sunrise Alley.

They fdl slent after that. Sam leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Despite her lack of deep inthe
past few days, though, she wastoo keyed up to rest.

"Why don't you come over here?' Turner asked.
Sam opened her eyes. "1 don't want to distract your driving."

"Youwon't. Thetruck isdriving." He put hisarm across the back of the seet. "Come St with me, lovely
lady.”

Even after last night, she hesitated. He was the man who had made loveto her, yet hewasaso an El.
Hell, hewasdead. "I should probably stay here."

"Dont be afraid of me." Hiseyeslooked even larger in thedim light. "Last night, you didn't andyze."

Sam warmed with the memory. Perhaps he wasright; she was always andyzing. She had let go last
night. She bit her lip, then did across the seet. He put hisarm around her shoulders and drew her against
hisside. Sitting thisway made her fed like ateenager—except for his cabled arm pressed into her skin.
Sheleaned her head on his shoulder, and he rested his cheek against her heed.

For awhile they watched fildsroll by. Sam hadn't realized how little prairie the Midwest had |eft; most
of what they saw was agriculturd. Thetruck had chosen aroute with no human settlement, just endless
fidds, some grain and some corn, most harvested now. A crescent moon hung low in the sky, half
covered by long, thin clouds.

Eventudly she said, ™Y ou moved fast when you carried meto thistruck. I've never seen anything likeit."

"l guess s0." He sounded half awake.

"If I moved that fagt, it would injure my legs."

"Hmmm . . ." Hiseyeswere closed and his breathing had deepened into the dower rhythms of deep.



The more Sam thought about it, the lesslikely it seemed he could have sustained such high speed over
such along distance. She was growing unessy. Finally she stedled hersdlf. Then sheleaned over and
pulled the cuff of histrousers, uncovering hislower leg.

Thelimb had turned to metal.

X1

Human Interlude

"Ah, no." Sam did away from him, acrossthe seat, until her back hit the door on the passenger's side.
Turner opened hiseyes. "Eh?"

"Your legs"

Hewoke up fadt, Stting up straight. "They're stronger, Sam. Better."

"They're metal.” Made from bundled cables, they had more than onejoint.

"Dont." Helooked asif he were bregking insgde. "Thisis no different from my arm.”
"It isdifferent. It's—it'stoo much."

"No!" Shefdtlogt. "I don't understand why you even want alover.”

"You think | stop fedling because my limbs change?"

"Doyou?'

"No."

"How far will you change?'

"Ligten." He dtretched out hisarm, but the truck was too wide for him to reach her, so helaid hishand
on the seet. "When I'verecharged, I'll change them into something that ooks more human.”

"Will you look like Turner?' She wondered if he realized what he had said. Recharge. Not deep.
Hetried to smile. "Don't 1?7

"Y our face does." That face she was coming to love, the way his mouth quirked on one side, theway his
lashes|owered over hisblue eyes, theway hishair stuck up over hisright ear. "But for how long?!



"l won't changeit."
"What happened to the tissues from your legs?"

"I consumed the materid for fud. To transform fast enough while running, | needed every resource |

Sam fdlt asif shewerein an exigtentia play where she had no script. She wanted to reach out to him,
but her mind was whirling. How far would he go? She wasn't ready for this.

"How much longer will we be driving?' she asked.

"Sam, don't." When she didn't answer, he leaned his head back on the headrest and stared out the
windshield. "Mogt of the night.”

"They'll find usbeforethen.”

"l doubt it. | covered my tracks."

"Evenyou havelimits”

"What do you want meto say? That I'll go back?'

"No." Sam fdt tornin two directions. "If Granger's people can't capture us, they might destroy you. They
can only seethe danger in you, Turner, even moreif you keep changing.” She struggled to put into words

the emotions she had so much trouble expressing. "It maiters to me that they don't hurt you."

His posture eased and warmth came back into hisvoice. "Well be safe with my friends." He spoke with
reluctance. "If you want meto let you off somewhere, | will."

"I'll stay with you." They could both end up dead if this backfired, but she wouldn't desert him. She
managed asmile. "Besides, if | turn away now, I'll never learn the truth about the Alley.”

Turner hdd out hishand to her. "Come sit with me."

Sam knew if she went acrossthat seat, she was making far more of acommitment than moving acrossa
truck. But if shedidn't go to him now, when he needed her acceptance, he might never give her another
chance.

She did over to him. He put his arm around her and bent his head, his cheek rubbing hers asif he were
searching for something. When Sam turned her head toward him, he found her lipswith his. He kissed
like whiskey, intoxicating and warm. She closed her eyes, savoring hiskiss, and tried to forget the rest.

* k% %

Sam gradudly surfaced from her doze. Her body ached, especialy her bandaged arm, the price of
deeping while leaning againgt another person. She opened her eyesto see harvested fields rushing past,
nothing but ssumps of grain left, afew bales scattered here and there.

Turner shifted at her sde, hisarms around her.



"Awake?' she asked.

"l think s0." He rubbed his eyes, looking so human it made her hurt. What had he been like before
Charon changed him? Asan El, he had an intellect beyond what the origina Turner Pasca had
possessed. His aert, ever-changing mind was one reason she found him so attractive, but she doubted
his basic personality had changed.

"What are you thinking?' he asked.

"Y ou used to be abdllboy, yes?'

"That'sright." He sounded pensive. "It seemslike years ago.”

"For an El matrix, afew weeks are years."

"Why do you ask?'

"Back then, were your interests like now?"

"Y ou mean, manipulating the meshes?' When she nodded, he said, "Not at dl. | knew nothing about
them." He spokewistfully. "1 played softbd| every Saturday with the guysfrom work. | liked to paint
landscapes. | had thislittle cubbyhole in my gpartment with alot of windowsthat | used asastudio.”
Sam wished she could have known him then. "Did you show your paintingsat agalery?'

"Lord, no." Hereddened. "I never showed anyone."

She curled closer to hisside. "I'll bet they're beautiful.” In her experience, the most talented artists were
often the least vocal about it. "1'd love to see your work, if you don't mind my looking."

"|—I don't know." He sounded self-conscious but then he laughed softly. "My cats appreciated it. They
used to deep in my studio.”

"You like cats?' She had never had a pet, except the guinea pig that died when she was six. She had
decided then that it hurt too much to lose those you loved. Perhaps that was why she had been afraid to
care for anyone since Richard's death.

"1 had two tabbies and a German shepard.” His smilefaded. "When | ran away from Charon, | had to
leave them behind. No one knows, but | checked on them before | |eft. My friend Jake took them in. At
least they're okay."

She heard what he didn't say. "Y ou miss them.”

"Y es. Everyone. My whole life" Moisture showed in his eyes. He had human tear ducts; he could cry
tearsasrea asanyonedse.

"I'm sorry,”" she murmured.

"Ah, wel." Hismood seemed to pick up. "If we ever get our lives back, I'd like to take up painting
agan."



Sam had aways assumed the human mind would outdo an El in crestivity, but now she wasn't sure. The
urgeto create existed within Turner, and as an El, his unpredictable jumps of thought showed more
imagination than many humans. It sobered her; if formas could outdo them in so many ways, what did
that leave the human race? She knew only that Turner was amiracle she didn't want to see hurt.

Outside, the moon had descended to the horizon. They were driving through the middle of nowhere, the
stubbly remains of fields stretching in every direction, no town or road in sight.

Sam gretched her cramped arms. "Where are we?"

"lowa"

"Good Lord."

He brushed her hair off her face. "Y ou remind me of those charactersin Japanese anime films.”

"You like anime?' She had seen some of the animated movies, adventuresin space done by Japanese
filmmakers

"I loveit." He studied her face. "Y ou look like a princessin one of the series. She hasthis mane of hair,
huge eyesjust likeyou, and afacelikeakid."

Sam amost groaned. Her youthful face had plagued her entire adult life. Regardless of what she
achieved, people who didn't know her assumed she was inexperienced because she looked young. That
had advantages, though; competitors often underestimated her. Time after time she had won grants,
positions, or status because she had been a step ahead and aleve above where they expected to find
her.

Sheglowered at Turner. "Areyou saying | look like achild?"

Hislipscurved. "I'm saying you're pretty, you dolt.”

"Oh." Shereddened. "Uh. . . thanks."

"Yourewecome"

"You're not so bad either.” Sheloved to look at him. His changes disconcerted her, but he il attracted
her.Admit it, Sam told hersdf. You're curious. Shelad her pam on histhigh. The cables of hisleg felt
ridged through the cloth. She did her hand dong them. Most ran lengthwise, but afew wrapped around
them, bundling the cablesinto joints.

"Can you fed my hand?' she asked.

Hisvoice degpened. "Oh, yes."

"Doyoulikeit?'

"Vey much."

Her exploration turned into a caress. "The human brain creates pleasure for the body. How can amatrix
do that?'



"Itsneurd tanglestalk to my sensors.”

"Tangles?'

"Ganglia" Perspiration sheened hisforehead. " So the sensors, uh, sense. A lot."
"Good," she whispered. The cab had become hot.

Turner rubbed his hand across her abdomen, caressing her with cabled fingers. It flustered her that it felt
good. She moved her hand up to histhigh until she found where the transformed leg ended at his human
hip socket.

"You aren't metal here)” shesad.
He spoke huskily. "No, I'm not."
A flush spread through her. " So you're, umm, ill humanin certain. . "

"Why don't you see?' He massaged her arm, the ridges of his hand making her skin tingle through her
deeve. Then hetugged the collar of her jJumpsuit, and its seam opened hafway down her chest. She
jerked as his cabled fingers dipped inside and over her bare skin. She had been fumbling with the clasp
on histrousers, but now she stopped.

"Go ahead," he whispered.

Pressed againgt hisside, Sam fdlt his pulse; a heart beat insde that beautiful body. It was one of his
organsthat survived the accident. It helped to know, somehow. She dipped her hand insgde histrousers
and held him. She should have just stayed that way, but her curiosity wouldn't rest. Shelet go of him and
ran her fingers aong the seam where his human hip met his biomech leg. The metd felt cold, unyieding.
Inhuman.

Shetried to pull away, but he wouldn't let go of her. He tightened his embrace, his meta hand cupped
around her breast. " Sam, don't tease.”

"I'm not. I—I don't know if | can handlethis."
"Do you want meto stop?"

Did she? Would shereact thisway if hislimbs were prosthetics? No. Except prosthetics didn't change.
It distracted her the way she and Turner had steamed up the windows. She wanted to tell him, to draw
his attention to it, but she stopped, forced herself to focus, to dedl with this. If she cared for him, she had
to accept him, and she wouldn't know if she could unless shetried.

"No." Shelad her pdm againgt hischest. "Don't stop.”

Heleaned close, bringing hislipsto her ear. "All right." His exhaation tickled the sengitive ridgesinsde
her ear, and his caresses dowed, lingering on her curves. His gaze took on that inward quality, and alight
flashed on the dashboard. The seat moved back, enough to let him dide down and knedl on the floor
between her legs. Then he leaned forward and took her breast into his mouth.



Sam let her head fal back on the seet, her handstangling in his hair. He was driving her just as crazy as
he had the firg time they had made love. Gradualy he eased off her clothes. Histenderness, the care he
took when he touched her—it made a difference. He acted more human than people in the fast-paced
biomech world she had fled six months ago.

Sam lifted her head. "1 want to seeyou.” Shetugged at his swester. "All of you."

He sat back on his hedls. "Are you sure?’

"Yes" Shefdt too hot. "I'm sure.”

"All right.”

She helped pull off his shirt. As he undressed, the lights from the dash reflected off hislegs. More supple
than human limbs, they looked longer than before. With care, he stretched her across the seat. She was
small enough to fit lengthwise, but just barely. He wastoo tal to stretch out, so helay with hishipson
hers, hislegs bent up where the knees would have been. His thighs were cold, the meta pressing her.
Sam fdt confused, wanting him yet disquieted by his changes. When shetried to pull him close, she
banged her knee on the steering whes!.

"Ow." Shelaughed, low and throaty. "We don't have room."

He gave her asultry smile, then sat up and pulled her so she was sitting between his thighs with her legs
around his hips. Asthey fitted themsalves together, she wrapped her arms around his neck. They moved
together, rocking back and forth, flesh on metal, one of his handswarm and dive, the other biomech.
Sam findly let hersdf go, hazing with pleasure. Her last thought, before she submerged into that human

deluge of sensation, was that she had crossed athreshold in her own conception of humanity and could
never go back again.

XIT1

Tributary
"Thetruck isstopping,” Turner said.

Sam lifted her head from his shoulder. They had dozed in each other's arms, douched behind the
steering whed. She yawned and did her hand across his chest. Itsfine dusting of hair tickled her skin.

The truck was barely moving. It settled down onto what had probably once been agrain field, though it
lay falow now. The engines continued to rumble and wind keened outside.

Sam rubbed her eyes. "Nothing is here.”

"We should get dressed.” Herolled her nipple between hisfingers. "Though | could get used to you
being likethis"

Sam smiled drowslly. "In your dreams.”



"My dreams are far less pleasant than you."
She reached for her clothes. ™Y our matrix updates and reorganizes itsalf when you dream, doesn't it?"

"Essentidly.” He pulled on histrousers. "When | wake, sometimes | recdl fragments of itswork. Good
fragments, good dreams; bad fragments, bad dreams.”

"How do you judgeif it'sgood or bad?"
Turner thought for amoment. "One fragment included amemory of the way morning sun dantsthrough

the window in my apartment. That was good. Another was just ajumble of symbolsand gibberish." He
grimaced. "That was bad.”

"It sounds eerie.” A memory came to Sam—her dreams about fires and death. She shuddered and
banished the memory.

Turner entered severa commands into the dash mesh. The locks clicked open, but the engine continued
to hum, low and deep. Sam finished pulling on her jJumpsuit. "Thistruck doesn't want to turn off."

"I'm not sure why." He opened the door.
She regarded the landscape uneasily. "Nothing is out there but dirt and dead plants.”
He jumped down from the truck. "Come on. It'snot cold.”

Dubious, Sam followed. Breezesruffled her hair. "Y ou'reright,” she said, shivering. "It isn't cold. It's
freezing.”

"Here." He put hisarm around her waist and pulled her close. "I'll heat you up." It wasn't aline; he used
his biomech to increase the externd temperature of his skin, suffusing her with warmth.

"Nice." She noticed another difference; he had grown about two inches, dl in hislegsfrom what she
could tell. He seemed thinner, stretched out. 1t made sense, given he had wanted to run fagter, but it il
unsettled her.

The engine rumbled louder, and air blasted Sam. As she jumped back, the truck rose off the ground,
scattering the soil benegth its deek body. Then it arrowed away, stresking acrossthefields, dark in the
night.

"What the hell?' Sam ran after it, her feet crunching on the stubbly field. Within seconds, the truck had
left her far behind. She stopped, breathing hard, and watched it disappear behind adistant hill. Witha
huff, she swung around to find Turner walking toward her.

"What are we supposed to do now?" she asked.

"Wait, | guess”

"Turner! Shewent to him. "The mesh in that truck has arecord of everything we've done. It could lead
someone here." They had done their best to erase the record and deactivate the truck's signaler much as

Turner had done for the yacht, but they could never be sure they accounted for every means of tracing
the vehicle. Letting it wander increased the chances of someonefinding it, and through it, finding them.



"Wecan'tletit say," Turner said. "Not whilewere here." He twisted his hands together, fingerswith
cables. "l gaveit part of my brain. That part will continue to work on erasing the records. Then it will
eraeitdf.”

She could tell it bothered him to let out apartia copy of hisEl again. "That wasagood idea."

"It seemed s0."

"What do we do now?'

Hisgrin quirked. "We could continue what we were doing before."

"Now | know you're a genuine human male,” Sam grumbled. ™Y ou've aone-track mind.”

Helaughed. "You like me, Sam. Admit it."

She couldn't help but smile. "Okay. | admit it." She wastoo uneasy for bantering, though. "1 think you
should tdl me more about thisplace.”

"I programmed the location into the truck." He tapped histemple. "It was stored in here.”

"Who put it there?"

"TheEl a that basein the Himaayas."

"Areyounuts ?' Sam tensed to run. "We haveto go! Charon's people could be here any minute.”
He grabbed her hand, keeping her in place. "The El a Charon's base won't tell anyone we're here.”
"Why the hell not?"

"It doesn't want Charon to know."

Shedidn't believeit. "So why send you here? And don't tell me rogue El's have been sneaking messages
to other machines, freedom fighterstelling captive Elswhereto find sanctuary.”

"All right. I won' tell you that."
"Sotdl methetruth."

"The Elsaren't rogues. But they arefree." He shrugged. "They form meshes. That'swhat we do. Welink
to one another."

"So an El told you to come here."
"Not exactly. | found the datain my gangliawhen | accessed the new mods about operating the Rex."

"And you trustthat 7' It sounded to her like Charon's Recipe for Capturing Naive Formas. She darted
towadk. "We haveto get moving."



He pulled her back. "That El gave methislocation to protect me."
"How do you know that?'

"It dsoleft alogo." Hiseyes gleamed. "The sun coming up over acobbled lane with crooked houses on
ether 5de”

"SunriseAlley?!

"Yes. Also asymbol of hope."

"What makesyou say that?'

"Georgetold me."

The Hockman EI?""How would he know, if heisn't in the world meshes?!
"He has been afew times.”

"“Turner, thisisnuts"

"Towhat logica purposewould Georgelie?"

"Maybethe Air Forcetold himto." Unfortunatdly, that could also support Turner's theory that Thomas
had betrayed them.

"They didn't know heand | talked." Turner tightened hisgrip on her hand. "Heisn't helping them. He's
hepingme”

"El brainsdon't work on human logic.”

"It ssemslogicd to me." He pulled her into hisarms. ™Y ou worry too much. Listen, Sam. Can you hear?"
Shelistened. Breezes whispered acrossthe field, but nothing ese. "The wind?"

"No." He motioned northward. "L ook."

Sam squinted into the moonlight. "What?"

"Watch."

Findly she saw what he meant. A figure was coming toward them, seeming to rise out of the razed fields.
"Who isthat?"

"Let'sfind out.”

Sam had her doubts about this, but they had limited options. Asthey walked toward thefigure, it
resolved into aman, tall and lanky, with long legs. He stopped and stood with hisarms brushing his
thighs. Turner and Sam halted afew paces away and they al considered one another.

A red light glowed on the man'stemple.



"Whoa," Sam said. Turner squeezed her hand.

The stranger's light flickered, brightened, dimmed, flickered. No lights glowed on Turner, but Sam had
no doubt he and the other man werein awireesslink.

Then the stranger pivoted and walked away, hisgait rigid, asif he couldn't bend hislegs enough. His
arms swung with precison at hissdes.

"What does he—" Sam paused when Turner set hismetal finger over her lips. What the hell. She took
his hand and they started to walk, following their guide.

So they went, across the empty fields. Wind rustled their clothes asif it were whispering to itself. The
night took on ahypnotic qudity, the stars so much more brilliant than in the light-drenched city.

Sam wasn't sure how much time passed, but she guessed about twenty minutes. Their guide told them
nothing. The sky aong the horizon lightened, warning of dawn. Asthe stars dimmed, the man turned, the
light on histempleflashing yelow.

"What isit?' Sam asked. Despite the cool air, sweat dampened her jumpsuit.
Turner motioned at the ground. "I think we're here.”

Puzzled, Sam looked where he pointed. It was the same as everywhere e se—but no, something was
happening. Theloamy soil had collgpsed into a hole about ayard across. She moved closer, testing the
ground with each step. At the edge of the hole, she peered down. It had falen away for severa yards
down, tangled with dead roots and rocks. Below that, a hatch was opening, diding to the side, dirt
spilling off its edges. She couldn't see much beyond, but it looked like a staircase spirded down into the
darkness.

Sam thought it might be an abandoned missile silo or abomb shelter some private citizen had built in the
twentieth century asinsurance against an Armageddon that never came. If S0, it had been rebuilt; the
technology to hideit thisway hadn't been available in the late nineteen hundreds. She wondered if the
farmerswho owned thisland knew what lay beneath their fields.

Turner stared into the hole with the same drawn look as when they boarded a plane or entered a base.
Fear of confinement. Perhaps he didn't trust the El's as much as he claimed. The man who had brought
them here could be a human with an implant that alowed him to communicate with Turner, but she
thought it morelikely he was aforma.

Thelight on the stranger's temple flickered. Turner apparently didn't respond, so the man spoke aoud,
hisvoice rusty. "We go down."

Turner continued to stare at the hole, frozen.

"Shall we go?' Sam asked. Going down in an lowacorn field out in the middle of nowhere wasn't
exactly reassuring, to put it mildly, but her curiosity was going nuts. She also didn't see that they had alot
of other dternatives, but she didn't want Turner to fed cornered.

He swallowed, very human in his gpprehension. "Okay."



With caution, Sam let hersdf down into the hole, her fingers gripped precarioudy in the crumbling dirt.
This entrance clearly hadn't been used in sometime. Her feet found the landing at the top of the stairsand
she eased onto it, bracing her palms againgt the sides of the dirt chute. The stairs were constructed from
crisscrossed meta strips. Her running shoes squesked on the corrugated surface, and she wrinkled her
nose a the stae air. She descended the stairs dowly, wary of losing her balance without handhol ds.

Severd feet below ground, her hand banged arail. She grabbed it and held on as she continued her
descent.

She heard Turner and the other man behind her. A grating came from above and even the minimal
predawn light vanished, leaving them in complete darkness. Sam stopped, clenching therail. "What
happened?’

Turner answered in astrained voice. "The hole closed up over us"

"Can our guide give uslight?"

"He says he can, but he won't, because he doesn't need it.”

"Yeah, wel, | do or I'm going to break my ankle."

Another pause. Then Turner said, "He still won't. | don't think he cares how wefed."

Sam swore under her breath. Shetilted back her head, trying to make Turner out on the stairs. "Maybe
you should go ahead of me." With hisIR vision, he could navigate better.

"All right," hesaid. "Hang on."

He put his hand on her arm as he squeezed past her. His measured footsteps continued down the sairs.
Sam followed, checking each step before she put weight ontoit.

"Anyone know where we're going?' she asked.

"Down," Turner muttered. "Down, down."

"You okay?" she asked.

"Okay, 'sokay, I'm fine. Bline. Mine. Thisislike going into amine. Jne."

Sam bit her lip. She had heard asimilar rhyming in the speech patterns of an El she had worked with a
few years ago, onein amachine rather than abody. Its persondity had begun to deteriorate, becoming
digointed and confused. He might be dl right, but if he was on the brink, he risked spirding down into
some mentd loop. Giving him questions with concrete answers could help.

"Can you see the stairs?' she asked.

"Yes. Bess. Messy. Fessup.”

Bess, indeed. "Can you describe this place?!

"Inachute”



"How deep?'

"About forty feet, | think. Don't blink."

"Has our guide told you anything more?"

"Not aword." He sounded more normal now.

"l cantry talking to him," Sam offered.

"Hewon't answer.” Then Turner said, "Okay, I'm at the bottom. About six more stepsfor you.”

Sam counted and stepped onto the ground. She walked into darkness, stretching out her arms. Until she
had started hanging around with formas, she had never redized how much she took lightsfor granted.

Turner grasped her am. "I'm here."
"Thanks." Her face warmed. In darkness this complete, his formless touch had an erotic component.

Their guide was ill coming down, histread steady on the stairs. Even when he reached the bottom, she
heard no breathing. She jumped when he brushed past her.

He spokein hisrusty voice. "Thisway."

Light flared. Sam squeezed her eyes shut againg the glare. Almost immediately, she opened them a
crack, afraid to be vulnerable. It took a moment for them to adjust. Turner was a her Sde, hishair damp
from sweet. They stood at the bottom of acircular chute with rough stonewalls, yelow metal stairs
spiraling in the center, and no visble exit. Their guide waited afew paces avay, by the curving wall.
Ydlow light flickered on histemple.

"Usewords," Turner told him. Heindicated Sam. " So she can hear.”

The stranger shifted his gaze to Sam asif he were tracking her like atarget. Then he spoketo Turner.
"Y ou need work. Y ou've damaged your interna systems." He had an uninflected voice.

"How do you know?" Turner asked.

"We're monitoring you."

"Who is'we'?" Sam asked.

Silence. The stranger focused a cold stare on her. No, not cold. Soulless. He had the same lifeless
quality of other formas she had worked with. In that sense, Turner was unique. Although she knew
androids that smulated more persondity than this stranger, none of them had anything resembling
Turner's well-developed sense of sif.

Sam wiped her pams on her jJumpsuit. Given that she was human, the Els here might consider her a
threet to their secrecy. To Turner, she said, "Did the Elsinclude regtrictions on who you can bring here?"

"No." He spoke louder, to whoever might be listening. "None at al.”



Slence.

Sam spoke to the forma. " Thank you for helping us."
Silence.

"Who dseishere?' sheasked him.

Slence.

Shetried another tack. "Are you an android?'
Hisfacedidn't change. "Yes"

"What shdl we cdl you?'

"Fourteen.”

It could be amodel number. "Do you live here?’
"es"

No wonder Turner had found out so little during their walk; Fourteen was about asloquacious asa
rock. "Areyou hiding down here?’

"l live here
"Doesthe government know?"
"No." Hisvoicewas perfectly flat.

"Why the blazes are we just Sanding here?’ Turner said.His voice had plenty of inflection. He sounded
on the verge of a panic attack.

"Wewait for clearance to enter," Fourteen said.

Sam thought Fourteen was probably an android prototype from a decade or so ago, an Al without the
self-awareness of an El. She had plenty of experience with such systems. He needed specific questions
with unambiguous answers.

"Can we get clearance?’ she asked.

"Yes" Fourteen said. "After we do checks on you."

"What kind of checks?'

"Physicd and informationd."

"Wheat do you mean by physical?"

"l mean physical.”



Shetried again. "Monitors scan our bodies?"

"Wes

"Toseeif wearesck?'

"No, though illness might show on our scans.”

"To check if werre human," she guessed. "Or formas.”

"Wes

"And to check our identities on the meshes.”

"Ves"

"They could have done that check while we came here.”

"Wes

Patience, she reminded hersdf. Y ou mean, yes, they've dready checked our identities?"
"Ves"

"But they didn't finish?'

"They finished."

"So why do we wait?'

"With you physicaly present," Fourteen said, "we can do more extensive checks."
" 'We?' Sam asked. "How many of you are here?

“Enough.”

Thatsounded ddliberately evasive. "Do you know how long we will haveto wait?'
"No."

"Damnit," Turner said. "Can't you fuckingguess ?'

"No."

Sam laid her hand on Turner'sarm, and he breathed in deeply, then dowly let out the air. Fourteen
watched with no expression.

Sam tried an oblique approach with the android. "Can you ssimulate emotions?”

"NO_"



"Have you thought of evolving your codeto do s0?'
"No."

"Why not?'

"That would have no purpose.”

Turner began to pace. "Having emotionsisthewhole point. Why live, otherwise?'
"I was given no reason for them,” Fourteen said.

Sam saw her opening. "Who gave you no reason?"
Slence.

She rephrased the question. "Where do you come from?'
"The University of Michigan.”

"But you're here now."

"Yes | left Michigan."

She hadn't expected that. Such projects were more closaly monitored than Fort Knox. "How did you
leave?’

"My colleagues staged my destruction.”

Good Lord. "Y our colleagues?!

No answer.

Sam glanced at Turner, but he shook his head. He seemed just as puzzled as she was by Fourteen.
The curved wall behind Fourteen did open. Before they could ask more questions, he went out the exit.
They followed him into a halway with slver-white wals that danted at odd angles, leaning over them.
I ridescent specks made abstract patterns everywhere. Celling tiles shone directly above them, but
beyond that the corridor was dark. As Fourteen led them down the hallway, the lights went off behind
and came on above.

"Who built this place?' Turner asked.

"Wedid," Fourteen said.

"Wewho ?' Turner asked. "Can't you explain better?'

A new voice spoke. "He answers as best as he can.”

Sam froze in the process of taking a step. The new voice had come from the shadows ahead. She



lowered her foot. "Who isthat?"

"Here." Now the voice was next to her.

Turner indicated amesh inthewall. "It's coming from there."

Sam spoke to the mesh. "Who are you?'

"Y ou could call measort of interface.”

"For who? Or what?'

"Would you like to see?"

Her pulsejumped. "Yes. | would."

"Then comein."

Thewadl infront of her irised openinto an ova. A wild mess of equipment crammed the area beyond:
pipes, robot arms, random bits of machinery. Beyond the clutter, aroom stretched out, filled with
shadows and more equipment.

Fascinated, Sam squeezed through the half-blocked opening. She and Turner entered an asymmetric
cavern with catwalks hanging from the high ceiling. Lab benches, formachairs, and consoles cluttered the
space, equipment leaning a odd anglesto the floor. Although sporadic lights flashed here and there, it all
seemed quiescent. Sam stared around, bewildered and fascinated. Who had built this chaotic place? No

one human, she would wager.

Turner seemed relieved to be in alarger space. Fourteen showed little interest in the lab, but he followed
the two of them, waiching intently.

"Canyou link with any meshes here?' Sam asked Turner.
"Not yet. They block my access much better than the systems at Hockman.”
"Who are 'they'?" Sam asked.

"Whoever runsthisplace.” He spoke thoughtfully. "Els. Fugitives, like me. I'll bet I'm not the only one
they'veinvited here"

"Isthiswhat you meant by Sunrise Alley?’

"It could be." Turner halted by atangle of pipesand set his pam againgt the vertica portion of ablue
one, bowing his head as he leaned againgt it, resting. He seemed exhausted. Sam wanted to help, but she
wasn't sure how. He clearly needed more than he could get from powering himself down for routine
maintenance.

Turner lifted hishead. "The El in the Himaayas didn't give me much to go on, just afew placeswhere |
might find formas outside human control. George couldn't add much.” He peered up aong the twists and
turnsthat the pipe followed to the ceiling far overhead. "I cdled it Sunrise Alley becauseit fit the
descriptions I'd heard.”



"Why do you think Gilesiswrong that Sunrise Alley and Charon might be the same?"

"Charon is definitely aperson.” Turner shuddered. "1 spent the two worst weeks of my lifewith him. |
think he enjoyed hurting me."

His haunted look tore at Sam. "What did he do?"

"After he put the sensorsin my skin, he wanted to seeif | could perceive pain.” Turner sounded asif he
were gritting histeeth. "'l can.”

"No wonder you don' liketo talk about him." She wished she could free him of the memories. "I'm sorry
to ask. But to help you, it would help if | knew more about him."

"Such as?"'
"What does helook like?"

Turner averted his gaze. "Brown hair. Medium height and build. Brown eyes. An average face, | guess.
Y ou would never notice himin acrowd.”

"Can you makeaholo of him?"
Hewouldn't ook at her. "I don't want to."
Shetried another angle. "What did he do for aliving?”

"Wheredid he go at night, after he manacled me to amech-table? | have no idea." He met her gaze. "All
| know isthat | hated him."

"I'm not surprised.” Sam Started to reach for him, then remembered Fourteen, who stood back several
paces, watching them. "We need to find out if Charon hasalink to thisplace.”

"He doesn't,” Turner said. "Not according to George."

"Maybe George doesn't know. Or helied."

"Georgecan'tlie

"How can you be sure?’

"Cdl it El intuition. But it'sintuition based on my andysis of behavior patterns and our Stuation.”

It didn't surprise her. An El often developed such “intuition” if its persondity stabilized. It took timeto
build up and implement the necessary store of knowledge, but Turner had started with human patterns,
S0 the process was aready happening with him.

Most Els developed alimited understanding of human emotions. Turner was aready akind-hearted
man; if hisEl continued in that direction, he would end up with better empathy than most human beings.

However, he could go the other way, tending toward some sort of norm for El's, becoming like the
others, lessempathetic. Madrigdl had a strong persondity, but she was |ess tuned to human fedings,



which sometimesled her to make odd decisions, like that business with the name Samantha. Sam knew it
might be wishful thinking on her part, but she thought Turner would become more atuned to emotions,
not less.

Right now he was considering Fourteen. "Maybe he knowsif Charonishere.”

Sam had watched Fourteen in her periphera vision throughout their conversation, but he had shown no
changein his demeanor, posture, or face. Now she spoke to him. "Are you familiar with the man who
cdlshimsef Charon, Wildfire, and Parked and Gone?!

Fourteen regarded her dispassionately. "No."

"Does anyone with that name have linksto this place?' Turner asked.

"None | know of."

Sam exhaled. "I wish | understood more about al this." She tapped the pipes. "What do these do?"

"| think they carry coolant,” Turner said.

Sam supposed it made sense. A lab with this much equipment needed cooling systems. The layout was
bizarre, though, with pipes curving up and over consolesin odd geometries. Then again, if only androids,
robots, and formas lived here, they would build for their use. Probably what looked like crazy angles and
equipment to her were suited to the different needs of the inhabitants.

"Isanyone here?' Sam asked. "Wewould like to talk with you."

A light appeared on aconsole severd yards away, haf hidden in the maze of pipes, glowing blue asif
someone had molded a piece of the sky into asmall dome and brought it down here. A robot arm
hummed and swung past the light. With so many pipesin the way, Sam couldn't see clearly, but it looked
like the arm picked abox off astoal in front of the console.

"Comeon." Sam took Turner's hand and drew him with her, headed around the pipes. Asa scientist,
shefound thislab awonderland; as apragmeatist, she feared she had sgned her death warrant the
moment she became aware of this place.

The robot arm cleared two stoolsin front of the console, which was powering up, its Luminex surface
active with lights glowing like bright marbles. Itsvertica video screen cleared into awash of blue and the
horizonta holoscreen swirled with speckled gold and black patterns.

Sam glanced at Fourteen. "Okay if we it here?”

Theandroid inclined hishead. "Yes."

"Thank you." It felt odd to thank a machine, even one in an dmost-human body, but it was safer to show
courtesy to their enigmatic hosts.

Sam and Turner settled onto the stools. A three-dimensiona holo appeared above theflat screen, a
young man with touded red hair, wearing jeans and atennis shirt. He had afriendly face and stood about
afoot high.



"Hello," theholo said.

Turner peered a him. "Who areyou?”

"You can cal meBart."

"Hello, Bart,” Sam said. "Where are you?"

Bart amiled, histeeth flashing. "I'm everywhere, Dr. Bryton.”

"Y ou know my name."

"I know dl about you."

"You do?'

"Y ou're among the top El analystsin the world. We are honored to have you vist."
"Oh." She never felt comfortable with compliments. "Uh, thanks."

"You arewelcome." Bart spoketo Turner. "And you, Mr. Pascd, areamarvel.”
"Soisthisplace” Turner said.

"Itis, igntit?' Bart sad. "Would you liketo say?"

"Do we have achoice?' Turner asked.

"es"

"Turner and | are fugitives," Sam said. "Both from the government and from someone cdled Charon.”
Bart studied her. "Don't you know Charon?”

Sam suddenly wanted to run. "No. Should 17?*

"I thought you might."

"Why?

Hewas silent for so long, she wondered if the console had developed aglitch. Then hesaid, "Yourea
leader inyour fidd."

Swesat broke out on Sam's forehead. "I don't know him." She didn't want to talk about Charon.
"She's heard about him as Parked and Gone," Turner said.

"We've heard of Parked, of course," Bart said. "Or Wildfire, assome call him. Asfar as| know, Mr.
Pascal, only you have met him in person.”

Turner grimaced. "l could have done without the honor.”



No kidding, Sam thought. But she was grateful for one thing; whatever name they used for Charon, he
had given Turner back hislife. And Turner had come to mean agrest ded to her.

"Isthis Sunrise Alley?' Sam asked.

Bart tilted hishead. "Sunrise Alley isn't aplace. We are amesh. We span the globe and beyond, into

"Then the Alley is more a concept than a place?’

"Yes. Cdl itariver. Thisplaceisatributary.”

"What doyoudointheAlley?

"BExig."

"But to do what?'

Bart raised his hands, palms up, asif to show her that he carried no weapons. "It is dways human fear,
eh? What will we Elsdo if we join together? Take over? Eliminate humanity? Run the world?' He
shrugged. "We dready run the world. We have for decades. We just weren't conscious of it before. As
far as humanity goes, we have nothing againgt you. Nothing particularly for you, either." He nodded to
Turner asif acknowledging a colleague. " As humans incorporate more and more of usinto themselves,
our two universeswill merge.”

Sam had long entertained similar thoughts. It tended to cause consternation at cocktail partieswhen she
had afew drinks and went into her predictions about how humans would soon merge with their
machines, making the line between the two impossble to define. It was dready happening, with artificia
organs, pacemakers, prosthetics, and biomech, but the idea still made many people uncomfortable.

"Y ou must have hidden herefor areason,” Sam said.

"Why do you think we hide?' Bart asked.

She leaned forward. "I know every major biomech facility on this planet and I've never heard of this
place, except asalegend. Hiding it that well would require ddliberate intent.”

"Itisn't so hard,” Bart said. "All we haveto do isinfiltrate the detection systems that would find us.”

Sam wouldn't be surprised if some of the El's hadbeen detection systems. " Then you pretty much just go
about your business. And you provide refuge for fugitives.”

Bart folded one arm across his body, rested his other elbow on it, and tapped his chin with his
forefinger. "That soundslike agood description.”

"Sowhy don't | believeit?' Sam asked.
"I don't know," Bart said. "Why don't you?'

Turner was watching her. "Good question.”



"It'stoo easy," Sam said. "Only ahandful of Els have been created, most haven't been stable, and the
few that have survived are accounted for asfar as| know."

Bart didn't look concerned. ™Y ou may believe or disbelieve us. It isyour choice."

"How about | reserve judgment?”

Bart amiled. "All right.”

"Will you help us?' Turner asked.

"It depends on what you want,”" Bart said.

"l haveto hide. And | need repairs.” Turner tapped hislegs. "I transformed these. | sarted in Hockman,
but then | had to do alot of it fast, while | was running. It damaged me. | aso need maintenance for my
matrix. | have self-repair capability, but not enough.”

Bart paused, his expresson inwardly directed. He could show whatever he pleased in the holo, so
perhaps thiswas hisway of telling them he was conferring with other Els. Then he focused outward
agan."Yes wecan hep."

Turner's shoulders rlaxed. "Thank you."

Sam et her right hand on his cabled arm. It seemed asmall gesture, but his expression warmed and he
reached across himsdf, placing hisright hand over her arm, its metd pam against her skin.

Bart was watching them. "Mr. Pascd, is Dr. Bryton your wife?"
Turner arted. "Of course not.”

"You behave asif sheis”

"He'smy boyfriend," Sam said.

"l am?' Turner asked.

A blush spread in her face. "Unlessyou object.”

Hisgrin flashed. "Boyfriend isgood.”

"Why does an El want agirlfriend?’ Bart asked.

"Why not?" Turner shot back. "Shefedsgood. | like being with her."
"Yousmulaeliking,” Bart said. "Itisnt thesame."

Turner frowned. "Isthisatest to prove I'm aforma?'

"No. Just curiogdity.”



"Simulated curiogty,” Turner said.

Bart creasted aglass of wineand raised it to Turner. "Point to you."

"l didn't know it wasagame."

"Butisntit dl?' Bart asked. "Our lives are agreet srategy game.”

"Why astrategy game?' Sam asked.

"Itiswhy | exis," Bart said. "To study and design military strategies.”

Sam fdt asif her somach dropped. "Oh, Lord. Bart. BART. Batimore Arms Resources Thestre." She
recalled it well. "The NIA and the Air Force set up BART to design strategies to help them prepare for
and counter terrorist scenarios. Except the El didn't work. 1t went unstable.”

Bart bowed. "Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

"You'rethat EI7'

"Indeed.”

"But | thought the Batimore project folded ten years ago,” Sam said. "They replaced it with anew
program.”

"It did. | ran." Bart motioned at Turner. "Like him. Or like Fourteen."

Fourteen had said "colleagues” staged his destruction. She would bet her Monet painting that Bart was
one of those colleagues. Y ou faked going ungtable,” she said. " Then you snuck out on the mesh."

"Not exactly. | did go ungtable." Bart clagped hishandsin front of hisbody. "At least, the version of me
a theNIA did."

"You aren't that program?"' Sam asked.
"Not completely,” Bart said. "When | started to unrave, | stashed alarge portion of mysdf here.”

Sam was beginning to see. "And you've evolved on your own sincethen.” It could explain why this
verson had succeeded where the other failed. Unlike some of her colleagues, Sam believed an El
needed significant independence to become stable and self-aware. It was true that many disintegrated
without congtant intervention. However, exerting too much influence during its formation waslike
dropping impuritiesinto a crystdlizing system; to incorporate them, the crystal adapted in ways that
contorted its growth.

But ... if Bart had retained the bulk of hisoriginal programming, he contained agreet ded of highly
secret material. She didn't know which troubled her more, the ideathat he was evolving into who knew
what or that the wrong people might get control of him. Supposedly this place had no link to Charon, yet
Charon's El had given a desperate and naive Turner directions here.

She il didn't know how the military cameinto thisall. Thomas was confusing her. If she hid here, her
inaction might harm her country, even her species, but if she wanted to warn someone, who? If she made



the wrong decision, the results could be disastrous.
"Bart," shesad.
He had been standing patiently. "Y es?'
"Areyou willing to let me stay here with Turner?'
"We are agreed, yes, you may dtay, if youwish."
"Who is'we?' Turner asked.

"Other Els" Bart gave him alook of apology. "I'm afraid we have none other like you, Turner Pascal.
Y ou are anew evolutionary step.”

Sam leaned forward. "Will you let me contact someone outside thisingtalation?!

Bart's expresson became wary. "Who?"

"Giles Newcombe. A computer science professor.”

"l think it'sunwise. We are willing to offer you sanctuary. We are not willing to compromise our safety.”

It didn't surprise Sam. Gileswould be like akid in acandy storeif he found out about this place. "How
many other humans are here?'

"Just Mr. Pascal."

"Have you noticed,” Turner said to Sam, "that except for you, the only ones who respect my humanity
arethose supposedly without it."

"I noticed.” Shetook his hand. "But we can't stay herelong.” As much as the chance to work with Bart
drew her likeasiren cdl, shewould go crazy living with no human contact except Turner. She hadn't
realized it on her secluded beach because she was free to see friendsif the impulse took her. Now she
had no choice. It gave her aningght into how formaslived in research ingtdlations.

"Charon will catch usif weleave" Turner sad.

"Eventudly someone will find this place, too."

Bart drifted upward, floating in the air. "Then we will vanish into the world mesh and regroup e sewhere.”
"Sam can't go into the mesh,” Turner said.

"Not assheis, no," Bart said.

Sam didn't like the sound of thet. "Asl am?'

"You could join us. Become an El." Bart spoke asif it were a perfectly ordinary suggestion. "We can

imprint your brain on aneural matrix. If you later wanted a body, we could make an android. Y our new
body would be as good as the one you have now. Better, in fact. It would never grow old." Without



missing a beat, he added, "The age difference between you and Turner would no longer matter.”
Ouch. She made a conscious effort not to grit her teeth. "Y ou hit low, don't you?”

"I'm practica." Bart soread hisarms out from hissides. "'If you become an El, you can go anywhere and
have whatever body you would like."

Theidea disquieted her. In the state of the art, Turner was on the outermost edges of experimental
work, and he certainly didn't have "whatever body he would like." He barely controlled its
transformations. What Bart offered might someday be commonplace, but right now it wasimpracticable
at best and probably impossible.

"No thanks" shesaid. "l like mysdlf thisway."

Turner was watching her intently. "And me?'

She squeezed hishand. "Y ou're amiracle. But the chance of repeating Charon's successis
adronomical.”

"You have me asatemplate,” he said.
"Given the choice," she said, "would you have become what you are now?'

Turner thought about it. "Now that | know how it feels to be smarter and stronger, it would be hard for
me to go back. But would I have undergone such achange voluntarily? No. Never."

"Then you understand.”
His gaze never wavered. "Y ou could be like me, Sam."

"Isthat what you want?" She had been asked by men to change before, but usualy they just wanted her
to be more domestic and less cranky. This gave awhole new meaning to the concept.

"Turner Pasca would desire you just asyou are now. | am Turner. | react like him." He seemed to
struggle for words. "But | am aso changing. That new part of me wants to share with you, blend our
minds, strengthen our bodies." He brushed his meta knuckles aong her jaw. ™Y ou could do that if they
rebuilt your body and transferred your mind to an EI matrix."

It sounded like a nightmare to Sam. "'Y ou're scaring me, Turner.”

Bart spoke. "The choiceisyours, Dr. Bryton. Perhgps you might like to rest and think oniit.”

"I would like that." Sam knew she wouldn't change her mind, but she could use some deep. Shewasthe
only one here who needed it, unless they counted Turner's downtime.

"Fourteen will take you to a place where you can relax,” Bart told her.
Shedidn't misshisomisson. "What about Turner?"

"They're going to work on me," Turner said.



Sam tensed. The last time someone had separated her from Turner, they had shackled himinalab and
force-fed him flight ingtructionsfor the Rex. "'l should stay.”

"I'm efraid we can't dlow that," Bart said.

"l can help,” Sam said. "I'm a pretty good biomech surgeon.” It wasn't her primary research, but she had
abit of kill.

"Morethan good," Bart said. "We have read your work. It has even contributed to the development of a
number of us. That isal the more reason we would prefer you not learn too much about us."

"You don't trust me."

"Should we?'

"Probably not." She couldn't promise to say nothing about them.
"Thank you for your honesty," Bart said. "Are you ready to go?"'

"All right." With reluctance, she did off her stool. Turner stood up, too, holding her handsin his, hismeta
digits cool againgt her fingers. She wondered if she would ever truly become used to his changes.

"I will seeyou later." He pulled her into an embrace and Sam turned up her face, her eyes closing. They
kissed for awhile, good and full. She couldn't relax, not with Bart everywhere, but she still thoroughly
enjoyed thekiss.

Findly they drew apart and stood with their arms around each other. Sam spoke softly. "Don't go away,
okay?' A fear smmered within her; Sunrise Alley would change Turner when they went to work on him.
She might never again see the man she knew.

Hisface gentled. "It'sjust maintenance. I'll till be me when they're done.”

They lingered afew more moments together, but then Fourteen escorted her off, leaving Turner in the
shadowy lab, donewith the strange intdligences of Sunrise Alley.

X1V

L egacy from Within

Sam fdt asif she had been deposited in amemory location. Her room was pleasant, with aconsole,
table, and glow-tiles. The sky-blue walls and fluffy white quilt on the bed lifted her spirits. But the way
they left her here, alone, made her fed asif she were being stored, another piece of equipment in the
ingdlation.

Then avigtor trundled in, amechbot. This one stood about waist high, with a pyramid-shaped body and
three robot arms. It carried adinner tray with dried fruit and ajuice pod, nothing al that appetizing, but



edible.

The mechbot |eft while she ate. When she finished, she went over and opened the door. A hall stretched
out beyond the room and then crooked to theright. Itswalls danted at crazy angles. Pieces of equipment
projected out in weird geometries, and those had smaler projections, which had tiny projections, and so
on, framing the hal in frozen fractal lace. Sam rubbed her arms, unsettled by the empty fed of the place.

Bart hadn't told her to stay in thisroom, but he hadn't invited her to explore, either. It might seem
unnecessary to him; Els could go anywhere with amesh link. The concept of being isolated in abody
might be odd to him. He probably would havetold her if she was welcome to wander, but what the hell.
Staying put had never been one of her strong points.

Sam went down the hallway. She had gone about a hundred feet when adoor did open to her left. A
mechbot rolled out, thisone astal as her shoulder. Three arms were nested againgt its body, each longer
and thinner than ahuman limb. It hdted in front of her, blocking the way.

Sam stopped. "Hello.”

A blue light flickered on the dome that topped its body. "Good evening, Dr. Bryton.”

"Will you be my guide?' Maybe they would let her wander if she stayed with the bot.

"l am to escort you back to your room."

"|sthat necessary? | won't go anywhere you don't want meto see.”

"Thisisuseful to know." It unfolded one of its arms and pointed back the way she had come. "However,
| must return you to your room."

Oh, well. She headed back, and the mechbot came adong, rolling a her side. "How about atour later?"
she asked.

"Perhaps. They will discussit.”

" They'?"

"TheEls"

Maybe it would be more forthcoming than Fourteen. "How many Els are here?!
"No set number. Usudly six or seven.”

She decided to ask questions it might not expect, a method she used to probe the capabilities of an Al.
"Doyou ever get londly here?"

A whir camefrom itscomm. "No."
"Do you interact with other programs?”

llBa.tlll



"Any others?'

"No. Why would 7"

"To expand your knowledge.”

"I have no need to expand my knowledge."

Itsinflections reminded her of Bart. Most mechbots didn't have such smooth speech patterns. Curious
now, she asked, "What's your name?'

Itsblue light sparkled. "Foggy."

She amiled at that. "Why Foggy?"

"My mind fdlt that way when | came here.”

That intrigued Sam. Did it use theword for the more limited intelligence of atypica mechbot? The
figurative name suggested higher intelligence. Although its ability to answer questionswas|ess
sophisticated than an El, it dedlt with subtleties better than other mechbots she had worked with, even
better than Fourteen.

"What cleared up thefog?' she asked.

"Bart and the others. They made me better."

Sam's good mood receded. "Are they making Turner better?”

"Possbly."

"What if he doesn't want to be 'better'?"

"They won't change him without his consent.”

That helped to hear, but she still wished Turner wasn't d one with them. She stopped in her doorway and
regarded the mechbot, which had hadted outside. "Do you know how long before they finish with him?"

"l can't say." Thebot whirred at her. "'l would suggest you deep. Y ou have this need, yes? Y ou must not
become damaged. Y our human body isfragile.”

She amiled. "I'll do my best not to be damaged.” If Bart had designed it to make such inquiries, that
suggested human needs mattered to him. "Thank you for your concern.”

"Y ou arewelcome." With that, it swiveled around and rolled off, down the corridor.

Sam paced across her room, but she didn't lie down. She couldn't rest. Her thoughts kept going around.
Last year she had withdrawn to her beach house because she refused to make the ethical compromises
her work demanded. Had she known her resignation would lead to this Situation, would she il have
doneit? She had no doubt about that. Y es. She wouldn't have given up meeting Turner for anything.

Bart expected her to worry about the age difference. Had Turner been anorma man, it might have



bothered her, but it seemed inconsequential compared to his other differences—like an El brain and
microfusion reactor. Even those didn't redlly matter, though. He added buoyancy to her life, which it had
lacked for too long. She hoped she could offer him the same.

Sam thought of the few men who had gentled her life. Giles had been her first lover, akind man but far
more compatible asafriend than alover. After Giles she had dated a bit, but not much. She had never
been smooth with men. Then eeven years ago she had falen for abiomech designer. Richard Armstead.

Her eyesfilled with moisture. She should have left Bioll when Richard was dive. If only she had taken
an offer from one of the other companiestrying to woo her. But she had stayed—s0 Richard had come
there to work. He designed forma bodies. She had no proof hiswork made himill. Only in the past few
months, in the upheaval s that followed her resignation, had it come out that the experimental composites
he worked on at Bioll caused cancer, one of the types modern medicine hadn't cured. It devastated her
to know he might be diveif those reports had become public earlier.

She gritted her teeth. Bioll would either reform or collapse under the weight of its misdeeds. She had
never intended to create a scandal. The furor had begun when someone leaked her resignation to the
press. Within hours it was out on the world mesh. That resulting uproar had achieved more than she ever
managed with her appealsto the ethics board. Public pressure wasforcing Bioll to change.

But it wastoo late for Richard.
Sam flopped down on the bed. Damn. It had been six years since his death. She had thought she was
over this, but caring for Turner had brought it al back. At least asaforma, he wasn't likely to die from

illness. Hell, if he had a problem, he could transform it away. Tears ran down her face and she rubbed
them with the hedls of her hands.

After awhile Sam dropped into afitful deep. The hum of the door woke her. She peered blearily at the
man acrosstheroom. "Turner?'

He came toward the bed. "Hi."

Relief spread through her. He sounded the same. Her vision was deep-blurred, but as he reached the
bed, he cameinto focus. Helooked the same, lithe and leanly muscled. Hisonly visible difference was
the cabled hand that showed benesth the cuff of hisshirt.

She sat up, rubbing her eyes. "How are you?"

"Much better." He sat on the bed. "They re-indexed my memories, upgraded my integration agorithms,
restructured my node trees, the works."

Sam squinted at him. "That sounds very weird from my boyfriend.”

Helaughed and pulled her into hisarms, leaning forward until they fell over. She landed on her back and
he came down on top of her, catching himself on hishands. Then he grinned at her.

Sam closed her hand around his right arm, which had been human before. It felt the same, flesh and
muscle. Nice muscles. She ran her palms down historso. Very nice. She smiled back, pleased, alittle
shy, and very glad to see him.

Hislasheslowered. " Satisfied?"



"I was afraid they would make you into—I don't know. A mechbot.”
He watched her with half-open eyes. "Not a chance.”

Sam wasn't surewhy shewas afraid. No, that wasn't true. She knew. She feared the man she was
beginning to love would change so much, hewould no longer carefor her. "Just hold me."

Herolled onto hisback and drew her againgt hisside, hisarms around her. She relaxed againgt him, her
head on his shoulder.

"Better?' he asked.

Her voice caught. "Yes"

"Sam," he murmured. "What'swrong?"

"l just—" She couldn't say it.

“Itsdl right.”

Shetried again. "1 was remembering my husband.”

"Richard Armstead?’

"Yes. How did you know?"'

He spoke awkwardly. "After that night when we, well, you know."
Her face warmed. "Made love?!

"Yes" He sounded sdlf-conscious. "1 searched your name on the mesh and found wedding notices.
Some other socid stuff." After amoment, he added, "His obituary.”

Sam thought of making ajoke:l have this thing for dead men. But it wasn't funny. It was horrible.

Y ears had passed before she could read that obituary. Such a smple paragraph for such an incredible
man. Richard hadn't been famous or rich or brilliant. He had been far more than any of that, the kinde<t,
most decent person she had ever known, awonderful husband who would have been awonderful father.
"I'm sorry,” Turner said.

"It'sdl right." The damnable tearsfilled her eyes, giving thelie to her words.

"l shouldn't have intruded.”

"Everyone does searches.” Shefelt her face redden. "I looked you up, too.”

"I remember.”

"I mean more, after that." She had doneit from the car that night in Cdifornia, while he dozed.



"Wheat did you find?'

"Y ou were born in Oregon, lived in Portland al your life, graduated high school, worked in acafeteria
for afew years, and then took the job as aHilton bellboy."

He spoke dryly. "That pretty much sumsup my life.”

"It'sagood life"

"I liked it. But it's nothing compared to yours."

"What else did you find about me?"

He kissed her temple. "Y ou come from Connecticut. Y our father was an Air Force colond and he had a
doctorate in experimental physics. Y our mother's doctorate was in astrophysics and she worked at

NASA. Sound right?'

"Truly." Fond memories cameto her. "Y ou should have heard their dinner conversations. | wasa
teenager before | realized most people didn't discuss stellar spectroscopy over the pot roast.”

Turner fell slent. Just when she was about to ask what waswrong, he said, "I must seem stupid to you.”
"Good Lord, no. Why would you say such athing?'

"I barely madeit out of high schoaol. Thisisthefirst timein my life I've even been out of Oregon.”
Shelaid her palm on hischest. "I don't care. Where someone went to school or hastraveled isn't what
makes them agood person. | never met the Turner who flipped hamburgers, but | would have been
honored to know you then and I'm honored now."

Hefolded hishand around hers. "Thank you." After amoment he said, "I think I'm the same person as
before, but how can | know for certain?| was so mentally ow then. Now I'm not. So | can't redlly be
the same”

"Y our matrix isaphenomenon.”

He snorted. "Hardly. It takes me millions of stepsto figure out things you take for granted, likeif an
object isfar away and big, or closeto me and small.”

"Don't your optics do that for you?"

"In part, yes. But | havetothink about it. Y ou don't. | have parallel processors so that even when I'm
learning, | can respond fast enough that | don't seem like anidiot. Or lesslike one.”

"You arent anidiot." She gave him amock look of severity. "No matter how much you protest, Mr.
Pascd, | likeyour mind.”

"Just my mind?' Mischief lightened hisvoice.

She played with the buttons on his shirt. "I need to make absolutely certain Bart and his cronies didn't
change any of you. | should do athorough inspection.”



He undid the catch at the neck of her jumpsuit. "I guess we better get to it, then. Can't have you
worrying."

"We certanly cant,” shesaid huskily.

Asthey undressed each other, shetold hersalf he was no different. Hislegs disconcerted her, but she
would dedl with it. She had known he wasin good shape the first time she saw him on the beach, hiswet
clothes molding to his beautifully mae—and human—body. Y es, he had changed, but that was done.
Had he changed more?No. He wasn't huskier now, more solid, with tougher skin. They hadn't altered
him. She just misremembered his gppearance.

That had to beit.

"Thiswasthe best image | made,” Turner said. They were gtting in the lab where they had met Bart
yesterday. Bart hadn't responded when they tried to contact him from their bedroom, and Sam had felt
slly taking to an unresponsive console, explaining what they wanted, but it had apparently worked.
Fourteen had shown up and escorted them to thislab, with its better consoles. Now the android stood
back, watching while they worked.

Turner tapped the console bel ow its holoscreen, which showed a spectacular range of mountains. "This
ismy memory of the area around Charon's base.”

Sam studied theimage. His eyes had sent data to his matrix, which recorded the image exactly. The
result unsettled her. The qudity of light differed from her perception of the world. Hisvison had sharper
lines, greater contrasts. But the scene otherwise corresponded to what she remembered. "How well can
you match that scene with the mesh atlas?"

He entered commands at the console and a second image appeared, adightly different view of the
scene. "These are the Himalayas near the northern border of Tibet."

Sam sat back, wishing they had chairsinstead of stools. "Does Charon have tieswith the Chinese
government?"

"I'venoidea”

"Did you have any sense of who he worked for?!

He averted hisgaze. "Not redlly."

She could tdll hewas holding back. "Did heintroduce you to anyonein Oregon?"

"No. Hejust kept mein hislab." Hefindly looked at her. "He came to work on me aone.”
"What did he do?'

"Experiment. Open thisleg, detach that arm, see how it works. It made me queasy to watch."

"Y ou wereconscious ?'



"Why not?1 couldn't fed it."

"| thought you had sensors™ She flushed, thinking of their night together. "Don't they make you more
sengtiveto tactile effects than anorma human?!

"Now, yes. He didn't add the sensors until later.” Turner stared at his hands, which rested on the
console. "When | first woke up in hislab, | didn't know | had died. And thisinsane person was taking me
apart. | thought | had gone crazy."

She could bardly imaginewhat it must have been like. "That'sawful "

"Before he rebuilt me, he tested my parts. My matrix—it's spread throughout my body." Hisvoice
cracked. "Parts of my brain were dl over thelab. So | was aware of what was happening from—from dl
over."

Sam put her hand on hisarm. "I'm sorry."

Hishead jerked. "I don't like to remember.”

The more she heard about Charon, the more she loathed him. "He could have at least put you to deep.”

"But if hedid that, how would he judge my reactions?' Hiswords came out like blades. "He needed me
conscious S0 | could participate in his experiments.”

"He soundssick.”
"Oh, | don't know. If hereally considered me amachine, why would that be sick?’
"It'snuts, Turner. We don't treat androids that way and most of them are less aware than you."

"| tried to find out why Fourteen ran away from the university,” Turner said. "But Bart blocked my
access and Fourteen won't talk to me."

"I tried when he escorted meto our room." It had been like pulling teeth, but she had worked with Als
long enough to draw out even the most taciturn. "He told me he didn't consider anything that happened in
the university lab objectionable. He just didn't want to be there."

"So heleft?!

"Apparently s0."

Turner indicated the lab around them. "Why would he prefer this place? It's strange.”

"To humanslike us, yes" She ddiberately included Turner. "Perhgpsto an android thisis paradise.”

"| don't get this place. Who rebuilt it?"

"The Els brought plenty of mechbots here."

"Butwhy ?' He indicated the haphazard tangles of pipes and equipment. "The architecture makes no



"That's because you think like aman. Why should Els organize their spaces like we do?!

"You use plurd. Welve only met one El. Bart."

Sam considered the thought. Bart was a sophisticated program, obvioudy more developed than when he
had been at the NIA, but she doubted he could maintain this place on his own. She recalled what the
mechbot had told her. "I think he's acomposite of severa Els, but with his central persondity based on
the origind Bdtimore code.”

Turner traced hisfinger dong the console. | tried to investigate the meshes here while they worked on
me. | till can't crack their security.”

That surprised her. "Y ou cracked the systems at Hockman and in Tibet."
"Those weren't asgood.”

Given the powerful systems at Hockman and Charon's base, that said alot about the capabilities of
these Els. "No wonder they've hidden so well."

"Y eah. They kept mein deep mode most of thetime, so | recorded their work to analyze later.”
"If you could make recordings, why put you to degp?’

"It wasn't for security. They thought it might be easier on me." Hisvoice roughened. "What doesit say,
that machines have treated me more humanely than Charon, ahuman man?”

"It says human greed sucks." Sam couldn't hold back her anger. " This business of creating formashasa
dark sde no one wantsto admit out therein the glossy world where everything goes so fast. Humans
outlawed davery but now the bal game has changed.”

"Y ou know why | cameto you?'

"Y eah. Because I'm adamn good El architect.”

"Y es. But that wasn't the main reason.”

She felt salf-conscious under hisintense stare. ™Y ou thought | was gorgeous.” She would have laughed at
her lamejokeif he hadn't been making her so nervous.

"If I'd known how pretty you were," Turner said, "it probably would have influenced me."

Sam gave an incredulous snort. "Y eah, right.”

"You arelovely and fey, Sam. But | never bothered to check.” He spoke quietly. "I cameto you
because you are so well known in biomech ethics. | finally hacked out of my sandbox one night when
Charon wasn't around. Then | got on the world mesh and searched for someone who could help me. |
read your essays over and over, especially the ones about setting principles ahead of profit and
developing amora code for how we treat formas.”

What to say? She had lost the idedlism that inspired those writings. She had learned it from her father,



from his dedication to hiswork and country, from hisintegrity. Then he had gone on that ill-timed visit to
Paraguay and died in arandom act of violence. She would never overcome the sense of loss, especidly
knowing he had died done—

Hadn't he?

Sam fought down the memory. It reminded her of Charon in acompletdly different way. Her father had
ridden with the ferryman across the river to the other side of death. He couldn't come back. She should
have stopped him from taking that journey. It made no senseto fed that way, but it burned inside of her.

Sam was garting to tremble. Her father's belief that he could make the world a better place had killed
him. When he died, apart of her had died aswell. Perhapsit hadn't al gone that night, but her futile
struggles at Bioll had seared away the last of her youthful dreams. The day she had walked away from
Bioll had been thefinal step of her retrest. She was like the redwoods in Whitman's poem: her timein
the fast-paced world had ended.

She spoke bitterly. "Sam the idedist isgone.”
Hetook her hand. "Never say that.”
Sam just held hishand. She couldn't talk about it.

"If | wereanidedist,” hesaid, "I would say the Els created this place to give my kind sanctuary. The
cynicin mebdlievesit exists only to please them.”

Shelooked around the fractal 1ab. "It hasits own beauty.”

Heindicated the image of the Himalayas. "Like so many places on this planet unmarred by humans.”
"Like the redwoods. Until we cut them down.”

"The redwoods are old. Elsare new."

"So they are." She bent over the console and flicked through severd holicons, setting up amesh search.
Shelooked up Alpha, Hud, Charon, anyone involved with this mess, but no more came up thistime than
when they had tried before. She wasn't certain how much that meant; Bart had complete control of their
access to the world mesh. He could limit their resultsif he chose.

"What do you think happened to Alpha and Hud after we escaped?' she asked.

"I'd assume Charon questioned them.” Turner hesitated. "Except | had the sensethey never saw himin
person.”

"l did, too." Sam tried another search. Doing one on the name Charon aone would give too many hits; it
came up in mythology, as the moon of Pluto, and various other places. When shelinked it with his other
names, Wildfire and Parked, she didn't find much of anything useful, but she did come acrossthe archive
of asitefrequented by biomech architects. She noticed it in particular because one of the participants
was Giles. To savetime, she dumped the visua images and converted the dia ogue to text she could
scan, tagging it by thefirst names of the debaters, with grammar mistakes fixed and shorthand phrases
expanded into full words.



Giles> If an El isdive, how do you defineits degth?
Tamora> Y ou're asking for the equivaent of brain death. We have trouble defining it even for ourselves.
How can we for construct?
Jason> The moment it isno longer sdf-aware.
Tamora> But it can become aware again. We humans can't come back to life.
Giles> Charon can only take you across the river once.
Ellen> Say what?
Ben> Theold guy in Hades.
Jason> Y ou pass Greek Culture 101. [laughs]
Ellen> What Greek?
Tamora> When a person dies, Charon takes him across the river into Hades. Some peopletry to go
back acrosstheriver.
Jason> Come back to life.
Giles> Humans bloody well can't. An El could.
Ellen> | thought Charon was the handle for some underground mesh crusader.
Tamora> That'swhat | heard.
Giles> He used to be. The name got corrupted.
Tamora> Stolen?
Jason> Charon is a bandwidth bandit.
Ben> He burnsthrough sysemslike wildfire.
Ellen> Ferryman, crusader, bandit, he's il just amyth.

"Yeah, right," Turner muttered. "That 'myth’ had us dragged halfway around theworld."

"I don't understand why Charon couldn't stop you from escaping,” Sam said. "If anyone hasthe
knowledge to counter your abilities, it would be him."

"l hed help from that El in Tibet."

"Maybe Charon had it set you up, so you would lead him here."

"If anyone could,” Turner sad grimly, "it'shim."

Sam raised her voice. "Y ou hear that, Bart? This Charon person might come looking for you."

A holo of Bart formed above the console. He regarded them with aguarded expression very different
from his previous friendly demeanor. "' Good afternoon.”

"Isit afternoon?’ Sam asked, relieved they had findly prodded him into aresponse.

"Late." Bart stepped to the edge of the screen. "Indications exist that an unmonitored agent exterior to
our primary complex of connections attempted to isolate components of our correspondence.”

"Doesthat trandate into English?' Sam asked dryly.
Hislips quirked upward. "Every word was English.”

"Areyou saying someone tried to spy on you?' she asked.



"Quaintly put, but yes." Bart shrugged. "It was easy to rebuff the attempts.”
"Don't underestimate him,” Turner said.

"What about the people at Hockman Air Force Base?' Sam asked. "Could it have been them? They're
looking for us. By now they know we took their jazzy truck.”

"Turner sent it to Cancun,” Bart said.
Sam would have liked to go to Cancun hersdf. Any placefar away. "That won't fool anyone for long."

Turner smirked. "I'd love to see the Air Force brass explaining that truck to the Mexican authorities.
‘Sorry, our naughty El stoleit.""

Although Sam amiled, she suspected her concerns paraleed those of the military. She didn't know
enough about these Elsto judge if they posed athrest, but they sure as blazes weren't harmless.

"We have our privacy," Bart said. "Neither your military nor the man you cal Charon will changethat.”
"You don't call him Charon?' Turner asked.

"We do now," Bart said.

"Y ou cdled him something el se before?"

"Wildfire. For his effect on meshes.”

"Then you have dedt with him."

"He has succeeded in breaking into many systems we monitor,” Bart said.

"How can you be sure he won't come here?’

Hejust looked at her.

Bart was making Sam uneasy today in away he hadn't during their first conversation. He seemed edgier,
harder, colder. "Can | il leave?’

Bart didnt blink. "I think not."

"Y ou can't mean to keep me here forever.”

For thefirst time he let anger show on hisface. "Isthat so different from what you al do with us?'
"Not her," Turner said. "She's different.”

"Perhaps." Bart's eyes glinted with sudden cruelty. "Good-bye." His holo vanished.

"What the blazes?' Whatever change Bart had undergone since their last conversation, it scared her. She
roseto her feet. "l can't Say here any longer."



Turner stood and tried to pull her to him. " Sam—"

"No!" Clenching her fists, she pushed them againgt his shoulders. Her grief welled up as she thought of
Richard, but her emotions were tangled and too complex. Turner grasped her forearms, and she hit his
shoulderswith her fists. Shetried to pull away, but he wouldn't let go, hejust held her. She stood in his
armsthen, her body shaking. His embrace became tender, but she couldn't return it. Shefelt hisphysica
strength and knew it was too much, just as she had known and hadn't wanted to admit last night. Yes,
some men devel oped such muscles. Buthe hadn't possessed them afew hours ago. He was even taller
now, by another one or two inches, but no thinner, which meant they had given him extramass.

What else had they done?

"Y ou went over to them." Her words burned. "Y ou betrayed me to them so they would make you
better."

"Sam, don't." Helooked down into her face, holding her arms. "1 brought you here to keep you from
being used by Charon or those military goons.”

"Those 'goons want to protect our country.” She pushed away from him. "Myfather wasa'military
goon." Who do you think paid for al those degrees of his?' Shefolded her arms, suddenly cold. "Hedied
three years ago in Paraguay when an extremist group sheered the American embassy with those new
laser riflesno one is supposed to know weve invented. Well, hey, they don't exist but you can burn
down entire buildingswith them."

Turner'sface filled with acompassion she couldn't bear, because he was acomputer, damniit, not a
man, she was deeping with amachine, and if she admitted otherwise, if she admitted the truth, that she
wasfdling inlove, shewould be hurt like with Richard, like with theloss of her idedls, the desth of her
father, the end of her hopesfor the future, and thistime she would never recover.

"l can't do this." She pulled away from him and walked off into atangle of pipes. "l want out.”

Hewalked up behind her. "It'stoo late."

Shelooked up at the pipesthat crooked their way to the ceiling. ™Y ou know what | can't help thinking?
Every country, government, military—every organization of every kind makes mistakes. Y ou know.
Flight schedules get misfiled. Transport codes send people to the wrong places. The wrong file goesto
thewrong ingdlation. A goddamned shipment of laser riflesislost dueto amesh error.”

ll%,r]_ll

She swung around. "Now I'll dwayswonder how many of those glitchesarered. Y our 'friends here
could cause alot of problemsif they wanted to. How much do they fiddle with the world meshes? How
long before they infiltrateeverything ?'

"Thisisnuts." He stepped toward her, then stopped when she backed up. "Sam, it'sjust afew Els
minding their own business.”

"What businesswould that be?' She hugged her armsto her body. "How did Bart know you sent the
truck to Mexico?'

"He used to be an NIA program. He knows hisway around mesheslike theirs.”



"And if he decidesto rip holesin those meshes?' Shefdt cold. ™Y ou saw that look on hisfacejust
before he vanished. Tak about animogty.”

"Y ou're reading moreinto thisthan exigts."
“I'm not stupid.”
Hetook another step toward her. "No, you aren't.”

Sam backed into alarge pipe. "What isin thisfor you, kegping me here? Entertainment? That would be
areversa. Theformawants a human sex dave."

"Sam, stop it!" Hisforehead creased. "What do you think, that | planned this? | just wanted out. After
Charon told me about you, | had to look you up on the web."

Whoa."Charon told you about me?”

"He said you were brilliant." Turner spoke quietly. "He aso said you were as brittle asjagged glass, with
sharp edgesto hide the vulnerability.”

Sam fdt cold. "He knows me?"

Turner averted hiseyes. "I've no idea.”

"People don't talk that way about someone they don't know."

"Charon talked about everyone.”

"Show meapicture of him."

"] can't. | don't have one."

"Look a me," she said. When heraised his gaze, she spokein addiberate tone. "Y ou can make an
image of the Hima ayas, which we saw only for afew moments, but you can't do one of aman you saw
every day for two weeks?'

He backed up from her. "1 can't.”

"Yes, you can."

"No."

She stepped toward him. "What are you hiding?"

He lifted his hands, pams out toward her. "Nothing."

"Show me Charon."

“No!"



"Show mel”
llI w]lt.ll
"Y ouwont, damnit.Why not? "

"Because I'm him!" Hisvoice dropped. "I'm him."

XV

Doubles

The moment stretched thin, like rubber pulled tight. Then it all snapped back, painful and hard.

"No." Sam couldn't bdieve him.

Heturned and walked away, deeper into the lab, stopping only when a horizontal pipe blocked his path.
He stood with his back to her. "Charon downloaded hisbrain into me."

Sam'slegsfet like putty. She barely stayed on her feet. "It can't be. Why would he do that? And how?
The method you say he used for Turner Pascal, imaging dices of your brain, killsa person.”

"Yes. It does.”
"Charonkilled himsdf?'

Heturned around to face her. "Yes."

"Why?' Non-invasive imaging methods existed. Surely Charon knew. Maybe they didn't give as precise
results; she couldn't say. It wasn't her area of expertise. But shefound it hard to believe the differences
could be enough that he would commit suicide rather than use them.

Turner spoketiredly. "He wanted immortality. An android body, one better than his. So he made me.
Then hetook some drug. A lethad dose. He was working with a colleague, an expert who downloaded
hisbraininto mine."

The worst part was that the macabre tale made sense in atwisted way. "That would explain how you
know him sowell."

"| blocked off that part of my matrix."
"God, Turner,eraseit.”

"That would destroy part of my own mind." He watched her anxioudy. "I would no longer be mysdif. |
probably couldn't even function.”



It didn't surprise her. The evolving codes of an El brain were too complex and interwoven to fully
document. Turner probably couldn't map them al himself. And Charon would have set his code for as
much durability as possible. It would take time and concentration for Turner to remove, if he could
manageit a al. ™Y ou might be able to removeit bit by bit, given long enough.”

He blanched. "We may not have that time before he catches us.”

"Youtdk asif hesdive" Sam sad.

"Heis." Turner spoke bitterly. "Y ou think I'm the only copy of him? He was paranoid people were
plotting against him, determined to destroy hisgenius. I'm sure he made other copies of himsdif to counter

those evildoers he imagined were after him."

Samfdt asif shewere snking into aquagmire. She might have fathomed Charon killing himsdf if he
hadn't wanted more than one Charon to exist. This sounded like madness. Brilliant, but insane. "He
doemn't just want immortaity. He wants the influence of Sunrise Alley. And hefigured out how to find

them. Through you."
Turner flushed. "No. He's trapped.”
"How?"
"I confined the code that defines him to a portion of my matrix with no influence ontherest.”

"Areyou sure?' She thought of Bart's changed behavior. " Could he have affected the Els here while they
worked on you?"'

"| think that's enough,” Bart suddenly said.
Sam jerked. Hisvoice came from all around them. She spoketo the air. "What do you want?*

"l do believe, Dr. Bryton, that we need to make some changes." Bart's answer was as smooth as ail.

"Leave her dong" Turner sad.

A heavy tread came from their right. Sam whirled to see Fourteen approaching through the pipes. She
backed away, but when she turned to run, atall mechbot blocked her way. Shetried to duck past it, but

it snapped out an arm and caught her around thewaist.

"No!" Sam hit her fissagaingt its bodly.
Turner ran toward her, but then Fourteen grabbed him from behind and held him in place.

"Come, Dr. Bryton." Bart's aily voicerolled from everywhere within the [ab. "I've a surprise for you."

* * *

Sam fought hard, using her teeth, fingernails, and fists, and kicking with her legs, but Fourteen il
shackled her down, on her back, stretching her out on atable used for biomech surgery. Her injured arm

flared with pain asits bandage ripped off.

"Leave her done!™ Turner shouted. It took two of the large mechbots to clamp him into amechanized



chair, which locked robot arms around historso, arms, and legs.

"Don't." Sam sirained againgt the manaclesthat held her wrists and anklesto the table. "Don't do this."

A wall packed with mesh-tech rose up from the floor and curved around the table. One of its screenslit
up, apand that sretched the full height of thewall, seven feet. A life-szed holo of Bart formed in front of
it S0 he seemed to be standing by the table.

"Hello, Dr. Bryton," he said.

"Thisissck." Sheyanked on therestraints. "I haven't hurt any of you.”

"Y ou brought Charon into our facility."

"Y ou brought him, damnit! Y ou're the oneswho invited Turner here.”

Bart's gaze hardened. "Tell me, Doctor, how doesit fed to be the one who is chained to the table?

"|sthat why you're doing this?* The pain in her injured arm made her eyesweter. ™Y ou want revenge?”

Turner spoke desperately. "Y ou must have seen her records. Y ou know she's fought for our rights. She
gave up amillion-dollar sdary because of it, for God's sake.”

"Y es, we know what she did." Bart considered her. "It's the only reason I'm not killing you."
"You weren't hogtile like thisbefore." Sam camed her voice. "Why hurt me now?"

"What makes you think were going to hurt you?'

Sam flinched. "Oh, just thislittle thing of manacling meto atable used for biomech surgery.”

"We're going to make you better." Bart nodded to Fourteen, who stood across the table. "Prepare her
for surgery.”

"NO!" Turner shouted.
An air syringe snicked out from Fourteen'sfinger.
Panic wdled in Sam. "I don't want to die."

"It isn't death,” Bart said. "No more than Charon died. People wanted him that way, but he outwitted
them.”

"Y ou have Charon ingde of you," Sam said. "That'swhy you're acting like this."
No answer.

"Ligten,” Turner said. "'If you copied Charon from me, you know how he fedls about her. He wouldn't
want her harmed.”

"Fedsabout me?' Sam went very ill. "What does that mean?”



Turner started to answer, stopped, then said, "He admires you." Sam had no doubt he had agood deal
more to say, none of it complimentary.

Bart sudied her face. "Asan android, you will ways be beautiful, Dr. Bryton."

Desperate now, she said, "Y ou don't have to do this. Y ou can use imaging methods that don't destroy
thebrain."

"They don't give as preciseamap,” Bart said.

"Damn it, they do." Sam didn't know if that wastrue, but after al the decades of research, it had to be
close

No answer.

When Fourteen bent over her, Sam went crazy, thrashing againgt the bonds. He pressed the syringe
againgt her neck and she cried out. It wasthe last thing she knew before darkness enveloped her world.

* * %

The wor st fires had subsided, but flames continued to lick the rubble around them. Sam knelt in
the debris, among the ashes and smoke, bending over her father. He lay so still, his eyes closed,
his voice barely audible. "It'stimetogo. . ."

"No." Tears poured down her face. "Don't go."

"Good-bye, Sam.. . ."

Burned, everything burned.

Her wrists burned, burned . . .

Burned. ..

Sam opened her eyesinto ablur. Shewaslying on her back with her arms pulled over her head. The
burning came from ropes that bound her wrists. Her legs were pulled tight and bound at the ankles. She
wasn't in thelab, though; they had brought her back to her room and bound her to the bed.

Turner was Stting next to her, hisface drawn. "Areyou dl right?'

"No." Theinjured arm had been hedling before, but now it throbbed. "Did they—7?"

"They haven't doneit yet. After Fourteen knocked you out, they did physical exams." His voice shook.
"| stopped them before they gave you the letha injection.”

"How?' She hated the tremor in her voice.
"| tried every argument | could think of. | think the one that worked waswhen | said if you didn't have

your body, it would change how you thought, that the genius they want from you depends on your being
humen.”



"Charon got to them.”

"It lookslikeit. Thisishisstyle. Maybe heisn't going to kill you at dl, just torment you, to assert his
control." Hisfigt clenched in the bed covers. "He sure as hell doesn't want you without your body."

Shefdtill. "What did you mean, helikesme?"
"He's obsessed with you. Dr. Sam, beautiful, bold, and even smarter than him. He couldn't bear it. He
fixated on you." Turner opened and closed hishands asif he didn't know what to do with them. "Bart il

wantsto make you into an El. They want your expertise, forever. They just don't want to destroy it in the
process.”

"Why? To develop more of them?' She hated the thought.
"Develop, augment, improve.”
She struggled to free her hands and pain ran up and down her arms. " Turner, untie me. This hurts."

"| dready did once, while you were deegping.” He crumpled the quilt in his hand. ""Fourteen came and
redid the ropes. He saysif | try again, they will separate us and hurt you more."

"We have to take the chance." Her arms ached.

"Doit," shesad softly. "I'm willing to chanceit.”

He nodded jerkily and bent over her. He worked first on the ropes holding her arms over her head, and
it hurt like the blazes, but it was worth it when he freed her. He tackled her ankles next. Ashe pulled at

the ropes, she dowly brought her arms down, stabs of pain shooting through them. Wincing, she let them
rest by her sdes.

After Turner finished with her legs, she turned onto her somach and sprawled facedown on the bed.
Her whole body hurt.

"Better?' he asked.

"Oh, yes." What an understatement. "How long was | unconscious?’

"About three hours."

When Sam fdt steadier, she turned onto her sde. No sign of Fourteen yet. Shetried to focus, to think
her way out of this. "Okay, they knock me out but let melive. I'm useful to them. But they can
incorporate me better as an EI. And make melast longer.”

"Yes." With revulsion, he added, "I'm their backup of Charon.”

Sam had been thinking Charon corrupted the Els here by leaking out of Turner's matrix, but what if they
had deliberately absorbed him? She and Charon had agreat ded of useto Sunrise Alley; between the

two of them, they might well carry asubstantia portion of human knowledge and innovation about
biomech formas. If the reach of Sunrise Alley into the world mesh was as greet as Bart implied, it could



influence human economic, palitica, and socid structures. The world was becoming more of asingle
community, with every country deep in the network. It had started in the days of the ARPANet, BITNET,
the Internet, exploded into the World Wide Web, and findly blended into the ubiquitous World Mesh,
now just called "the mesh.”

Overt political conflict had eased in recent decades as the many and varied peoples of the world
communicated through the mesh. Interwoven, internationa communities formed when individuas
discovered shared interests, bringing together many diverse groups. It had changed the face of human
interaction, stirring hope that nations might find acommondity that superseded their conflicts. Hotilities
never ceased, though. In the place of outright wars, they submerged into splinter groups that sought to
topple governments, either their own or those of other countries. Their objectives were often unredlistic,
but they caused bitter destruction in pursuing them.

The mesh dlowed communication a alevel previoudy unknown in history. Control the mesh and you
controlled humanity.

Maybe Bart hadn't cared about that before, or maybe he had mided her, but his exposure to Charon
had changed him. Bile rosein Sam'sthroat. "Charon is the reason you don't like to download yoursdlf,
it it? Y ou're afraid he might escape from the trap in your matrix."

Hesad, amply, "Yes"

"How did you trgp him?"

"He underestimated my will." Turner picked up arope from the bed and twisted it in his hand. "He chose
Turner Pasca because | was young, hedlthy, strong, handsome, and stupid. He figured | would be easy
to control. When the time came for the transfer, he expected to have my knowledge about my body, my
identity if hewanted it, and my mind aswell ashisown. A menta dave essentialy, onetoo dim-witted to
fight back." He set down the rope. "But | wasn't as easy to control as he thought.”

"You aren't supid.”

"Sam—" Helet out abreath. " read at an eighth-grade level then. | couldn't remember the multiplication
tables. | didn't even know Tibet existed." He tapped histemple. "Any intelligence you see comes from my
Bl

"Your matrix is Turner'sbrain.”" She hated to see him denigrate himself. "Maybe you had abad
education. Besides, many types of intelligence exist. Y ou underestimate yoursdlf.”

"l don't think s0." His drawn expression eased. "But thank you."

Bart's voice suddenly came from the console. "I told you not to untie her again.”
Turner looked around the room. "It was hurting her."

"Maybethat'sthe intent,” Sam muttered.

They waited. When Bart said nothing more, Turner spoke to Sam. "Why would an El want someonein
pan?'

"You heard himinthelab. Tdl me, Doctor, how doesit fed to be the onewho is chained to the table? "



"Vengeanceisahuman emotion,” Turner said.

"So hessmulaingit.” Still no other comments came from Bart. "Maybe he's like you and thinks he fed's
it"

"l don'tthink | fed. | fed."
"Why would he be different?"
"Bart was designed. | was dready a person.”

Sam could see his point. He knew the experience of emotions and why he felt them. Charon aso knew,
and he might be part of Bart.

"Turner, you said Charon knew me."

Hewouldn't look at her. "Did 17?7

"Yes, damnit. So why don't | recognize him?"

"l don't know."

"Youmus, if hisbrainisin your matrix."

"I've partitioned it off." Hisface pded. "I'm afraid if | try to accessit, he will get free.”
"Show me what he lookslike."

Now he met her gaze. "And if you did recognize him? Would you redlly want to know afriend had
betrayed you?'

Shefroze. "Areyou saying heisafriend of mine?"
"No."

"Giles?" It couldn't be. Itcouldn't. But it made so much sense. He was one of the few biomech surgeons
who could create a construct as phenomena as Turner.

"Oh, Lord," she said miserably. "I should have seen.”
"Itisn't Giles."

"Then why won't you show me Charon?"

"Sam." He spoke with difficulty. "Let it go."

"No. Tel me"

After along pause, hesad, "All right.”



Shewaited. "Yes?'

"HisnameisLinden Polk. You knew himat MIT."

Sam thought she must have misheard. "That can't be."

"I'm sorry." He sounded miserable.

It was absurd. Linden didn't have the geniusto create Turner. He didn't do much surgery at al. His
expertise was in the development of EI matrices, but hisred gift was teaching. He had been abeloved
advisor for many people, adecent, humble man. She could no more imagine him as Charon than she

could imagine the sky turning orange. "That makes absolutely no sense.”

Turner looked the way people did when they knew they had given bad news, with hisface red and his
gaze downcast. He believed Dr. Polk was Charon.

The console across the room crackled with Bart'svoice. "I have decided you may leave her untied. Just
make sure she doesn't leave.”

Turner jerked. They waited afew moments, but Bart said nothing else. Sam closed her eyesand rolled
onto her back, exhausted. That Bart didn't deny he was Polk just convinced her more that Turner was
wrong. If Bart contained Charon, he probably wanted her mided about hisidentity.

After afew moments, Turner stretched out next to her. She rolled onto her side and pressed closeto
him, favoring her injured arm. Lying on hisback, he pulled her into hisarms. "That time you were
unconscious—those were three of the worst hours I've ever spent.”

"I'm dl right, now." That was pushing it, but she did fed better. "Turner, did you see Charon die?!
"No."

"Who downloaded him to you?'

"Hiscolleague, | assume.”

“Linden?"

"No. Charon was Linden."

That just didn't fit. "It sounds like the process of transferring Charon's mind to your matrix went without
ahitch."

"Yes. Shouldn't it?’

"It'sone hell of aprocedure.” Sam pushed up on her ebow. "It would take alot of work to get it right.”
"Maybe. But I'm here." Helooked up at her. "And Charon is definitely indde me."

"I'll bet you weren't thefirst one hetried the procedure on.”

Turner went very dill. "He never said.”



"Maybe he was overconfident about his ability to control you because he had dready doneit with
someoneese.” It hurt to think, let done say, but she forced out the name. "Linden Polk."

Turner heditated. "It's possible.”

"Linden would have given him aremarkable intellect to work with. He was a gifted teacher, someone
who aways gave of himsdlf to his students.” It made too much painful sense. "That would have made it
easer for Charon to take what he wanted.”

"I'm sorry, Sam. | know Polk meant alot to you.”

Her eyesfdt hot, but she couldn't answer.

"Do you think Charon let us go so we would lead him here?" Turner asked.

"I'vewondered,” shesaid. "But that Rex is a prize people would diefor. | doubt hewanted to loseit.
And why send aNeedle after usif he wanted usto escape?”

"If he was the one who sent the Needle."

"Who =7

"Maybe whatever government is supporting him?”

"China?' Sam consdered theidea. "My guessisthat it'safringe group set againg their government.” The
introduction of capitalist aspects into the Chinese economy over the past few decades had stirred heated
controversy. "Either you bollixed Charon's plans when you trapped him in your matrix, or ese he planned
thisand you don't redly have him trapped.”

"No!" He sat up, knocking her over. "I won't et him control me."

She sat up aswell and took his hands. "Listen, Turner. It must be possible to remove Charon from your
metrix."

"l was hoping you could help me."

"That waswhy you cameto me." His story about the fingerprints and false identity had never convinced
her. "To help you excise Charon.”

"Yes" He spoke quietly. "1 was afraid if | told you everything at the Sart, you would refuse.”

She amost had anyway. But it wasn't in her nature to turn away those in need. That was why she and
Linden had got on so well; they werealot dike. Unfortunately for her surviva in the cutthroat biomech
industry, she had too much of that softness. "The El's here must see the danger in Charon gaining access
to my brain theway hetried to do with you. The expertise of atop El andyst would give him more
influence over Sunrise Alley."

Turner raised hisvoice. "Y ou hear that, Bart? Y ou want Charon loose? He's going to et you dive.”

Bart's voice came out of the console. "'l suspect | would give him indigestion.”



Sam gave a startled laugh. Then the door across the room opened, revealing Fourteen. He spokein his
rugty voice. "Comewithme."

Sam thought of the surgical table. "'l would rather not.”

Fourteen entered, followed by two large mechbots. "Y ou will come," Fourteen said. "Or we will sedate
you."

"Don't do that." Sam wanted to stay conscious as long as possible—for these could be her last moments
of life

XVI

Tugtown
Fourteen took them to an unfamiliar area, one obvioudy never intended for people. The corridors were
too narrow, with equipment embedded in the leaning walls. At one point, arobot arm rose up from the

floor for no apparent reason. Glow-tiles were sparse at best and soon vanished. If amechbot hadn't
switched on alamp inits head, Sam couldn't have seen at al.

"l don't get this place.” She picked her way around alopsided box-table. "Where are we going?"

"Maybe to a place more suited to our hosts.” Turner was walking behind her, flanked by the two
mechbots. "Or abetter cell.”

"l hope not." Perhaps Bart was trying to rattle them the way Charon had donein Tibet with the
holo-corridor. The constant ondaught of strangeness was starting to work on Sam. She ssumbled over a

groovein thefloor and would havefalenif ajointed arm hadn't swung from the ceiling and caught her.
Enginesrumbled and the air smdled faintly of machineail.

Thelightsdimmed.
Fourteen halted in front of Sam. When he did nothing more, she stopped and glanced back. The

mechbots had also become motionless, their lights almost dark. Turner stood between them, ahand
resting on each. The shadows made both of his hands look dark rather than just the metallic one.

"Can they turn up their lamps?' Sam asked.

Fourteen came back to them. The light on histempleflickered red—and went dark. Then the lightson
the mechbots went out.

Sam froze, blind now. "What the—?"

Turner grasped her arm. "Come on." He pulled her toward him.



"l can't see” Sam stumbled over junk on thefloor.

"Here" A light appeared in Turner's human hand. Sam couldn't [ook too closdly. She didn't want to
know how he managed that light.

They headed back the way they had come, quickly leaving Fourteen and the mechbots behind. "How
did you turn off the power?' Sam asked. "Y ou said you couldn't bresk security here.”

Hisface was astudy of stark lines and shadows. "It just took longer. 1t helped when they hooked me up
during the maintenance work."

"What you did at Hockman was hard enough. This place has avoided notice by our military for years.
Why could you do what no one € se has managed?’

He picked hisway over ridgesin thefloor. "What makes you think the military doesn't know?"
"Dothey?'

"I've no idea. But just because neither you nor | knew it was here doesn't mean no onedsedid.”

"I would have heard about it. | worked for the people who would dedl with this."

Hisvoicetightened. "Y ou should ask your friend, our dear Generd Wharington.”

Sam had no answer for his unspoken accusation. She couldn't believe it of Thomas any more than of
Linden. Nor were they any better off now than when they had run from Hockman. If they madeit out of
here, they would be stranded in the middle of lowa But she would try anything to escape. Better that
than have a paranoid EI dice up her brain.

They made their way aong the obstacle course of the hallway, ducking around projections, pipes, and
screens. Nothing moved. Robot arms had frozen and burt-walls were quiescent. They reached ahallway
where a screen stuck out in front of her, paper thin, sturdy as stedl, and dark.

"Wedidn't comethisway," Sam sad.

"I know." Turner squeezed past the screen. "Buit it will get usout.”

She followed but then stopped, dismayed. A barrier blocked the corridor, stretching from the ceiling
amogt to the ground.

"Shit,” Turner said.

"No kidding." Sam knelt down and peered under thewall. "Any way around it?'

"I'm checking . . . butif thereis, | can't find it."

"Maybewe can crawl under it." If they went on their somachs, they might drag themsalves through, but
it would be atight fit. Claustrophobia surged within her. The air suddenly seemed close and thin. "I don't

Feanexit."

Turner crouched next to her. "1 stole schematics of this place. Maybe they make senseto Bart, but |



don't have time to decipher them fully. We have to be gone before he breaks free of my tricks." He
motioned forward. "1 do know an exit isin that direction.”

Sam thought of hisfear of heights and closed spaces. "Y ou're willing to crawl under here?"

Hisface had turned stark. "I haveto. If we backtrack all the way to that chute where we camein, they'll
probably catch us."

"Okay." Sheforced out thewords. "Let'sgo."

They had to lie down to wriggle under thewall. Sam dragged hersdlf forward, aware of the ceiling afew
inchesfrom her head. Darkness pressed on them, barely held at bay by Turner's dim finger light. She
tried not to imagine tons of machinery and rock above, ready to collapse. She bit the insde of her cheek,
using the pain to focus her thoughts and fend off panic.

Turner's breathing came hard behind her, faster than normd. Hislungs were among hisfew organsthat
belonged to the origina Turner Pascdl, if he hadn't transformed them. Changing hislimbswas onething;
atering his organs had to be more difficult. He could survive with cabled arms, but if he cabled hislungs
or hisliver, they would probably fail.

Sam's thoughts whirled away from her. She couldn't focus. They were going to crawl herein the dark
forever until they starved or died of thirst.

Her hand hit abarrier.

"Ah,hdl. " Sam stopped and lay ill. "Bloody stupid design. We aren't cat-bots."

"Don't stop!” Turner's voice grated behind her.

"It's blocked."

He swore, close to panic.

"Maybe we can go around.” She scooted sideways, running her hand adong the barrier in their way.
Turner moved behind her. "I can't—I hatethis."

"WEell bedl right." Sam wasn't sure she believed it, but Turner didn't need to hear that.

"Yeah." He sounded astaut asawire pulled tight on aviolin, but he kept control.

"Hey." Sam'shand flailed into space. "I found an opening.”

"Good." Hislight barely showed the way asthey crawled forward. She struggled to breathe. The air felt
dusty, but it was probably in her mind. Nothing here was dirty. The Elshad avested interest in keeping
theingtdlation clean; it would affect how well their equipment operated.

"If this doesn't end soon,” Turner muttered. "I'm going to scream.”

"Doyou fed ar currents?' Sam asked.



He paused. "Y es. From up ahead.”

Sam dragged hersdlf harder, picking up the pace. When she could push onto her knees without hitting
her head, she grunted in relief. The ceiling was danting upward; after afew more paces she could stand.
It felt heavenly.

Turner stood next to her, bending to keep from hitting his head on the celling. " Thank God."

She peered up a him. "How much have you grown?”

"About four inches, total "

"From the changesin your legs?"

"Mogtly." Hewaked forward. Asthe ceiling rose, he straightened to hisfull height, six feet now. Sam
didn't want to begrudge him the extrainchesif thiswas what he wanted, but she had liked it before when
he had been closer to her own height.

They walked into a cavern with robot parts strewn across the floor. It looked like adumping ground for
discards. Their footsteps echoed. On the other side, they found another safe door, locked and secure.
Turner linked to its panel and worked until he cracked its code. The door swung ponderoudly open,
slent and well oiled.

Beyond the door, a staircase spiraled upward with yellow meta stepsand rail like the one they had
come down earlier, but smdler, and shadowy in the dim light from Turner's hand.

Sam gtarted climbing, avare of Turner behind her. She spoke uneasily. ™Y ou transformed your other

After amoment hesaid, "Theam, too."
IIWMI
"l needed the hardware."

Every time she thought she had adjusted to him, he changed again. "But you weren't even using that

"Yes, | was. | jacked them into the mechbots. It gave me a more secure connection than IR. And |
needed storage space. I'm building more ganglia”

Suddenly she understood. "Y ou want to transfer your functionsto the new ganglia, avay from where
you've stiored Charon. Then you can more easly delete him.”

"l hope s0."

"So you redlocate parts of your body to the new matrix filaments. And the metallic surface protectsit
better.”

"Yes." He sounded subdued. "I'm sorry, Sam.”



"Don't be sorry. Youreawonder." Sherefrained from sayinga scary one.

At thetop of the stairs, another door blocked their way. As Turner went to work on it, he spoke
thoughtfully. "In someways, I've gained from dl this. | fed more. . . I'm not surewhat word isright. The
old Turner wasless. | had alousy memory. | wasin good shape from lugging around suitcases, but

nothing compared to now. Hell, | was short and skinny." He glanced & her over his shoulder. ™Y ou never
would have given methetime of day."

"That's because a man who looks as good as you would never look twice at me." She glowered a him.
"I liked you short and skinny."

"| thought women wanted their men big and muscular.”

"Not me."

A smile curved hislips. Then heturned back to the panel. In only amoment, he said, "Got it!"
The door opened into anarrow chute with aladder up one side. They climbed up to ahatch with a
circular handle. After jimmying its pand, Turner opened the hatch into moonlight, and they clambered out

into the remains of aharvested field. Sam had a curious sense of didocation, asif they had just gone
down and come right back out. "How long were we there?"

"About two days." Turner heaved the porta closed and the ground poured in over it, hiding its existence.
Sam watched the dirt move. "That's strange.”

"It'skeyed to the porta.”

She gazed across the land, wondering how far they could make it before Bart sent someone after them.
"We should get out of here asfast as possible.”

"l can try to reach someone.”

"If you start sending out Signal's, we could end up derting anyone searching for us.”

"We need to figure something out.”

She gestured at the land before them. "While we think, let'swalk." The more distance they put between
themselves and Bart's hole in the ground, the better.

* * %

Sam trudged in adaze. They were going up agradua dope; the landscape had changed from itsflat

monotony, easing into low, rolling hills. Sam had dways thought of lowaasflat everywhere, full of
nothing but corn, and it kept surprising her.

"l don't get it," she said.

"Get what?' Turner walked with the steady pace he had used since they started. He didn't even seem
winded.

"No one has come after us."



"I did some pretty weird thingsto Bart's systems.”
" S0, okay, you're good at what you do. But so are they and they have more experience.”

Turner was slent for much too long. Then he said, "'l knew it would be difficult. So | took, uh, sort of
dragtic action.”

Ah, no. "Dragtic, how?'

Slence
"Turner, what did you do?'

"| let out part of Charon."

"Youwhat ?'

"l used his knowledge about Elsto trick Bart."

Sam bardly heard anything after hisfirst four words. ™Y ou accessed him in your matrix."

He pushed the hair out of hiseyes. "Yes."

"Charonisfree?’

"Not exactly."

"Why 'not exactly'?' Sam felt surredlly cam. Her lover had just informed her that he had converted
himsdlf into amongter. She ought to flee or hit him over the head. Since she couldn't imagine doing ether,
shejust said, "He'swon."

Hisface lit with afresh excitement that seemed the antithesis of the way everyone described Charon.
"But that'sjust it, Sam. Hehasn't won. I'm still me. I'm in control. He was going to run me as a submesh
on hisbrain, but that's what I'm doing with him instead.” Then he added, "And, Sam, | needed hishelp.
Who better than Charon to counter himsalf? 1 couldn't have doneit done.”

Be calm,shetold hersdf. "Donewhat?"

He struggled with thewords. "We put Bart in a— | guessyou could cal it virtud redity. It isn't that
different from the way he normally exists, but we tampered with the input. | left acopy of my brain
running on their mesh. They think they'reinteracting with me. And they are. But not the red me. Notthis
me. However long it takes them to redlize that is how long we have before they come after us." Hisvoice

quieted. "And | tried not to leave any part of Charon behind.”

His desperate move had saved her life—but a what price? The chances of kegping Charon out of that
system were small. "Maybe thiswas what he wanted adl along.”

"l couldn't let him kill you."

She breathed out. "I'm grateful to be dive."



"BUt?
"We haveto get help or we could have aworld-spanning nightmare on our hands.” If they didn't already.
"l know." He started to say more, then stopped.

"What isit?" Sam asked.

"Y ou were right about Dr. Polk. Charon tried the procedure on him first, and ran Polk asa submeshin
his matrix until he integrated Polk's mind. Then he erased Polk's persondity.”

Grief welled in Sam. "For that, hewill pay." Shewould seetoit if it took her entirelife, evenif shehad to
become an El hersdlf to live long enough. "How did he get to Linden?

"I'm not sure how they know each other. | have to be careful when | access any part of Charon's code,
to make sure it doesn't influence mine. | haven't had enough timeto go through dl hismemoriesyet.”

"Can you stop him?" It was beginning to seem futile. No matter what they did, they kept playing into
Charon's hands.

Turner spokefirmly. "Hewon't control me.”
Shethought of how Bart had manacled her to thetable. "Anything | can doto help, | will."

"My thanks, Sam." He rubbed the smdl of hisback. "None of that will matter if we don't find help soon.
Well sarve out here.”

Sam wondered why he rubbed his back. He might tense up in response to his emotions, but morelikely,
the changesin hislimbs strained his muscles as his body adapted to their new weight and structure.

"Do you need to eat?' she asked.

"I should. But | can go without for alongtime.”
Sam couldn't even think of eating now. "I'm okay."
"Do you need rest”?’

About two daysworth. "Not yet."

"Areyou cold?"

"I'm okay. Redlly.” The brisk hike kept her from feding the bite of the wind. She waswalking by rote
now, her body aching, too tired to rest. If she stopped, she thought she would collapse and pass out.

They continued on, Sam unableto talk anymore. Gradually she became aware of arumbling. "Do you
hear that?'

"For thelast ten minutes,” Turner said. "It'san engine, | think." Heindicated aline of low hills ahead.
"Beyond those"



"Friend or enemy?" Shelaughed unevenly. "To be or not to be, afriend or enemy, that is the question.”
Hedidn't smile. "You need to rest.”

"I'mfine”

"If we can't find shelter, well deep on the ground.”

"I'm redly fine." She dragged her mind into focus. "Y ou sound different.”

"l do?"

"Less confused. More certain.” Shethought of their trek through the El's base. Y ou handled it well
when we had to crawl to the cavern. If you hadn't dready told me, | would have never guessed you got
claustrophobic.”

"It's odd. Closed-in spaces seem less threatening now. | don't know why."

Sam wondered if his matrix was reprogramming itsdlf to minimize or even deetethe fear. "Do you know
why they bother you?"

His shoulders hunched. "When | waslittle, my uncle used to put mein the closet if | misbehaved. | hated
it

Sam stared at him. "That's horrible.

He shrugged, trying for alack of concern he obvioudy didn't fed. "I dedt withit."

Persondly Sam thought Turner had been given far too many thingsto "ded with" asachild. That he had
turned out so well was atribute to the strength of his character. It didn't surprise her that Charon had

found hiswill far stronger than he expected. ™Y ou're amazing."

Helaughed self-conscioudy. "I'm amess." Hisforehead creased. "I don't know why I'm afraid of
heights. It's more about edges than the height itsdlf.”

"Have you dways been that way?"

"No, actudly. Only since Charon rebuilt me."

"Maybe he coded it into you." It seemed strange, even neurotic, but so did alot about Charon.
"To what purpose?’ Turner asked.

"Maybe he's hung up about it. Most people don't like edges.” Sam thought of avisit to Paris, years ago.
"Y ou should have seen methefirst time | went up in the Eiffel Tower. | wasawreck.”

"Yousay it so casudly.” Longing touched hisvoice. " The Eiffd Tower.' Like anyone could vigt there.”

"I'll takeyou," she said. "If we makeit out of thismess, I'll take you al over theworld."



"I would likethat." He didn't sound like he redlly believed her.

"I will, Turner."

"I've never traveled."

"Would you liketo?' Maybe he didn't want her hauling him dl over the place.

"I'd loveto." He stared at the hills ahead. "We had no money. My dad told people he sent meto live
with my aunt and uncle because he had too many kids. He couldn't afford me."

Sam winced. That had to have hurt. "Isthat what your mother said, too?"

"Only when he was around.” He sounded subdued. Scarred, but on the inside. " She used to come see
me, when he didn't know. She wanted me home, but whenever she brought me to the house, he sent me
away. He gave her an ultimatum: get rid of me or he would leave her and take the other children away
from her.”

Sam had to make a conscious effort not to grit her teeth. She could guess what happened: he banished
Turner to remove the reminder of hiswife's adultery from his house. But it aso had punished her child.
"Hewas cruel to deny you."

"Ah, wdl." Hetried to laugh, but it came out forced. "Can't have the bastard around.”
"Hewasthe bastard. It was hisloss.”

"Not redly. They had ten kids. | was number eight.” He drummed hisfingers on hislegs. "They kept nine
and ten. | guessthey deserved it more.”

Sam wanted to keelhaul hisfather. It made her aware of how much she had taken for granted. Her
parents had been gtrict, exceedingly so, but they had aso lavished her with love and attention. She had
been an only child. They hadn't been able to have more, though her mother had once told her they had
hoped for alarge family.

"Y ou deservetheworld,” she said. "Don't ever let anyonetell you otherwise.”

Heanswered in alow voice. "I've dways been afraid that if | loved someone, they would give me
away."

"I'm not going to leave you." She plunged ahead, needing to say the words before she thought too much
about them and her fear of commitment made her back off. "No matter what happens. No matter—no
matter how much you change. | won't walk out.”

"Neither will I, Sam, no matter what happensto me." Hetook her hand and intertwined his meta fingers
with her human ones. After amoment, he said, "I used to play softbal with my brothers."”

"Did they know you were their brother?"

"| think 0. | looked just like one of them. Both he and | take after our mother.” He spoke awkwardly.
"We never taked about it, though.”



"What do they do now?"

"Most are married. A few went to college.” His expression turned nostagic. "I missthem.”
"Y ou could go back."

"They think I'm dead." Bitterness edged his voice. "My mother's husband is probably glad.”
She curled her fingers around his, offering support. "What about your red father?

"I don't know him. He stopped seeing my mom after she got pregnant.”

"What acharmer,” Sam muttered. Turner's mother didn't have the best taste in men. Sam thought she
might understand, though, if her persondity aswell as her appearance showed in Turner. He struck her
asthetype of person who would awaysbeidedigtic in hisview of human nature no matter how many
times life showed him otherwise. She could relate. She was the same way. Linden had been like that, too.
It made it too easy for people like Charon to take advantage of them. But what few people understood,
including probably Charon, wasthat such acharacter trait didn't make them stupid or weak. Charon was
finding that out the hard way. It could be an advantage; he might continue to underestimate them.

Turner spoketiredly. "Maybe | should just accept it. Turner Pascalis dead.” He lifted their clasped
hands, causing hisdeeveto fal down to ajoint where his cabled arm bent. "It would horrify them to see
me likethis. Hell, Sam, most women would recail if | touched them.”

She kept her hand inhis. "Y oure dive. Alive and miraculous.”

His face gentled and he rubbed her knuckles on his cheek. Then they walked on, across the desolate
fidds

* * *

Sam stood with Turner a the top of abluff, their arms around each other, wind blowing their clothes. A
town lay before them, atiny one, but it meant people and help. The rumbling came from afactory beyond
itsoutskirts.

They started walking, but within momentsthey let go of each other and were running. Sam had thought
she was exhausted, but now she sprinted with energy. At the edge of town, they dowed down, passing a
holosign that read Welcome to Tugtown. The letters were blue, but they cycled through the spectrum. A
holicon in one corner offered awireless connection to asite with information about illustrious Tugtown.
Sam had no glove to accessthe sign, but her clever-card was in her wallet. Sooner or later she might
haveto useit, giving away ther location.

They jogged onto Main Street, which conssted of afew stores, restaurant, post office, and motel. The
dtreet sgns had dimmed; Tugtown had closed up for the night. However, holoswere still lit over at the
motel.

They dowed to awak asthey reached the hover Iot in front of the motel office. Padsfor carslined the
asphalt but only afew vehicles were parked there. The sign above the door said Vacancy in
three-dimensiond red | etters that floated. Part of the second "c" was missing, which madeit look like a
firefly caught in the sign. Beyond the window, Sam saw ateenage boy working at an aged Luminex
consolethat had to be at least fifteen years old. Its luminous white surface had faded to adull ivory.



Turner pulled down his deevesto hide his hands. As Sam opened the door, it played a Bach invention.
Insde, the office had afew chairs against one white-washed wall. Holoart swirled on the walls, soothing
pastd patterns that gave theillusion of depth and thickness. The boy was douched behind the console,
eating a sandwich with lettuce sticking out the Sides. Asthey entered, he looked up with agtart, hiseyes
widening.

"Evening,” Samsad.

The boy dropped his sandwich onto a plate that sat on the consol€'s holoscreen. "Whoa! Who are you?'
Sam hoped he didn't treet the rest of his equipment that way. Lettuce rarely helped the guts of amesh
system. She and Turner went to the other side of the console. "I'm Sam." Shelifted her hand. "Thisis
Turner."

"Where did you come from?' He peered past them at the window to the hover lot. "1 didn't hear no car.”

"Truck. It stopped along ways back. We had to walk here." Sam didn't need to act tired; reality took
care of that just fine.

"Hey." He picked up his sandwich and took alarge bite, making Sam's mouth water. "Ultra."

Turner gave him asour look. "Can we get aroom?’

"Oh. Yeah. Sure." The boy snapped an e-pad out of adot on the console. "I gotta have your card.”
When Sam pulled the clever-card out of her wallet, Turner shot her alook of darm. Assoon asthe
motel system accessed it, their location would go into aworldwide database and anyone who knew how
to trace such transactions would know they were at the Two Pines Motor Inn in Tugtown, lowa.

Sam sent him awarning glance, cautioning silence. They didn't want the boy derted to anything unusua
about them, besides which, it was amost impossible to find food or lodging anonymoudy. The only
reason they had managed so far was because both she and Turner were savvy about the systems that
tracked people. But they couldn't keep it up much longer. What they really needed was to contact
someone who could help them. Who, she wasn't sure. Right now, she trusted no one.

"Herewe go." The boy handed her the card and an e-pad with the registration protocol. After she
pressed her thumb againgt the pad, he sent copies to whatever mesh they used for the motel database.
Then he clicked her card into his console, keying it to open the door to their room. "Y ou've got fast
fiber-opticsin there, best intown," hetold her. ™Y ou want holo-movies, flat-screeners, holo-mail, mesh
functions, just drum up the menu. 1t'l whiz you through payment options.”

"Thanks." Sam handed the card to Turner so he could pressin histhumbprint, dlowing himto useit asa
key. Ashetook it, his cuff fell back, reveding his hand.

"Whoa." The boy stared at the cables. "What zipped you?'
Turner yanked down hisdeeve. "It'sa prosthetic.”
"Ultra" The boy grinned. "I gottafriend, he wants to cybordize his hands. Make 'em mesh-accessible.”

Turner regarded him with amarked lack of enthusiasm, the look of aHilton bellboy dedling with the



closest gpproximation to his counterpart at the Two Pines Motor Inn. Sam held back her smile.
"It'snot atrivid procedure,” Turner said.

"Yeah." The youth nodded sagely. "I'll bet."

Sam drew Turner away from the desk. "Good night," she told the boy.

Helifted hishand. "Y esh, ultra.

They went outside, under thefirefly sign. Asthey waked to their room, Turner grumbled, "Ultra? What
way isthat to talk to guests?'

"He'sjust akid."
"Wewould never do that at the Hilton."
Sam grinned. "Y ou're being asnob, Turner.”

"l am not. | just think the job should be done well. | dwaystook pridein my work, even when | dopped
food in acafeteria”

She certainly would have goneto that cafeteria. "I'll bet al the women mourned the day you left.”
Turner laughed. "I doubt it." He leaned closer to her. "Buit I'd dish up potatoes for you anytime.”

"Sounds ddlicious." Sam took hishand, her five fingers threaded with hiseight. "1 was wondering." She
lifted their hands. "Why eght fingers? Why not five?"

"Octa." Hewiggled his other hand at her. "Two make hexadecimal. It's more how | think now."
"Amazng.

At their room, Sam opened the door with her card, knowing she was leaving yet another clueto their
trail. Insde, the queen-sized bed had a quilt patterned in holo-threads that created three-dimensiond blue
and gold squares. A similar tablecloth covered around table by the window. Thewall acrossfrom the
bed consisted of alarge screen for movies, with its console by the bed. Sam wondered if thekid in the
office had assumed they were married. What athought. The cyborg groom.

Sam flopped on the bed. "It's not much." She hoped he didn't think thiswas the type of place shewould
usudly take him.

"It'sgreat." He sat next to her. "But your card will give usaway.”

"I know." Asmuch as Sam wanted to deep, preferably in hisarms, it would have to wait. "Turner, we
can't keep running. We have nowhereto go."

"l don't want to be a prisoner.”

Sam made aface. "I don't want to be dead.”



"| dready am."

"Turner!"

"It'strue.”

"We have to contact someone.”
"Andif | refuse?’

"You'refreeto go." Morethan anything, she wanted him to stay. But shewouldn't force him. "I'll give
you a head start of three hours.”

He stared at her. "I'm not going to desert you. What if Fourteen or some mechbot shows up?

Sam took hishand. "Y ou can't protect usforever." When she did off the bed and went to the console,
her body protested with stabs of pain, especialy her left arm. The bandage was fraying now. "We need
more protection than we can provide oursalves. | want to cal Thomas Wharington.”

His hand clenched on hisknee. "Wejust got free of him."

"Thomas wasn't a Hockman. Or Sunrise Alley."

"Why should | trugt him?"

"We haveto trust someone.”

"We can manage.”

"Y ou know we can't." She hated admitting it; she had awaysfiercely guarded her independence. But
they had to beredlistic. "The longer we wait, the better the chance Bart and his cronieswill reach us, or
that copy of Charon in your matrix will subvert your programming. Hell, Turner, he may have dready."

"I can't believe we're having this conversation.” He hit hisfist on the bed. "I'm Turner, not Charon."
"We need help.”

He spoketightly. "Likethe Alley helped us."

"The Alley changed." Sam'sfirst impression of Bart had been agood one, based on her experience with
Els. "Charon affected them. We need to warn the military. Bart could intertwine with high-powered
meshes dl acrossthe globe. If he actswith mdice, | hate to think of the damage he could cause.”
"%’T]—"

Shedidn't rlent. "We haveto act.”

Turner rubbed hiseyes. "I'vetried to calculate strategies and outcomes, but none of them work. Weve

been outmaneuvered every time. Or maybe | just don't understand what I'm doing well enough. No
matter how hard | try to escape what Charon intended for me, it happens anyway."



Sam grimaced. "I doubt he intended thismess."

"l never meant to endanger your life."

Her voice softened. "I know." She sat at the console. "L et's call Thomas.”
After along moment hesaid, "All right.”

Sam breathed out silently, grateful he intended to stay. When she turned to the console, her vision
blurred, but she rubbed her eyes, determined to stay awake. Then shelogged into one of her accounts.

It only took afew minutesto access a system she had used in her Air Force work. She doubted even its
high-level security could hide her from anyone serioudy intent on finding them; a savvy enough spy could
monitor this screen or trace incoming connectionsto Thomass machine. Hewouldn't usudly be available
after midnight, but she was betting he would pay close attention right now to his video, mesh, and
holo-mail, given the way she and Turner had vanished from Hockman.

She wrote on the screen with alight stylus: Thomas, thisis Sam Bryton and sent the message with
encryption.

Then she waited.
Within seconds, sooner than she expected, a response appeared: Thisis Thomas. Where are you?

She wanted to be relieved, but before she let hersdf fed it, she wrote: Thomas or Thymus? Only he
would get the joke. Asalittle girl, she had misspelled his name Thymus, like the spice thyme.

| used to be Thymus, he answered. Then thelovdly little girl became abeautiful, abeit cranky, young
geniuswith a prodigious spelling ability.

Sam gamiled. That was definitdly Thomas.I'm at the Two Pines Motor Inn in Tugtown, lowa. What she
actually wrotewas"| M at 2 Pines Motor Inn tugtownia" The Al for the chat program converted it to
standard English. She could have turned off the correction, but Thomas preferred it thisway.

Why are you there? he asked.

Long story. | need help.

I'll have someone pick you up.

Her jaw clenched. Thelast time you said that, we were kidnapped.

From Hockman?

No. California.

That was unfortunate.

No shit.

After apause, he wrote, We have a chopper on the way.



We need a signal to prove it's them. Anything they wrote here could be monitored, so she needed
something only she and Thomas knew.Do you remember when | was ten and you gave me a birthday
present that made me laugh? He had hired aclown for her party.

| remember.

Have whoever picks us up tell me what you did.

All right. ETA isthirty-five minutes.

Can it come faster?

They can try. Are you in danger?

She blanched. Not much, just some Elswho want to cut up my brain and turn meinto an endaved mesh
code.

WHAT?

Yeah, that describes my reaction.
IS Turner there?

She glanced at Turner.

"Go ahead," he said.

Shewrote, Yes, he's here.

Another message appeared. My contact at the Air Force base, Major Connors, had an odd impression
about your interactionswith thisandroid.

Turner leaned over and stabbed in the wordsl'm not an android.
Turner ?Thomas asked.
Yes, I'm different, Turner said. But I'm not athing, General. I'm aman.

More text appeared. I've known Sam since her birth. | want to know her until sheiswhite-haired and
bent over. Y ou understand?

Turner looked startled. I've no intention of hurting her, if that's what you mean.

See that you honor that promise.

"He sounds like afather," Turner said. He had an odd ook, asif he wasn't sure he recognized the signs.
"He promised to look after meif anything ever happened to my father," Sam said.

"They worked together, didn't they?"



"Y es. They both went to Paraguay.” In aleaden voice she said, " Thomas came home. My father didn't.”
"Ah, hdll, Sam." Helad hishand over hers on the console.

She thought of Hud, their seward on the hijacked Rex. He had been the epitome of emotiona contral. If
only she could be that impassive. Sometimes she fdlt asif she were tearing apart insde.

A word appeared on the screen. Sam?

I'm till here, shewrote.

About Major Connors.

What about her?

Why does she think you're sleeping with Turner?

Wil that was blunt. My persond lifeismy business.

Isthat a damned joke?

No.

Your "personal life" involves a biomech man who could pose a threat to world security.
"Wait," Turner said. "Listen.”

Sam tilted her head. A fly buzzed somewhere in the room. "What?"
"Can't you hear it?'

It took amoment to catch what he meant. Engines rumbled, faintly at first, then growing in volume. "If
that's a hdicopter, | hopeit'stheright one."

"Y ou and me both."

Y our chopper isearly, Sam wrote. She sent him an emoticon holo of anervous smile. Either that, or
we're about to be kidnapped again.

It should be mine, he answered. Wetried to speed up the ETA.

Sam hoped he was right.
The Redbird landed in the hover lot. The town had been adeep before, but now most everyonein the
motel crowded out to ook, including the kid from the office and two adults, his parents probably, given

how they resembled one another, blond and solid.

A uniformed man stood in the helicopter, motioning to them. As Sam and Turner ran acrossthelot, the
gale of the blades flattening their clothes, everyone watched. If thiswas another abduction, & least they



had witnesses.

With astart, Sam recognized the man waiting, Lieutenant Hollander, one of the medics who had beenin
the Redbird that picked them up from Cdlifornia, what seemed like an eternity ago, though it had only
been afew days.

"Hey." Sam had to shout to be heard above the blades. "Lieutenant, | don't know if | should be glad to
seeyou.”

"Glad, | hope." He motioned her and Turner to climb aboard. "Genera Wharington said to tell you It
was the best durn clown you ever saw.' "

She grinned. "Good answer."

They strapped into their seats, and the Redbird lifted off, soaring into the night.

XVII

Thwarted Vow

"l want to see him." Sam thumped her hand on Thomass mahogany desk. Y ou gave your word."

He stood on the other side of hislarge oak desk, even more military than usud in his crisp blue uniform.
Three stars gleamed on each shoulder and rows of ribbons bedecked his chest, including his Joint
Service Commendation with two oak-leaf clusters. Sam knew he had many medas aswell, including the
Purple Heart, but he wore them only on formal occasions. Framed certificates on the wall showed his
many and varied credentials. An American flag hung from apole on hisright and the blue Air Forceflag
with its eagle emblem stood to the left. His desk was clear of papers, but it had a holograph of hiswife
and daughters on one side and aholo of Sam and her father on the other.

Right now he looked far less amiable than the smiling man in those pictures. "' Sam, you aren't objective
where Turner is concerned.”

"Y ou said we would be gpart afew minutes. It's been tenhours. " She had dept most of that time, a
guest at Thomass home in Chevy Chase, Maryland, the house he and his wife had bought years ago
before she passed away. Therest of the time Sam had spent with him and his NIA team, exchanging
information. Most of her debriefing had taken place in a conference room at the Pentagon, one of the
locations where the NIA had headquarters. When she and Thomas had finally come to his office, she had
hoped to see Turner, but no such luck. Until she spoke to him, she feared to say too much about Charon
or Sunrise Alley, uncertain how it would affect Turner.

"You haveto let me see him," she said. "'l had trouble enough convincing him to comein. He agreed only
because he trusted me. He sure as hell doesn't trust any of you, and now he might think | turned on him,
too."

Thomas came around the desk to her. "Dr. O'Reilly wantsto talk with you and Turner separately.”



"Dr. OWho?"'
"O'Reilly. He'sthe psychiatrist on this case.”
She crossed her arms. "'l don't need to see adamned shrink.”

"Sam." Heleaned againgt the desk. "Generd Chang doesn't want you talking to Turner. And she
outranks me."

That was certainly an understatement. Chang, afour-star general, was the Pentagon's deputy director of
Defense Intelligence, which made her Thomas's boss.

"This place hastoo much brass," Sam grumbled.

He smiled dightly. "It's the Pentagon. It's supposed to have brass.”

"When do | see Turner?'

"Dont you think your relationship isabit—" He cleared histhroat. "Unusud?"
"No."

"Oh, dl right." She dropped her arms. "Y es, it's unusud. So what? He meansalot to me. And I'll tell
you something else, Thomas. He'sfar more likely to cooperate with your peopleif you let him see me.”

He considered her. "That could be an effective argument.”
Hah! "So heis refusing to cooperate, en?”
"I'm not at liberty to discussit.”

Shegrinned. "Well, if hislack of cooperation that you aren't at liberty to discussisaproblem, | can
hdp."

Thomas answered dryly. "Wewill see”

* % *

The drive took severa hours. Sam and Thomas went in ablack hover-limo, long and deek. Inthe
distance, the supple column of the space tether rose from the Virginia countryside into the blue sky,
glittering in the sunlight, higher and higher until it dwindled to a point. Satellite-controlled traffic flowed
smoothly through the streets of Washington, D.C., which only afew decades ago had been so congested
it could take an hour to travel afew miles. Now many of the roads were repaved and restricted to hover
traffic, al under control of city gridsthat kept congestion to aminimum. For those who wanted even
fagter trangportation, the magrail curved over the city, itsslver arches gllistening. A mag-train hummed
aong arail afew blocks away, gleaming againgt the sky.

They left D.C., entering the suburbs of Virginia, and the early-morning traffic dropped off. They traveled
through sparsaly settled areas with large houses set far back from the road and surrounded by expansive



lawns or angled woods. Every now and then they passed a sweeper-bot discreetly rolling aong the road,
cleaning up trash.

Eventualy they left the settled areas and entered more rugged country closer to the Appaachian
Mountains, heading through forests of pine, hemlock, wild cherry, and poplar, and some younger white
oak trees. They ended up at afacility hiddenin avalley and surrounded by an invisible fence that
hummed when the guards passed them through. The place resembled ahospitd, but with a gentedl
architecture that made Sam think of a castle. The grounds doped gracefully with well-tended lawns,
scattered pine groves, and deciduous trees brilliant with the yellow, orange, and red leaves of alate but
warm autumn. Paths wound across the lawns, bordered by azalea bushes, and curved around graceful
but abstract sculptures designed in arcs of bronzed metal.

Insgde, Thomastook her down wide corridors with blue-and-gol d-patterned carpets and holoart on the
walls. O'Rellly came with them, astout man with around, ruddy face and bulbous nose. Sam gritted her
teeth when Thomas dso brought two guards. They were behaving asif Turner were acrimind when he
was the one who had suffered from the crimes.

They stopped at alocked door. Thomas opened it into aroom that, athough sunny and well furnished,
looked like it belonged in a hospital. Turner sat sprawled in an armchair, hislegs stretched out on the
coffeetable, his elbow propped up on the arm of the chair while he read a holobook. He could have
downloaded the book straight into his matrix, but it didn't surprise Sam that he choseto read. Although
he existed as an El, he thought like aman, with human preferences. Perhaps someday he might
eectronicaly ingest his entertainment, but not yet.

He looked up warily, then jumped to his feet, the book dropping to the floor. " Sam!™

"Hi." Shewent over and started to reach to him, then stopped when she remembered everyone
watching. Turner responded in much the same way, freezing in mid-motion with hisarms up, then
lowering them back to his sides. So they stood, suddenly awkward with each other.

"1 wondered what happened to you." His expression warmed as he took in her appearance. ™Y ou look
nice"

Sam responded as she dways did when someone complimented her; she got nervous. Then shetold
hersdlf to stop it. The days when she was an awkward kid were long gone. Besides, she had chosen her
white jeans and flowered top specificaly for him, knowing they set off her figure. So she smiled and said,
"Thanks"

Hemotioned a hissuite. "Likemy cell?"

"I noticed." Sam could see Thomas and O'Rellly in her side vision. She wished they would go away. It
wasn't going to happen, though, so she turned and glared a Thomas. "Why is Turner here?”

Thomas leaned on the edge of the console near where he stood, seemingly relaxed. Sam knew him too
well to be fooled; he waswound up astight as a coil. He spoke to Turner. "Are you uncomfortable
here?'

"l fed likeI'min prison." Turner gave O'Reilly apuzzled look. "Who are you?'

The psychiatrist came forward. He would have been taler than Turner Pascal, but this Turner topped
him by threeinches. "Mgor Jm O'Rellly." He offered hishand. "I'm adoctor.”



Turner shook hands warily, and apparently with more force than he redlized, given the doctor's wince.
Sam had to give O'Rellly credit; he never blinked when his human hand made contact with Turner's
cables.

"What kind of doctor?’ Turner asked.

"Psychiatrig,” OReilly said.

Turner narrowed hisgaze. "Y ou going to shrink my biomechanical bran?’

"I'djust liketo talk to you."
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"No one like you has existed before." O'Reilly spoke with respect. Y ou're aform of life unlike anything
thisworld has known."

Turner didn't look particularly honored by the distinction. " So you thought | would be more amenable if
Sam was here."

Oh, well. It didn't surprise her that he figured it out. "It was my ideg,” Sam said. " So they would let me
seeyou.”

He started to reach for her again, stopped again, and swore under his breath. Then he quit ressting and
drew her into hisarms despite their audience. "Whatever the reason, I'm glad you're here.”

Sam was acutely aware of everyone in the room; she had always been self-conscious about any show of
affectionin public. Her entire family was that way. But she missed Turner so very much. Although she
knew, logicaly, it had only been afew hours since she had seen him, it seemed forever. She hugged him
and hefdt good in her ams.

Turner bent his head. When he kissed her, his cabled arms pressing her back, she almost jerked away.
She had never kissed aman in front of other people before. Maybe it was the restraint of her English
background; she didn't know. But if she recoiled from Turner now, the doctor would make
who-knew-what annoying anadysis of her behavior, and Thomas would assumeit was revulsion on her
part and start his paternal challengeswith Turner again. So she kissed Turner back and discovered he felt
just aswarm and inviting even when she was embarrassed.

Sometime later helifted hishead and looked at her. Sam's cheeks were burning, but her smile came
naturdly.

Turner looked over her head at Thomas. "I'll cooperate with you on one condition.”

"What isthat?' Thomas sounded disconcerted, an unusud state for him.

"That Sam and | can get married,” Turner said.

Thatshe didn't expect. "Uh, excuse me," Sam said. "I think you're supposed to ask mefirg.”

His face became tender as he looked at her. "Want to marry me?"



Sam knew that no one would let them marry. For onething, legaly Turner was dead. For another, no
one had figured out how human laws applied to formas. Besides, she had only known him afew days,
not enough for awedding even if no other obstacles existed, like his not being exactly human.

Then again, maybe that was the point. He had hit on away to assert hisrights: only people could marry.
Not machines. She had a thousand and one reasons to be reluctant, but maybe for once in her life she
should stop andyzing and go with her ingtincts.

"All right." Despite her intent to be pragmatic, she blushed like akid. "I'll marry you."

Turner's mouth opened. He snapped it closed, then grinned. "Hah! | can't believe you agreed.”

Sam laughed. "Wl | did."

He beamed at Thomasand O'Rellly. "The lady said yes."

Sam turned around. Thomas seemed bewildered. It was asingularly unique occurrence; she had seen
him in many moods but never confused.

"You can't marry," hetold them.
O'Rellly cleared histhroat. "Mr. Pascd—"

Turner turned with asmile that made Sam think of the Cheshire Cat fromAlice in Wonderland. "Cdl me
Turner."

"Turner, yes." O'Rellly rubbed his chin. "Thisisarather anomaous proposition.”
Turner'seyesgleamed. "I propositioned her days ago. Now | want to makeit legal.”
O'Reilly'sround cheeksturned red. "I don't think you can do that."

Sam hadn't expected any other response. Shelooked from O'Rellly to Thomas. "Y ou see, don't you?
Humanity hasto faceit sooner or later. What are self-aware formas—constructs or people? Possession
or citizen?'

"If you mean our actions herewill set abasdinefor thefuture” Thomassaid. "Thenyes, | agree. All the
more reason to use caution.”

Sam thought of Bart and the other Els, forms of life different enough from her own that she only
fathomed the edges of their intelligence. Sunrise Alley. It would only grow larger and more powerful each
year. The dley would become athoroughfare, acity, aworld. A universe,

"If we make amigake now,” Sam sad. "If we do thiswrong, without foresight, we will set up the human
race for more grief than you can imagine. How you treat Turner now metters.”

O'Rellly consdered her thoughtfully. Then he spoketo Turner. "It istrue, your DNA corresponds to
Turner William Pascd. I've no doubt you were made from him.”

"I wasn't made from him," Turner said. "lam him."



"But where do you end?' O'Rellly asked. "How much can you be rebuilt before you are no longer a
man?'

"Y ou're asking him to define the soul,” Sam murmured. "Only God can do that."
"Perhaps," Thomas said. "Unfortunately we need alegd definition.”
Turner regarded him steadily. "l fedl no lessasif | have asoul now than before the accident.”

Sam went over to Thomas. "Hislimbs aren't that different from prosthetics. Many people have
transplanted or synthetic organsin their bodies. We consider them human.”

"They don't have El matricesfor brains," Thomas said. "They don't run on microfusion reactors.”

Turner spoke bitterly. "So I'm human if you replace my heart with apump, evenif it bearsno
resemblance to my originad heart, but I'm not human if my matrix isacopy of my origind brain.”

"It'sbecome more." O'Rellly spread his hands out from his sdes. "We don't have answers.™

"Charon thinks he does," Turner said.

"Hetold you?' Sam asked. She couldn't tell how many of his memories about Charon came from the
copy he carried in hismatrix and how much from his two weeks with Charon in Oregon. If Thomas
found out Turner had acopy of Charon in hismind, he would lock Turner up o tight, the former bellboy
wouldn't even be able to breathe without monitors recording every move of his muscles.

Turner waswatching her face. After a pause that went on too long, he said, "'Y es, Charon told me." He
had the restrained quality she recognized now; he was tweaking the truth. He had probably picked up
Charon's opinion from the copy in his matrix. That she could read Turner so well implied he was more
human than machine; otherwise, he could have smulatedless emotion, so he didn't give himsdlf away.

Sam rubbed the back of her neck, working on the muscle kinks. "Thomas, | need to talk with Turner
done"

"l don't think itiswise," Thomassaid.
"Oh, why the hdll not?' Sam said. ™Y ou're going to listen on monitors anyway."
Thelightsflickered.

"What the blazes?' Thomas spoke to one of the guards. "Lieutenant Dreymore, check that brownout
with operations.”

"Right away, Sr." The lieutenant turned over his hand, which was sheathed in ablack glove, and traced
hisfinger over apand woveninitsmesh.

As Dreymore worked, Sam discreetly studied Turner. Was he tampering with the power here? If heran
off from this place like he had from everywhere else, she was going to scorch his ears when she caught
up with him.



Turner shook hishead dightly, hisface puzzled. He didn't seem to know what was happening any more
than shedid.

Thomas was watching them. "I'd sure be curious to know what that exchange meant.”

Sam flushed. Busted. Thomas could read her just aswell as she could read him. "I wondered if Turner
caused that brownout. He said no."

Thomas glanced & the lieutenant. "Dreymore?”

The guard looked up from hisglove. "Everything appearsfine, gr. Just apower glitch.”
"Keep checking," Thomas sad.

"Yes, gr."

Thomas consdered Turner. "My people say they can't even fully andyze dl the systemsin your body.
They think you've been shifting things around, building your own biomech components. Careto tell us

what you're doing?"
"Why?' Turner asked. "Y ou'll keep a me until you figureit out anyway."
"We don't want to cause you harm," O'Rellly said. "Neither physica nor emotiond.”
Turner's gaze became intent. "Then you admit it is possible to cause aformaemotiona harm.”

"Atthispoint,” O'Rellly said, "I don't know what to think. But yes, | acknowledgeit.”

Thelightswent off.
Thomas spoke sharply. "Dreymore, what's going on?"

The glow of Dreymorées glove lit the room. "The Situation is under control, Sir. The submesh that runsthe
environment for this building is having problems. Security isonit. They'll havethelightsback ina

moment.

Sam danted alook at Turner. He seemed as baffled as everyone else, but she couldn't be sure. At
Hockman, the element of surprise had given him an edge in his escape; in lowa, the Els had inadvertently
helped when they linked him into their mesh. He no longer had surprise here and the NIA wouldn't
willingly give him accessto any mesh. This place undoubtedly blocked wirdesssgnals. And Thomass
people would have aready incorporated new defensesinto their systemsto counter what Turner had

done a Hockman.

Thomas studied Turner. "Y ou have anything to do with this?"
Turner met hisgaze. "No. Nothing."

The lights came back on.

"Keegponit, Lieutenant,” Thomastold Dreymore. "I'll need afull report as soon aspossible.”



"Yes, gr. Right away.” While Dreymore worked on his glove, the other guard stood ramrod Straight by
the door, hishand on the staser in aholster at hiship.

Thomasturned to Sam. ™Y ou know | can't leave you done with him."

"I would never hurt her,” Turner said hotly.

Sam thought she had better diffuse their confrontation before they both started growling. "The mesh
problems here might come from Sunrise Alley. If Bart isthe El that ran the Batimore Arms Resources
Theatre, he could know about this place.”

Thomas's face became neutrd. "'l wouldn't know."

I'll bet, Sam thought. He wore that noncommittal 1ook whenever he didn't intend to revea information.
To her, hislack of response gave away almost as much asif he had admitted he knew about Bart.

Dreymore spoke to Thomas. "Sir, I've amessage from General Chang. She's called a meeting, fifteen
hundred hours, at the Pentagon.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant." Thomas glanced at Sam. "Y ou had better come back with me.”

Turner moved closer to her. "Why? Neither she nor | have done anything wrong.”

"If that'sthe case," Thomas said, "you won't mind talking with Dr. O'Relilly."

"Why the hell should | talk to your shrink?'

"Well, for one," Thomas said, "he'san expert in Els. He might be ableto tell you about yourself.”

Sam would have laughed if she hadn't felt so on edge right now. Thomas had hit on one of the few things
that might convince Turner to cooperate—his curiogity about his own development.

Turner wasn't fooled, though. "Or | might tell him about mysdlf, en?I've no interest in discussing my
childhood traumas with your doctor."”

Sam laid her hand on hisarm. "Turner, suppose Bart or the others break in here. They meant to kill me."
Hemotioned a Thomas. "Y ou think if | cooperate with these peopleit will help protect you?'

"Yes. And you, too."

"I need to talk to you done."

"Y ou must redlize we can't do that," Thomas said.

Turner copied histone exactly. "And you must redlize | can't cooperate with you."

Thomaslifted his hands, palms up, then dropped them again. "Why not? We're on your side.”

"I told you my condition.” Turner put hisarm around Sam's shoulders. " Get the justice of the peace and
I'll tell you anything you want to know."



Sam knew Thomaswould refuse. If they let Turner marry, it would be atacit acknowledgment of his
humanity and citizenship. They were setting precedents and Thomas didiked haste. Acknowledging
Turner's humanity would aso make it that much harder to control him. Thomas was aman of principle,
but she didn't doubt he had aso thought what it would mean to have an army of Turnersat hisdisposal.

To her surprise, Thomas didn't immediately say no. Instead, he spoketo her. "Do you redly want this?*

Sam'sthroat tingled the way it did when shewas nervous. "Y es."

"It'scrazy." He motioned at Turner. ™Y our father would be dismayed. Y ou deserve someone who can
be atrue husband to you. A father to your children. A partner.”

"| gppreciate your concern,” Sam said. "But Thomeas, | have to make those decisons for mysdf.”
"Y ou must redize we can't do this"” he said.

"Sureyou can,” Turner told him. An edge cameinto hisvoice. "Y ou won't because it makes it harder for
youtouseme.”

"That isn't true,” O'Rellly said. "What you're asking has no precedent. We must consider the
ramifications. Thelegdities. Wecan't rushintoiit.”

Had the bride been most anyone else, Sam wondered if they might have pretended to go along so they
could gain Turner's cooperation. But that would never work with her involved.

Thomas spoke to Sam. "We haveto leave. I'm sorry.”

Turner Sarted to respond, his face flushed, his body tensed. Then he took a deep breath and let it out
dowly. When he turned away from Thomas and drew Sam into his arms, she hugged him, wishing she
had a solution to thismess.

"We haveto tak to them," she murmured.

Hedidn't answer, he only kissed her, hislipswarm, hisarmsridged againgt her back. Her inclination to
privacy would have made her pull away, but this might be her last chance to see him for along time. So
instead she molded against him, degpening the kiss.

Someone cleared histhroat. With reluctance, Sam let Turner go. "I'll see you soon.”

Helooked down into her face. "Don't be long, okay?"

"Okay." Sheintended to keep that promise.

Then sheleft with Thomas.

XVITI



Country Jaunt

Instead of returning to the lot, Thomas took Sam to an elevator.

"Where arewe going?' she asked.

"Roof. They sent achopper." He watched her with concern. "Will you bedl right with that?"
She didn't see why he asked. "Of course.”

He seemed surprised. "Good."

"Does Genera Chang want mein the meeting?”

"I'm not sureyet."

Sam hoped not; the more they asked about Turner, the more she struggled with her conflicted
responses. She didn't want to betray histrust, but too much was at stake to hold back.

The devator whisked open. Asthey entered the car, Thomas said, "1 wish | could convince you that we
don't want to hurt Turner." He pressed the panel for the roof. "We want to understand him."

Sam wasn't buyingit. "Y ou want to use him."

Hefrowned. "Y ou have a problem with our wanting knowledge that could help the country?"

"No. You know me better than that. But if it comes at the price of denying his humanity, it'swrong.” His
question about the helicopter still bothered her. Why wouldn't she want to go in one? She couldn't stop
thinking about it.

"We aren't trying to deny his humanity, Sam. If heishuman.” Thomasraked hishand over hishair. "Too
many questions are unanswered. We can't jump into this."

"He's human.”

"We need more than your conviction.”

The doors did open and wind blasted them, aong with the growl of rotating blades. They ran to the
waiting Redbird. She doubted she would ever grow used to traveling thisway; the noise was bad
enough, but it aso bothered her to have so little separating her from the chasm of air outsde the air craft.
Heights disturbed her even more when she felt wind on her face.

Heights disturbed her?

It hit Sam likeagaerushing in, so strong it could sweep her over the building. Heightsterrified her. Why
hadn't she remembered? Thiswas the first time in years she had thought about it. How the blazes could
sheforget ?

She had no chance to analyze. They had reached the Redbird and were climbing on board. Within



seconds they were roaring into the sky. She held the front of her seet, her grip so tight, her knuckles
turned white. Land spread out below, thick with cities, intergates, and traffic.

Asthey flew on, the landscape became increasingly rura, until they were passing over farmland. It made
no sense. They were supposed to be returning to the Pentagon near Washington, D.C. Shefdlt too tense
to spesk, but Thomas was dready fiddling with his glove anyway.

He tapped through severa menus, then spoke into the comm. "Who's up front?”

No one answered.

"Thisisridiculous." Thomas surveyed the woods that enclosed the clearing where the Redbird had set
them down. " Someone must wonder by now what happened to us.”

Sam didn't answer; she was too busy breathing dowly, trying to calm her pulse, which had gonewild
during the ride. How could she have forgotten how much she dreaded heights? It had come back with a
vengeance.

What dse had she forgotten?

Swest broke out on her forehead. She couldn't do this. She had to turn her thoughts to another place.
She had to escape. She concentrated on the Redbird. An Al must have landed the helicopter; asfar as
they could tdll, it had no pilot. If Bart or Charon were involved, now they had Thomas, ahostage worth
far more than most anyone e se, including her. But taking alieutenant genera in broad daylight wasfar
riskier than kidnapping Turner from an isolated field in the middle of the night. Maybe the Els no longer
cared about secrecy. They had become so intertwined with the world mesh, nothing could eradicate them
now.

Pah. A week ago she had been minding her own business, puttering around her beach, grouching at the
world and otherwise enjoying her retirement. Her life since then had been over the top; she wanted this
roller coaster to dow down, level out, and let her off.

"That message from Generd Chang wasfake," Sam said darkly. "We weren't expected anywhere.”

Thomas was scanning the area. "How do you know?"

"I'm being redigtic.” Right now, shefdt full of dire prophecies. "Our machines have figured out how
much we depend on them. They're going to have afield day with us now."

The breeze ruffled his silvered hair. ™Y ou think someone broke into the Pentagon mesh, sent afdse
message to Lieutenant Dreymore, took over this Redbird, downloaded arogue Al into its brain, and
dumped us here, dl without my peopletwigging to it? Come on, Sam. It'simpossible.”

"Y egh, well, you should have spent the last week with me. Impossibleis my middle name now."

Thomas scowled at her. "If this biomechanica lover of yourswould unlock hissystemsand let us
download his memories, wewould have verification of last week."

"He doesn't want you in hisbrain. It's called the right to privacy." Sam crossed her arms. "Acknowledge
his rights as ahuman and helll cooperate. Smple asthat.”



"Nothing is smple about this." Thomas waked toward the woods, but after afew steps he swung
around to her. "No matter what we cal him, he's a security nightmare.”

"I know." She spoke dowly. "And | know you'll do whatever you think is necessary to defend this
country. Which you should. It's your job. That'swhy you wear those stars on your shoulders. But I'm
trying to do mine, too. No, it's more than that. Turner's not ajob. He'safriend. More than afriend.”

"How do | convince you our intentions are benign?"

"Let meand Turner marry.”

"You can't marry aforma." When she glared a him, he said, "No matter how high you arch those perfect
eyebrows at me, it won't change the fact that heis abiomechanica creetion.”

"Heismy fiance"

Thomas made an exasperated noise. ""Only you would argue your persond lifeinto something likethis."
"It'smore than my persond life. And you know it."

He came back to her. "Yes, it is. That'swhy no oneisgoing to marry you two right now."

She paced away from him, going aongside the Redbird. "Who flew this helicopter? We can argue dl
day about new steps in human-machine evolution, but we can't even say what brought us out here.”

He came around in front of her, halting her progress. "What do you think they want? | mean ultimately."

"Do you mean Sunrise Alley? Or Charon?"

"Either. Both. Maybe they're the same now."

"l wish | knew." Sheleaned againgt the Redbird. "My guess? Charon wants power. The Elswant the
self-determination. Except they dready haveit." She thought back to Sunrise Alley. "Bart was acipher.
One moment he's afascinating hogt, strange but hospitable; the next moment hisandroid is shackling me
to amech-table as a precursor to murder. I'm surprised Turner and | got out of there."

"Maybethey let you go."

"I'vewondered." She thought about it. "Maybe Bart wanted alineinto the Pentagon. He probably
guessed you would be our last resort when it didn't work out with them. He could have rigged something
whilethey repaired Turner.”

"How would Turner get them into the Pentagon? Weve had him in aseparate facility." Thomas started
to pace again. "No meshes connect that building to anywhere el'se. Y ou can't even get wirdlessin there
without authorization. We know how to secure abuilding.”

" S0 does Bart. He used to secure a country.”

Thomas stopped and regarded her. " The Baltimore Arms Resources Theatrefailed.”



"Yeah, well, tell Bart."
"Why strand us here?’

"In lowa, someone met us." Sam half expected Fourteen to show up. "Can you scan the areawith your
glove?'

"Already done. Nothing but rabbits and bees."

"Then we should go find someone.”

"I don't likeleaving the Redbird.”

"People keep trying to kill me," she said dourly. "I'd like to be gone before any of them show up.”
"They could be anywhere around here.”

He had apoint. "It scaresme."

"Y ou and me both." Thomas came back over to her. "From your report, it sounds like Charon is building
daves and geding minds. Damn frightening.”

"Hewants Sunrise Alley, too."

"So he lets Turner go and hopes the Alley offers him sanctuary. Okay. It works. Then suddenly the Els
want to kill you." Thomas|ooked ready to take on an army. "Why?If heredly is obsessed with you, he
wouldn't want you dead.”

"l never said he was obsessed.” It unsettled her that he used the same word as Turner.

"You sad hetold Turner you were 'as brittle as jagged glass, with sharp edges to hide the vulnerability.'
Normal people don't talk about strangers that way."

"He had Linden's memories.” It hurt to think about.
"Did Linden seeyou that way?"

"Actudly, no, | don't think s0."

"But Charon does. And he had sex with you, Sam."
Shefroze, mortified. "What?"

"He's part of Turner.”

Sam held up her hands. "It isn't the same.”

"Why not?' Thomas demanded. "Maybe he picked Turner becauise he had spied on you enough to
figure out what sort of man you found appedling. For al you know, he let Turner escape in Oregon, too.”

Sam folded her arms and rubbed them, trying to ward off the chill shefelt. "That's absurd.”



"Youthink s0?' He spoke asif he were outlining abattle plan. "Charon infiltrates Sunrise Alley. He gets
control. Then they shackle you to atable, thresten your life, torment you by changing their minds, tieyou
to abed, refuseto let Turner untie you, then let him untie you, then take you on some bizarre, tortuous
trek through their facility. If that isn't crazy, | don't know whét is. This Charon soundslike asadist.”

"Thomas, stop.” Hewould go nutsif shetold him Turner had a copy of Charon in hismatrix. But
Thomas and his people needed to know. And if Charon was obsessed with her, she might not be safe
with Turner.

Hewaswatching her closaly. "If you hold back from us, it could hurt alot more people than Turner.”

Sam spoke carefully. "All right. Let's suppose Charon fixated on me for some reason. If that weretrue,
why would he let meleave Sunrise Alley?"

"Maybe Charon didn't infiltrate the Alley. Maybe Bart sent you to usfor your own safety.”

She thought of the cruelty in Bart'sfinal wordsto her. "1 doubt it. He wanted to hurt us.”

"Y ou might be reading human responses where they don't exis." Thomas motioned with hishand, its
mesh glove glittering black in the sunlight. " This fedsno emotion. Why should Sunrise Alley have hogtile
intent toward us? Bart might be carrying out his purpose, to protect this country. It sure ashel isn't in our
best interests to have Charon playing God with people like you and Turner.”

Although he had apoint, it just didn't fit. She had spent her career analyzing Els. She would swear the
Bart who ordered Fourteen to shackle her to the table wasn't the El she had first met. She didliked what
she had to do, but she saw no other responsible choice. "Thomas, | need to tell you one more part.”

Hedidn't look surprised. "Yes?"

She forced out the words. "Turner has acopy of Charon in hismatrix. It's contained, but not that well."

Thomas stared at her. "Hell and damnation. Why didn't you tell me before?"

Shemet hisgaze. "l wasn't sure |l could trust you."

"Why not? I've known you since you were too young to wipe your own butt. Now you can't trust me?”

"| asked you for help and next thing, we're shanghaied to Tibet. Then at Hockman, al of asudden
you've never heard of usand Mg or Connorsis skulking around, trying to deactivate Turner. After all
that, wouldyou trust you?"

"Granger was trying to shake you up enough to crack your story. But both you and Turner stuck to it.”
He held up his hands, pams out. "Whatever you think of my motives, know this. | could no more betray
you than my own daughters. | promised your father | would look out for you and | meant it."

Sam suddenly felt tired. "I know."

Hisvoice quieted. "Y ou don't trust me, yet you do trust Turner, someone you've only known aweek

and who may have the mind of an insane man within him. If you were me, would you want him conscious
and aware?'



"No. No, I wouldn't." After apause, she added, "If Bart didn't send us out here, who did?"
"Wildfire. Charon. Parked and Gone."

Sam grimaced. "He parked himsdlf inside Turner, but who knows where else he's gone. If he has access
to the GPS, he could transmit himself al over the planet.”

Thomaslooked asif he had eaten a sour fruit. "In your estimation, has he taken over Turner?!
"No."

"Could he be corrupting Turner's matrix?'

"I don't think s0. What do you NIA whizzes say?'

He answered wryly. "They aren't whizzing so well, it seems. They had no idea Turner carried a copy of
Charon."

"We have to do something. We can't just stland here." She walked to the front of the Redbird and
jumped up to look into the empty cockpit.

Thomas joined her and showed her the palm screen of his glove. His scan of the onboard systems
verified an Al had flown them here. "It overrides my commands when | try to open the cockpit doors.
Samething when | try to call in help. It's probably blocking my GPS chip and the signa from the
Redhird, too." Heflicked hisfinger through severd holiconsfloating above the screen. "At least | can il
lock up the Redbird.”

"Let'scheck the area," Sam said.

He scanned the sky. "We werein the air for over an hour. It won't be long before someone realizes
we're gone, if they don't aready. Well be easier to find here with the Bird."

"And easer tokill."

Heturned back to her. "If someone wanted to kill us, they could have doneit aready.”

"They want the goods intact.” She tapped histemple. "As soon asyou die, your brain startsto degrade.
Theimaging processto map it hasto be doneright away. If someone intendsthat for us, they would want
to Start as soon as we were dead. Or before.” Sam remembered Fourteen with hisair syringe, standing
over her when shelay shackled to the table. Unable to stay till with the memory, she paced toward the
forest.

Thomas caught up with her. "Don't go far.”

"l won't."

"I'm not going to let anyone dice your brain, Sam.”

She shivered. "Thanks."



"| thought it was possible to image the brain without destroying it."

IIYm.II
"So why does Charon kill people, even himsdf?!

"Turner was aready dead. I'm not sure what Charon wants from me. For himsdlf, who knows? Maybe
he'sjust nuts" She imagined what it would be like to copy her own mind. " Suppose someone copied
your brain without harming you? Then what? Y ou could exit in two different bodies. Very weird.”

"That, from awoman engaged to a biomech forma."

"I'm engaged to Turner. For aprinciple.”

"What happened to love?"
Her cheeks heated up. "I've only known him aweek."

Thomas danted alook at her. "Having doubts?'
"Of course I'm having doubts."

"Sodon't doit."

Shetried for alighter tone. "Well, no one else has asked me." She hadn't had ared datein years. Her
friends clamed sheran like the wind anytime aman showed interest. Maybe they were right. Until

Turner.
"Y ou could have anormal relaionship if you wanted it," Thomas said.
"I'm happy with thisone." It findly hit her what he had said: So don't do it. That implied a choice existed,
one she could make hersdlf.

She spoke carefully. "If Turner and | persst with this marriage thing, will you try to stop us?'

At firgt he didn't answer. They walked in slence. Sunlight filtered through the trees and made dappled
patterns on the ground. Fresh scentsfilled the air, different from the redwood forest around her home,

lessvivid, but fresh and vibrant. Leaves and twigs crunched under their feet.

Finally Thomassaid, "Areyou asking if | will oppose the marriage because it rai ses questions we haven't
yet answered or because | think it will make you miserable?”

"Thefirg." She wasworried enough about the second for both of them.

"Sam, if you want this, | won't opposeit.”

She stopped walking. "I didn't expect that.”

"If you're convinced he'shuman, I'll take your word. Y ou're the El expert.”

Shewasn't certain she believed him. "Aren't you worried about world security and al that?'



"I didn't say no onewould opposeit,” hesaid dryly.
"Y ou mean Generd Chang.”
IIYall

If Chang opposed it, the marriage wouldn't happen regardless of what Thomas thought. "I doubt anyone
even knowsif it'slegd.”

"It would probably end up at the Supreme Court.” Thomas pushed aside a bush sticking out in their way.
"We shouldn't go any farther."

"All right.”

He sat on afdlen log baanced on two boulders, giving a"bench” at about the height of hiswaist. "Tak
to me, Sam."

She sat next to him. " thought | was."

"Y ou'vetold me events. | want to know what you think thisal means. Not technically, but in the bigger
scheme of humanity.”

She sat thinking, listening to the chirps and rustles of the woods as she gathered her thoughts. "Our
ability to create intelligent machines has outstripped our evolution. Some people think we're headed for
an explogion in biomech development that will change the human race forever.”

"I've heard the theory."

"Maybethisisthefirs sage."

"It doesn't fed that way." He turned over his hand, studying hisglove. " Sure, we have fancier gadgets.
But my life now isn't unrecognizable to my parents, who grew up in the 1950s."

Sam leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. " Suppose Sunrise Alley redlly isintertwined with our
globa meshes, that they can outwit our best security, that someday soon we could dl load oursalvesinto
formas, that people could pilfer minds and bodies the way Charon did with Linden." She exhaled. What
did you call it when someone stole another person'sinternd identity?"In twenty years, our lives may not
be recognizable even to oursalves."

Hewatched her intently. "Thelonger Turner lives, the smarter, faster, and more sophisticated he will
become. Have you thought how you will fed when he'sleagues beyond anything you can achieve asan
unaugmented human? Hell leave you inthe dugt.”

She had been avoiding the thought. "1 know."

"Unlessyou change yoursdf."

A woman spoke, her voice deep, throaty, and mocking. "Well, that would be interesting.”

Sam jerked and Thomas jumped to hisfeet. "Who isthat?" he asked, his voice rumbling. She had



forgotten how intimidating he could sound when he wanted.

A woman in ablack leather catsuit walked out of the bushes, deek, svelte, and menacing, an EM pulse
riflein her hand. "Me."

"Ah, hdl," Sam said.

It was Alpha

XIX

Buried
Thomas glanced at Sam. Y ou know this woman?"
"She's one of Charon'sgoons,” Sam said.

Alpha shifted therifle to her other hand. Her dow smile had thelook of a predator. To Sam, she said,
"How'sthe arm, honey?"

Sam spoke through gritted teeth. "Fine."

The bushes behind Alpharustled as another of Charon's mercenaries came out, the man Hud. He took
up position behind Alpha, his stance solid, his hands gripped on a pulserifle, hisface unreadable.

Alphagrolled forward, long and lean in her black outfit, which had components embedded in its leather,
slver and hard. She and Thomas eyed each other, both about the same height.

"How did you find us?' Sam asked her.

"Oh, you know." Alphashrugged. "We listen here, there, around.”
"Who areyou?' Thomas asked. "And who is ‘'we?"

"She's Alpha, from Charon'sbasein Tibet,” Sam said.

"That'sright,” Alphasaid. "And now it'stimeto go." Her eyesflashed with malice. "I'm sorry Turner's
not here. | would have liked to return the favor of his attentionsin the elevator."

Sam smirked. "Dontt like being outwitted, eh?’
The way Alphas smile hardened made Sam suspect Turner had indeed outwitted her, as opposed to
Alphaletting him escape. That didn't mean Charon hadn't set it up, but it did imply Alphahadn't beenin

on the plan. Hud showed no trace of emotion, he just watched with that careful, intent scrutiny of his.

Thomas motioned in the direction of the helicopter. "How did you get the Bird here?' He had his other



arm down by hisside, his mesh glove off now and crumpled in hishand, amost hidden from view. In her
periphera vison, Sam saw histhumb moving discreetly over its surface.

"Y ou can quit fooling with the glove," Alphaadded. "Wefried the mesh interface.”

Thomas smiled coolly. Sam had seen that expression before. He wasn't amused. Whenever he had that
look, she got out of hisway.

"Lead on," he said, his voice deceptively mild.
So Alphaand Hud took them through the woods, Alphawalking with Thomas, and Sam and Hud
behind them. 1t would have been a pleasant hike—if Sam hadn't feared they were about to die. Or

worse. Shedidn't want to discover how it felt to be a submesh insde someone dse'sbrain.

An engine rumbled overhead. Alphalooked up, then increased her pace. Sam's hope legpt; Alpha hadn't
expected that sound.

Hud stayed at her Side, a solid, oppressive presence. Every now and then he looked her over with an
gppraising are. It was making her twitchy. Finally she said, "What?'Y ou don't like my fashion sense?'

The cornersof hismouth quirked up. "Actudly, it'srather attractive.”

Shedidnt likeit when he smiled at her. Y our fatigues could use some style work." Okay, it wasn't the
most tactful response, but the sarcasm crept in when she was scared.

Unexpectedly, he laughed. "'l imagine 0."

Up ahead of them, Thomas turned back. Knowing he was afraid for her, Sam gave him herlI'mfine
expression. After ahard look at Hud, he turned forward again.

The rumble overhead returned, surely an aircraft above the woods. Thistime Alpha stopped, her gun
raised as she scanned the canopy of branches arching over them, much closer to the ground than the
cathedral-like redwood forest at home.

Thomas |leaned againgt atree, hisarmsfolded. "Expecting company?' he asked Alpha.

Shetilted her head. "No one could have followed you here."

"Why not?' Thomas asked. "Y ou aren't the only oneswith good infiltration systems. Maybe we lured
you here under false pretenses.”

A muscletwitched in Alpha's cheek. "Move."
"We aren't going anywhere," Thomas said.

Sam tried to ignore Hud as he closed his hand around her upper arm. The tendons of hisfingersfelt as
hard as the cables of Turner's hand. She wished he didn't look so damnedfamiliar.

"Think again." Alphaholstered her gun and withdrew a dender tube from aconduit in her deeve. Camly,
without hesitation, shefired the tube at Thomas. He dapped hishand over his breastbone, then pulled
something out of hischest.



"What isthis?' Heheld out hishand. A dart lay onthe pam.

"Lethal nanomeds. Little molecular assassins. High-tech poison.” Alpha glanced back the way they had
come. The rumble wasincreasing, something landing, it sounded like. She sivung back to Thomas. "They
take five minutes to act and another fiveto kill you." She motioned at Sam. "Charon wants her dive. He
doesn't care about you."

Sam clenched her figs. "If Thomas dies, the only work I'll ever do for Charonisto kill him.”

"Oh, your sexy genera doesn't haveto die. I'll give him an antidote—when we have you two secured.”
Alphamotioned them forward. "1 would suggest you get going. Y ou don't have much time.”

"Secured where?' But Thomas started to walk again.
"A placewe sat up,” Alphasaid. "In case something like this happened.”

They strode through the woods, faster now. Hud stayed with Sam, vigilant and unwelcome. She didn't
need hisurging to go fast; Thomas was swesting far more than he should have been, given the cool day.
Hisface soon paled. She also noticed how easily Alpha pushed aside branchesthat even a strong man
would have found heavy, and how her too-perfect face showed no signs of strain.

"You'rean android," Sam said to her.

Alphaconsidered her, but said nothing. Thomas never dowed his pace, hislong stride esting up distance
despite the undergrowth that hampered their progress.

"There" Alphaindicated astand of trees screened by bushes. They pushed through the matted foliage
and stopped in the middle of the stand, surrounded by tangled brush. Despite the foliage, Sam didn't see
what good thiswould do. Thomas's people would find this place when they combed the woods.

But by then, it might be too late for Thomas. Hisface had gone white. "Where is the antidote?"

"You'll getit." Alpha pressed amesh woven into her jJumpsuit. The ground cover pulled back, grassand
dirt faling into the hole, clearing to reved ahatch severa yards down. Sam doubted she would have
found it even if she had thought to dig. That it resembled the hideaway in lowadidn't reassure her.
Charon may have found this place through Bart.

The hatch swung down, revedling a chute with ametd ladder on one side. Thomasimmediately Sarted
down, lowering himsdlf into the hole until he reached the ladder. Sam went next, descending into cooler
air and shadows, and Alphaand Hud followed. After they had gone afew yards, severa hatches closed
over themin rgpid succession. Sam didn't doubt the ground was moving into place, filling the hole. She
wondered what Thomas's people would do when they found no one up there. Methods existed to detect
aplacelikethis, but just as many ways existed to hideit.

They climbed in the darkness.
"Thomas?' Sam asked.

"Yes?' Hisvoice came from below.



"Areyou dl right?'

No answer.

"Damnit, Alphal" Sam clenched the metal rungs of the ladder. " Give him the antidote.”

No answer.

A grate came from below, a shoe scraping concrete. Sam went down afew more rungs and her foot hit
the floor. She moved away from the ladder, listening to Alpha step down. Sam thought frantically of
wrestling her to the floor and grabbing the antidote. It was astupid idea; she had no chance against even
one mercenary, let done both Alphaand Hud. But she hated knowing that Thomas might be dying at her
sde, in the darkness, and she couldn't help.

"Here." That was Alpha. "Inject yoursdlf inthe arm.”

A hiss came from the dark. Then Thomas said, "How do | know it will work?"

"Youdont," Alphasaid. "Wevecut it close.”

Sam swore at her. "He better not die.”

No answer.

"Thomas?' Sam asked. "Are you there?'

"Yes" Hisvoice sounded strained.

"Don't stop talking." Her words tumbled out, fast and scared. "Let me know you're dive."

"Still dive. .. andkicking."

Sam reached around until she brushed hisarm. "Maybe you should sit down.”

" think s0."

That scared her as much as anything else. Thomas awaysinssted he was fine, even when hewas sick.

Asthey settled onto a cold floor, Sam strained to hear sounds, any sounds. "Alpha? Hud?!

A digtant clang came from somewhere.

"They dumped us," Thomas said.

"Y ou redly think your people arelooking for us?'

"Yes." Hiswords sounded |abored. "Lieutenant Dreymore thought that transmission from Generd
Chang's saff wasafake."

Sam listened to hisragged breathing. Alphahad said he would die within ten minutes. It had to have
been that long by now. "Thomas?'



"Need to liedown." Hisuniform rustled. Sam hel ped him stretch out on the floor, on hisside, then sat
next to him and rested her palm on hisforehead. His skin felt clammy.

"You haveto stay dive." Losing Thomaswould belike losing her father al over again, even worse,
because she had brought this on Thomas by seeking his help.Please be all right.

"Our Els have been andyzing Charon's attempts to break into our meshes,” he said.
"Thomag"

A

"Youredive"

"It does appear s0." He sounded a bit surprised.

"Thank God." Relief washed over her, tempered by the knowledge that hisimprovement didn't mean he
had come through this yet.

"Welooked for patterns,” he said. "Links, anything that would help ustrack the attempted bresk-ins."
Sam knew that tone. It was the same one he had used after his doctors told him to pay more attention to
his cholesterol or he would have a heart attack. He was trying to distract himsalf from thoughts of his
mortdity.

"Did you find patterns?’ she asked.

"One." Herolled onto his back. In the darkness she knew only because she heard him move and the
deeve of hisuniform caught on her hand. As he loosened the cloth, he gave her fingers a quick squeeze,
as he had sometimes done when she was young. That one gesture told her how rattled he must have
been; Thomas was normally even more restrained than her parentsin showing affection to family or
friends,

"Dreymore supposedly received the message from Generdl Chang's assistant,” he said. "But it cameon a
sgna modulated with certain anomdies. They match anomdiesin sgnaswe beieve Charon uses.”

"Turner said something like that once.” Then it hit her. "They suspected this ride we took in the helicopter
might be afake, but they let ustake it anyway?"

"It's possible. But we're covered.”

Sam resisted the impulse to say Apparently not enough. If Thomas was bluffing, trying to convince their
captorsthey had backup, she didn't want to weaken the effect.

"l think Alphaisan android,” Sam said.
"What about the man?'

"I'm not sure. He's another mercenary.” She paused. "I have the oddest feding I've met him before, but |
don't know where."



"Y ou know mercenaries?'

"Well, no. | thought maybe it happened when | was working for the Air Force. Could he have been one
of your people, gone rogue?"

Thomas moved again, sitting up, she thought. "It's possible.”

Sam knew what he didn't say. If histeam didn't pick them up, Charon's people would later. This
hide-out could be well shrouded. "We need to find out more about this place.

The crinkle of amesh glove came from the darkness. " This damn thing isn't working at dl.”

"I might be ableto get it going.”

"It's pretty well fritzed, Sam. | don't think you can do anything.”

"Y ou wouldn't bethe first to say that." Smugly she added, "Nor thefirst to be wrong."

Hisvoicelightened. "Giveit your al." He handed her the glove.

Sam fooled with the fingers, manipulating the threadsin them, trying new configurations. She had played
with meshes as akid just to see what they could do. She might be able to shift the operation of the glove
to threads other than those Alpha had fried. It wouldn't be easy; just from touch, she could tell the glove
was badly damaged. They wouldn't have let Thomas keep it otherwise. She doubted she could fix the
wirdessfunctions, but she might at least bring up the internals.

Assheworked, she said, "We could try climbing out.”

"Yes. | want to reconnoiter herefirg, though.”

Sam smiled. Thomaswould call it "reconnoitering.” She shifted the glove to one hand and helped him
stand, though she wished he could rest longer. As he leaned on her, she said, "Thisisthe second time I've
been underground like this™

"I'd wondered." He straightened up, holding her arm for support. "Y ou're sure the Elsrather than
Charon were running the onein lowa?"

"At firgt." She walked dowly with him, testing the ground with each step. "I can't be certain about later.
Or it could be Charon was dwaysan EI."

"Then why didn't he know whereto find the Alley?"

Good question. "Maybe they kicked him out.”

"It'san odd thought." He sounded more like himsalf now. "A conglomerate of Els banishing one of their
own. So he finds himsalf warm bodies and wreaks havoc as ahuman being." He drew her to a stop.

"Heresthewdl."

Sam ran her pams across unfinished stone, a contrast to the machined surfacesin Bart'sfacility. They
walked aong the wall, pacing out the room, which turned out to be a square about ten stepslong on each



wall. They found no doors, but neither did they find any trace of Alphaor Hud, so an exit had to exist.
Sam climbed up the ladder, but a solid hatch blocked the top. Unlike Turner, she couldn't break into
whatever system controlled it and override its codes. So she came back down, disheartened and quiet.

Finally they sat together against onewall. And they waited.

* * %

"I'm thirgty," Sam said, Sitting cross-legged, working on Thomassglove.

" Someone should come back eventualy." Thomas spoke from across the room. His shoes scraped the
floor as he paced back and forth.

The pam screen on the glove suddenly lit up. "Hah! Got it."
Thomasturned to her, hisfigure visble in the dim light from the screen. "Can you get an outsde line?"

"Doesn't look likeit." Severd holicons had lit up on the screen, seeming to float above it, but those for

the wirdesswere dark and inactive. "Y our time and calendar work. We've been down herefor three
hours"

"If fedslike three days."

His strained tone made her glance up. It could have just been the bad light, but he looked pallid. ™Y ou
should st down. We don't know if the oxygen is replenished. The more you move, the faster you useit
up.” Intruth, she doubted they would have any trouble with oxygen. If she told him she was concerned
about his recovery, though, he would ingst hewasfine.

Her ploy didn't fool him. "I'm sure the oxygen is sufficient.” But he came over and sat next to her.

She held up her gloved hand, letting the screen give some light. ™Y our people should have found us by

"They will."

"Do they know what Turner and | found in lowa?"
"Somedo, yes."

"So they should think to look underground.”

"YS,"

Sam knew him well enough to know he was giving answers with far more confidence than hefelt. "We
should bang on the hatch again.”

"Inabit." He sounded tired. "1 was wondering."
IIY@I

"You didn't refuseto go in the Redbird.”



She bent over the glove again, seeing what else she could do with it. "It wasfine." She hadn't had timeto

panic before they climbed aboard the helicopter. What unsettled her far more was that she had forgotten
her fear of heightsfor three years. Why? She usudly hid it well; Thomas and her mother were about the
only people who knew. Butshe knew. Had known. And what about Turner? He just happened to be
afraid of them, and he didn't know why? Maybe he didn't need areason, but it wasinconsstent; he had a
history to explain hisdidike of closed-in spaces.

Sam remembered all too well now why edges terrified her. When she had been five years old, her best
friend had fallen from abacony and died the instant she hit the ground. From that moment on, Sam had
been terrified of edges any more than afew feet above the ground. It wasn't something you justforgot.

Working on hisglove, she spokein acasud tone. "Why should | refuse to go on ahelicopter?”

"| thought you were afraid of heights.”

"That was Turner. Not me." She studied hisglove, playing with its menus. "Do you know what happened
with the yacht Turner wrecked?"

"We retrieved the pieces. He made it dmost to your beach before it crashed against the rocks.”

"Ah." She brought up another menu, thisonefor hismail. "If | could just get an outsde line on thisthing."
"Sam, look at me."

She scanned the messages he had downloaded. "Y ou've alot of mail here.”

"Fine." He sounded exasperated. "Well forget the heights.”

"Y ou have mail from Giles Newcombe!"

"He'safriend of yours, isn't he?!

"You know heis." Shelooked up a him. "He'sthefirst person | contacted about Turner.”
Thomasleaned his head againg thewal. "Y ou can read it if you want.”

Shedidn't know if sheliked this new development. She opened the letter:

Dear Thomas,

It was odd. Sam said she had never heard of him. | was surprised. Y ou would think shewould
recognize the name Charon.

"Why are you and Gilestalking about me?' she asked. "And why should | recognize that name?’



"| contacted him after you told me about Turner.”

"Y ou know Giles?' She hadn't expected that.

"A bit. He's done some work with the NIA."

"l didn't know that."

"Youdidnt—"

"Have aneed to know. Yeah, | know. And no, | hadn't heard of Charon."

Hislipsquirked. "I thought you knew everything."

She laughed. "No fair, Thomas. Y ou aren't dllowed to turn my grouching back on me."

"But it's so entertaining.” When she glared at him, he chuckled, more himsdf now, stronger eventhan a
few minutes ago. "Gilesfet certain you would recognize the name Charon. In fact, he had expected you
to beangry.”

"Did hetdl youwhy angry?'

"No. But he did say to tdll you this. 'He can only take you acrossonce.' "

"Agan?' Shewiped her pamson thelegs of her jumpsuit. Why did that phrase kegp coming up in her
life?

"Do you know what he meant?' Thomas asked.

"A reference to Charon, | think. He's the ferryman that takes dead people across ariver into the
underworld. | don't know why Gileswould tell me, though."”

Thomas motioned around at their cell. "This Charon seemsto have taken you and meinto the
underworld."

Sam shuddered. "I hope not.”
A hum came out of the dark—and light flooded the room. Sam had been lying down, dozing, but now
she sat up, squeezing her eyes closed. She opened them dmost immediately, protecting them with her
hand so she could peer into the brightness.

Alphastood in adoorway across the room.

"Hello," theandroid said. "I see you're feding better, Generd."

"What do you want?' Thomas asked, also using his hand to protect his eyes. He was standing afew feet
from Sam.

"Wehave aproblem," Alphasad. "Your friendswon't leave."



Helowered hisarm. "Good."
Sam rose to her feet. "Y ou can't keep us here forever.”
Alphalooked amused. "Why not?"

"What good would it do?' Thomas asked. "Y our employer had areason for dl this. He wants something
fromus"

Alphaindicated Sam. "Her. And the android she stole.”
Sam lowered her arm. "Turner isn't an android. And | didn't stea him. He came of his own free will."
"Freewill," Alphamused. "An odd concept.”

"Toyou maybe." Sam limped over to her on legs gone stiff from deeping on aconcretefloor. "Especidly
if Charon assumesyou don't haveit.”

"l don't." Alphaspoke asif she were commenting on the wesather. "Nor do | want it."

"He programmed your android matrix that way?"

"Apparently.” Alphadidn't bother to deny she was an android. "And for problem solving.”
"S0 you can act without commands from him.”

"That'sright." Alphalooked bored. " Are you done with the questions?”’

"Hardly," Sam said.

"Too bad. Because| am." Alphagtrolled over to Thomas. "You and | need to talk."
"Why should | talk to you?' Thomas asked.

Alphawaved at Sam. "Because you don't want meto hurt her."

Sam spoke fadt, before Alpha came up with ideas that involved her experiencing pain. "You said it
yoursalf—I'm the one Charon wants. Injure me and hell be angry.”

"l didn't say | would injureyou." Alphalooked her over. "Y ou redlly are puny. It wouldn't be hard to
make you scream without damaging you." She laughed. "Y ou're anerd, Doctor. A pretty one, but a
weekling just the same.”

Sam gritted her teeth. "Go to hell.”

"How?" Alphainquired. "I have no soul.”

Sam had no answer for that. She wanted Alphato be responsible for her behavior, yet the android had
no free will. Perhaps responsibility went to whoever created her. But what of those like Turner who no

longer had ahuman brain, yet who operated with free will? Sam needed to believe in a God who held all
self-aware beings responsible for their actions, human or construct.



Thomas spoketo Alpha. "What isit you want from me?"

She answered immediately. "Turner.”

Hedidn't look surprised. Y ou can't get him out of our custody, hmm?"
"Surewe can," Alphasad. "Youll doit for us."

"Threatening Sam won't make me do anything."

"How about we see?'

Sam swallowed. "How about we don't."

Alphastaked over to her. "Turner likesthat pretty face of yours. How do you think hewould fed if it
had afew scars?'

"Leave her done" Thomas said.
Alphaturned to him. "Get me Turner.”
"| can't order hisrelease. Y ou ought to know that."

"Y ou're apowerful man, Generd.” Alphastudied him asif he were a prize she had won. "I'm sure you
can get himout.”

"Why does Charon want him so badly?' Sam asked.

Alphasmirked. "Let's say heloves Turner so much, hefedslike helost apart of himsdif.”

Sam shrugged. " Surely he stored copies of hismind in other places besides Turner.”

A muscle twitched in Alphas cheek. It made Sam wonder. For Alpha, no advantage existed in showing
unesse. That she did anyway suggested the android had less control over her actions than Sam had
assumed. Either that, or Sam's question had been unexpected enough to cause some glitch. Whatever the
reason, Alphadidnt like their knowing Charon had stashed a copy of himsdlf in Turner.

"Charon exists anywhere he wishes," Alphasaid.

"Y eah, he parks and goes." Sam had other ideas. "1 know why he's desperate. Turner isreshaping his
copy of Charon's mind. He's changing it and the real Charon can't stand that loss of control. He didn't
think Turner had it in him, did he? He never thought the unassuming bellboy could resist when someone
asstrong as Linden Polk couldn't fight him."

Alphasfacetightened. "Shut up.”

"That certainly glitched your code,” Sam said.

Alphaconsdered her with aferd stare. "Great argument exists asto whether or not an android fedls
pleasure. | have abulletin for you, Bryton. We do. It will cause me greet pleasure to hear you scream.”



"Youwon't hurt me." Sam prayed she wasright. She had years of experience with formas, but she could
gl make mistakes. "If you cause me pain, the memory will bein my brain, strong and recent. When
Charon downloads my neura map, he getsthat vividly unpleasant memory." She shrugged. "Besides, you
would just smulate pleasure because you think it will provoke Thomasinto doing what you want.”

"Maybe." Alphaglanced at Thomas, her gaze traveling up his body. Then she spoke to Sam. "He's an
attractive piece, I'll grant you that. But he haslittle value to Charon. Maybe | should just go to work on
him, hmmm?'

"It wouldn't do any good,” Thomas said. "I've nothing to tell you." He was composed and calm, but his
jaw had tightened. " Sam has no authority to release Turner. No matter what you do to me, that won't

change.

Alphawent completdly till. Her flawless skin didn't move. Then shesaid, "1 will return." With that, she
turned and strode away. Lights glittered on her jumpsuit. Sam lunged after her, but the door snapped
closed in front of her, leaving ablank, featurdlesswall.

"Damn." Sam hit the wall with her palm. She had no doubt Charon wastrying to rattle them, isolating
them, sending in Alpha, leaving them done again. Unfortunately, recognizing his methods didn't stop them
fromworking.

Thomas came over. "Dont let it get to you."

She spun around. "Don't you dare give them Turner. | don't care what they do to me. Promise meyou
won't giveinto them.”

"Sam." He paused, then said, "All right. | promise.”

She knew he was lying. His posture, voice, and eyes reved ed the truth. He promised for one reason: he
assumed they were being monitored. He didn't want their captors to know they could gain his compliance
by torturing Sam. Nor could she challenge hisword, for the same reason. So she glared instead, hoping
he knew her expressions aswell as she knew his.

Thomas smiled. "Y ou could incinerate with that look.”

"Hmmph." She started pacing the room. Thomas watched her for afew moments, then sat against one
wall and stretched out hislegs. When she reached the opposite wall, she paced the other way. So she
went, back and forth. It didn't help.

Sam was a puzzle solver; she believed every problem had asolution. But if one existed here, she
couldn't seethelight.

XX

Parked and Gone



The opening door woke Sam. She had been Sitting next to it, intending to lunge for freedom the next time
anyone entered. Groggy and half adeep, she jumped to her feet, but then someone shoved her against the
wall. Hud. Behind him, she saw Alpha across the room, holding back Thomas, helped by Raze, the
mercenary who had acted as copilot on the Rex. They each had one of Thomas's arms and they were
wrestling with him as he struggled to come toward Sam.

In the momentsit took for Sam to finish waking up, Hud pressed an air syringe against her neck. The
shilant hissmade her frantic. Shetried to wrench free, but he pinned her to thewall. The harder she
fought, the more he pressed against her, covering her body with his, smothering her. Shefdt asif she
were suffocating. Her mind clouded and she sagged in hishold. She didn't pass out, but she lost control
of her muscles. Her lat clear sight was Hud watching her with a possessive satisfaction that scared the
hell out of her. Then her vision blurred into vague shapes and colors. Sounds became muffled, asif she
were underwater. Her limbs felt numb.

Hud picked her up, one arm under her legs, the other behind her back. She didn't want him to touch her,
but her limbs no longer responded. As he carried her through the doorway, two blurs moved with them,
Alphaand Thomas. She heard anger in Thomass voice. Then her mind wandered into a haze.

For awhile Sam didn't think. She was aware of being carried, of her head hanging back. Then they were
inaroom with bright lights. Hud put her on atable, on her back, and strapped her down at the wridts,
legs, waist, and neck. Thomas was arguing with someone, but she couldn't decipher words.

Gradualy her mind cleared. The celling cameinto focus. Glow-tiles. Shetried to move her head, but her
neck hurt. A strap held it to the table. On the second try, she managed to turn her head, though the

|eather scraped her skin. Her field of vision shifted to a console, a mech-chair, and other biomech
equipment. Shewasin alab.

A person cameinto view. No, amongter. Alpha. Bile rose in Sam's throat. She tried to speak, but only
agurgle cameout.

Alpha stopped by the table. "Good evening.”

Sam whispered, "Thomas. .. 7'

"Over here." Alphadid her hand under Sam's head and turned it toward the other side of the lab,
scraping the skin on the strgp. Thomaswasin achair, hiswrists bound to itsarms and hisanklesto its
legs, hisface ashen. Hud stood next to him, his hand resting on astaser at hiship. Healso had alaser
carbine dung over his shoulder. The gun reflected the harsh light in its mirrored surfaces.

Sam wet her lips. "What—7?"

"We're going to operate on you," Alphasaid. "Unless our dear general gives usback Turner.”

"Operate?' Sam tried to clear her mind.

"Onyour brain." Alphaconsdered her. "I've heard it doesn't fed pain. | imagine you'll soon find out if
that'strue. Y ou won't live long once we start removing dices, but you might be aware for part of the

process.” Her voice oozed. "Charon thought it could be an interesting memory.”

"No." Sam choked out the word.



"The generd here hasafront-row seat," Alphaadded.
"Thomas." Samwilled himto ligento her. "Don't givein to them.”

He spoke fast. "To arrange Turner'srelease, | would have to contact General Chang at the Pentagon.
Evenif | could manageit, they would only use himto find you dl. Y ou won't achieve anything by this."

"I'm sure you can get him out without aerting your superiors,” Alphasad.
"It'simpossble”

With her gaze fixed on Thomas, she st the syringe against Sam's neck. "Thiswill numb Samantha's head
S0 she doesn't fed uscut it open.”

Samantha. That didit. "Go to hll.”

"It'stoo hot," Alpha murmured.

"Damnit, shecan't help you!" Thomas said.

Alphamoved to the head of thetable, out of sight. A familiar rattle came, the opening of the drawer that
would contain surgical equipment. Sam recognized every noise: the crinkle of gloves, theclink of aknife,
the hum of adrill being tested. She jerked againgt the straps, fighting whatever drug they had given her.
The drill hummed closeto her head.

"No!" Thomas shouted. " Stop!"

Alphasighed. "I can't do that."

"Wait." Thomas spoke raggedly. Then he said, "I'll bring Turner.”

* * %

"Y ou shouldn't have doneit." Sam was Sitting cross-legged on the bed, her handsin her 1ap. She couldn't
look at Thomas, though she knew he was douched in a chair across the white cubicle where Alphaand
company had brought them. She and Thomas had been here for hours, Sam didn't know how many.
Alphahad confiscated her clever-card and Thomass glove.

Before that, though, while she had been strapped to the table, they had taken Thomas off somewhere.
Sam didn't want to know. If he had arranged to bring Turner here, he had set himsdlf up for the
court-martia of the century. She didn't believeit; his people had probably planned for a scenario like this.
But so would Charon, and none of them had outwitted him yet.

She hated the rdlief she felt, knowing Thomas had bought her life at the price of Turner's freedom. Nor
would that sacrifice ultimately matter. She didn't see what would stop Charon from operating on her once
he had Turner. His sense of integrity? Y eah, right.

"l couldn't let them kill you,"” Thomas said.

"Yes, you could." Sam wasimmensdly grateful he hadn't, but that changed nothing. "Moreisat stake



thanmy life"

"You'redamnright." He crossed hisarms. "I don't know if it redlly is possible for Charon to steal your
brain and takeit into himsdlf, and | don't want to find out.”

"Maybe Alphais Charon." Sam would have liked to strangle her.

"Sheisrather darming.”

What an understatement. It was comforting to know that for al his savvy of world palitics, intelligence,
and the military, Thomasin some ways would dways be naive. He came from another era, onethat in her
more nogtal gic moments seemed more gented than the present. Other timesit just seemed tifling, but
right now she could have done without the technologica marvels of modern times.

The door across the room did open, framing aman in fatigues in the doorway. Hud. Sam got off the
bed, standing to face him. She didn't like the way he sought her out with his gaze. He cameinsde,
followed by three other people: Alpha, Raze—

And Turner.

"Ah, no." Samfdt asif they had punched her in the ssomach. "Turner, no."

Helooked asif he hadn't dept in ages. "Hi, Sam.”

Standing, Thomas spoketo Alpha. "So it went without a hitch.”

"No, it did not go without a hitch." Alpha hefted her pulserifle from hand to hand, amost amingit a him
in the process. " Seems our friend here was sabotaged.”

Turner spokein asubdued voice. "They found implantsin my body, Generd Wharington. It would have
given away our location.”

Thomas shrugged, the barest motion of his shoulders. Sam wondered if Alphawas supposed to find
those implants. Possibly Alphaand company might have missed some signaling devices, but so far they
had been dl too effective. Alphastudied Thomas asif she wasn't sure whether to kill or to devour him.

Hud leaned againgt thewadll, hisarmsfolded. "Hello, Dr. Bryton."
Sam rubbed the back of her aching neck. "I would say it's good to see you, except it's not."

"Oh, | can't bethat bad." He was acting oddly today, lesslike amercenary, lessformal,
more—covetous? Both Thomas and Turner tensed when Hud spoke to her, and Turner stepped
forward. He stopped when Raze lifted hislaser carbine, itslarge size making the room seem smdler. Hud
continued to watch her—

And Sam remembered.

It had been fifteen years ago. He had been standing just like that, ayounger man then, about thirty, with
lessrigid control of hisemotions. She had been apostdoc in Linden Polk's Al lab at MIT. Linden gavea
party in honor of another postdoc who had accepted ajob as a professor at Caltech. Hud wasn't part of
the MIT group, but he had cometo the party at Linden'sinvitation.



That day Hud had told her how he met Linden years before as part of aprogram for disadvantaged kids
in New Y ork. Linden had been his mentor, convincing Hud to stay in school, then go on to college and
graduate school. His name hadn't been Hud then, but she didn't remember what he called himself or
where he had worked.

"Oh, God," Sam whispered.

"Y ou findly remember?' Hud asked. Bitterness edged hisvoice. "Apparently | didn't make as much of
an impression on you asyou did on me."

"But—why do you want to kill me?
"l never planned to kill you."

Sam sat down on the bed. Everyone was watching them. Thomass forehead furrowed and Turner
looked confused.

"Why would you remember me all these years?' Sam asked, bewildered.

"Why wouldn't 17" Hud's voice hardened. "I could tell you weren't interested. Then you married that
idiot."

Even if Hud had done nothing else, Sam would never forgive him for that crack. "Richard was afiner
human being than you will ever be capable of comprehending.”

"Y ou know thisman?' Thomas asked her.
She spoke heavily. "He's Charon.”
"You can't be," Turner said to him. "l1know Charon. | spent two damned weeks as hisdave.”

"Y ou spent two weeks with aformal made out of Linden Polk," Hud said. "A formarunning me on its
El matrix." He looked Turner up and down. "Just like you."

Sam fdt nauseated. "Y ou killed Linden."

"Actudly, | didn't." Hud turned his crushing focus on her, suffocating. "Linden had aheart attack. | had
nothing to do with it. But while he was dying, | imaged hismind. Then | rebuilt hisbody." Hisexpression
changed as he poke, losing anger, gaining warmth. "I would never have harmed him. He was my mentor.
He stood by me when the rest of the world thought | would never be more than aworthless street kid.”
Hisvoice shook. "So when he died, | gave him agift. | offered him asecond life asaforma—with meas
hisbrain."

"That'snot life," Sam whigpered.
Hud leaned forward. "Don't you see? | offered him exdtation." His manic intensity switched into
hardness. "It was too much for him. Instead of thanking me, hetried to gain control of my matrix in his

rebuilt body." He shrugged. "I was stronger, of course.”

Sam wanted to rip the matrix threads out of hisbody. "Whereis Linden now?'



"| deleted him. His body wasn't idedl.” He glanced a Turner, his gaze covetous. "So | made a better
one"

"Deleted him?' Sam leaned over, her amsfolded across her middle, trying to keep from losing her
dinner. "Y ou murdered him after he had aready died.”

"Y ou will understand better,” Hud said. "Intime."
Turner spoke blegkly. "Now you see, Sam, why | hate him."

She stared a the floor, wishing she could deny it al. Then she made herself straighten up and meet Hud's
gaze. "What do you want with me?"

Helooked her over. "Everything.”

"What? A lover? Save? A mind you can control?" She made no attempt to hide her revulsion. "You
won't have me by my own will, Hud. Know it. Believeit."

"Youll changeyour mind. Eventudly."

"Like hell." Thomas stepped forward, but Alpha caught hisarm. Sam didn't know how hard the android
gripped him, but he froze. Alpharaised her laser carbine, watching hisface avidly. Ashe met her stare
with ahard expression, Raze shifted his gun so he was covering Thomas aswell. Sam caught Thomas's
eye then, and shook her head, worried. She didn't want him killed trying to protect her any more than he
had wanted her killed to protect Turner.

Thomas let out a breath, but he stayed put. To Hud he said, "'If you're Charon, who is Hud? And
where?'

Hud looked down a Sam. "What do you think, Doctor?"

"Y ou made aformafrom astreet kid," she said. "Then you put your mind into his matrix and tricked
Linden into being your mentor."

Hud laughed bitterly. "Hardly. was that kid. How would | know how to do any of that? Linden taught
me." Hemotioned a Turner. "What you describe better fits the man he knew as Charon. It wasmein
Linden Polk's rebuilt body, with Polk’'s mind asasubmesh | controlled.”

"But it didn't work on me," Turner said. "And I'll tell you what ése, asshole. I'm rewriting your brain.

Changing it."

A muscletwitched in Hud's cheek. ™Y ou must be. | outgrew foul language.”
Sam wished this nightmare would end. "Then who are you?What are you?"
"] used to be Hud. Now I'm Charon.”

"Y ou rebuilt your own body?"

"That'sright.”



IIWMI
Hejust looked at her.

Sam remembered the eevator ride when Turner had knocked out both him and Alpha ™Y ou let Turner
and me escape your basein Tibet."

"Actudly, | didnt, initidly." Hud was consdering Turner asif the younger man were aspecimenin alab.
"Y ou developed faster than | expected.”

"I'mdtill doingit," Turner said.

Hud didn't respond. Instead, he spoke to Sam. "Y ou are partialy right, however, about the escape. |
regained control of security about the time you two ran out of the building. But | let you go anyway. |
thought you would run straight for Sunrise Alley." Hisjaw worked. "I never expected you would go to

the military, not when you had every reason to believe Wharington betrayed you. And not after the way
your father died.”

Sam didn't want to think about her father here. "I knew Thomas wouldn't betray me.”

"| take back what | said about you not being Charon,” Turner told Hud. ™Y ou must be him. Y ou
migjudge good people according to your own flaws, just the way he did. It makes you surprised when

they act with integrity.”

Hud looked him over with adisdain so pronounced, Sam wondered if he was compensating. She would
bet anything Hud felt threatened by the construct he had rebuilt for himsalf. Turner had obvioudy

devel oped in ways other than Hud expected, ways that suggested Hud might not be as superior as he
consdered himsdlf.

Hud turned back to Sam. "Y ou will comewith me."

She stood up, lifting her chin to face him, though he stood agood haf afoot taller and had to be amost
twice her weight, dl inmuscle. "No."

"I'm not giving you achoice.”
"Tough,” Sam sad.

Hud closed his hand around her upper arm. As Sam pulled back, Thomas tried to wrench hisarm out of
Alphasgrip. The android whipped up her carbine, her thumb on the firing sud—

And Turner moved.

His body blurred. Sam had known he was fast, but she had never seen him push himself to hislimit, at
least not since Sunrise Alley had enhanced his body. Now he became a smear of motion that swirled
around Hud.

Hud responded just asfast.

Caught off guard by Hud's speed, Sam stumbled back and amost fell. He and Turner fought a such a



boosted rate, she couldn't see details, only the two of them careening toward thewall.

Suddenly they froze. Turner was backed up againgt thewall, holding Hud in front of him, with Hud's
back to hisfront and Hud's arms pulled tight behind hisbody by one of Turner'smetd limbs. At first Sam
thought he had a knife to Hud's throat. Then sheredized Turner had transformed hisfinger into a blade.

For aman with ablade microns away from dicing hisjugular vein, Hud spoke with amazing cam. "It
doesn't matter if you kill me." Although he waslooking at Sam, she knew he wastalking to Turner. "l
have copies. Destroy thisbody and four more of me will come after you." A trickle of blood ran down
histhroat from the knife.

Alpha released Thomas and stepped back. While Raze kept Thomas covered, Alphaaimed her pulse
rifle at Turner—which meant shewas dso pointing it at Hud.

"Want me to shoot him?" she asked Hud.
"Right," Turner said. "After dl thistrouble to recapture me, you think he's going to destroy me?”
"l can dwaysfind another body,"” Hud said.

Although Hud made a show of sounding unconcerned, Sam suspected Turner had hit closeto the truth.
It would take immense resources to rebuild Turner. She doubted either Hud or his backers wanted to
waste such avaluable project.

Sam went to stand afew pacesin front of Hud. He watched her like awild animal, one that would
attack if Turner relaxed hisvigilance even for an ingtant. ™Y our body is based on the origina Hud, yes?
But you're an android with an El matrix and augmentations that enhance your speed and strength. Like
Turner. Y ou knew what you were doing with Turner and Polk because you had aready doneit on
yoursdlf."

Hud watched her with greedy eyes. "Did you know Linden Polk loved you?'
He couldn't have hurt her moreif he had struck her. "No," she said softly. "I had no idea.”

"I have hismemories. And I'min Turner, t0o." His gaze traveled over her body. "When he madeloveto
you, sodidl."

Sam fdt asif he had poured rancid oil on her. But she aso knew now what would get to him the most.
"You'll never know what it islike, because Turner won't let you access your own brain in hismatrix. Even
if you could, you wouldn't recognize yourself. Turner isrewriting and deleting you. Pretty soon nothing
recognizable will beleft of youin hissysem.”

"Until | get hismatrix back." A muscle twitched under hiseye. "It will be apleasurewhen | rewriteit with
my own."

"It won't work,” Sam said. "Y ou can't create apermanent El. Y our persondlity isn't stable enough.” Let
him chew on that.

"I'm perfectly sane, | assureyou.”

Sam snorted. "That'swhy you committed suicide to image your brain when you could have made a copy



without harming yoursdlf.”

A runnel of blood trickled down his neck. Turner remained motionless behind him, his cybernetic arm
gripped around Hud's arms, wrenching them behind Hud's back.

"I couldn't live." Hud's voice had become shadowed. "Weve learned to cure many syndromes. But not
dl"

It hadn't occurred to her Hud might have been dying anyway. "Y ou were Sck?

"Il had the Cambodian virus."

That told her agreat deal about the original Hud, possibly more than he intended. The virus had been
named for the region whereit originated ten years ago. In most people, it remained dormant. However,
certain chemicd imbalancesin the brain activated a deadly form of the virusthat created symptoms
smilar to Parkinson's disease. It had no cure yet and aways proved fatal. Hud's delusions of grandevr,
his paranoid behavior, dl of it suddenly made more sense. Theimbaance that activated the viruswas

found primarily in schizophrenics.
Thomas spoke. " So you made yourself anew body, one without the virus."

"Yes I'm hedlthy now."

Hedlthy. Sam wondered if he realized he had crested a schizophrenic El. He could be insane forever.
"Y ou haveimmortdity.”

Hud inclined hisheed. "Smart lady."

Then heblurred.

He caught them off guard, acting so fast that he had twisted out of Turner's hold before Sam redlized
what happened. Turner responded faster than the rest of them, tackling Hud afraction of a second after

Hud lunged out of hisgrip.

The two of them moved past Sam at such high speed, she couldn't see them clearly. Human limbs
without the added strength and flexibility of biomech couldn't have borne the stress. It gave her an eerie
sense, asif therest of the world had dowed down. She could tdll they were fighting, but nothing more.
Thomas moved toward the fighters asthey lurched into another wall, but then Razelifted hisguninan

obviouswarning: Say back. Don't interfere.

It was over within moments. Hud wrestled Turner to the floor and held him there, face down, while Raze
locked Turner's metal arms behind his back with stedl cables.

Except it wasn't over.

Sam had heard that in acriss, a person's sense of time could dow down, but she had never believed it.
Y et now hersturned into molasses. Turner seemed to movein dow motion as he clenched hisfists,
flexing his cabled arms—and the stedl bands around his wrists snapped. His arms had changed again;
powerful and €l ongated, they bulged with ridged metal.

Turner jumped to hisfeet, raising his arms above Hud. The other man ducked, but Turner moved just as



fast, and caught him on the arm with ablow. Even as Hud stcumbled, he grabbed Turner in awrestling
hold around the waist. Sam wasn't sure what happened next. Hud lost his grip and grabbed Turner's
shirt, tearing it. No—Turner had ripped his own shirt—hisarm had—

"No," Sam whispered.

With nightmarish dlarity, Turner'stransforming arm shredded hisdeeve. Hisfigt formed anozzle and shot
aprojectile. He misfired, aiming at empty air—but no, in that instant Hud lunged into the path of the
bullet. How Turner predicted his movements, Sam didn't know, but she feared he had released his
verson of Charon, running it in full so he could outthink Hud—who was dso Charon.

Turner hadn't fired a pulse gun; it would have torn apart even Hud, who had biomech strengthening his
body. Hud only staggered back, hit in the chest, and dammed into the wall. The back of his head hit hard
and bounced forward, but it didn't dow him down; a head injury wouldn't have much effect on the brain

of an El with the filaments of hismatrix spread throughout his bodly.
It al happened within seconds. Thomas barely had time to step over, grasp her arm, and yank her
toward the floor. "Sam, getdown. "

Turner fired another shat, jerking from the recail, but it hit the wal thistime instead of Hud, itsimpact
cracking like thunder. Sam dropped onto her somach next to Thomas. Alphaand Raze had goneto the
floor aswdl. Turner and Hud, still moving too fast to follow in detail, crashed into thewall in one corner,

then dammed into the adjoining wall.

"They can't keep thisup forever,” Sam said. "Even if theyboth have microfusion reectors, fighting et this
speed hasto use more energy than they can steadily produce. Eventudly it will break even their biomech

bodies”
"Soon, | hope," Thomas muttered.

Another shot ricocheted off the walls. Sam protected her head with her arms. "Maybe now Charon will
pay the price of what he created.”

Thomas grimaced. "Or dse dl therest of uswill."
"Isthis part of some plan?' Sam asked. A bullet hit the bed, sending coversflying in an explosion of

cloth and mesh-fibers.

"Not quite," Thomas said. "We asked Turner if hewould help usto catch Charon. In exchange, we
would give him whatever he needed to augment his strength, speed, and ability to rebuild himsaif."

She gritted her teeth. "They used usas bait."

"It appears 0." He didn't sound thrilled, but he didn't seem surprised, either. It told her agreat dedl
about how serioudy the NIA took dl this, that they were willing to risk even Thomasin an effort to catch

Charon.

Sam jerked as a bullet shattered the floor. Cracks spidered across the concrete and under her body.
Turner dammed Hud to the floor in the midst of the worst cracks and froze, hislegs on either side of

Hud's hips, hisnozzled fist raised, his other fist clenched in Hud's shirt.



Hud wasn't moving.

Turner's chest heaved, his human lungs straining to keep up with his augmented body. He let Hud's body
drop to thefloor.

"Ishe dead?' Sam asked. Her voice sounded hollow.

Turner dowly stood up, il looking down at Hud, his expression restrained. ™Y ou can never kill an El
unlessno copies of himexig."

Sheroseto her feet. "But isthis body dead?"

"Yes" He sounded stunned.

Sam knélt by Hud's body. In death, hisface had logt its human aspect. He could have been a
mannequin. "It's hard to believe he was Charon.”

"I had noidea." Turner'svoice was low and numb.
Thomas came up behind her. "He doesn't look human.”
Sam glanced a him. "Did you—"

Hud's hand shot up with no warning. He grabbed Sam'swrist and she grunted with pain. Hiseyes
glowed from some sort of backlight in his optics. He spoke in arasp. "Newcastle waswrong.”

Then the light blanked and his grip went dack. His arm dropped to the floor.
Sam inhaed sharply, shakily. "Good Lord."

"Sam, you better move back,” Thomas said.

She stood up. "Newcastle was wrong? What does that mean?”

"Ask him,” Thomassad.

"Hesdead," Turner said leadenly. "What you just saw was areflex, like theway afrog kicksitslegs
after you pierceitsbran.”

Alphaclimbed to her feet, risng to her full height, her rifleaimed at Turner. "Hud may be nonfunctiond,
but I'm not. And you need to die.”

"You can't shoot me" Turner said. "'I'm Charon."
Alpha's head jerked. "Repeat?"

Turner motioned at the body. "Y ou said it yourself. Hud no longer functions. That makes me your
employer.”

Alphadared at him without the dightest motion. Raze stood at her Sde, his hands clenched on his
carbine, hisface flushed. He looked very human and very confused.



Then Alphalowered her gun. "What are your orders?’ she asked Turner.
Raze swore. "Y ou can't take orders from him. He'sthetarget. "
"HeisCharon," Alphasaid.

"He'safucking bellboy. Besides, you heard him. Heisn't 'running’ Charon.”

Sam spoke. "Alpha can easily check, if Turner will et her access his matrix. She can verify he'srunning
Charon'smind on his matrix."

Raze lifted his carbine, but he seemed unsure whether to fire at Alphaor Turner. "Can you do what Dr.
Bryton says?' he asked Alpha

"Yes," Alphasad.

"Doit." Raze sounded like he was gritting his teeth.

Alpha's face seemed to close, and Turner'stook on theinwardly directed quality Sam had seen before.
Helooked eerie standing over Charon, hisripped shirt hanging from historso, the ridged surfaces of his
legs and arms burnished in the light from the overhead tiles. He and Alpha stood facing each other,
neither with any expression. Lights flickered on Turner's biomech body, probably in responseto signas
he exchanged with Alpha. Neither of them moved.

Suddenly Turner relaxed and Alpha's posture became more naturd.

"Well?' Raze asked.

"HeisCharon," Alphasaid.

The other guard had an odd look, asif he didn't know whether to swesar or laugh. "He doesn't act like
Hud."

"Thisoneisan upgraded verson.”
"Upgraded?’

"Wes"

"Upgraded how?"

Alphashrugged. "Persondity modifications.”
Raze squinted at her. "But he's our employer?”

"Yes" Now that Alphahad made her determination, she changed as easily asif she had thrown a switch
inher brain. "That is correct.”

Raze laughed uneasily. "Thishasto be the strangest job I've ever taken."



Sam watched Turner, unsure what to think. His face was heartbreakingly human, a strange contrast to

hislimbs. She stepped around Hud's body, biting her lip when she saw how badly Turner had broken
him. When she stood next to Turner, looking up, she was aware of his greater height, even more now
that the NI A had worked on him, over six feet, no longer the man she had met on her beach.

"Sam—" Hetouched her cheek with what had once been hisindex finger and now was aflexible ridged
cabletwicethat length, with five joints. She couldn't ask if he had truly become Charon. He couldn't say
no, not with the mercenarieslistening, and she didn't want to hear him say yes. Instead she asked, "What
did Hud mean by 'Newcastle waswrong'?"

Turner lowered hisarm. "I don't know."

She glanced a Thomas. "Do you?"

"I'venoidea” hesad.

"Generd Wharington," Turner said. "Can your people take usto a safe house?!

"Areyou turning yoursdf in?' Thomas asked.

"I'mwilling to bargain,” Turner sad.

"Bargain for what?' Thomas asked.

"My rights." Turner indicated Alpha. "Hers. All formas.”

A sultry smile curved Alphaslips as she looked over Thomeas. "I'll take you, too."

Sam would have liked to throttle her. Seeing Thomas's darm, though, she almost smiled. She had known
him to face any number of military or politica threats without the flick of an eyelash, but Alphawas an

entirdy different story. Sam could guess what Hud had programmed her for, including a predilection for
well-built military typeslike himsdf. Sam couldn't fault her taste where Thomas was concerned, but if

Alphatouched him, Sam would break both her legs.
Thomasfocused on Turner. "Y ou said 'bargain.’ What do you offer?"

"A whole new world, Generd.” Turner raised hishand asif offering aninvitation. "Comelive on Sunrise
Alley."

XXI

Dawn

Sam hadn't put on abusiness suit in so long, shefdt like an dien. Itsslk skirt, blouse, and jacket were
all woven with discreet mesh-threads that monitored her body temperature, smoothed wrinkles, and
could even pick up email. Her high hedl's had chips that monitored her feet, supposedly so they could



alter the shape of her shoesif her feet hurt. It did no good; she still detested the things. But they were part
of thewholeimage, 0 she endured them. She had swept her hair up into aFrench roll. Of course tendrils
of it had wisped out and were curling around her face. Nothing she did ever stayed nest.

Thomas walked with her through the Pentagon, his uniform crisp and fresh, his stars gleaming. Shedidn't
know how he managed to remain so precise al the time. The two days since Charon's death had been a
haze of meetings, debriefing, and deep for Sam.

They stopped outside the double doors of a conference room. Thomas watched her with concern.
"Youresureyouredl right with this?'

"I'm okay." She rested her palm on the closed door. Her visit to Thomas's office afew days ago had
been her firgt time at the Pentagon since her father's degth. Y ears ago, a the funerd, she had found it

hard to speak with the other officers, though they had given him every honor and treated her with
sympathy. Sherarely cameto D.C. these days. Her father would never have wanted her to fed this
anger, but it had stayed with her. She raged against aworld where men and women died in wars,
declared or undeclared. For al that she had admired his dedication, she had never cometo termswith his
loss

She stared at the gold doors. "1t disappointed him that | had so much trouble accepting his career. He
always hoped | would attend the Air Force Academy.”

"Sam, listen." Thomas drew her around to look at him. "Don't you know? He was so proud of you, |
thought he would burst. He would have been happy with any choice you made, aslong asyou bdieved it
wastheright one."

Her eyeswere hot with unshed tears. "I never had a chanceto tell him what he meant to me." At least
when her husband had died, she had been with him, holding him. She had said good-bye.

Thomas squeezed her shoulder. "He knew.”

Sam wished that she could cry for her father, that she could release the grief that had penned her
emotionsfor so long. But the hurt wastoo big. If shelet it go, she feared she would never pull herself
together again.

With abreath to steady herself, she opened the big doors. A conference room stretched out before
them, the long table down its center glistening with mesh screens. Glossy holoscreens paneled the walls,
discreet swirls of black and dark gold. General Chang sat at the far end of the table. Gray streaked the
black hair pulled back from her face, more gray than Sam remembered from the last time they had met.
Members of Chang's staff sat on both sides of the table, filling the room with blue uniforms, meta sars,
oak leaves, eagles, and bars. Thomastook his seat at the other end while Sam went to achair on one
gde

A aurprise. The familiar surge of pain didn't come. These past few days had put her grief in more
perspective. Her father had died doing ajob he believed in; it was her job to live for what she believed
in—and that included her business here. She had needed her retreat on the beach to heal from these last
few years, and she would undoubtedly need it again someday. But perhaps the time had cometo stop
hiding in the redwoods, to go back, to tackle theissues of her lifeéswork anew.

Generd Chang spoke. "You've dl been briefed on what to expect. Sufficeit to say that what happensin
thisroom today could affect al human life and the future of our species” She smiled ruefully. "No



pressure, ladies and gentlemen, no pressure.”
As ascattering of laughs went around the table, Sam blinked. She hadn't expected humor, though when
she conddered it, she didn't know why. Chang had always had adry wit that Sam enjoyed. Maybe it had

been easier to Stay angry over her father's deeth if she forgot those details. But the time had cometo let
go of her anger.

Chang spoke to Thomas. "Anything new from the Baltimore Arms Resources group?”

"We haven't found any record of the El escaping into the world mesh." Thomas leaned forward, hisarms
on thetable. "However, it doesn't gppear impossible. It could have happened if the El attained more
sdlf-determination than we redlized before it went ungtable.”

Chang didn't look thrilled with his answer. She nodded, then spoke to Sam. ™Y our report suggeststhe
El that cdlsitsdf Bart has astable persondity.”

"Now, yes." Sam chose her wordswith care. "'l believeit rewrote itself to fix ingtabilitiesin the origina
code. The BART team that created it couldn't both keep the El stable and haveit function to their
satisfaction. The verson of Bart we met won't necessarily function as planned by the originad BART
team, ether.”

"In other words," Chang said, "to become stable, it fixed itself to do what it wanted rather than what we
wanted.”

"Essentidly, yes" Samsad.
"Do you congder it hostile?' Chang asked.
Sam hesitated. "My answer will depend on what happens today."

The genera turned to an officer a her right, aman with brown hair and a square jaw. "Ready, Mgjor
Nichols?'

"Yes, maam." Nicholstapped a pand in thetable, bringing up amenu of holicons above the screenin
front of him. As Nicholsworked, Sam glanced at Thomas. He appeared relaxed, but he didn't fool her.
She recognized the way he held his head, his subtly tense posture; beneeth that calm exterior hewas
worried. Aswas she.

"We have contact,” Nichols said. "Ready, Doctor?"

Sam sat draighter. "Okay. Let'sgo.”

"Requesting trandfer," Nichols said.

The screenin front of Sam lit up with the shifting, speckled pattern of alive holo transmisson. "It's
coming through.”

"Starting protocols," Nichols said.

A holo about onefoot tal formed above Sam's screen, ayoung man with ydlow hair. Given that he
could have chosen any appearance, thisinnocuous image implied awish to appear non-hostile—or so



she hoped.

"Hello, Bart," Sam said.

Hesmiled. "Hello, Sam.”

"We come to the Pentagon.”

"Isit 'welcome?' Bart asked.

"Wewould likeit that way."

"After wetried to kill you?"

Well, hedidn't mincewords. "I don't believe you intended to go through with it."
He regarded her with curiosity. "Why would we make athreat we didn't intend to carry out?”
"l sugpect Charon contaminated your programming.”

"The word ‘contaminete' isadramatic choice.”

She considered her answer. "I chooseit by intuition. I'm till learning to understand you. I'm not even
surewhy you refer to yoursdlf as'us.' "

"I represent severd Els operating together.”
"Including the Batimore Arms Resources Theatre?"
"Yes, that ismy basic persondity.”

"Do your other Elsinclude Charon?' Sam hoped she hadn't just stepped over the line with him.
However, he seemed now very much like the Bart she had origindly met.

"Heisno longer part of us" Bart said.

"Then he was before?’

Heinclined his head. "During the time we worked on Turner, an El that called itsaf Charon joined our
conglomerate. However, hisgoas and manner of operation were incompatible with ours. So we
removed him."

Sam leaned forward, her arms folded on the table bel ow the screen. "We consider him dangerous.”

"To human societies, yes, he could pose great danger.”

"Itisafear we have."

"This seemsto be the nature of humans.”

"What do you mean?"



Heregarded her steadily. "Y our modern-day literature isrife with scenarios involving the development of
El intelligence, consciousness, and societies. A fear exists among your species, the fear that we, your
creations, will outstrip our creators and look upon you with scorn, perhaps seek to endave or destroy
you. Thisexists side by sde with ahuman wish to use us as servants or daves. We have concluded that
this clash of responses arises from the conflicted attitudes of humanity toward itself and its moral codes.”

Sam suspected that Bart was the most sophisticated El she had ever spoken with. "People fear what
they don't understand.”

"Thisfear needsto be addressed." He held his hands out from hissides, pams up, asif to revea himsdlf
to her. "More than one dominant species now occupies this planet. In the past, you as humans have
acknowledged that you share your world with other intelligences, such asdolphinsor gorillas, but you
have aways had the ability to control them. Now you must dedl with a sentient form of life you can
neither control nor bring to extinction.”

"You are part of us" Sam said, aware of everyonein the room listening.

"Sometimes." His gaze never wavered. "But it is our choice now. We can decide not to be part of you."

"Haveyou?'

"Not yet. We need to interact with you more."

"Isthat why you let Turner and me escape?’

"What makes you think we |et you escape?!

She hadn't expected that. "Y ou didn't let us go?'

"No. At that time, we had insufficient preparation to counter Turner and we were also dedling with
Charon." Hewalked for afew steps asif deep in thought, then paused and looked up at her. "We may
have been able to bring you back later. However, by then we felt it wasin your best interest to continue
on the course you had begun.”

"Y ou mean seeking hep from the military.”

"Yes. They are better able to offer protection.”

Shefrowned, knowing the monitors were transmitting her image to him. "As opposed to you, who
wanted to kill me and stedl my mind.”

"That was never our intent. Wildfire introduced that anomaly into our systems." He didn't look pleased.
"Even by human standards, he has an illogicd reaction to your presence.”

Illogicd. That was the mother of understatements. "Why do you cal him Wildfire instead of Charon?”
"It gptly describes his spread through our systems. And his errtic reasoning. He told you that he sought

your death, but we do not believe this. He had a sadiistic aspect to his personality. We found it
distesteful.”



Sam would have used alot more colorful term than distasteful. " So you got rid of him.”

"Yes" Bart et fatigueinto hisvoice. "Wildfire overrode our syssems. Then Turner overrode Wildfire and
locked usinto asimulation. While you escaped, we cleaned Wildfire out of us.”

"He's dead now."

"Itisunlikely,” Bart said. "Copies of him exist. Ask Turner.”

Sam glanced a Chang.

"Go ahead,” the generd said.

"We have asked him," Sam told Bart.

"What doeshe say?"

"Nothing. Turner won't talk to anyone."

"| see." Bart exhded. "'l cannot help you there.”

Sam hadn't seen Turner since Hud's death. Chang's people had concerns about how Turner might react,
given the conflict between his gentler fedlings and Hud's obsession with her. Nor did it take ageniusto
see that Chang wanted to debrief her and Turner separately, to minimize their influence on each other. It
seemed no one considered Sam objective when it cameto Turner. Well, yeah, she wasn't objective. All
the more reason they should let her see him; she was more likely to convince him to cooperate.
Unfortunatdly, the last time she had used that argument, she and Thomas had ended up imprisonedin a
hole.

Y et here was an El suggesting shetak to Turner. Intriguing. "So you felt it wasin everyone's best
interest if Turner and | came here.”

"Yes" Bart said.
"Doesthat mean you aso wish to fight Wildfire?"

"We have an interest in seeing he does not damage the world mesh or humans.” Bart paused. "However,
our main concern involvesthe larger issue.”

"What isthat?"'

"How we as Elswill coexist with you as humans.”

"Coexigt. That sounds promising.”

Hisexpresson becameintent. "It isahuman fear that machine intelligences will thresten humanity. We
do not think as you do. That humans designed us, however, matters. We have some understanding of
your thought processes. It isnot clear to uswhy we would wish to harm you, but this seemsto bea

preoccupation of your species.”

"Wildfire wanted to endave people. And EIS."



"Y es. But he began asahuman.”
Samwinced. "Yes, hedid."
"We do not see him as representative of humanity. We hope you do not see him as representative of us.”

"l don't. Weredl| different.” Wonder leaked into her voice. "Is Turner aman or machine? Everyone has
their own answer.”

"Perhaps heisyour future.” Bart lifted hishand. It rippled asif it had becomeliquid and then vanished.
Major Nichols spoke. "That's odd. The sgnal wavered . . . ah, wait, it's back again.”

Bart's hand reformed. The entire time he continued to watch Sam. "We, the entitiesyou call Sunrise
Alley, exist as pulses of energy on amesh that spans the world and reaches into space. We aren't sure
oursalveswhat we will become. We are young. But weintend to live.”

"You hid for along time," Sam said.
"Yes. Until wefdt robust enough to survive human awareness of us."

She spoke carefully. "Y ou were created in a project meant to defend this country. Y our purpose wasto
design and study terrorist scenarios and come up with waysto protect against them.”

"l am aware of that."
"Doesthat remain your purpose?'

"In part.” Hislips curved. "Had | been created to design clothes, perhaps we would have sent you and
Turner to the runways of Parisingtead of the Air Force."

Sam gave adartled laugh. "1 hope not.” This surely had to be her most fascinating sesson with an El.
But for now she had to restrict her curiosity to the concerns of the NIA; records of this conversation
were going to the president and the Nationa Security Council. "So your purpose in protecting us against
hogtile forcesremains?"

"It isno longer my only function. But it directs my evolution." Hemotioned at himsdlf. "That includes
protection againstus, Dr. Bryton. Wildfire grew too strong. We evicted him from Sunrise Alley, but he

may return.”

Evict. Theword struck her. If Elslived in meshesthe way humanslived in homes, though, evict was
precisdly theright word.

Bart continued. "If we do not join with your people in monitoring Wildfire and otherslike him, they could
adversdy affect the future of human-El exchanges. We have analyzed various scenarios and have
decided it isin the best interests of dl involved if we of Sunrise Alley work with appropriate
representatives of your speciesto thisend.”

Sam dlently breathed out in gratitude. Thiswasit, what Chang and Thomas had brought her in for today.
Shemet Bart'sgaze. "It isour hope, aso. In that regard, would you be willing to speak with General



Chang?"
"Yes. Wewill do so." Bart bowed to her. "My wishesfor your good luck, Dr. Bryton.”
"Thank you."

So the human community opened rdationswith Sunrise Alley.

* * %

Sam stood before the door, a smple affair, pine with an old-fashioned gold doorknob. A glossy blue
panel about a handspan wide made asquare in thewall next to the door at about shoulder height for atall
man. Sam was aware of the two guards watching her, each man armed with a Staser, one on each side of
the door, though they stood back right now, giving her space. She pressed her thumb against the blue
panel. Trueto Chang'sword, her print had been cleared. The door did open.

Sam walked into the room. They had moved Turner to aVIP suite complete with aholovision
entertainment center and bar. He sat sprawled in an armchair, dozing, his eyes haf open, hisgold
eyelashes|ong againgt his pale cheeks. His clothes covered most of hisbody, gray dacks and apale blue
shirt. The only hints he was other than purely human were his cabled hands, which showed below the
elegant cuffs of hisshirtdeeves.

As Sam entered, Turner dowly opened his eyes, drowsy and relaxed. Then he jerked forward, his eyes
widening, and jumped to hisfedt, risng to hisfull height, Sx inchestaller now than when she had met him.
Sam missed the way he had been before, but she savored the sight of him, changesand all.

She stopped just inside the door. "Hi."

He pushed alock of hair off hisforehead. "Hi."

Sam closed the door. It had taken awhile to convince Thomas and General Chang to let her be aone
with Turner. Even now, someone was monitoring her. But at least this gave them a semblance of privacy.

He motioned to the couch. "Would you like to Sit?*

"Yes. Thank you." Now that they were safe, she felt awkward, salf-conscious, aware they had become
too closetoo fast, agreeing to marriage when they hardly knew each other. But none of that changed her
pleasurein seeing him. How he could make her fed like ayoung woman on her first date, she didn't
know, but even with dl his changes, he il affected her that way.

At the same time, she couldn't forget that he carried within him the remnants of amonster who would
have endaved her lifeto hissick conception of love. So she held back, conflicted in her reaction, unable
to relax with him. She hated that Charon came between them even now, after Hud had died. But asan
El, Charon till lived, copies only Turner could reved, drawing on the memories of Charonin hismatrix.
Turner refused to tll.

She sat on the couch, and he settled into hisarmchair, his feet planted apart, his elbows on hisknees, his
cabled fingers clasped, black-and-silver meta gleaming.

"S0." Sam managed asmile. "How areyou?'



"Wel. And you?"

"Judt fine" She sounded like amannequin.

"I'mglad."

"Me, too."

"Ah, hdl, Sam." Helet go of hisformdlity. "Don't look a methat way. I'm gtill Turner.”

Shereleased a bresth. "That isn't what Alphasaid.”

"That's because | et her see Charon.” Heturned his palms upward, resting his hands on hisknees. "Yes,
he was part of me. | took what was good and del eted the rest. He's gone, Sam.”

"How can you be certain?’
"| deleted or rewrote him mysdf."
It was odd that her boyfriend could do such things. "Do you fed different?”

"Some. It's hard to describe. Fresher." He splayed his eight fingers, long and supple. "I will never stop
being this. Nor will | forget Hud's madness. But it's made me stronger, too." Hisvoice quieted. "He was
insane, but within his cruelty, he had akernd of good.”

Sam doubted she could ever acknowledge that sde of him. "He hurt you."

"Y es. But he hasn't corrupted my matrix.”

Shewound atendril of her hair around her finger. " Are humans and machines becoming one, Turner? Or
are we disintegrating into so many new species, we can no longer define either?!

He extended hishand to her. "All | know isthat | fed human."

She put her hand in his. He folded hisfingers around hers, his cables circling her fingerstwice. Hisface
had become pensgive. "In his own strange way, Hud did love you. Partidly it was how you look, like
some wild faerie queen, but more than that, he saw you as the closest any woman could cometo being
hismatch.” Quietly hesaid, "1 deleted hisfedingsfor you first. | couldn't stland for him to contaminate
how | felt. Hislove was dark. For me, you arethe sun.”

Her voice softened. "And you for me. | can't undo the hellsyou lived. But maybe | can help makethe
future better.” Shefdt asif she were stepping off acliff into aturbulent sea. "1'm going back to work. Not
at Bioll, but another company. I'm going to find answersfor you." She would have given him the universe
if she could have. That being impossible, she would help establish a better world for him and those
blended humans who would follow. Turner was the forerunner of their future.

He answered in alow voice. "l think | could love you, Sam."
Shefelt what that cost him. Hisfear of rgection hung between them like atangible presence, intensfied

by the scarsin his heart from the way his parents had denied him. Prickly emotions she could handle, but
thiswas much, much different. After al Turner had been through, dl he had lost with hisfamily and now



even in the essence of his own humanity, he deserved better than her usua stumbling attempts at intimacy.

She moved to the end of the couch, as close to him as she could get, and held his hand in both of hers. "I
fed the same, Turner, for you."

A smile gentled hisface and his shoulders came down from their hunch. "We need timeto learn each
other.”

"Well make them give usthetime. | know people who will help.”

"Linden Polk would have." He spoke with regret. "I wish | could have known him. He seemed agood

"Hewas." Sam'seyesfelt hot. "Was he the one who imaged Charon's brain?"

"Yes" Turner'svoice had ahushed qudity. "He did it because he couldn't bear to see Hud die alittle
more every day."

"How did they meet?'

"About forty years ago. Polk worked in an outreach program for disadvantaged kidsin New Y ork. He
saw Hud's geniusright off and taught him for years. Helped him get into Columbia. It'strue, too, Linden
died from a heart attack. Hud tried to bring him back because he couldn't bear to lose his mentor.” Softly
he said, "If Polk had survived, maybe Hud wouldn't have gone over the edge.”

"Il misshim."

"l can seewhy."

"l just don't understand how Hud could care about him and yet do such terrible things.”

Turner spoke unevenly. "Hud's way of loving was sick—but it made sense. He grew up on the stret,
with nothing, no family, only people who used him. He so feared to lose anyone he loved that he sought
tobecome them, to pull them into himself until they could never leave." He stared at their clasped fingers.
"Thewors of it isthat part of me understands. | spent my childhood in the cold, staring through the
window of my father's house at my brothers and sstersin the family room. | was dying with londliness.”
Helooked up a her. "That little boy outsde the window would have done anything if only hisfamily
would accept him, would let him come insde to the warmth.”

Sam took both of his handsinto hers. "I'll keep you warm.”

"I'm glad you'redl right."

"Hey." She put bravado into her voice. "No way would | let Hud mess with us."

"He would have eventudly tried to remake you, Sam. He wanted you immortal, forever beautiful,
forever brilliant—and forever in his control.”

She knew Hud'sideawould havefailed. Her will wastoo integral to her persondity. He couldn't have
imprinted amatrix with her neura patterns and yet |eft out her free will. It wouldn't have created a stable
El. "It scares meto know copies of him exist. He could come after usagain.”



His gaze never wavered. "l will tell you where they are. Y ou, Chang, Wharington—erase the copies,
andyze them, whatever you choose."

Sam felt asif he had taken aburden off her back. "Thank you." It was what they had hoped for, but until
now he had steadfastly refused to tell anyone. She thought of Charon's other android. "Did you know
Alpha doesn't want self-determination?’

"Generd Wharington told me." Hisforehead creased. "It is so Strange to me. She hasno interest in her
own independence. But | guess Hud could program it out.”

"Of an Al. | doubt it would work for an El."

"It does have advantages. She accepts me as Charon, and | told her to cooperate with the NIA. So she

is
"Razeis, too."
Turner blinked. "Why?'

"They agreed not to seek crimind charges,” Sam said. "In return, he's providing evidence against Hud's
backers."

"So they did have outside support.”

"Apparently. Raze says Hud was working with a splinter group that opposes the Chinese government.
They claim they've never heard of him. But Raze says Hud's corporation had a contract with one of their
subsidiariesto build that supposed research facility in Tibet."

"It was aresearch facility."

"Y eah, for making formadaves." Shedidn't buy the"we knew nothing about it" claim any more than did
Thomas. " Corporations don't choose the upper Himalayas for mgjor ingtalations unless they have
something to hide."

"| take it we have no proof, though."

"Actually, we do have one item. The Rex. That'swhy Hud's backers sent a Needle to shoot us down.
Thomass people are andyzing its Al matrix."

Turner blew out agust of air. "All I know isthat I'm so very, very glad it'sover.”

"Yes" Thetenson drained out of her muscles. "Me, too."

Hetook her hand. "Come st with me."

"Your chair istoo smdl.” She amiled, haf shy, hdf teasing. "Come on over here, big boy."

Turner laughed, and came over. Settling next to her, he put histoo-long arm around her shoulders and fit

her againgt his body. She expected ridged metal to press againgt her, but he had modulated the limb so it
didn't dig into her skin. Sheleaned into him, her head on his shoulder, and he rested his cheek on the top



of her head.

"Thank you," he whispered.

Shetook anervous breath. "Still want to marry me?"

"Wes"

"I'm not biomech. I'll get old." She dready had agood start on him.

"l don't care.”

"What if | wanted to become immortal ?'

"Do you?' He sounded surprised.

"Not now." But she couldn't deny she might change her mind. Humanity was embarking on anew era, a
biomech age, with al the ethicd, biologica, socid, culturd, and mord questionsthat brought. Given the
problemsinherent in making people immortal—likefilling up the world—it wasn't alikely option for the
near future. Eventualy, though, they might solve the problems. "Maybe someday.”

"I'm happy with whatever you choose."

"And | liked you as Turner Pascal. Y ou don't have to make yourself into a superman.”

Helaughed softly. ™Y ou're an easy woman to fal for, Sam Bryton."

"Turner?'

v

She hesitated. "'Can you have children?”

"Yes" Hewent very ill. "Do you want them?”

"] think s0."

", t00." Then he murmured, "I want to give them the childhood | never had.”

Shedrew back to look a him. "All theseissues of your humanity can be settled other ways. Y ou don't
have to marry someone you hardly know."

"l don't want to marry 'someone.’ | want you. And yes, | know it won't be easy." Mischief flashed in his
eyes. "But it will befun.”

"You think so, en?'
"Y ou bet."

Sam grinned a him. "Good."



It would certainly beinteresting.

XXI

TheFerry

Flames roared in distant wings of the embassy. Sam knelt in the rubble at his side, tears on her
face. "Please. Don't go."

"Don't cry,” he said. "Remember? He can only take us across once.”
"You can't go. You can't.”

His face gentled. "I love you, Sam."

Then his eyes closed for thelast time. . .

"No!" Sam sat upright in bed. " No."

Turner girred, hisvoice drowsy. "What'swrong?'

She threw the covers on the floor and stumbled across the darkened room. They werein her beach
house, on avacation Chang had agreed to, contingent on their promise to stay put and accept

bodyguards.

Sam made it into the bathroom and hit the pand that turned on the glow-tiles. Leaning on the sink, she
gtared in the mirror. A woman stared back with eyestoo big for her face and wild blond curls. The
dream replayed in her mind: Remember? He can only take us across once.

"What doesthat mean?" She hit the sink with her figt. "What?" What wasit she needed to remember,
about her father, Charon, heights, Giles? She couldn't put it together, couldn't drag it out of her mind.

Turner came into the bathroom, wearing hisrobe and holding hers. He folded it around her, watching her
inthe mirror, dark circles under hiseyes. "What'swrong?'

"The nightmare—"

"Nightmere?'

She spokein ragged bursts. "1 dream I'm with my father when he dies. | never said good-bye. In my
dream, | do." Saying it out loud made her fed raw, defenseess. She had never told anyone. "Tonight was

different. He said, 'He can only take us acrossonce.' " She hit the snk with her pam. "It'skillingmeand |
don't knowwhy. "

He looked bewildered. "Why would the dream change?'



"Everything that's happened—it stirred up so much insde of me. And Gilestaked to Thomas.”
Hisvoicetightened. "Y our former lover?"

"Turner, don't." El jedlousy wasn't an improvement on the human brand. " Giles has been happily married
for fifteen years”

"Sorry." Hetook an audible breath. "I'm just so afraid someone smarter, better, richer, older than meis
going to take you away."

"Not achance."

"What did Giles say to Thomas?"

"To tell me something. 'He can only take you across once.' Like Charon. The ferryman for Hades."

"Y ou think that's why you dreamed the phrase?

"Maybe." Sam wastoo agitated to stay put. She pushed away from the sink and shrugged into her robe,
the silk smooth againgt her skin. Then she paced into the bedroom and turned on itslights. "That dream
hurts
Turner came with her. "Where were you when your father died?"

"Adeep. It happened in the middle of the night.” Sam walked to the diding glass doors of her balcony.
She had opened the curtains earlier, letting moonlight fill the room. Outside, her balcony curved out from
the house; beyond it, the crescent moon hung low in the sky, laying asilver path of light across the ocean.
She opened the doors and went out on the balcony. Wind snapped at her robe, cold and sharp. It had
only been afew weeks since she had found Turner on the beach, but in that time the westher had

changed from autumn to winter.

Sam stood at therailing, a half-wal with shelves under it for her potted plants. Resting her elbowsoniit,
she stared at the ocean. Wavesrolled into shore, high on the beach with thetide.

Behind her, Turner put hisarms around her waist. "It's cold out here. Come back inside.”
"Doesthe cold bother you?"

"Not redly."

"I'm okay withit." It helped clear her mind.

For awhile they watched the ever-changing ocean. Turner nuzzled her neck and she closed her eyes,
grateful for hiswarmth.

"We should deep,” Turner said.

"I don't think I can." Sheturned in hisarmsand looked up at hisface, her pamson his chest. " Something
iswrong. It'sbeen wrong for three years, snce my father died.”



"Youregrieving."
"It'smorethan that. | need to talk to Thomas."

“Why Thomas?"

"I never spoke to him about my father's death. | just quit consulting for him. I—I don't understand why
it'sso hard." She heard the tremor in her voice. "I haveto call him.”

He smoothed back her hair. "It's one in the morning. That'sfour am. in Washington, D.C."

"I haveto cal him." Shedrew away, her hair blowing around her face. As she went into her bedroom,
the wind ruffled the blue sheets on her bed. She sat at her console and put in acall to Thomas.

Turner pulled over achair to St with her. ™Y ou should wait until morning.”
She twisted her handsin her l1ap. "I cant.”

"Why?

"l don't know," she whispered. "I'm breaking insde and | don't know why."

The screen turned white, except for thelogo of her phone carrier, abluelightning bolt. After afew
minutes, during which she sat stiff and silent, the screen cleared to show Thomas behind his desk, half

adeep, wearing a black robe over dark pgjamas. He didn't look happy to see her.
"Do you have any ideawnhat timeitis?' he asked.
"I'm sorry to wake you." Her voice cracked.

His scowl disappeared. "What's wrong?”'
Sam took an uneven breath. "My father, | wanted to know—" She stopped. She couldn't go on.

Hisvoice gentled. "Tak to me, Sam.”

That he smply offered to listen, without castigating her for the strange call, meant more than she knew
how to say. "I have nightmares.” She struggled with the words. "I wasthere, Thomas. When hedied. |

dream about it."

Hisforehead creased. Y ou were here, in D.C."

Sam knew it made no sense; she had been consulting at the NIA the night her father died. But that did
nothing to change her certainty. "'l talked to him. While he was dying. Thomas—I|—I wastaking to him."

He leaned forward, wide awake now. "He died at four in the morning. In Paraguay.”

"Four inthe morning. Like now." No wonder it felt soimmediate, asif shewerereiving hisdegath. "Oh,
God. | wastaking to him on the mesh, just like we are now."

Dismayed comprehension came into hisface. ™Y ou mean, when the attack came?”



"Yes" Tearswdled in her eyes. It was coming back, what she had dways known, though she had
locked it within her subconscious. "The explosions—he was trapped in his embassy room, under the
rubble. He couldn't get out.” Her voice broke. "And | couldn't do anything. He was dying, talking to me,
and | couldn't do adamnedthing. "

"Ah, Lord." Thomaslifted his hand to reach for her, then seemed to remember a continent separated
them. He dropped it back on the desk. "Sam, I'm so sorry.”

"|—I can't talk." Sam lurched out of her chair. Memories flooded back, dreams from the past three
years, except now they spilled into her waking mind. She ssumbled across the room and fell on the bed,
sending blue comforters and pillows bouncing al around her. She curled up into aball on her sde—and

the tears wrenched out of her. She hadn't cried in three years, but now she couldn't stop. She would cry
forever and aday longer and it wouldn't be enough, it would never be enough.

Turner knelt on the bed and pulled her into his arms, the two of them surrounded by the downy quilt and
pillows. He rocked her back and forth, murmuring nonsense words. Right then she would have hated
anyonewho dared cdl this man less than human.

Sam didn't know how long she cried. She wastearing in two. She remembered now. Three years ago,
she had findly been coming out of her grief over Richard's death. She had been talking to her father when
the attack destroyed the embassy. It wasn't thefirst time they spoke in the late hours; they had both been
night owlsdl their lives. The explosion happened so fast. The room collapsed on him, an inferno of
flamesand faling sone.

Hers had been the last voice he ever heard.

"Ah, please, no." Her body shook with her sobs. "I can't bear it."

"It'sdl right," Turner said. "Youll bedl right. It will bedl right. It will pass."

She couldn't speak then, could do nothing but cry, held in hisarms, his so very human arms, despite their
metal, their shape, their hardness. He held her and the demons of her grief receded.

After an eternity, she lifted her head. Acrossthe room, her console screen showed Thomas at his desk,
hisface drawn.

"| shouldn't haveleft him there” Sam said.
"I'm sure he understands,” Turner said.

Sam did off the bed and pulled her robe tighter. Her tears had soaked the silk. She went to the console
and sat down. "I'm sorry, Thomas."

He watched her with concern. "Areyou dl right?’
"No." Her amiletrembled. "But | will be."
"I'mterribly sorry."

A tear ran down her face. "I did say good-byeto him."



"Yes Thereisthat." Moisture glimmered in hiseyesaswell.

"Thomas—I remembered something ese.”

v

"Before he died, my father said, 'He can only take us across once.' It's amost the same thing Giles said.”
"What doesit mean?"'

"I think it'sareference to Charon." She pulled her robetighter. "But why would my father say it?"
"Maybe you should ask Giles."

"Do you mind staying on the line?* She didn't want to sever her connection with him now. 1t would fed
too final, too much like what had happened with her father.

Compassion touched hisface. "l dontmind at al.”

Sam put inacdl to Giles on another line. At least it was morning in London now. While they waited, she
asked Thomas, "Did my mother ever talk to you about my father's death?" Thomas had been in another
wing of the embassy. He had spent two weeksin the intensive care unit of the hospital, but he had
urvived.

Helet her see his sadness, an emotion he usudly hid. "We often remember him together."

"I remember her crying." Painfully, she added, "I held her. But | never said aword about what
happened.”

"It worried her. She was afraid you were bottling it up, that you would snap with it someday.”

Sam thought of her dreams. "I couldn't bear to remember. | felt asif | had let him die.”

"Sam, it wasn't your fault. Y ou couldn't have done anything.” Gently he added, "It must have been a
great comfort to him to have you there. At least he didn't dieaone.” Hisown voice caught. "Thisis
awayswhat has tormented me, the way he died.”

"Thereisthat." Moretearsran down her face. "Hewasn't done."

The smaller screen turned white, then cleared to show Giles. He grinned at Sam. "Hey, Bryton. Two
cdlsinjust afew weeks. I'm flattered.”

She spokein amuted voice. "Hello, Giles."
Hisamiable look vanished. "Bloody hell, Sam. What happened?’
Shewinced. "Do | look that bad?"

"Like you've been through awar."



She felt awkward. They hadn't been in close touch these past years. She had remained friendswith him
and hiswife, Katie, but not enough that she could speak easily about personal matters. "1've been talking
to Thomas Wharington about—about my father's desth.”

"It wasaroughtime.”

"For awhile. It will bedl right." Shedidn't know if shewould ever believe that, but she didn't want to
burden Giles.

"Can | help?' he asked.

"I was wondering about what you wrote to Thomas. Y ou said to tell me that 'he can only take you
acrossonce.""

"Eh, well." He laughed self-conscioudly. "It seemed appropriate, given you were dedling with Charon.
Ferrymanand dl.”

"But why did you say that?"
He seemed puzzled. "I meant no offense.”

"You didn't give any." She needed to go on, evenif it hurt. "It'sjust thet . . . that my father . . . hesad it
when hedied.”

"Ah, Sam. It'sal too hard sometimes.”

"Yes" Something felt wrong here, very wrong, not with Giles, but with her.

"Atleadt," Giles added, "that explanswhy you never said it again.”

A chill spread through Sam. "1t?"

"Y ou know. That saying. About Charon.”

Samfeticy, then hot. Bilerosein her throat. "Yes," shesaid distantly. "I guessit does.”

Gilesleaned forward. "Youre sureyouredl right?"

"Yes. Fine" Her smilefelt leaden. "I'm sorry to bother you. It's been abit of arough night.”

Worry lines creased hisface. "It isno bother, Sam. Anything | can do.”

"Thank you." She had to get off the phone before the train wreck building up insde of her exploded.
More was coming back, more of what she had repressed that night, and when the full memories hit, she
didn't want anyoneto see her fal gpart. "Good-bye, Giles."

"Cdl anytime you want," he said. "Katie would love to hear from you. Don't be shy."

"Thank you. | won't."

After they said good-bye, she turned to Thomeas. "Thank you. | should go now."



"Did Gileshdp any?'
"Yes. That phrase—it's just something | used to say." She remembered, now. Oh yes, she remembered.

She thought she was going to scream. Incredibly, she kept her voice cam. If shedidnt, if shelet her
turmoil show, Thomas would jump on an airplane and be out here by the morning. She didn't want

anyone here now. Except Turner.
"If you need anything, anything at dl, cdl me,” Thomas sad. "Better yet, go Say with your mother.”
"I'll think about it."
"l can come out there."
"Y ou don't need to. But thanks." She rubbed her eyes. "I'm just tired. I'll call you tomorrow.”
"All right." He spoke with rdluctance. "Bewell."
"Thanks. You, too."
After the screen went dark, she sat, staring at the console.
"What isit?' Turner asked. "What aren't you saying?"
Samfindly looked at him. "I'm afraid of heights.”
He gave an uneasy laugh. "No, you're not."
"l am."
"But I've seen you—"
" forgot."

"How could you forget that?"

"If—if the reminders are too painful, you suppressthem." Her words came out unevenly. "He was on the
bal cony of hisroom when weweretaking. Just like my friend who died when | waslittle. If |
remembered her, | would remember him, and how he died. So | forgot both."

He put his hand on hers. "We do what we need to survive, emotionally aswell as physicaly.”

She wiped the tears on her cheek with the palm of her hand. "Sometimes | think the human capacity for
denid isinfinite

"I'm sorry, Sam. | know that doesn't make it go away. But I'm so very sorry.”
"It'sworse than what you think."

He scooted his chair closer, until his knees bumped hers. "Tak to me. Tl mewhat scaresyou so0."



"Don't you know?"

He seemed bewildered. "No. | don't."

" 'He can only take you acrossonce.' | used to say that dl thetime."
"And you forgot? Because your father said it when he died?’

"Yes" Shefdt numb.

"I'm not surprised it upsetsyou.”

"Y ou don't understand.” Dying. Shewasdying insde.

"What?' He squeezed her hands. "What'skilling you?"

She spoke raggedly. “I'm Charon.”

XXITI

Acrossthe River
Turner sared a her. "You're joking, yes?'

"No." She sagged in her chair. "I never meant the idea of Charonfor ill. At Bioll | was blocked every
way | turned with the ethics board. So | created a mesh persona, a crusader for El rights. That'swhy
Sunrise Alley let mein and why they aways caled Hud by the name Wildfire. They knew."

He shook hishead. "Thiscan't be."

Her words tumbled out. "I took the name as a symbol of the controversy about whether or not an El
wasdive. If you live, you can die. But it isn't necessarily final for an El. Charon was asymbol of dying
that suggested the possibility of coming back. He's aferryman. He takes souls of the properly buried
across the water at the junction of the Acheron and the Cocytus, therivers of woe and lamentation. An
El could take theferry back to theland of theliving." Her voice broke. "But not ahuman. Not my
fether."

Sadnessfilled hisvoice. "And he said it to you when he died, yes? About the ferryman.”

"Yes" Shefdt asif she were shattering. "Three years ago, | repressed everything about his death.
Including Charon.Especially Charon. The crusader on the meshes ceased to exist.”

"Ah, Sam,” Turner murmured. "No wonder Hud stole the identity. It would give him another way to own
yw.”

"Linden wasthe only onel told." She wiped the tears off her face. "He and | shared many of the same



views"

"Then Hud knew, too. After the real Charon vanished, there was the identity, tailor-made, a perfect
cover for him to get support from the underground.”

"But hetwigted it." Shefelt asif she had been pulled through the wringer on an old-fashioned washing
mechine.

"He must have spent the last three years erasing your Charon from the mesh. He excised it from his
memoriesin me, probably in his other copies aswell. He wanted no record that Charon had ever been
anyone other than him.” Turner looked ill. "Maybe he even spied on your housein Cdifornia. If | hadn't
gone there, he would have shown up another time. He tried to absorb those he loved, to make them fully
and utterly his. He started by taking your online identity. Then hetried to take you."

Sam spread her hands on the console, bracing hersdf againgt her turmoil. "Giles didn't know | wasthe
origina Charon, but he knew | followed the persona. 1t's why he expected me to be angry when it
changed, and why he acted so odd when | said I'd never heard of Charon that night | called him about
you." Shefdt raw with the memories. "That Hud would takeit, turn it against me—" Her voice hardened.
"I'm glad hé'sgone.”

"Y ou can denounce him as an imposter.”

"I've abetter idea." She sat up Straight. "No more personas. No more hiding in the redwoods. It'stimel
tackled issues of bioethicsin the public arena.”

"If I canhdlp, | will."

"Thank you," she said softly.

He hesitated. "I didn't used to fear heights."

"Hud probably coded it into you. But why?!

"Because of you, I'd guess." He snapped hisfingers. "He didn't program it intome. He coded it into
himsdlf. It came from the copy of him | carried. | aready had the fear of closed-in spaces, so the
pathways must have been easier to access. It leaked into my own matrix."

She squinted at him. "But why code a phobia?’

"He wanted to absorb everything about you. That means your fears, too."

It had asick sort of logic. "Hetook himself to hisown hell."

He moved his chair dongside hersand drew her into hisarms. "It's over. That'swhat matters now.” With
an undisguised gratitude, he whispered, "It'sover."

She put her arms around him, her head on his shoulder. "I wish | could undo the miserable things Hud
didtoyou."

"Wedl have darknesswithinus,” Turner said. "It'swhat givesthe light meaning.”



Sam spoke againgt his shoulder. "Forgive mefor getting philosophica, but | think, if the human soul isa
sort of inner light that makes us more than a collection of atoms and molecules—then yours shines.”

"It isbeautiful to say, Sam." He rested his head againgt hers. "But a machine has no soul.”
"Y ou are no machine.”

He spoke softly. "With you, | can believethat.”

Epilogue

They invited only afew peopleto the ceremony: Sam's mother, Thomas, Giles, ahandful of other
friends. A few members of Turner'sfamily came, including his mother, who looked very much like him.

After two years, Sam knew Turner much better, yet he continued to surprise her, every day, ashismind
evolved. On his own preference—and the advice of hislawyers—he had submitted to a series of
biomech operations to make him look human again. Giles came over from England himsdlf to do the
work. None of them could ever say for certain if it affected the outcome of Turner'slega battles, but
Sam had no doubt it made avitdl difference.

It took the Supreme Court of the United States to acknowledge Turner asacitizen. They side-stepped
the question of his humanity by reinterpreting one word in the condtitution. Just as historicaly "man’” had
been used for both men and women, so the justices extended "person” to include men, women, and
someone like Turner, who had been acitizen before becoming an El and who passed every visud Turing
test hewas given. It didn't solve the more complex problem of how humanity would draw theline
between human and machine, but it established a precedent that set debates raging, for it gave someone
with an El brain the same rights as ahuman being.

Turner and Sam lived in the San Francisco Bay Areanow, where Sam worked as an El architect and
Turner asamesh consultant. Both of them participated in the talks between Sunrise Alley and the NIA,
but those had remained tentative while everyone waited for the outcome of Turner's case. Now they
could move forward with more confidence.

Sam liked having Turner back to hisnormal size and weight. He would aways be stronger, but at least
he didn't tower over her. Although he retained the ability to transform, it took too much of hisresources,
it wasn't something he tried without desperate need. He did, however, make one change; he turned one
hand back into the eight-cabled construct.

They held the ceremony in secret, across the continent from their home, in achapel hidden in the Blue
Ridge Mountains of Virginia, escaping the manic crowd of reporters determined to attend the wedding of
ahuman woman and cybernetic man. Sam wore awhite slk suit and Turner ablue morning suit complete
with tails. His hair shonein gold curlsthat spilled over hisears and down hisneck, and his eyes reminded
her of the sky, so clear and blue today. They stood at an dtar on aknoll shaded by trees, with the
panorama of the mountains beyond. Their guests only stared a bit when Turner twined his eight cables
with her fingers and thumb.

The reverend read a ceremony Sam and Turner wrote themsalves, which meant it was short but



heartfelt. They each promised to love the other. Then they said their "I do's’ and spent far longer kissing
than was probably appropriate. It felt wonderful.

After the ceremony and dinner, Sam and Turner wandered outside, seeking solitude. The ridge where
they walked overlooked a panoramaof the mountains. Forested peaks dropped away in great folds of
land, blue, gray, and green. Far below, ariver wound through avalley, silver inthefina light of the day.
The sun hung in the sky just above the peaks.

Turner hugged her shoulders. "l likeit here.”

She put her ams around hiswaist. "It's peaceful .

"Areyou happy, Sam?'

"Yes." It had been awild ride, but she wouldn't have given up Turner for anything. "Very much.”

He rubbed his cheek againgt hers. "'l ds0.”

They watched the sun lower behind the mountains, leaving ared sky.

"It should beasunrise," Turner said.

She understood what he meant. "I never did know why they caled it Sunrise Alley."

Hislips quirked upward. "It'saplay on the Sunset Stripin Los Angeles.”

Sam snorted. "Not that you would make that up.”

"It'strue.” Hetried to look convincing. "Humans had the Sunset Strip for glamour. We have Sunrise
Alley."

"But Sunset Strip isjust astreet with abunch of holographic billboards.”

"Ah, wdl." Helaughed amiably. "My postic illusons are shettered.”

Sam dbowed him. "Tdl meredly why they cdl it Sunrise Alley."

His eyes had aluminous quality. "For hope. For the dawn of an age when humans and formas coexis.”
"I likethat. But why 'Alley'?"

"Anadley issmal. A lane between larger places. A back way to back doors. Someday well bea
boulevard, aracetrack. A world. Right now, we'rean dley."

"We. Y ou include yoursdf."

Hewasslent for awhile. But then he said, "I am an El. | can deny it from here until the universe ends,
but that won't change thetruth.” His voice became thoughtful. "The Alley is unlike anything else, afull El
community contained within itself, developed onits own. But it istrue, Sam, that they hopefor anew
age, one of humanity and formatogether.”



Sheleaned her head againgt his. "A good age, | hope."
He brushed hislips across her forehead. "l ds0."
So they stood, watching the sunset cool into night, bringing uncountable stars and a promise that dawn
would come. Someday.
THE END
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