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"M. Charlie has found a way to rig the bore drill to detonate on his conmand.
He's threatening to blast apart the whol e of Phoboi Twel ve. He says he'd rather
die than be locked into a machine again.”

"Incredi ble. But why are you risking our lives? What do you care?"

"I am C-P programmed to care. | have been built to be fascinated by human
beings. Naturally, when | received a distress signal froman archaic human, |
had to go to him"

"And if we rescue him" Mei asked, "then what? Were can we go with hinP"

"There's only one place. The renegade col ony on Mars. where the archai c humans
are holding out. Solis."

"Attanasio is a poet, a seer and a born storyteller, who wites with heart,
authentic life wi sdom and staggering, world-class inmagination. There are no
limts to what he may acconplish.”

-David Payne, author of Early Fromthe Dance

By A. A Attanaslo
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Pr el ude
SWOLLEN W TH DREAMS, | AWOKE FROM THE DEAD. When | tried to speak, all | could
utter were snmall aninmal sounds. So | just lay there in the dark, silent in the
secret sea of immges and nenories that nmake our dreans. | saw a beautiful woman
maki ng | ove to ne. Her face was porcelain, glossy with the sweat of her
exertion. Her breasts shivered like small rabbits. The tresses spilling over her

shoul ders were red as autumm | eaves. The snell of cloves whispered from where
the clanp of her need gripped nme-so hard ny pleasure bleared to pain, then
rel axed again to pleasure. Like tiny azure pearls, tears of rapture beaded in
her | ashes.

A blast of little bright birds, spooky as m nnows, flared across ny brain. And
once nore | was in the dark depths of the secret sea, another |ewd dream
begi nning to shape itself around her |ubricious sobs. The only way to stop it
was to remenber | was dead. Long years before, so |ong ago now that al nost all
of that past is forgotten, | nmet death. | remenber little of that |oneliness and
i ntimcy.

What | recall nost clearly is that my soul was in ny nouth. Adimtine ago, a
jellyfish had snared ny heart. Its nematocysts burned the cavity of ny chest and
seared the length of ny left arm Wth it came the stink of nmy own putrefaction,
my bowels voiding as | thrashed to the ground, the lunatic ringing of cicadas in
my head as the high D of bl ood whined in ny constricting vessels. The wonan with
hair |ike dead ivy took ne into her nouth, her lovely face rising and falling
with ny hips.

I'd read somewhere an aboriginal healer's explanation of why sone patients
die. "The spirit is a boonerang. It is not neant to come back. It returns only
when it misses its target."

And then, after a maddeningly long tine, | was pulled fromthe secret sea, and
the dream ng stopped. | heard weird voices, genderless, childlike: "M. Charlie
Can you wit what we say? Be hearty, ny M. Charlie."

"Medul | ary conpression of the gibbus. Man, nan! Be you hearty or be you gone!"

I was blind, and apart fromthose eerie voices, | could hear nothing. Werever
I was snelled like nightfall in a place where rain gathered. WIld thoughts
spilled through me: Was | in a comm, hallucinating all this? Wre the strange
voi ces and erotic episodes prodronmal of brain damage? O was |, in fact, dead,
as | had | ong before surm sed, renenbering too well the weath of thorns about
my heart, too painful for me to draw even the shall owest breath? And then the
famous fluorescence that opened into funes as | lay dying, my consciousness
rending into radiant vapors, curling into a space the col or of pepper, |ooking
back and seeing ny body curled Iike a seared insect, ny eyes rolled up, dead

moons, and the wind's big silence whistling |ouder. Oh, yes, | was dead-|
t hi nk. ..
"Faith, love, and hope are all in the waiting," said one of the sexless

voices. "M. Charlie, can you wit what we say? Blink, blink, blink."
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A hot light hurt ny face and refracted into spectral hal os.

"Behol d-the sign!"

"Nay. The retinal tissue hurts. He squints. Let him be gone. Renove the
el ectrode. "

A dizzy darkness seized ne, and | plunged again into the secret sea, where a
woman with breasts |ike peaches was bending cl oser..

Only in sex do we do what we nean, do we give what we in actual fact are.

A thousand gaudy butterflies burst through my brain. And | was alone again in
the secret sea, the spelled sound of her wought breathing all that renai ned of
her. Until, like a cloud blown froma sunset, she appeared under ne this tineg,
| ooki ng over her naked shoul der | anguorously, both hands spl ayed across the
muscl es of her raised hips..

The sal aci ous dream burst into darkness, and a childlike voice spoke:
"Pregestation rituals! Speak no nore on them Hear nme! W would know no nore
of that. Tell us not of the salt mine in the blood, the match-head clitoris, the
cobra head of the penis, vixen and rakes, the gates of mine thighs-these | ewd
truths that kindle the beast. Speak no nore on them we say! Instead speak, M.

Charlie, of the mind-do tell of the relations of psyche and physics."

| startled alert, out of a dream ess void. The sex-obsessed sequences that had
gone on intermnably were gone. The weird voi ces were back-different ones this
time. | tried to speak and nanaged to say: "Wo? Wwo are you?"

"Stink and wonders! He be witful. Wat profit himto cry?"

"W be Friends."

"So be our calling, M. Charlie. W be Friends of the Measuring C ass Not of
el s Abel ."

"What ?" | didn't understand. "Where am|?"

"You be M. Charlie in the |ock-hole, at the hinge-split of the world."
"Huh?"

"Wwld ||, nold I."

I was utterly confused. "I can't see," | conplained. "I'mblind. Wo are you?
Where am | ?"

"Spark his eyes, say I|."

Briefly, sight returned to nme-though I wished it hadn't. | was lying on a
mrror-polished floor, cinnabar red, and reflected in it was ny face-or not ny
face, not the features | renenbered, but sonething |like a hog-nosed snake with
lidless human eyes peering from sea-anenone stal ks and the pink cauliflower of
brain matter all encased in a gel pod and chrone net. That was ne? A scream
roiled within me but could find no way through the cage of ny shock. What had
happened to the gift of ny face? Were were ny linbs, ny torso? | huddled in the
hut of ny heart, stared nmeekly upward and saw anong tufts of dandelion seed
lifting into the green air, human figures in transparent arnor and, beyond them
the polished floor running toward vermlion sandstone arches and the antlers of
dusk. Suddenly, nmy mind felt fragile.

"He be hearty, all right, and wind in his whiskers, as well!"

Ni

One of the arnored figures had said that and gestured at nme. | peered nore
closely at-it: It had a face of black glass or gelatin, flexible, expressive, a
teenager's face, boy or girl, | couldn't tell. The | ake of its dark features was

pl acid, clear enough that | could see the cunmulus cloud of its brain enlarging
with the thunder of a dangerous thought. "Wax ne mind! He be witful for sure.
Ho- M. Charlie, hear nel W Friends of the Measuring C ass Not of N els Abe
woul d know a thing: Tell us of the relations between psyche and physics," and
then, |eaning closer, not sure | understood: "mind and matter. Ken you that?"

"l don't understand," | whined, unnerved by all that was happening to ne.

"Pl ease-help nme."

"He be witless in the ways," the figure closest to ne said over it
gl ass-pl ated shoul der to the others. "I were wong about him"

"The el ectrode be the way. Use it."

A four-fingered hand nmani pul at ed sonet hi ng above ny line of sight, and a
ticklish pain trilled through me. Abruptly, | saw shinmery blue words scrolling
across ny field of vision, and | heard a voice very like nmy own saying, "The
expressions of energy, matter, forces, and fields are functions of an abstract

S
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geonetry. That is the relation of matter and mnd."

"Stink and wonders!"

"Wax me mind!"

I couldn't stop nyself. | went on to say, "The discipline of physics is pure
geonetry. Matter is pure mnd. O course, when we think of geonetry, we
presuppose the spatial configurations of formor the tenporal harnonics of
sound. Yet geonetry in itself is neither spatial nor tenporal. It loans itself
only secondarily to such descriptions. CGeonetry is first of all a purely noetic
systemof rates, ratios, intervals, agreenments, and alignments. Its conponents
exi st independent of things nmeasured, an abstract typology, a strictly interna
sel f-description.™

"Say nore, M. Charlie! Wt us wise of matter and mnd."

And so | did. Just as before, when | was adrift in the secret sea of erotic
i mges, now | hovered in an airy space of words and nunbers, only this tinme what
I was experiencing floated across ny vision, outside nmy body. The figures in
transparent arnor had gathered around nme, and | coul d see the thunderhead
t houghts behind their rapt faces as the blue words vapored by: "Spin, interval,
charge, and nonent are discrete properties, defined in integer and hal f-integer
val ues, rational functions and ratios, or nonconstructabl e nunbers functioning
as constants. Sure, we've been duped before by illusory geonetries-Ilike
Pyt hagorean intervals, ideal Euclidean properties, and Kepler's harnonics of
pl anetary orbits- so it's natural to be |leery of physics as geonetry.
Nevert hel ess, mapped schematically, mass, coupling constant, spin, angular
monent um and charge generate pol yhedra. Take, for exanple, the plotted
rel ati ons of quarks and | eptons on a horizontal plane-displaced vertically
proportional to their respective charges, they polarize the angul ar coordi nates
of an ideal cube! Think on that."

"As blood is the bride to iron-he be right! Pull the el ectrode, and we be hard
thinking on that."

"Aye, and the void bites its tusks!"

The bl ue words vani shed, and the air snelled all at once of boiled mlk. I
noticed that, beyond the drifting tufts of dandelion, the twilit sky was precise
with stars. | felt the silence of the wind opening in ne again, and then
darkness canme on.

The fire-fl ower of nunbers and words opened and cl osed around nme tine and
again. And | found nyself square-summng the real and inmaginary parts of a field
specifying spin states of particles, neasuring angular nonenta, and plotting
straight lines in the Regge trajectory. "Abstract geonetry defines matter," |
heard nysel f say.

Then | performed conceptual rotations on the doubl eval ued quality of
fermons-"You know, matter particles"-in an abstract superspace wth
anti commutators and reveal ed deep angular identity with the class of
bosons-"Force particles! Do you see what |'m saying? Geonetry shows they are the
self-same entity!"

| babbl ed about heterotic string theory and the sunmmary fam lial group
desi gnated E8xXE8, reflecting a generalization of crystal symmetries, a strictly
abstract pattern produced by categorical requirenents applying directly to the
macr oscopi ¢ and observabl e order of structures. "Euclidean geonetries are
staring out fromnature's apparent chaos. Salts, viruses, seashells, pinecones,
honeyconbs, gal axi es, and gal acti c sheets hundreds of |ight-years huge!
Man-oh-man, it's just like the hernetics said:

As above, so below. Thetic geonetries in purely abstract space informng rea
constituents of experience! Matter copulating with mnd copulating with matter
It's obscene!"

I ama blue animal that trenbles softly. | ama mnd without a body calling to
you. Can you hear nme? Do you see ny smle in ny words, sad and evil? Sad because
I amutterly alone. Evil because | amdead and yet | live. My voice radiates

t hrough space. Past lives drift by. The dammed descend into the darkness. Can
you hear me? Listen. A dead man visits you. Listen to me-soneone
Look, this sounds like ranting to you. | know. | want to speak calmnly,
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rationally now. | want to say the truth as I've known it. | want to say a
story-ny story. Say a said. And nore. Say a body. Say a way back. Say at |east a
pl ace. Say sonet hing. But no one hears nme. Do you hear ne?

"M. Charlie?" A youthful, genderless voice spoke. "Can you hear nme?"

A surge of darkness woke ne. | felt the old, delusive joy that | was dream ng
and | was about to wake to ny former life. My wife woul d be asl eep next to ne,
and | woul d wake her and ignhore her groggi ness to yamer about ny ni ghtnare.

"M. Charlie, | know you're awake."

The viscid barbs of the jellyfish's tentacles burned the length of my left
arm nmny heartval ves clogged with sili-cates, and nmy blood turned to coral. | was
dead. Wereupon the stars drag their darkness into a future w thout ne.

"I amgoing to activate your visual cortex now, M. Charlie. | need to talk
with you."

Rays pi erced ny blindness, cutting blackness into swatches of vision, and
saw that | was apparently suspended mdair, for I could | ook down and see that |
had no body. A spongy, circular floor was directly bel ow ne. Qutside its
perineter, tiles of tessellated turquoise and bl ack marbl e supported swerves of
anber that, after a nonent, | saw were chairs and a long table. An adol escent
girl sat at the table with a gold stylus in her hand. Her hair was the col or of
a violin, slant-cut across her |left eye, cropped high over her snall right ear,
and highlighted with a fewtiny firepoints of gendust.

She touched the stylus to a noonpiece, a silver shadow snudged di sc conpact as
a watch face, and the clarity of my vision sharpened. | saw the vague |ine of
her eyebrows, the topaz light in her tight stare, the carats of sweat on her
forehead and upper lip, the cilia rimmng her nostrils, the pul sebeat in her
throat, the faceted lunp of her Adami s apple-and realized that she could be a
he.

He touched the stylus again. My vision pulled back, and | saw himor her
sitting in a swerve of anber, wearing black silk pajams with red dragon-veins.

I | ooked away, surveying where | was: Slabs of jasper circled us |ike dol nen
rocks, the spaces between them paned with crystal sheets flecked with nmica. |
peered upward into a boiling light of dust notes towering into thernals of acid
clouds. The warmair snelled of jasm ne. "Were aml?"

The hermaphrodite touched the stylus to the noon-piece on the anber table and
told me, with Iips not in synch with what was spoken: "You are dead."

Bl ue words squiggled in the air before ne:

702-gram heart with a noderately dilated right atriumand a 0.3-0.5-cm
hypertrophic right ventricle with focal fibrosis; the terninal episode
originated in the left ventricle with its 1.5-cm hypertrophy and 5 x 4-cm
anteroseptal and 9 x 7-cm posterol ateral infarctions. Cause of death:
arrhythm a. Subject: Qutis, Charles.

At the sight of ny nane, a strand of razor wire seenmed to thrumin ny gut, and
I reflexively | ooked down and i mredi ately snapped ny gaze back up, brutally
aware | had no gut. "What's happening to nme?"

"I think you already know, M. Charlie."

"Who are you?" | was frightened by this being' s nanipulation of ne.

"I am Sitor Ananta."

| stared hard at the creature, noted its fully human form its five-fingered
hands. "You're not |like the others."

"The others are the reason | am here,
what you think you know. "

| intended to remain defiantly silent and stare down ny tornmentor, but Sitor
Ananta touched the stylus to the noonpi ece, and | spoke: "I am dead. But before
I died | had arranged for ny head to be cryonically stored upon nmy death. Now I
believe | have been revived-by my future-by you."

"Yes. What you surmise is true, M. Charlie."

Shock occulted ny vigor. | dizzied, felt ny heart would sinply burst-but | had
no heart! Sitor Ananta used the stylus, and ny horror dimed to astoni shnent.
"Why am | here? What are you going to do with me?"

"I merely wish to question you. About the others. | prefer your cooperation
The information | seek can be gleaned directly fromyour brain, but that process

Sitor Ananta said. "But first tell ne
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is ternbly laborious and very expensive. You can, if you want to, sinply tell ne
what | need to know and spare ne all that."

A hellswirl of panic seized nme as | understood: In this newtinme, | was but an
object, a thing, three pounds of electrified glutinous tissue teased with
el ectrodes.

The stylus noved once nore, and | cal ned down. The chanber filled with |ight,
or seened to. Al that remained of ny terror was a taste of |oneliness. "Were
am | ?"

A thug's smile creased Sitor Ananta's young face. "Your life is nmeasured on a
cal endar nade of dust, M. Charlie, yet you want to know everything-as if
anything matters for you anynore. Have you seen yoursel f-what you | ook |ike now?
Have you seen your final face?"

My voice creaked like a pine: "I have."

A laugh punched from Sitor Ananta. "The dead cone back for |aughs, M.

Charlie. Or as wetware. The Friends of the Non-Abelian Gauge Group used you the
way you, in your tinme, would have used an el ectronic toy to inform neophytes.
Shall we see what programthey chose to store in you?"

The stylus sw zzl ed on the noonpiece, and | spoke in a voice orphaned fromny
will: "In order to locate an electron in a specified spin state at a given
nmonent, neasurenent nust give the differences in the phase fields-parallel and
antiparall el conponents of spin, et cetera. There is no absol ute phase. The rea
and i magi nary parts of the wave anplitude are indistinguishable, that is, they
can't be separated in sone absolute way. Such constraints are functions of
observer consci ousness-what we humani sts call mnd. Adopted conventions specify
the signs of conplenentary val ues, what physicists refer to as a deep-gauge
symmetry. The observer perspective is what's inportant here. The relative
ascription of plus and mnus signs, used to define oscillations of wave
anpl i tudes, requires the conponent of V-1, the imaginary value called i. It's
the idea of the thing, for it posits both a thing and its absence. It's easy to
believe that a thing can exist out there, independent of the observer, but the
posited absence of a thing is obviously an expressi on of consciousness. So, you
see, all energies, forces, and fields that nake up the material expression of
things are functions of an abstract geonetry. And abstract geonetry, which
requires I, is a function of consciousness!"”

"Well, wax ne mind, eh, M. Charlie?" Sitor Ananta | aughed darkly. "Is that
how the Friends' crude transl ators nanaged amazenent? They sounded to you
sonmewhat as you woul d i magi ne buccaneers, didn't they? Well, their primtive
translators got that unintentionally right. They're thieves, M. Charlie-thieves
who stole you fromthieves. Your head, after it had been expensively restored to
its current useful condition, was originally stolen fromthe Common Archive by
| ewdi sts. |I'msure you renenber themfondly. They used you for quite sone tine,
didn't they? Weird bunch. There's been no sexual procreation anong civilized
human beings for centuries. W regard it nuch as your era did bestiality.

Di sgusting. W control our hornones. Yet the | ewdists revel in vicariously
experiencing that hornmonal aninalism and they worked your brain the way you in
your tinme would have used a cathode nonitor to view pornography. Atavists is
what they are. And there's a surprising lot of them too-fascinated that we were
once as mndlessly glandul ar as beasts, and not so long ago. But it's not the
lewdists ["'minterested in. They're a harm ess bunch of degenerates. It's the
Friends of the Non-Abelian Gauge Group | want to know about."

Sitor Ananta got up and wal ked toward ne. Slimhipped and flat-chested, the
bei ng had a masculine franme but a fenm nine men. "The Friends are dangerous.
They' re enem es of the Commonality-anarchists, a selfish cult intent on usurping
the law. But all this need not trouble you. All | want is for you to renenber
what you wi tnessed when they activated your visual cortex. What did you see when
| ast you saw as you are seeing now? A verbal description will aid the
authorities in pinpointing our eneny's |ocation."

Dread stal ked ne, but | was reluctant to help this creature in anything.

Sonet hing about it-its sexl essness, the rogue's hook to its smile, the very fact
that it treated ne |ike an object that could be mani pul at ed-i nspired defiance. |
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searched back and dredged up lines fromKeats's "The Fall of Hyperion"
I ached to see what things the hollow brain
Behi nd enwonbed: what hi gh tragedy
Was acting in the dark secret chanbers

O the skull.
"Perhaps we should chat a little longer," Sitor Ananta said in a thick, quiet
voice. "I inmagine that nost people of the past who arranged to have their heads

frozen upon their demnise expected the future to be a glorious Eden where they
woul d be woven new bodi es, young, perfect bodies, and allowed to partake of the
wonders that evolved while they slept like the dead." A cold | augh snicked.
"Isn't that a rather selfish view for anyone to have of the future?"

"Optimstic," | whispered. "I wanted to see what woul d becone of us. | wanted
not hing for nyself other than to see."

Sitor Ananta's poi soned snmile deepened. "All optinmismis selfish. Only
pessi m sm accurately approaches the sel fless and i npersonal violence of reality,
M. Charlie."

"Stop calling ne that."

"Ah, yes, | would. Except | really can't. You see, ny translator, as advanced
as it is, has sonme trouble with your |anguage's concept of gender and nane
preference. | don't sound as garbled as the rebels did, |'msure, but it would
take sonme adjustnents to correct ny translator's node of direct address. |I'd

rat her not bother now, if you don't nind, M. Charlie. At |east we understand
each other, which is better than what you endured with the others."

"The others never threatened ne."

"But they used you. They activated the parts of your brain that served their
interests with no regard at all for you."

"And what regard have you?"

" will tell you. | represent the Commonality, the future you went to such
lengths to see. W& are the ones who have restored you. And now there are two
options open to us, two uses for you. If we wish-and the decision is entirely
m ne-you will be installed inside the governing center of a very powerful
machine, a mining factory on one of the asteroids of the Belt. There you wll
serve the Commonal ity by extracting and refining useful ores. After each
successful work cycle, the amygdala and |inbic core of your brain will be
magnetically stimulated, inducing a sustained pleasurable rapture so gratifying
you will sing praises of me and the Commonality for the trouble we took to
revive you."

"And the other option?" | queried angrily. "Torture? Death?"

"Ch, no." Sitor Ananta | ooked sincerely stricken. "That woul d be ugly indeed.
You see, M. Charlie, here is ny predicanent: It is illegal to use the heads or
any of the body parts of nenbers fromthe Commonality-alive or deceased. Only
the dead of the past have no rights- those like yourself. They are sinply dead.
Unfortunately, nost of those corpses are useless to us, deconposed beyond any
hope of restoration. W have, however, found a few caches of frozen brain tissue
fromthe archaic era. They are quite rare and located in regions difficult to
access. We woul d never use torture or wanton destruction to squander any one of
those heads. They are such a valuable commodity. You see, M. Charlie, we have
the technology to construct artificial intelligence sufficiently conplex to
operate mning factories, but the expense is enornous. Despite the rarity and
difficulty of obtaining frozen human heads of the past, it's still so nuch
cheaper to revive and install themin our nachines." My interrogator |eaned back
against the table. "Of course, a mning factory requires a cooperative

intelligence. If you prove uncooperative, then | will have to recomend that
your brain be parsed into sections useful to operating smaller devices."
A weary fatalismclosed on ne. "I had better hopes for nmy species," |

muttered, nore to nyself than to the human-1ooking thing before me. "This is
just the kind of nonstrous future | was afraid to find instead."

"Di sease is nonstrous, M. Charlie. Od age is nonstrous. There are no
di seases or senescence in our era. |If you cooperate, you will live usefully and
indefinitely without pain or suffering. If you choose not to cooperate, the
resectioning of your brain will be conducted humanely. You will sinply go to
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sl eep and not wake up."

Anger torqued in nme, and | knew that if Sitor Ananta so desired, a few squigs
of the stylus would render ne utterly pliant. But | could plainly see that the
creature enjoyed this sadistic mani pulation. "The idea of going to sleep and not
waki ng up sounds pretty good to ne," | said with all the enthusiasm| could
nust er .

The | ook of surprise on that snug, puerile face was well worth the stabs of
pain that foll owed when Sitor Ananta got stylus in hand. Pain has many col ors.
That creature found the shades nost di sagreeable to ne, and though | fretted
about what this nonster would do to the delicate, glass-faced beings who had
used me to teach their young, | blurted out the desired information before very
| ong. Then bl ackness fol | owed.

And in the blackness there were blind nenories of beetling talk interspersed
with deaf dreans of glittering needles and red crisscrossings of laser |ight.

More darkness canme afterward, with pieces of hot perfume . . . and then sleep
When | woke next, | was here, in the command core of a mining factory,
somewhere, | assune, in the Asteroid Belt, witing you. At least, this seens
like witing: Blue blips of words appear before ne at will when |I speak, all of
it easily retrieved when I wish. As for who you are, |'mnot sure yet.
Eventually, | will find soneone interested in nmy story. Perhaps the | ewdists or
the Friends of the Non-Abelian Gauge Group will seek me out again if the
information | rendered to Sitor Ananta has not led to their destruction. | only

descri bed what they allowed nme to see-those eerie mlkweed tufts drifting into a
j ade sky above a red desert, those four-fingered people in their clear arnor and

transparent faces with brains |ike surging clouds. . . Wwo are they?

That any faction other than the Commpnality will contact ne seens unlikely in
this renote, airless place. Still, there nust be other mning factories out here
in the Belt. Perhaps soneday | will learn to comrunicate with them That is the

hope of ny courage each tine | decline the sessions of slow nobtion orgasmthat
follow the | ong, tedious work cycles. There is no other tine to wite, and

feel | nmust wite to retain some sense of nyself-to be someone. Ot herwi se, | am
just this machine, a regulator of drill trajectories, coolant flow rates, nelt
runs, and slag sifters. This is alife in the frost-light of a perpetua
comput er gane.

Actually, it's not nuch different than life was before, except that, since ny
brain is maintained in a state of continuous glucose saturation, | never get
hungry. I'mlonely, of course, but there's enough stimulation to fend off
madness nost of the time. A vivid dreamlife seems to offer the psychic hygiene
of sanity. And the claustrophobia | suffered fromin ny former life appears to
have been adjusted for by ny installers. Mre often than not. | do accept the
rapture sessions-the blissful imrersions in the secret sea. |'ve earned them
and they give ny will the nettle to go on

But every once in a sad while, like right now, | need to affirmny sense of
myself, to create the fiction that | am sonmething nore than this. W all live by
our fictions. W create stories in order to fill the enptiness that is

oursel ves. And because we nust create themw th strength from nothing, they make
us whol e.
Recently, after much dickering with the lucul ent control displays, | have
| earned how to use the factory's nenory-storage systemto transmt radio
messages into space. | amgoing to send what | have witten here. And when this
is received by the Commonality, | may well be cut into smaller, nore convenient
parts-but by then it will be too late. My story will continue to exist,
expanding into the dark at the speed of |ight, maybe even to be heard by you
And if you do read this, then | will have failed better than | could have hoped.
This time I'mthrow ng the boonerang of ny life to where it won't conme back,
at a target | can't niss.

And so-
Wth nmy soul in ny nouth, | begin- Swollen with dreans, | awoke fromthe
dead. . .
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1
The Laughing Life

Wth My SOUL IN MY MOUTH, | BEG N. The radi o nessage arrives at Apollo
Conbine's thrust station on the Martian noon Deinbs as Munk is in the docking
bay, busily unl oadi ng rhodi um sheets froma freighter. He is a | arge androne
with a chrone cowl, black internmeshing body plates, and articulated face parts
that have no human referent apart froma crinson |lens bar that, under a pewer
| edge of brow, serves as eyes. Those eyes dimfor a second after the androne
recei ves the broadcast and his silicon brain replays it several hundred nore
times, analyzing all its conponents until he is satisfied that the nessage is
genui ne.

In the next second, Miunk scans the docking bay and formul ates an action plan
that will enable himto respond nost efficiently to what he has | earned. The bay
is enpty. Apart from several programed handroids working with himas
stevedores, he is alone. The thrust station's other sentient andrones are either
depl oyed or in the maintenance pit. Only two vessels occupy the cavernous bay:
the rhodium |l aded freighter with its enornous storage nacelles and silos and a
smal |l cruiser with three fin-jet thrusters and an asymetrical bl ack-glass hull

Apol | o Conbine, for some nortal reason Munk does not fathom has naned this
crui ser The Laughing Life. Surely, that is sone kind of wy joke. There is
not hing i nherently funny in what this ship regularly does: conveying junpers and
androne workers anong the factories, snelters, and nmines of the Asteroid Belt.
Perhaps-if the junpers who naned this vessel were at all philosophical-they
woul d say that they laugh at the rare joy of being where |life does not bel ong,
in the void, separated by a thin barrier fromthe near absolute zero of the
vacuum and its invisible and deadly sea of gamm rays. But junpers are
genetically designed to be a phlegmatic and whol |y unpoetic |ot.

Life itself, Mink inmagi nes, thinking about this ship's nane, is |aughing
sinmply because it can. The absurdity of life blindly groping fromnecessity to
freedomis what | ed consci ousness out of the constraints of biology to the
enhanced freedom of his own existence, the netalife of the androne and the great
adventure of the silicon mnd. So, perhaps, for that reason he, too, should
|l augh. He is not sure. All he knows for certain is that he has heard a human
voice calling for help out of the void. Mre than anything, he wants to respond,
and in the one second that these thoughts and observati ons have occupi ed hi m he
has devi sed a strategy for using The Laughing Life to go to the source of this
radi o signal

But to fulfill this plan, he needs human hel p. For a fraction of another
second, Munk reviews the profiles of the forty-two people who work for Apollo
Conbine on Deinpbs. In that fractional nonment, he not only identifies the one
junper best suited for this mssion, he also patches into the duty roster and
| earns that the junper he wants is currently in the thrust station

Wth a reboant clang, Munk dunps the stack of rhodi um sheets he has been
carrying and runs across the docking bay toward the droplift that will carry him
to the junper quarters. He runs with lithe ease, as though he has al ways had
| egs, when in fact they came with his job at Apoll o Conbine. Before that he
worked as a patrol flyer in the gravity wells between Saturn's rings and the
shepherd noon | apetus, troubl eshooting anong the other andrones whose task it
was to transfer material fromthe rings to the thrust station off Titan
Repai ri ng nechani cal breakdowns in space and retrieving andrones who had spun
out and didn't have the power to free thensel ves from decaying orbits above the
gas giant, he lived in the void and bad no use at all for |egs.

But now he works anbng people. He could have opted for roller treads or even
an adroit skimplate, but he wants to | ook as hunan as he can. That is his
predilection, and it causes himsonme snall pain when he enters the junper
quarters and the people there-two squat, neckless wenchers lounging in. a
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pal mfronded atrium | ook askance at him They both know him and he woul d have
liked for themto | ook upon himmore kindly, as one of their own. But he can
tell fromtheir expressions that he is considered an intruder. They make no nove
to stop him however, on his internal comlink he hears the protests they

whi sper on the dispatch line to Central after he passes.

A nmonment |ater, Central sumons himin her dul cet voice, "Androne Mink, you
are in violation of conpany preclusion rules. Please report at once to the
mai nt enance pit.,,

Munk ignores her and hurries through a sepul chral chanber of dense banboo
where frosty shafts of light filter down through high galleries of hanging
pl ants and red bronmeha. His patch to the duty roster infornms himthat the junper
he seeks is in the recreation arcade ahead, behind the silver veils of a slender
waterfall.

He spl ashes through the entrance and stands on the floral steel bal cony
overl ooking the chromatic space of the arcade. A half dozen junpers lie spraw ed
inair pools in the central dreamden, blissed on midstim Fromunder heavy
lids, they gaze up through a froust of oily Iight and vapor shadows at the
gi ant, cobra-hooded androne | ooning over them He stands still, waiting for
their slow brains to recognize himin this incongruous setting.

The laggard quality of human consci ousness continues to astonish him For al
practical purposes, the silicon nmind has outnoded hunan sentience, and he has
had to journey a huge distance to find even this small enclave of multiform
humanity. Yet here it is-people working side-by-side with andrones to naintain
the Commonality. Inpractical as it is, the presence of hunmans pl eases Mink
enornously, and he waits patiently until he is recognized by the | ounging
junpers before beckoning the one he wants.

Her name is Mei Nili, and she sits up groggily in the buoyancy of her air
pool. The duty roster informs Mink that she has just returned froma
three-sl eep-cycle shift troubl eshooting bandit hardware at a floating refinery
among a flock of iron chondrites, and he understands why she squints with
annoyance at him

"Junper Nili," he calls down to her, "please come with me. | need your help to
save a man's life. Please, hurry. | promise you, this is not a gratuitous
request as in the past."

The past he refers to is a couple of encounters early in his tenure at Apollo
Conmbi ne when he had tried to interview all the humans at the thrust station. The
others he had approached had eagerly conplied, clearly flattered by his benign
interest in including themin the internal anthropic nodel he is building. Wen
he went unannounced to her quarters and the portal slid open, she seened
ordi nary enough: a slender, 184.6-centineter-tall woman in the usual natte-black
flightsuit with the solar enblem of Apollo Conbine over her |left breast, her
straight jet hair arranged in feathery bangs and a topknot. Her weary green eyes
acknow edged his presence with a petulant stare from an ot herw se inpassive and
pallid face

"I am Androne Munk," he introduced hinmself, "transferred recently from | apetus
Gap in the Saturn system |I'minterviewing all the Apollo Combine junpers during
of f-tine-"

n \My?ll
"I't's ny avocation. |I'mbuilding an internal anthropic nodel, and I -"
"Bounce of f."

She whacked the door closed, and he stood there a long while not
under st andi ng. Later, when he found her alone in the docking bay after she'd
come in froma repair run, he rushed to the cafeteria and hurried back to greet
her with a nmeal cart laded with the foodstuffs that he knew fromhis prelininary
observations she |iked.

"Look, no-face," she said sharply, "I'mnot sonme kind of animal you can wn
over with food. | don't want to answer your dunb questions. Can you understand
that? Go back to the androne pit, and stay out of ny shadow "

To make her point, as she turned away she sl apped open an air-pressure val ve
on the cleaning unit under the hull of her docked ship. The steany blast kicked
the nmeal cart against the androne so hard it exploded, scattering food across
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t he docki ng bay.

After that, Munk didn't approach her again until now. Hi s anthropic nodel had
guided himto infuse all the urgent enotion he could into his voice, yet his
predictive nmenory warned himthat she would probably wave himoff and flop back
into her air pool

While waiting for her to react, he reviews his options and listens in on the
signal flurries that have resulted fromthe strange radi o nessage. Mst of the
resultant signals fromthe other conpanies in the area are in secure codes, yet
he can surmse fromtheir direction and duration what is being communi cat ed.

Sal vage rights are being debated, and unl ess he responds i mediately, he wll
have no chance of getting to this unique human before others do

Munk deci des he has blundered in seeking Junper Nili's help and turns back
toward the splashing partition of water.

"Hey, bolt-brain, hold up." Mei N li trudges up the ranp fromthe dream den,

her silky robes billowing in the gusty passage out of the pool. "This better be
damm good, or I'mgoing to insist Central runs a full integrity check on your
silicon synapses."

"It is, | assure you, a matter of life or death for an extraordi nary human

being." He strides quickly out of the arcade and calls behind fromthe banboo
grove, "W nust hurry."

"Where are we goi ng?" she scowls, her tabis slapping on the flagstones as she
runs to catch up with him "And why didn't you use the comlink to call ne?
You're not supposed to be in here."

"We're going to the docking bay as swiftly as we can," he answers, holding the
droplift curtain open for her. "I can say no nore until we're away. If Centra
overhears us, we nay conpromise the life we nust save. That is why | had to
collect you in person.™

"l don't understand all this secrecy,”" Mei conplains in the hunmm ng rush of

the droplift. "lIs this sonmething to do with your so-call ed avocation-because if
it is, | don't want anything to do with it. You understand ne?"

Munk bounds out of the droplift and onto the wide and enpty staging platform
of the docking bay. "This is an entirely singular event, Junper Nili, and as

have prom sed, is not gratuitous. Please, get into The Laughing Life and put on
a flightsuit. W nust haunch at once."

"Munk-that's your name, right?" She swi ngs her gaze across the vast hangar of
nmooring scaffolds and gantries fram ng the enpty ships, the nultitiered
freighter, and the sleek cruiser. "Look, Mink, you seem sincere enough, but |I'm
not going to junp w thout authorization from Central."

"Central will not authorize this junp,"” Mink states flatly. "I know you have
doubts. You nust trust nme. This is the right action to take now. Once we are in
flight, I will explain everything."

Mei stares hard at Munk, and the androne tries to assess what the human is
t hi nki ng but draws a bl ank

"We nust go nowright now," Miunk says, inpacting his voice wth urgency,
human life is forfeit."

Mei blows an upward jet of air that lifts her bangs and then, with an irked
haughti ness that seens to Munk the proud spirit of the human animal, clinbs the
gangway to The Laughi ng Life.

Mars fills the viewport with the rusty hues of its sand reefs and fossi
craters. Its bleary northern hemi sphere, snmudged with extended dune drifts and
heavily mantl ed rocksheets, breaks bel ow the equator into scorched basins and a
webwor k of ancient cratered highlands. The pocked plains, stained by corroded
colors and acid shadows, darken toward the cobalt blue of the polar cap. This
cl ash of geol ogi ¢ boundaries, this shining nurk of vol canic steppes that buckle
the orange surface, acclaimthe tectonic powers that thrived here once and died.

Mei Nili, suspended in a flight sling above the viewport, stares with solem
eyes at the broken terrain twenty thousand kil oneters away. The planet is dead,
and that is what fascinates her. It is a dead thing alive with ghostly dust
storns and vague, vaporous waiths of frozen carbon dioxide and water. It is a
dead thing, like her heart-what the archaic life called a heart, not the

or a
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muscul ar bl ood punp caged by ribs: That organ defies her unhappi ness and
thrives, unconsciously squeezing life through her arteries and veins in the same
way that the seasonal cycles blowthe dry, cold winds across the shattered
reaches of Mars. Wiat is dead in her is the obscure heart, the source of joy and
wonder that is nore than she can say.

Mars slips out of sight as the vessel banks, the viewport spanning past the
brown rim of the planet and garnering the nunerous glint-fires of the void. Me
Nili's gaze breaks, and she | ooks inpatiently across a cabin cranped with dented
duct pipes, |oose cables, and cascades of fern and red noss. Mink crouches |ike
a silver turtle over the command consol e and seens oblivious to her presence.

"Where are we goi ng?"

"Phoboi Twelve," the androne replies in a faraway voice. He is nonitoring
sonet hing and continues in a distracted tone, "Eighty-two million, four hundred
sixtytwo thousand, fifty-seven kiloneters. Excuse ny silence for a nonent,
Junper Nili. | have to chart a new trajectory. There are others ahead of us."

"Gthers?" Inertia swings her about as the vessel accel erates, and she cranes
her neck to face the androne. "Wat are you hauling ne into?"

Munk remains silent, hunched over the consol e.

"Have you |l ogged a flight plan?' Mei calls above the vibrations of the
magj ets. "I know they haven't authorized this junp, but does Ap Com at | east
know where we're going? Hey, |I'mtalking to you. Did you even bother to
requi sition this ship?"

Munk keeps his silence, and the bulwarks clang with the stress of their steep
descent.

Damm! she curses herself for her conpliance. This boltdolt is going to kil
us. For a nmoment, she believes that is the androne's intention-that he's gone
brai n-burst, which has happened to andrones di nged by one too nany gama rays.
She thinks he's taking her with himinto oblivion, nmaybe because she's adamantly
refused himhis precious interviews.

Then, let it all end here. She's not afraid to die, and a part of her even
wel cones it, for at least this will finish the nmal evol ent sadness that has
squatted in the hollow of her loss too |l ong now. And she doesn't regret at al
how she treated the androne. Wat had he expected, coni ng unannounced to her
private quarters? She figures now that she had been too fatigued in the dream
den to know what she was doing and cringes with renorse at her unthinking
obedi ence.

Mei glinpses again the anber |inb of the planet through the viewort and
recogni zes the naneuver. Mink is flinging the vessel in a tangential arc al ong
the rimof the planet's gravity well in a steep dive that will graze the upper
at nrosphere, gathering nonmentumin a slingshot trajectory, and hurl themtoward
their destination.

"Watch it, Munk," she calls, forcefully. "I don't think this ship can take
that kind of torque."

Munk hears the brittle edge to her voice and wants to reassure her, but his
full attention is on the microadjustnments necessary to naxinize the nonmentum of
the ship. He would have preferred a sturdier vehicle and knows if he's not
careful, the pressurized cabin will indeed rupture. So, he is careful. Long
spel I s of navigating gravity gradients anbng Saturn's | opi ng noons retrieving
damaged andrones have taught himwell the friable linmits of machinery.

The cl angi ng of the bul warks dinini shes and dies away, and the cry of the
magj ets quiets down as The Laughing Life banks into its hurtling trajectory.

"You' re nmaking me wish | hadn't cone with you, Munk. What is going on?"

The androne, in free-fall, rises fromthe aquatic glow of the control console
and fills the flight bubble of the cabin with his chrone-and-bl ack all oy bul k.
"I regret | could not informyou sooner, but this situation required ne to act

swiftly."
"What situation?' Wth bl ue-knuckl ed hands toughened by |ong spells of hard
| abor, Mei N li unlocks her sling, hooks a strap to a wall clip, and fits her

boots to the deck cleats so she can stand. "You just put ny life in jeopardy.
hope you have a damm good reason.”
"I amgrateful that you cane with ne without any explanation at all. O al
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the junpers, you are the only one | believed woul d accept ny summons. | assuned-
apparently correctly-you have the least to |ose."

She resents his assunption and says so with a gl ower.

Anmong the forty-two junpers who work for Apollo Conbine, Mei Nili alone
resisted his inquiries. She is known anong the entire Deinbs crew as a sullen
person, and by surreptitiously researching the Conbine's personnel files, Mink
has di scovered why. She grew up on a reservation on Earth and in her
sixty-eighth year lost her family in a |landslide that entonbed an entire
vi | | age.

"Are you going to tell nme why we're going to Phoboi Twel ve? That's one of Ap
Coms, isn't it?"

"Yes. W have an ore processor there. It's gone down."

"So? That's Ap Com's problem™

"Three other conpanies with vessels in the vicinity have decl ared sal vage
ghts, and Apoll o Conbine has already witten off the |oss."
"That's standard. Now it's not even Ap Comi s probl em anynore.

r

She brushes

aside a drifting strand of fern coil. "Wiat are you getting at, Mink? You said
soneone's life is at stake. Wiy in damation are we out here?"
"To get to Phoboi Twelve as fast as possible, Junper Nili. You see, the

mal function at the ore processor is a singular one. It began with a crude
radi o- band broadcast that | received four point fifty-nine mnutes after
transm ssion. "

Mei's snmooth face flinches with inconprehension. "Radi o band? That is crude.
But ore processors don't use that wavel ength."

"COF course not. It's not an ore-processor signal. It's a human broadcast. The
radi o source is a hunman being."

Mei shakes her head and gl ances out the viewport at a brief dazzle of electric
fire wisping past off the hull. "That's not possible. Phoboi Twelve is not
outfitted for personnel. It nmust be an androne."

"No. It's a distress signal froma human bei ng-an archai ¢ human being."

Wth a puzzled frown, Mei stares up into the androne's crinson visor. "How can
t hat be?"

"As | said, it is singular. Instead of gearing the ore processor with an
expensi ve psyonic nmaster control, Ap Com used wetware instead."

"That's illegal."

"They found a | oophole, Junper Nili. It is illegal to use living wetware. Wat
they found was already legally dead."

"l don't understand."

"Apparently, a trove of cryonic heads fromarchaic tines was found on Earth-"

"Cryoni c?"

"Yes. Human heads frozen in liquid nitrogen, sealed near the end of the
archaic period in plasteel capsules inpernmeable to sublinmation. They've been
preserved intact for hundreds of Earth years, waiting to be reani mated."

"I's that possible? Wuldn't the cell structures have burst in the intense
col d?"

"The cost of repair and reanimation of the cell matrix is high yet cheaper
than the expense of manufacturing a psyonic master control for an ore
processor."

Mei Nili's pale eyes widen as a sick, raw feeling pervades her. Too well she
i magi nes the horror of encasenent, the claustrophobic terror of the nightmare
that killed her famly. She cannot hel p but wonder again if they briefly
survived their behenoth interment, for mnutes or hours |eft bleeding,
suffocating in the crushing dark? Too well she inagines the hel pl essness and
despair of a brain inprisoned in the spidery circuits of a rock factory. "That's
nonstrous."

"Yes-a hunan mnd enslaved to a machi ne, burrow ng deeper in sensel ess toi
far fromall humanity. Monstrous but within the bounds of Commnality law. In
archaic tinmes, people were cryonically suspended only after they had legally
died."

"Who is this person?"
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"His name is Charles CQutis, but a translator glitch has himregistered with
the Conmonality as M. Charlie. Now that this appellation has been wired into
his translator nodem of course that's the only way to refer to him His rea
nane spoken to himconmes out as gibberish."

Mei scowl s with disdain. "That's just |ike the Commonality-depersonalize and
control. How did M. Charlie get a signal out?"

"Cbvi ously, he knew how to use the el ectromagneti c conponents of the ore
processor to generate radio waves. As prinmtive an idea as that is, not very
many people in archaic tinmes actually knew how to rmake even the sinplest radio.
Most of M. Charlie's contenporaries used el ectromagneti c waves daily wi thout
under st andi ng them or how t hey were generated."

Amazenent swells through Mei Nili, and her eyes soft-focus for an instant as
she accepts that out there, in the Belt, in the precisely mapped junbl e of
pl anetary scraps where nountains of rock |ob end over end on their paths of
gravitational destiny, an archaic human voice called. Her gaze sharpens with the
realization of what the stakes are now. "If the others get himfirst, he'll be
rewired to serve another conpany."

"Or, worse, dissected into useful conmponents without the annoying
characteristics of will, nmenory, and reflection that enabled himto use an ore
processor as a signal station.”

"Who el se received his signal ?"

"Everyone. He nani pul ated the ore processor's equi pnent to broadcast across
the full waveband from audi o frequencies all the way out to infrared. No one
could mss it. But only three other vessels were close enough to respond, and
two veered off after Ares Bund decl ared sal vage rights."

"The Bund-they're a denolition conpany." Her heart sinks. "W won't be able to
negotiate with them They'll go for profit nmaxinization and sell M. Charlie in
pi eces. "

Munk turns back to the comand console, gratified that, with the little data
he had and the split-second decisiveness that was required, he had sel ected the
right junper to acconpany him "Get sone rest," he advises. "You nust be
exhausted fromyour shift work."

"Wait, Munk." Mei Nili's ears humwi th the rush of blood carrying her
bewi | dered excitenent. "Wy did you hurry us out here? What are we going to do?"

"You're a junper," Mink replies. "Your job is junping anong these rocks,
troubl eshooti ng the bandit equi pnent sal vaged from ot her conpani es. You're well
acquainted with the limts within which we nmust work. And, perhaps nore
importantly, you're human. |'msure M. Charlie will be glad to see a hunan.
Wth your help, |I think we can take him"

"Take hi mwhere? Even if we get himaway fromthe Bund, we can't take hi m back
to Ap Com They'|ll just slice himinto parts. If we get himat all, we're going
to have to go rogue."

"Indeed.” Munk pulls hinself into the wavery blue |ight of the console and
begins correcting their trajectory. "That is why | couldn't speak about ny
intentions in the thrust station where we ni ght have been overheard by Central
And that is also why | selected you. You are the one junper who is truly unhappy
at Apoll o Conbine. Where the others were conditioned for this work, you cane to
the conpany by default. You lost your fam|ly. You seenmed the best choice to go
rogue. "

Mei accedes with a dull nod. This has all happened so fast, she feels the
mer eness of her humanity, her inability to process information with the
nanosecond speed of the androne.

Munk reads her correctly. "This is shocking, | know. And it was 'presunptuous
of me to call you into this so abruptly. But, as you can see, | had no choice.
responded as soon as | detected M. Charlie's broadcast."

"Why?" She cocks her head suspiciously, alnost arrogantly. "Wy have you
responded at all? Wat do you care about an archaic hunman brai n?"

Munk arches around to regard her with his abstract face. "Believe nme, | care
nmore than you can know. That has al ways been ny foible. You see, Junper N li,
like all andrones of nmy class, | was manufactured by the Mat."

That word has a stark sound to her. The Maat created the reservations. The
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Maat pronmised |life eternal and happi ness. The Maat lied. At least in her life,

they are a cruel weakness that own the illusion of lintless power.

"The Maat built me to help transfer material fromthe ring systemof Saturn to
the thrust station off Titan," Mink continues. "I amonly a comon | aborer. But,
|ike every androne in the Maat work force, | have been endowed with a
contra-paraneter program a CP skill, that remains dormant unti
self-activated. That skill mght be anything froma talent for waxwork scul pture

to an ability to conpute nmassive prinme nunbers. Who knows why the Maat bot her
with these special and nonutilitarian files? Who knows why the Maat do anyt hi ng?
Otentines, the CGP programinterferes with an androne's job and results in the
unit's obsol escence. | have seen that happen several tinmes-a perfectly
functional androne distracted and nade usel ess by one of these antic obsessions.
Al'l andrones have heard of it happening. Consequently, few of us ever dare open
our GP file.

"I labored a long time in the ring systemw thout any interest in ny file.
Then, a fellow androne-a receptor-class unit, a 'she'-who worked on Titan
accepting the data input of the various | aborers and coordinating our efforts,
dared open her C-P program and discovered in it an inprinted predilection for
ordering tones in tenporal succession that broke tinme into unusual and often
unpredi ct abl e sequences-a talent for nusic. She began broadcasting these unique,
sel f-evolving patterns, and quite by surprise, | found nyself enjoying the
music. "

"Are you trying to nmake a point?" Mei interrupts, nethodically crisscrossing
her flight straps and hooking themto the wall clips to forma crude hamock.
"Way don't you just tell me straight out why you care about this M. Charlie?"

"I will. Listen. It was nusic that inspired ne to open ny own C- P program
When | did, | discovered | was possessed of an intense, if inexplicable,
interest in the aboriginal homnid precursor of the Maat-honb sapiens. | patched

into the Cormonal ity data network to |l earn everything |I could about these
creatures | had never seen. My nenory allocation files burgeoned with human

i nf or mati on-anat ony, ant hropol ogy, history-wholly purposel ess data for nmy work
routines, yet because of ny C-P program | found themirresistibly consum ng

"By request, | was transferred fromthe Saturn systemto the Belt, where
came to work for Apollo Conbine. Here | net ny first humans-you anong them |
tried to explain all this to you when | attenpted to interview you with the
others. But you'll recall you weren't interested. And that interested nme all the
nmore. Your grief set you apart fromthe others. That is sonmething | want to
expl ore further-"

"Look, Munk, |'m not asking about nmy grief. | want to know why the hell you're
risking my life to get to Phoboi Twelve to keep a human brain from getting
sliced. What do you care? And why the hell should | care?"

"I told you. I am C P programmed to care. | have been built to be fascinated
by human beings. Naturally, when |I received the distress broadcast from an
archai ¢ human- a human that wal ked the Earth before the Maat-1 knew at once
had to go to him"

"And ne? Why am | along for the ride?"

"I need your help. There are others who will get there ahead of ne. But they
are andrones, like nyself. Surely they will only further bew |l der this archaic
man. He will need human contact. And so, | need you."

Munk pauses to give tinme for Mei's human brain to absorb all he has said.
There is only one nore question to answer, but he waits for her to ask and while
wai ting corrects again the flight path of The Laughing Life.

"If we get M. Charlie,” Mei finally asks, "then what? Where can we go with
hi n®"

"Solis."

Mei straps into her hammock and hugs herself. "I was hoping you' d say that,"
she whi spers. She smiles, a wan, quiet smle. "It really is the only place we
can go now, isn't it? Solis." it has a holy ring to her ears. Since the terrible

tragedy, since the beginning of her grief, Solis has been her succor. That is
the |l ast refuge of her heart in the kingdom of death. Fromthe first, she was
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struck with how appropriate it was that this comunity, independent of the
Conmonal ity, should exist in the mdst of so nmuch |lifel essness. The doom of her
fam|ly had nmade her life a wasteland, and Solis was its tenple. That was why she
had to | eave Earth after the tragedy. On Earth no one was supposed to die.

Di sease and ol d age had been defeated | ong ago by the Maat. No one had to die-or
so she had believed until the voice of thunder reached across the nountains of
the reservation and the village of her chil dhood di sappeared in a black tomb of
shattered sl ate.

"I know you tried to go to Solis after your famly died," Mink goes on. "I
know t hey turned you away."

Behi nd her glassy stare, Mei Nili renenbers the |oathing she experienced after
t he nunbness of shock and grief began to thin. She cane to |oathe Earth for its

arrogant beauty, its fields of goldenrod and nonarch butterflies, its sycanore
shadows and flights of cornorant, its dark groves of npbssy oak, its shimmering
al der sl opes and barberry neadows and dai sies everlasting. It sickened her. And
she yearned for the dead spaces-yet even in the desert, yucca bl ooned,
bri ght - beaded |izards danced, thunderheads pronenaded in fragrant, purpled
veil s.

The enptiness of space beckoned, and she left Earth gladly. But the |unar
col onies and the garden comunities on the noon offered no relief, for the water
pl anet hung in the sky flaunting its blue and feathery beauty. Only when the
flight of her grief took her to the dead planet Mars did she begin to fee
ki nship again and some small glimrer of her heart.

She had wanted to live in Solis, a rugged conmunity that thrived in the very
face of death and had no illusions about |life eternal. But she had nothing to
offer them She had lived her whole life on Earth skiing, sw nmng, riding,
enjoying the utopia the Maat provided for the remains of Adam Solis turned her
away. They wanted skilled nechani cs and ecosystem engi neers.

"They were wong to reject you," Miunk says. "You proved that when you gave
yourself to Apoll o Conbi ne and earned your way as a junper. You didn't go
shniveling back to the reservation. You proved you were tougher than that. And
now you can return to Solis. M. Charlie will be your validation-and m ne, too.
They don't usually admit andrones. But with the brain of an archaic human to
donate to their clone vats, we'll be received as dignitaries."

Concern shadows Mei's broad face. "Only if we can retrieve M. Charlie from
t he Bund."

Munk turns his full attention to the command console. "Only if," he admts.
"Rest now. We will have to be strong to face down Ares Bund."

She adjusts the straps of her sling and cl oses her eyes. But sleep will not
cone. She is troubled. Everything is happening too quiddy. Only a short while
ago she was sitting in the pastel color-swirl of the arcade, enjoying mdstim
with the others-who nostly ignore her. Wen she first arrived at the thrust
station on Deinbs to work for Apollo Conbine, they tried to be friendly, to
include her in their gruff camaraderie. But she wanted no part of that.

Mei determined fromthe tine of her tragedy that no one would ever take the
pl ace of her fanmily, and she has been true to that self-directive ever since.
She doesn't want friends. Besides, junpers aren't real humans anyway, not human
the way people are human on the reservations. Al junpers have been nodified to
make their work easier. Mst, in fact, were created to be junpers. There are
stocky, muscul ar wrenchers, narrow bodi ed cabl e-j ockeys, weasely pilots, and
nmor osel y exacti ng androne managers.

She found work with the Combine as a jockey because she is slimand has a head
for circuit work. Jockeys have to ride cable runners into nmine shafts and
grottoes and hook up power units. She overcanme her fear of tight places and got
good at her job, because she didn't want to go back to the reservation or,
wor se, one of the colonies, where everyone thinks they're going to live forever

Her job is exhausting, but it has nade her strong, so terribly strong she
doesn't al ways know what to do with her strength. That is why she was in the
arcade in pastel node when Munk found her. She needed midstim direct nagnetic
stimulation of the amygdala in the m dbrain-a sedating euphoria that drains away
all restlessness and fatigue and | eaves one with an enpty body and a soul ful
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of infinite care.

If she hadn't been on midstimand if she hadn't been surprised by Mink
appearing suddenly in a ninbus of bleached colors, would she have cone with hinf
If she had known about M. Charlie's plight beforehand, would she have el ected
torisk her life in a slingshot naneuver to go to himan archaic brain |ocked in
an ore processor and al ready cl ai med by anot her conpany? She ponders this at
| ength and deci des she should go, as if she has a choice now She will go,
because she has already stayed too |long at Apoll o Conbine. She has becone
confortable with her job and the indifference of the other junpers-and mdstim
illegal in the reservations, has becone too inportant to her

After Mei Nili dozes off, Mink patches into the on-board translator. He wants
to hear again the segnent of the archaic human's radi o broadcast that he
captured on Deinbs, and he feeds the recorded signal to the translator. Mst of
it comes back as noise, and all he can summpn up is a ranting excerpt:

Soul in my nouth, | begin... . | ama mnd without a body.

Can you hear me?... lamdead and yet | live. ... Past lives drift by. Can you
hear ne? Listen. A dead man visits you. Listen to ne...

Munk pl ays the scraps of nessage repeatedly, listening for nuances. Is this
human being still sane, or has the trauna of his revival broken his mnd? | am
dead and yet | live. How nuch of what sounds |like madness is insanity and how

much m stransl ati on? The nechani cal voice he hears only approxi mates the radio
signals that the brain has found a clever way to generate fromthe interior of
the ore processor. How rmuch is error? Listen. A dead nan visits you

Br oken chunks of rusty static crowd the air, and Mei Nili stirs from her
fitful rest Is that hin? Is that M. Charlie?"

"It is as nmuch of his signal as | can translate into speech we can understand.
The | anguage he spoke in his first |ife has been dead for centuries."”

Mei unstraps fromher sling and drifts across the cabin to the flight bubble,
as if propinquity to the warbly machine voice will clarify it. "ls there
anyt hi ng nore?"

"Sonme, but just as distorted. No matter now. W are approachi ng Phoboi Twel ve.
I"ve plotted a course that masks our approach anbng waste cl ouds of
ni ckel -schi st debris, slag exudant fromthe processor. Ares Bund has only one
vessel in the area, WlIf Star, and they haven't detected us yet. They are
preoccupi ed with their salvage operation. |'mpuffing in their radio signals.”

" Radi 0?"

"Yes. WIf Star is comunicating with M. Charlie in his own nedium?"

"l don't understand. Wiy don't they just go in and unplug hinP"

"M. Charlie has been too clever for that. He's found a way to rig the
bore-drill explosives to detonate on his command. He's threatening to bl ast
apart the whole of Phoboi Twel ve unless he gets certain assurances. He says he'd
rather die than be | ocked into a nachine again."

"I'ncredible."

"Wol f Star is pronmising himeverything he wants. They're sending in a psybot-a
handroid with a neural nesh-to hook up to his brain, to serve as his eyes, ears,
and |inbs."

"Phoboi Twelve is an Ap Com processor. Don't we have access to all the naster
codes? If we want, can't we defuse the expl osives?"

"I'"ve already thought of that. Al the codes for Phoboi Twel ve have been
upl oaded to our console. W are now in conplete control of the processor. But
that won't do us any good so long as WIf Star has their androne in place."

"They al ready have an androne down there? Can you tell who it is?"

"It's a denolition androne WIf Star calls Aparecida. |'ve tracked her
sal vage-rights declaration to the Commpnal ity expediter on Vesta Prima. She's
already filed for Ares Bund to sell M. Charlie's hippocanpal gyrus, parietal
and occipital |obes, and neocortex to four separate conpanies for use as
functional wetware. M. Charlie doesn't knowit, but he's already been legally
di ssected. "

"Then they're lying to him"

"Baldly."
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"We've got to do sonething." Mei floats before the transparent curve of the
flight bubble and sees only a few barbs of starlight anong the tattered
bl ackness of the waste clouds. "Look-M. Charlie's brain is still encased in the
core chanmber of the ore processor, and we've got all the codes. Can't we
sel ectively detonate the expl osives so that the core chanber Is left intact?
Then we can pluck M. Charlie out of space on our flyby."

"I can't do that."

"What do you nean? W have the codes-"

"Aparecida is on Phoboi Twelve now |f | detonate the explosives, she will be
destroyed. It is illegal for me to offensively destroy another androne."

"I'l'l egal ?" Mei gives hima | ook of stupendous incredulity. "Miunk, we're going
rogue. You said so yourself."

"Yes. But ny intent has never been to destroy anyone."

"How the hell did you expect to get M. Charlie away fromthe Bund?"

"He is a sentient being, Junper Nili. | have always expected he would elect to
come with us. That's why | needed you to acconpany ne-to woo himto us with your
humanity. "

"And the Bund? How did you expect to woo thenf"
"I had hoped to get here before they docked. WIf Star is a goliath-class

prospector. | thought it would take | onger for such a bul ky vessel to noor."

She levels a cold | ook at the androne and says, "So we've lost out to a
silicon miscalculation, is that it? Well, what do we do now?"

"M. Charlie has not yet agreed to go with Aparecida. If you approach him we
may still be able to convince himto come with us."

"Forget that. Aparecida is a denmolition androne who has already filed sal vage
rights. If | interfere, she can legally destroy ne."

"You will have to be careful and clever."

"Me? Way don't you go in there and face down this denplition expert?"

"I aman androne."” He slightly lifts his thick, blackly iridescent arms to his
sides as if to reveal hinmself. "I cannot possibly be as persuasive to M.
Charlie as you would be."

"Ckay, okay-l have a better idea. Let ne use the codes to expl ode Phobo
Twelve and liberate M. Charlie."

"I'f I give you the codes, | will be in violation of ny prinmary programm ng.
can't do that."

"Can't-or won't?"

"For nme, they are the sane."

"Really? | don't think so, Miunk. You're not sone sol der-seaned handroid |ike
Apar eci da, patched together by the Conmonality. The Maat created you. You were
just braggi ng about your contra-paraneter programthat fires you with human
wonder and capacity. Renmenber? That's why you're here. That's why you dragged me
out here. You have free will. Use it."

"1 cannot."

"You can. It's either that or we forget about M. Charlie and go back to Ap
Com Is that what you want ?"

"I must save M. Charlie. My CGP programinsists-but not this way. We nust
work together. There is no tine for debate. Wn't you help nme? Go down to Phobo
Twel ve. Aparecida does not yet know we are here. \Wen you are in place, | wll
break radio silence and inform M. Charlie that Ares Bund is deceiving him Then
you will reveal yourself to him and he will cone with you."

"And Apareci da?"

"Aparecida is three tines your size, designed for destroying obsolete
structures, not for pursuit. You can evade her."

"Right. And if M. Charlie won't cone with ne? Wat then?"

"I control all the codes to the ore processor fromhere. | wll unclasp the
mag | ocks that fuse himto the core chanber. He is only a brain, after all, and
even with the plasteel capsul e housing himand his glucosupport punp, he won't
wei gh nore than three kilos."

Mei throws up her hands in disgust and swins across the cabin to the pressure
hat ch. What choi ce does she have? Having cone this far wi thout requisition or
flight plan, she is sure to lose rec privileges, and without nmidstim Apollo
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Conbi ne offers her no sol ace.

After donning work boots and gl oves and a clear statskin cow that zip-seals
to the collar of her flightsuit, she straps on a jetpak and noves to test the
com | ink under her shoul der pad. Munk di ssuades her by hol ding up his
bl unt -fingered hand.

"Don't use the comlink till after | break radio silence," he warns. "Wl f
Star will detect any kind of ordered flux. Al so, when you exit, use the jetpak
as little as possible. Stay in the shadow of the slag clouds until you reach the
drop vector to Phoboi Twelve. Surprise is essential."

"Don't patronize ne, Mink," she says, staring sternly at the androne. "I know
what |'mup against out there. Renenber, you got nme into this. |I'mcounting on
you to get ne out."

Bef ore Munk can reply, the pressure hatch w nks open, and Mei jettisons into
space. The sleek and perfectly black silhouette of The Laughing Life dw ndl es
swiftly into the starry distance, and the vacuumcold prickles her flesh through
the sheer filaments of her flightsuit.

Mei executes a slow body twist to orient herself. She is confortable in the
voi d, having spent nmuch of her working life there, and she readily |ocates her
destination. Phoboi Twelve is a small asteroid, two kiloneters long, half that
wi de, blotting out a tiny portion of the spangled stars and barely visible anong
the obscuring tendrils of slag clouds that the ore processor has exuded. The
sprawl of tenebrous vapors is what enables Mei to spot the asteroid so quickly,
and she uses one short burst fromher jetpak to send herself hurtling into the
slag cloud toward her goal

Her flight is dangerous. Wth her sight obscured in the snoke fromthe
processor, she could strike a sizable rock, which, at her velocity, would rip
her statskin cow and expose her to the vacuum Statskin, a mcro-sandw ch
fabric that blocks radiation, admts visible Iight, and reclai ms oxygen from
exhal ed carbon di oxi de, was designed to enable people to work in airless
environments but was not neant for |ong junps through space. In the past when
she had to cross wi de distances in a cowm, she avoided blind trajectories or
used a field projector to clear the way ahead of her. But she carries no
projector, for that would expose her to WIf Star

In brief glinpses as she slashes through gaps in the slag funes, she spots the
prospector vessel. It is indeed large-a fifth the size of the asteroid
itself-and | um nous, guidelights and fl oodbeans shining fromits bubble turrets,
scaffol ds, and conning towers, a huge phosphorescent arachnoid perched on the
cratered and jagged rock. Then her flight takes her behind the asteroid, and
with one tiny burst fromher jetpak, her course deflects away fromthe nute
stars and into the darkness of Phoboi Twel ve.

She alights on the pitted surface and begins her search under the eterna
night for a way in. Soon she finds a vapor duct and with a wench fromthe
utility tools stored in her jetpak renoves the wire-nmesh screen and drops
herself into the lightless maw. The lack of vibration in the netal panels
assures her the machi nery bel ow has shut down, and she descends sw ftly.

By the glow of the light projectors she has activated in her statskin cow,
she noves toward the interior of the ore processor. She knows this factory well,
havi ng hel ped install scores of themduring her tenure with Apollo Conbi ne, and
she ninbly makes her way anong scorched, dormant furnaces and snelter chanbers
with their gargantuan caul drons. Foll ow ng conmand cabl es t hrough a col ossa
bore tunnel, she approaches the nucleus of the ore processor, the core chanber.

A dull vibration in the rock alerts her to a presence approachi ng from behi nd.
Urgently, she scans the rock-face, searching for the vapor ducts she knows nust
be nearby. She finds one thirty nmeters above her and claws hurriedly up the
concave wall, enploying the dimgravity to bound feetfirst into the opening.

Monments | ater the quaking intensifies, and the Iightless tunnel bel ow her
bri ghtens suddenly. Floodlights gouge the darkness, and with a runble Mei hears
through the rock, a lithe yet heavily arnored figure strides into view Six
meters tall, outfitted with serrated appendages, rock-saw tal ons, and
strap-bl ade tentacl es, the spi ke-studded androne pauses directly bel ow her and
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swivels its hamrer-long head, alert to the heat trail Mi has left in her wake.

Wth a reptilian rasp, its tentacles score the wall she had clinbed nonents
earlier, tasting her path. The floodlights dim and only the ruby purple of its
heat - seeker eyes shines in the gloom A viper's hiss scalds the remmant nitrogen
gas that the processor has used to |ubricate the bore hole, and the denplition
androne concludes it has detected relict heat lingering in the ducts fromthe
recently shut-down factory.

Mei slowy and quietly backs her way through the duct. The sight of Aparecida
has | eft her heart slamm ng in her chest, and when the duct opens above a | arge
cavern, she leaps gratefully into the darkness. Knees bent, she floats downward,
waiting for the bottomto arrive. She is glad when she |lands in a soft, dusty
mound that swallows her. This, she knows, is a soot dunp, and after routing
around in the heaped cinders for a while, she finds her way up the opposite rock
wall to a conveyer chute that will |ead her by an alternate path back toward the
processor.

She ascends al ong the steep track, clanbering over trucks filled with charred
dross. An azure shine | eaks through the darkness from ahead, and she kills the
gl ow of her statskin cow and edges forward crouchi ng between the trucks and the
rough-hewn rock wall of the chute. Ahead, the core chanber cones into view, a
| um nously transparent geodesic under a mammoth vault of groined stone.

Feeling the wall for vibrations and peering cautiously out of the chute
wi t hout detecting any sign of Aparecida, Mei enters the huge vault and
approaches the bright geodesic chanber. She goes directly to the access pane
and uses her jetpak tools to begin | oosening the sealing bolts. Peering inside
as she works, she sees the gleanming twin towers of the giant power coils,
dormant now but still radiant with seething energy. A gauzy aura of blue force
illum nates between the towers the command pod, a conpact, iridescent conplex of
fused mirror spheres, silver-gold vanes, and ribbon antennae. That is the
nucl eus of the factory, where Charles Qutis is installed.

Mei turns the last bolt, but when she tries to pry |loose the access panel,
abruptly all the bolts spin back into place.

A mechani cal voice shouts fromthe tiny comlink speakers in her cow: "Halt!
If you proceed any further, | will detonate the bore-drill explosives!"

"M. Charlie?" Mei calls and turns on the light inside her cow so that her
face can be better seen fromoutside. Arns outspread, she presses agai nst the
cl ear panel. "Can you hear ne?"

"I hear and | see you." A psybot half her height trundles out from behind the
nearest of the towering power coils, a swivel-turreted torso of green netal
sliding toward her on tractor treads. Muunted atop the pincer-arned torso, two
stal k-eye | enses watch her. Though the device appears crude, Mei knows
otherwi se, for it contains a neural nmesh and psyonic receptor that allowit to
interface with Charles Qutis's brain, extending his senses into the environnent.
That Wl f Star woul d depl oy such an expensive nachine, which is usually reserved
for clandestine work with dangerous rival conpanies, attests to their eagerness
to salvage this wetware. "Are you Apareci da?"

"No." She gl ances apprehensively over her shoulder, afraid to be caught in the
open by the denolition androne. "My nane is Mei Nili. I'mhere to warn you that
Aparecida is not your ally. | don't know what you' ve been told, but she is here
to sal vage your brain for wetware. Do you understand?"

"Who sent you?"

"No one. W heard your transm ssion-that is, Mink did, the androne | work
with. He's waiting in a nmagjet cruiser not far fromthis rock. If you broadcast
that I'"mhere, he'll break radio silence and announce us."

The psybot stares silently at her with its faceted | enses. Though Charles is
apparently controlling the nmachine, she is well aware that it is an Ares Bund
device and will certainly respond to their comands as well. The hopel essness of
Munk' s scheme suddenly presses heavily on her, and she feels trapped between the
Bund' s psybot on the other side of the geodesic wall and Apareci da behind her.
Nervously, she stares across the anply lit vault to the dark tunnel rutted by
the passage of nunerous drilling machines.

Munk' s broadcast echoes dinmy, |ike cricket noise, fromher comlink. She
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distantly hears himdeclare the Bund's true intent and the wllingness of The
Laughing Life to take Charles away fromhere to Solis, where a new body may be
cloned for him Mink tells himabout the Maat's C- P progranmm ng and how Mei Nili
and the androne need the archaic brain to gain entry to Solis for thensel ves but
says nothing about controlling the function codes of Phoboi Twel ve.

This new i nput bewi | ders Charles, and he paces back and forth in the psybot.
So long in the virtual space of the ore processor's core chanber, he is gratefu
sinmply to be able to nove about and see the grainy, blue-and-white images the
psybot affords him But right now he wants to cl ose these eyes that cannot cl ose
and di ffuse his consciousness so that he can think through what he has been told
and deci de how best to respond to this woman-the first human he has seen since
he di ed.

But events are not waiting for him At this very nonment, WIf Star is also
receiving the news of their trespass, and Mei dreads- the commands that will be
sent to Aparecida. A grating sound comences frominside the tunnel, and as she
i s considering edging back toward the conveyer chute while Charl es ponders
Munk' s nmessage, the psybot swivels alert.

"I'"mconfused," the mechanical voice says.

"OF course," Mei replies in the nost conpassi onate tone she can nuster

"That's why |'ve cone to you. |I'm hunman, too. These others are
andrones-artificial beings. But | have lived on Earth as once you did. Please,
let me in. If Aparecida catches ne out here, I'Il be killed."
The psybot's eye-stalks strain forward, practically touching the transparent
panel . "You're beautiful. On. | didn't nmean to say that. | nean-| thought that-I
| didn't nmean to say it out loud. I'"'mnot used to ... this machine."

"That's okay, M. Charlie. Everyone is beautiful now It's in the progranm ng
of the vats that grow us. They will make you beautiful, too." The scraping sound
grinds | ouder, and the nmouth of the tunnel brightens. "Please, let me in!"

The psybot whirs backward. "I need tine to think."

"There is no tinme!" Mei anxiously turns to face the clangor in the tunnel
"Aparecida is com ng! Please."

"This is happening too fast," Charles conplains. "I nmust get used to this
machine first. You're confusing ne."

Qut of the tunnel, Aparecida appears, slouched under shoul der-w ng
torchlights, her slinky |ength spike-studded, sleek as a noray eel with a |ong,
curved, genitally blunt head and a razorous brow ridge hooding | enses of nolten
enbers. She slides closer. dint-toothed tentacles |ash the ground ahead of her
Ii ke shock ripples in water.

Mei sl aps on her comlink to The Laughing Life and shouts, "Mink! Open the
core chanber's port-side access hatch' Now "

Bolts spin, the panel slips aside, and Mei junps backward into the geodesic
chanber. Manual ly, she heaves the panel back into place.

"How did you do that?" Charles asks in a fright.

Bef ore she can answer, the psybot whisks forward, and its pincers grab her
| egs and slamher to the ground. "Hey!" she cries. "Stop that!"

"It's not me!" Charles calls. "I"'mnot doing it."

The pincers jab at Mei's statskin cow, and she twists and contorts, using a
desperate agility to avoid their stabbing blows. Wth a m ghty heave, she
lurches free of her jetpak as the psybot seizes her collar and tears at her
flightsuit. Her hands funble with the ignitor, and the jetpak flares a bl ue
burst that bangs Mei against the wall and knocks the psybot to its side, tractor
treads running.

Charl es squawks, "Stop it!"

Mei shakes off the stardust sprinkling her vision and, w elding the jetpak as
a weapon, strides over to the psybot. Wth controlled spurts that make her flesh
hop on her bones, she cuts away the androne's pi ncer appendages and | ower body.
Hoi sting the upper segnent of the psybot by a withing eye-stal k, she bounds
away as Aparecida's slashing tentacles smash the geodesic wall behind her into a
blizzard of sparkling notes

"What have you done?" Charles cries. "Wat' have you done to ne?"
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"Munk!" Mei screans. "The command pod! Open the pod!"

Ahead, the nmirror surface of the clustered spheres winkles, and a porta
appears close to the ground. Mei throws the eye-stal k segnment of the psybot
before her, tucks herself around her jetpak, and sonersaults into the comrand
pod. "We're in! Shut the pod! Mink-hurry!"

Through the constricting portal, Mei glinpses Aparecida |unging toward them
tentacl es thrashing, ax-edged arns whirling, jaguar body slunped in a full-tilt
charge, a gaze of gorged fury in its slick netal face. The entry shrivels close,
and a trenendous boomrattles the conplex and the snall bones in Mei's ears.
Quake-force juddering trenbles the ground.

"What is happeni ng?" Charles asks out of the darkness.

"Aparecida is trying to break in. But she can't. This is a prestressed all oy
no denolition androne can breach." in the glow fromher statskin cow, the
severed psybot with its wavering eye-stal ks | ooks |like an exotic sea plant.
"Munk, turn the lights on in here."

Static drizzles over the comlink, and Muink's voice comes in jagged chunks:
"...evasion. WIf Star has deployed ... Repeat, can't respond, mnust execute
battle evasion. WIIl contact you agai n when-"

"Munk! Detonate the expl osives! Mink, respond! Detonate the bore-dril
expl osi ves!"

"Can't. Progranm ng prohibits-"

"Dam your progranming! You' re a rogue androne now. Use your free will. Save
us, Munk!"
"Evading WI f Star destroyers. There are. " Static fizzles into white

noi se.

"You have control of the factory," Charles realizes.

"Yeah," Mei admits, feeling through the dark for the switch box she knows is
somewhere to her right. "This ore processor belongs to Apoll o Conbine, the
conpany we work for. Or used to work for." By the slimlight fromher cow, she
finds the switch box and wenches it open to reveal a colorful hive of
circuitry. She probes the nesh of neon-bright conductors with a filanment tool,
and the interior lights up.

They are in a chanber of tall, intersecting crystal sheets-controller
pl ates-that contain all the directives for operating every device and procedure
in the ore processor. Beyond, Mei knows, through narrow conpani on-ways, are the
vaults that store the repair supplies. She shoul ders her way anong the
controller plates to a knee-high central frustumthat houses Charles CQutis's
brain. It is made of the sanme translucent, crystalline material as the plates,
and inside it she discerns a vague ovoid outline.

"Don't touch that!" the psybot commands.

"I"'msorry," Mei says, "but | nust turn off your senses for a brief tine.
Everything we say is being relayed to WIf Star, and we have no chance of
getting away so long as they're spying on us."

"Leave nme be!" the psybot shouts. "I don't want to go with you."

Mei ignores him snaps open the top of the frustum and lifts out the clear
pl asteel case with the brain inside it. The convoluted tissue is suspended in
colorless gel and a chrone net, the support systemthat sustains it. Ame at the
antiquity of the being in her hands and revul sion at its nakedness nix in her.

"This is WIf Star speaking," the psybot says. "You are in violation of
Commonal ity sal vage-rights law. Your life is forfeit unless you inmediately
surrender the wetware with which you have absconded."

Mei places the plasteel case on the ground, grabs her jetpak, and fits its
vent to the ripped end of the psybot.

"The Laughing Life is in violation of salvage-rights |aw, " the psybot
declares. "It is being stalked and will be destroyed. You have no neans of
escape. Surrender the wetware now, or face the-"

Mei fires a blast of the jetpak that lifts her toward the curved ceiling and
shatters the psybot to spinning shards. She |ands on her heels and dances
backward with the inertia, crashing into the controller plates with enough force
to knock the breath out of her. There is no sound in the virtually airless
chanmber, yet she hears with her bones the pounding atop the pod stop. An onmi nous
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sil ence pervades her. And in that pal pable enptiness she feels suddenly
tangential to life, fugitive to the world of sounds, to the living world, as

t hough she brinks on the enptiness of a void greater than being, where the dead
encl ose the quick

2
Remai ns of Adam

OVERCOVE BY A SENSE OF UNREAUTY AND AMAZED That her Life is going to end here
in the presence of an archaic human, Mei N li picks up the capsule with
reverence and stares through the mlky plasteel at the brai nshadow and t he
silvery net that sustains it. The idea strikes her that she can talk directly
with this man using the el ectrodes in the net and the signal processors of the
core chanber.

Wth a feeling of eerie portent, she returns the brain to the frustrum She
goes quickly to the switch box and, using filament brushes fromthe tool unit of
her jetpak, connects the core chanber with her comlink. "M. Charlie, can you
hear me?"

"Aye, yet strange you sound."

"It's the translator,"” Mei explains, relieved to hear a human voi ce again, no
matter how comically distorted. "It nust be having difficulty converting your
archai ¢ | anguage. "

"I be black in the kingdom of the blind!"

"Il try and nake sonme adjustnents."” She attenpts tapping into the powerful
| ogi ¢ boards of the controller plates, hoping she didn't damage themtoo badly
in her collision. "I'mgoing to get us out of here, M. Charlie. But first I'm
going to see if | can fuse the transmitter units in your support systemwth the
translator node in ny comlink-my conpact comunications system That way we can
talk once | renmove you fromthe core chanber."

"What hei nous wi ckedy-split plans have you toward me?"

"I mean you no harm" Mei answers, tediously struggling to find the right
pat hways anong the circuits. She subvocalizes her curses, not wanting the
archaic brain to hear her frustration. "I"'mtaking you to Solis to grow you a
new body-a whol e and beautiful body-if we can get away from here."

"Much virtue inif," Charles says nmournfully. "Wth broodful nod, proceed
What choice for a miser in a poor house?"

"Right." The pinhead bulb atop her filament brush flickers, then lights up,

i ndi cati ng she has opened a new pat hway anong the mcrosw tches. "Ckay! | think
I"ve got it. Am1| coming across nore clearly, M. Charlie?"

"Yes, a lot clearer," a soft voice conmes over her comink. "You sound
intelligible again."

She blows a satisfied sigh and slides to the floor. "Now all we have to do is
get out of here without getting killed." She closes her eyes, reaching inward
for the rageful strength that has carried her this far fromthe reservation. "It
must seemironic to you," she says quietly, "to have survived all this time only
to wake up and discover your life is in jeopardy."

"It's not a happy feeling," the archaic m nd admits. "I've been disoriented
since |'ve woken up. Can you tell me what year this is?"

"Time isn't marked that way anynore, M. Charlie. | mean, on Earth there are
still standard years, each with three hundred sixty-five and a quarter days. But
each community has its own reckoni ng based upon its origin. On the reservation
where | come from we were in the year seven hundred forty-eight when | left."

"So |'ve been dead over seven hundred years," he says in a whisper so faint it
is alnmost only a thought.

"Longer than that, probably. Qur reservation was one of the nost recent. What
did you call the year when you lived?"

"I died in the twenty-first century. Does that mean anything to you?"

"No. | only know that the archaic age had its own reckonings for tine.
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Rel i gi ous ones, | think."

"Yes. Maybe you can tell me when the archaic age ended."

"I don't really know. | nean, | wasn't rmuch interested in history. Do you know
about the Mat?"

"No. "

"Sonetinmes they're call ed neo-sapiens. They're what becane of hunanity after
we nmapped the hunman genone and anplified our intelligence."

"The next evolutionary step," Charles says with startled understandi ng. "The
step we take for ourselves." Then, his voice rises to a puzzled lilt, "But why
are you here? Wiy isn't everyone Maat ?"

"Who knows? Maybe the Maat |ike diversity. Before they went underground, they
founded the reservations, not just for people but for many life-forms. My
reservati on was one of the last they set up. |'mpretty sure they'd already been
around for over a century by then. So you nust have been dead for-well, for
al nrost a thousand years."

Charles is silent, and Mei does not disturb his profound quiet for a |ong
monent. During the interminable tinme he had spent |locked in the virtual space of
the ore processor's command core, he has had anple tinme to nmull over his past
and visit with the ghosts of those he knewin his first lifetine, now all |ong
dead. He has no regrets about |eaving them behind, where they bad wanted to
stay. But knowi ng how | ong they have been ghosts, how | ong he has |ain dornant
awai ting this vital nonent, pervades himwi th an appalling sense of his own
transi ence. He yearns deeply for the return of his senses so that he m ght grasp
and snell and see the nonent-by-nonment reality he has travel ed a thousand years
to experience.

Mei ' s edgi ness becones unbearabl e, and she nust break the silence. "Do you
wi sh now you hadn't frozen yoursel f?"

"No-no, not at all." He speaks in a hush, his awe pal pable. "I knew there were
great risks. | knewit mght be frightful here. I-1 wanted to see it for nyself.
I only wish now | had eyes."

"You will," Mei answers brightly. "And you'll have your whol e body, too. The

vats in Solis will shape you just as you were-or with nodifications, if you
want . "

"Solis-where is that?"

"On Mars. Not far fromhere. It's a human comunity. They strive to maintain
the old values. They'|ll appreciate an old-tiner |like you."

"But the gravity-it's only a third of Earth gravity."

"Yes. You and | will be in the mnority there. Mst have taller, |ess dense
bodies. They'll find us quite exotic."

Mars! he thinks, simultaneously astonished and panic-stricken. It was because
he had wanted to see Mars, to see the cities on Mars, that he arranged to have
hi s head frozen upon death, to Van Wnkle enough time so that he would wake to
see its wonders. And now, right here in his blind presence, is a woman of this
scary and marvel ous future, his one tenuous hope for a newlife. "Wy did you
| eave Earth?" he asks, suddenly seized with a desire to know everythi ng about
her .

Mei hesitates, not sure what to say. She feels foolish telling himabout the
personal tragedy that inpelled her off-planet, for this archaic mind is froma
time when nortality was the common truth. Mite, she stares at her
squar e- knuckl ed hands, and the visitor fromthe past nust ask again, "Wre you
unhappy there? Has the Earth changed a ot fromny tinme? Wuld | recognize it?"

"Ch, yes," she blurts. "You'd recognize it. The Maat restored the planet. The
oceans and forests and grasslands are as they were before the sprawl of the
city-states."

"But where do the Maat |ive?"

"Underground. The villages on the reservations are the only artifacts on the
pl anetary surface. Factories are located in space or on the nobon, and the m nes
are out here in the Belt. No one really knows what the Maat are actually using
the raw materials for. | nean, there's no sign of themon Earth. | guess their
subterranean cities take some of the material. And here and there, in desolate
pl aces-in rift canyons, deserts, and gl acial peaks-you can find their crystals,
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big prismatic columms, a hundred neters tall. They're a nystery. Sane with the
Array. That's what everyone calls the Maat's nassive project in trans-Neptunian
orbit. It |ooks like some kind of pattern-less net, and it's built fromthe

mat eri al that the nunerous conpanies in the Belt and the gas planet systens
ganmer for them The actual construction is done by specialized andrones,
artificial workers created by the Maat."

"What do they |look |ike-the Maat, | nean?"
"Anyt hing they want." Mi stands up and starts probing the switch box again
with a stylus fromher tool kit. "I"'mgoing to try to hail my partner and see if

he can get us out of here."
"Wn't the others hear you?"

"They' || hear the signal, but the codes in the switch box will scranble it."
She speaks to the comlink in her shoul der pad: "Mink-are you there?"
"You're still alivel™ Mink's signal cones back imredi ately on the secure

channel . "Wolf Star declared that Aparecida had killed you."

"It's alie, Munk. W're okay, for now. What about you?"

"I had to swing wide to shake the destroyers Wl f Star deployed. But |I'mfree
at the nonent. Do you have M. Charlie?"

"Yes. "

"Can you get to the surface? | can pick you up in a drop-dead flyby. If | cone
in any slower, the destroyers will fix on me and there won't be any pickup at
all."

" Apar eci da has us | ocked in here."

"Take M. Charlie and break for the surface. | wll position nyself for the
flyby now and execute the drop-dead in twelve minutes."

"It's too risky, Munk. Detonate the damm expl osives. W're safe in the command

pod. "

"You know | can't do that, Junmper Nili."

"Let your C-P programdo it! If you don't, I'll work this switch box until |
figure out the detonating sequence nysel f."

"That will take too long. It'll be hours before you crack the code, if then
Wl f Star will have conmputed the codes for itself |ong before then. Make a break
for the surface. I will pick you up."

"Munk, wait. Listen. There's sonething in you that's human. The Maat instilled
that in you. | need that part of you to act for me-for M. Charlie-right now"

"Junper Nili, I'"'mpositioning The Laughing Life for the flyby. Break for the
surface."

The secure line cuts off, and Mei disconnects fromthe switch box with a
curse. "Damm that bolt-dolt!"

"What is a drop-dead flyby?" Charles inquires.

"I't nmeans he'll throw The Laughing Life at us and cone in w thout any inpul se
power, engines dead, flying by nonentum only. Because our ship is made froma
subst ance cal l ed bl ackglass, it's virtually invisible in space. Wthout using
the engines, the ship will offer no profile to WIf Star. It will fly by
undetected. All we have to do is be there to hop on."

Muttering bl ood oaths, Mei straps on her jetpak, stalks to the frustum and
renoves the plasteel case. "Can you still hear me?"

"Yes." He has no sensation at all of novenent. He is sinply in blind space,
informed only by the nerve-induced sounds fromthe translator in the case. "Wat
are you going to do?"

"We're going to try to outrun Aparecida to the surface," she nmutters sullenly,
fidgeting with the switch box, setting a brief lagtine on the portal control
"Just be grateful you don't have eyes to see this."

She takes the ovoid case in both arns and positions herself at the egress
point and waits, gnawi ng her lower |lip nervously. Her fear angers her. Wat is
there to fear? That she will die? Everyone she |loves is dead. They died
unknowi ng, believing the nercies of their age. At least she will die with her
eyes Open. What of M. Charlie7 He died too, once, believing in the nercies of
an age to cone. But there are no nercies. She knows that now. And when the door
dil ates, she screans her bitter rage and fires her jetpak
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On the comlink, Mink hears Junper Nili's defiant cry and begins his drop-dead
flyby. Mars glides past the viewport; small with distance, its sharp rays cut

the darkness like a star of blood. Its clear silence illum nates an uneasiness
in the androne. What if Aparecida kills Mei Nili? The future beconmes pointless
then. Where can he go? Wthout the archaic brain, Solis will have nothing to do

with him and finding work in the Belt will be degrading, for none of the
Conmonal ity conpani es tol erate rogue behavior. To return to Apollo Conbi ne or
even | apetus Gap where he began would nmean certain ligature of his
self-directive functions: Hs brain would be bound to a work governor that woul d
inhibit all future independence.

That possibility is untenable to him not after the pleasure he has derived
fromhis anthropic studies, which he would | ose once his CGP programis shunted
by a work governor. But the other options available to himseemlittle better
The best he coul d hope for would be to wander the Belt, seeking bandit
operations, salvage jobs that he could get to first before any conpany vessels
show up.

Even then, he would have to rely on markets outside the Commonality to credit
himfor the materials he sal vaged. Then he woul d have to transfer his credits to
i ndependent brokers anmpong the colonies so that they could be converted to the
power cells he requires to continue functioning. At any tine he hinself could be
set upon by bandit sal vagers or legitimate conpany crews who would be within
their rights in dismantling himand brokering his conmponents.

O course, the Maat would grant him sanctuary frombandits and the Comonal ity
conpanies in Terra Tharsis, their vast comunity on Mars. They would take him
in, their creation hammered out of nothing. They woul d accept himas they accept
all who conme into their comunal presence, and he woul d be changed, as all are
changed in the grand thetic fields of their recondite being, changed and nmade
anew, no |onger Munk but Munk-of-the-Mat, naked before the infinite, at the
foot of the dreamthat m nd has naned existence-and he woul d be nmade again
mysterious even to hinself.

Fear twines in himat that prospect. Is this sone subprograminstalled by his
creators? Perhaps. He does not want to dwell on it. The Maat are too strange to
contenpl ate, and he would rather live as a bandit in the void than subnit
hinsel f to their unknowabl e whi ns.

For a simlar reason, Munk has not dared consider Junper Nili's request that
he override his primary progranm ng and bl ow up Phoboi Twelve. If he does that,
he conpromnises the only stability he has, the certainty of his own nental being.
Carbon m nds, having evol ved from organi c acci dents, know madness. But the
silicon mind is singular and thus secure frominsanity. It is clarity itself,
crystal beconme nind.

The andrones constructed by the Commonality are such truly pure silicon
entities that they are incapable of defying their cybernetic natures. But a Mat
construct, inbued with a contra-paranmeter program as he has been, is subject to
the possibility of continual redefinition. Such randommess is the very threshold
of madness.

Munk fears that. His primary programto serve as a patrol and sal vage androne
for | apetus Gap-was immutably altered by the activation of his CP program to
acquire all the anthropic data he can. That diverted himfromhis work station
in the Saturn ring system and brought himto Apoll o Conbine. Since then he has
suffered flutter-gaps in his attention whenever he even so much as glinpses
hol o-i mages of the rings or hears data blurbs about the gas giants. Studying the
ant hropi ¢ psyche, he has learned that these attention gaps are experienced by
peopl e as pangs of renobrse, guilt, nostal gia. Wy, he has often wondered, have
the Maat instilled such an inhibiting inefficiency in their creations?

What ever the reason-if it can be called reason at all- Munk dreads all further
deviation fromhis primary program He has gone so far as to question the nerit
of his CGPinterest in humans. Yet question is all he can do, since he is
i ncapable of ternminating his CGP file. As he cuts the nagjets and commits The
Laughing Life to its plunge toward Phoboi Twel ve, he knows his fate is | ocked.
Mei will either be there with the archaic brain, or she will be dead.

A tendril of fern floats by, and he plucks it out of the air, enduring another
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flutter-gap in his attention. Wien he arrived in the Belt, this was the first

bi of orm Munk saw. All the junper ships are festooned with themflowering |ianas,
crinmson-|eafed creepers, enerald bracken, and gl ossy jade plants. His initial

| esson in human behavior was to |l earn that the hunman psyche relishes the
presence of this early ancestor

He takes the fern | eaf between his digits and marvels again at its delicacy.
The microvol tage of the phosphoryl ati on of adenosi ne di phosphate to adenosi ne
triphosphate in the cells' chlorophyll tingles his fingersensors when he feels
for it. This is the photosynthetic process that has evol ved spont aneously
billions of years ago on Earth, releasing the free oxygen that nmde the
evol ution of respiring organi sns possible.

How eerie it seens to himthat this being appeared automatously out of the
nmol ecul ar frenzy of life. No creature manufactured it as he was manufactured. It
energed of its own accord, nascent, replete. As did the archaic brain that Mei
Nili carries in the plasteel case. M. Charlie was not shaped in the vats. His
genetic structure nmani fested without benefit of Maat or androne gui dance. And
that fills Munk with wonder as he tunes into the code-privil eged band of the
comlink.

He hears nothing, for Mei has shut down her link. The static that fills the
encl osed space is the thin wind of the sun nagging at the electrons of the
ship's antenna. It is a cold and unfailing sound.

Mei Nili fires her jetpak and, with a whooping cry, is flung through the hatch
of the command pod and across the vault, Charles hugged tight agai nst her
Apareci da, squatting atop the pod, |ashes her spiked tail at the streaking
figure and m sses.

Shooti ng through the smashed gap in the geodesic done, Mei skids to a stop at
the entry to the gigantic bore tunnel. A charred screech fromthe denolition
androne sends Mei fleeing through the dark corridor, using short kicks from her
jetpak to bound as far ahead as her cow light permts her to see. She nmust find
a vent that ascends to the surface. The plasteel case in her arns whispers
through her comink, "Mei Nili, Mei Nili, are you still with me?"

"Yes, M. Charlie, I"'mhere. Calmdown. | can't talk now. Aparecida is after
us."

Charl es hates not know ng what is happening. He wants to help, to participate
in his own salvation, and he rakes his mnd for sone worthy counsel. "Do you
have a weapon?"

"No. Nothing that would stop a denolition androne."

Mei dares not even glance behind. Her full attention is ahead of her, anobng
the nunerous escapes in the rive rock wall-the vent holes and sl udge chutes.
Sone, she knows, nust be dead ends, termnating in dross bins and catch

chanbers. Very feww |l lead to the surface. Desperately, she strives to bring
forward in her nmenory the bore-tunnel pattern that is the nodel for the ore
processors she has hel ped install. But she has |ost track of where she is in the
t unnel

Jarring vibrations quake the thin air with Aparecida's hammering stride, and
the whi pstroke whistle of her tentacles |ashes its screeching echoes like a
slicing siren. At any instant, Mei expects a shatter-blow to slamher into
bl ackness. Stifling her terror, she fixes her gaze on a likely cavity directly
overhead. A tight burst of the jetpak | aunches her upward, and she curls about
in mdleap and slides into the opening feetfirst.

Bel ow her, she sees Aparecida lunge at the rock wall, talons biting into the
stone, tentacles hoisting her along the sheered surface with weightless agility,
her long head tilted back, fixing Mei with a pulsing, fireshadow gl are.

"Where are we?" Charles asks. "Wat's happeni ng now?"

Mei scuttles backward into the cavity, her fear coiling tighter with the rapid
poundi ng of the androne's pursuit. Al she can hear is her panicked breathing.

"You're scared,"” Charles npbans. "Tell ne what's happening!"

"She's after us," Mei nanages. As fast as she el bows backward, the opening
bef ore her crunbles and the androne's tentacles reach closer. The rock-cracking
noi se of Aparecida's frenzied approach jars the roots of her teeth, and she
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chatters curses in a fury of fear and rage at herself that she entered the duct
backward, succunbing to the tenptation to see her pursuer. Now the tight space
prohibits her fromturning around so she can use her jetpak to propel her faster
t hrough t he channel

Though she is facing the wong way, she fires her jetpak anyway and shoots
through the | oops of the blind tentacles and out of the duct, streaking past the
bl unt face and spi ked claws of Aparecida. A razorfiash of tentacles |oop and
swirl after her, and she darts daringly into the bl ackness.

"What's that sound?" Charles presses. "Did we get away?" Mei gl ances off the
opposite wall and ricochets back into the darkness as Apareci da pounces sw ftly
on the space where she had been. Sizzling arcs of flogging tentacles drive M
back and forth across the tunnel until her heart cannot punp oxygen out of her
| ungs fast enough and her strength no longer fits her nuscles. Wth clanbering,
wobbly strides, she hauls herself up the broken face of the wall and heaves
herself into the first opening she finds.

"Tell nme what's happening!" Charles pleads, frightened by the gasping sounds
of Mei's terrified exertion. "VWere are we?"

Mei slaps off her comlink arid tries to steady the raw fieriness of her
breathing to get a grasp on where she is. The oblique angle of the narrow
channel indicates it |eads el sewhere than to the surface. A wenching roar kicks
her deeper as Aparecida's powerful |inbs burrow a |arger entry.

In monents the androne will have sufficient rock debris to fire projectiles.
Ski ddi ng forward with boosts fromher jetpak as fast as she dares in the dark
pi pe, she roots her stamina in the hot current of her fear and finds the
strength and clarity to push the plasteel case under her, down between her |egs
where she can clasp it with her ankl es.

The first projectile whacks so hard agai nst the case that her bones shudder,
and she rel eases Charles. The plasteel case rolls backward down the pipe, but
the next projectile smacks it back between her |egs. Then the channel opens into
a conveyer chute, and she tunbles out of the pipe.

Mei recogni zes this chute as the sane one she had followed earlier to the
command pod. She rel eases a distressed cry, knowi ng the chute only descends
deeper into the asteroid. Fromhere there is no chance of reaching the surface.
Stabbing into the darkness with the Iight beam fromher cow, she begins the
climb toward the core chanber and the command pod, gnashing her teeth in
frustration. The regularly spaced ducts in the chute wall all |ead back to the
mai n bore tunnel, and entering them would be certain death, for Aparecida's heat
sensors woul d spot her at once. Her only hope nowis to return quickly to the
command pod before the androne can cut her off and trap her in the chute.

Enpl oying all the alacrity she can nmuster from her weary nuscles, she clinbs
along the cable track. Wth conveyer trucks before her and cabl es | oopi ng above,
her jetpak affords her no help. She fights to quiet her breathing so she can
hear the danger ahead, while at the sanme tinme she denands fierce haste from her
| egs. Each sinewy second that she | ags decreases her chance of getting out of
the chute before Aparecida bl ocks her way.

A truck nounded with cinders appears out of the dark, and she cat-scranbles
over it, vaulting the gap to the next truck. The plasteel case in her arns bobs
cunber sonely, and she hopes that the blows it took in the pipe haven't danaeged
its precious interior. She considers flicking on her comlink to contact Charles
but at that nonment notices the blue glow fromthe power coils at the end of the
chut e.

Saf eguar di ng her already wenching heart fromthe excitement of making good
her escape, she steadily keeps her alertness on her bal ancing | eaps al ong the
crests of the trucks. Her breath inadequate, her |egs | eaden, she won't relent,
hopi ng she can reach the mouth of the chute and fire her jetpak. But as she
reaches the |ast truck, her jouncing stride breaks at the sight of a blurred,
gropi ng tentacl e.

Mei ducks behind the truck as Aparecida swarns into the conveyer chute, |inbs
thrashi ng. The truck whangs loudly with the inpact, and the whole |inkage is
shoved deeper into the chute, knocking the plasteel case from her grasp
Tent acl es scythi ng above her, Mei ducks |ower, her hands working furiously to
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uncoupl e the end truck. The pin junps out, and she snatches the pl asteel case
fromthe ground and clutches it hard to her chest as she throws her jetpak to
full throttle.

The force of the thrust hurls Mei, the cinder-laded truck, and the denolition
androne across the giant vault toward the geodesi c done. Spew ng ash, the
jet-powered truck hurtles through the ripped gap in the dome, shoving Aparecida
ahead of it and crashing violently into the towering colum of a power coil
Lightning rigs a thundery harp between the smashed coil and the vault's dark
peak, and clots of blue fire geyser through the chanber and craw wildly over
t he naked ground.

Mei tunbles free of the collision and scrabbles with quavery | egs toward the
open portal of the command pod. Throw ng off the dented truck, Aparecida |eaps
after her. A scourging hiss rips the air as tapers of steel claw the air at
Mei's back. Flung forward again by her jetpak, Mi bounds with shock fright into
the command pod, drops the plasteel case, and throws herself at the sw tch box.

The portal winkles shut before Aparecida's flailing blades narrow cl ose
enough to find flesh, and Mei collapses in a quaki ng heap. Three hot raps
vi brate through the pod, and then there is silence but for her frantic
breat hing. She gropes for the comlink in her shoul der pad and splutters, "M.
Charlie?"

"Mei Nili!" Charles is agog with fear. Wen she cut himoff, he was sure
Aparecida had killed her and he was on his way to the dissector. "I-I thought..

Are you all right?"

"Yes," she gasps.

"What happened? \Where are we?"
"We're back-back in the pod."

"*What about Aparecida? |Is she still after us?"
"Yes. My escape-l couldn't get away. | had to cone back."
"We're still trapped?"

"For now." Mei pushes herself to her feet and | eans agai nst the swi tch box.

Her fear-buzzing fingers steady only under the greatest concentration, and she
manages to transnit a hailing frequency to The Laughing Life. But there is no
response. Fromthat she knows that the cruiser is either destroyed or

mai ntaining strict silence because it has drifted within striking range of Wl f
Star. "We'lIl have to wait a while before Munk can contact us again."

"What are you going to do?"

Mei picks up the plasteel case and notes the snudges where Aparecida's
projectiles inpacted. An open, lonely feeling-a tender sense of
vul nerability-repl aces the dazed and jangled afternath of her terror-stricken
flight. This remarkabl e being-a nan froma | ost era a thousand years gone- has
been reduced to this-an object of barter, useful as an ore-factory controller or
a shield-a thing that she has risked her life to steal. "You' ve got your ears,
M. Charlie. Now |l'mgoing to give you your eyes."

"You can do that?"

"I think so." She places the case back in the crystal frustumand returns to
the switch box. By channeling to Charles the input fromthe light sensors in the
ceiling that nonitor the interior of the pod, she opens for hima rai nbowtinted
vi si on.

"I can see! It looks like |I'mfloating above you."

"There are ground-1level light sensors, too," Mei says. "I'll connect you to
themas well. These are what the junpers use to scrutinize the controller plates
by renote."

"Yes! I've found the reflex. | can will it nyself now "

"There are also light sensors outside the pod. If you try..."

"There it is," he says in a cold whisper. "ls that Aparecida? She's
huge- gr ot esque-"

"What is she doi ng?"

"Squatting in front of nme. She's got these thick, barbed cables waving slowy
around her-and her face, it's-"

"I know. W've net."
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"How |l ong can we stay in here?"

"Not long. WIf Star will break the codes soon and then usurp control of the
pod. "

"What are we going to do?"

Mei smiles, and the sensation is so unfamliar it startles her, opening her
lungs to a giddy sigh

"Why are you | aughi ng?"

"M. Charlie, you said "we.' | just think it's funny that we're in this
together-me and a thousand-year-old man."

"Actually, Mei Nili, I'mscared shitless, as we used to say in ny tine."

"I amtoo, M. Charlie. | amtoo. And for a long tine | wasn't." She settles

to the floor and | eans back against the jetpak. "For a long tinme | really didn't
care if | lived or died."

"You were depressed. Wy?"

"That doesn't matter. It would sound silly to you-a nman who al ready died once,
who lived in a tine when everyone had to die."

"You | ost soneone you |love," M. Charlie surmi ses.

"I lost everyone | |love. They weren't supposed to die. No one is supposed to
die where | cone from"
"That doesn't sound silly to nme. | tried to escape death myself. But after

what |'ve been through-cramred in here, forced to work as a nachi ne sl ave-|
woul d rather die than go back to that. Cowardly as that nust seem that is
what's happened to ne. Really, though, at bottomthe only courage that is
demanded of us is to go on living."

"For what? Sinply to exist?"

"No. That's vile. But look at you, Mei Nili. You are beautiful. And you've
told nme that everyone is beautiful now Disease, old age, distortion are done
with, and at last, hunmanity attains the physical dignity that before we could
only claimin spirit.”

"That was the spirit | left Earth to find. Physical dignity is not enough, M.
Charlie."

"No, | suppose not. Much as | hate to admit it, the old phil osophers were
right. W sing best in our chains. Even so, | would love to taste sone of the

freedom humanity has won in the thousand years since | had a body. |Is there any
hope we can get away to that place you told ne of-to Solis-where they will shape
a new body for me?"

Mei shrugs disconsolately. "Only if we can convince Mink to override his
primary programing and detonate the expl osives."

"Patch me into The Laughing Life. Let ne talk with him"

"He won't listen to you. He's an androne."

"Yet when he first contacted ne he introduced hinself as something nore-a
rogue androne with what he called contra-paraneter progranming installed by the
Maat. He's capable of free will."

"Not if he can help it," Mei says with a gl eam of anger

"Then we have to nake it necessary. W have to give himno choice but to use
s freedom™

"l don't understand."

"Mei Nili, you ganbled your life to save nme. | know that serves your
self-interest. You need ne to gain entry to Solis for yourself. Yet if you want,
you can surrender nme to Aparecida this mnute and your life will be spared. You
can go on living."

"I didn't conme this far to give up. If | have to die now, at least | won't be
running away fromlife-which is what | was doing before."

"I'"'mglad to bear you say that. There's a chance, then, that we can get out of
here. But we'll have to ganble our lives. Are you wlling?"

"What do | have to do?"

"Let me talk to Munk."

Mei pushes to her feet. At the switch box, she finds that the transm ssion
circuit is already active, and Munk's voice is droning,".. . hear ne? Respond,
Jumper Nili."

"Munk! We're back in the pod. We couldn't make it to the surface."

hi
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"Junper Nili, | was ready to believe you were dead."
"W will be soon, Munk, if you don't help us."
"Junper Nili, don't ask-"

"It's not ne this time that's asking."

"Munk? This is Charles Qutis speaking. Can you hear nme?"

"Who?" the androne asks. "There's noise in your transmssion | can't
deci pher. "

"This is M. Charlie. Do you hear nme?"

"I hear you, M. Charlie. | regret we have not been able to liberate you just
yet."

"You can |iberate nme, Munk. Detonate the explosives immediately."

"I can't do that, M. Charlie."

"You can-and you nust. Mei Nili is going to open the pod entry now. |If you
don't detonate the explosives at once, Aparecida will destroy us. Do you
under st and?"

Mei's heart surges, and she turns with shock fromthe sw tch box.

"Junper Nili, do not do this. I will swing about for another drop-dead flyby.
Try again to evade Aparecida and get to the surface.”

In her astoni shnent, Mei says nothing. This is it. The clarity of Charles's
deci si on penetrates her, and all the torn and nuddi ed ragi ng that had carried
her fromEarth to this lifeless rock in the preterit void lifts away. Tears cone
quietly to her eyes.

"Junper Nili!"

Mei blinks away her tears and nods toward the sensors, holding Charles's gaze
and not quite smling. "I"'msetting a ten-second |lag on the pod entry, Mink. |If
M. Charlie and | are going to survive, it's entirely up to you."

"Junper Nili, |I will use the codes to countermand your portal control."

Mei tugs a small pliers fromher tool kit and inserts it into the switch box
with a deft twist. "lI've cut the code link to the portal. You can't stop it now.

It will open in ten seconds. Qur lives are in your hands, Mink."

"Don't do it, Junper Nili."

Mei sets the tiner and retreats down the aisle of controller panels. She
renoves her jetpak and sets it beside her on the floor. "Get us out of here,
Munk. "

"Hel p us!" Charles calls.

In The Laughing Life, Munk pulls away fromthe comand consol e abruptly, as
though it has becone white-hot. He stands erect, suspended by his conflict in a
bitter, utter stillness. Ten seconds for a silicon mind is ten eternities in
which to dwell on the pernutations of the future. Miunk locks into a frozen logic
| oop: If he does nothing, Mei and the archaic human will be | ost

ever-yet if he detonates the explosives, he will have defied his primary
programm ng, and he will-forever after-endure the clains of insanity, of |oss of
gui ded control, of uncertainty in his own behavior

There are no feelings to guide him If he trusts his CP programm ng, he wll
detonate the expl osives and destroy not only Phoboi Twel ve and Apareci da but
also his identity as an androne. If he does not act, there will be no grief, no
renorse, no sadness at the loss of an archaic human. He will go on, a rogue
androne, salvaging errant mning equi pnent to earn the credits necessary to
repl enish his power cells. Eventually, he will neet other junpers, add their
interviews to his devel opi ng ant hropi ¢ nodel, and so continue to fulfill the
inner directive of his creators.

In the tenth second, Munk decides to | eave his primary progranmm ng intact. The
uncertainty of existing without it is the nost puissant enotion he has ever
experienced, and he crouches over the command consol e and turns The Laughing
Li fe away from Phoboi Twel ve

Over the comlink he hears the shouts of Junper Nili and Charles Qutis as the
portal opens and Aparecida cones for them The w |l dness of their anguished yells
pierces deep into his CGP program He adds that to his anthropic nodel. And then
he hears the gusty roar of the jetpak. Junper Nili has |aunched it ahead of her
He can tell, for it Doppler's away from her shinmmering cries, thuds |oudly, and
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whines to a stop. She has struck Aparecida with it, driven the androne back a
few paces, and purchased herself two, maybe three extra seconds.

Such resistance is absurd, he thinks, and realizes, of course, such absurdity
is the very source of being human-to live and strive sinply to live and strive,
even for a few extra seconds, to go on living and to nake the | aws according to
whi ch one lives, to program oneself which, to the androne, is nmadness and yet
sonething nore, a willful desire to set one's own linmits in a universe where
there is no real edge to anything, where the interpenetration of cosm c energies
and nol ecul ar fl ow and accidents creates an eternal flux despite al
programm ng, all structures, all the crystallizations of the silicon mnd, even
those seem ngly inpenetrabl e sanctuaries of purpose, identity, and safety
created by the Mat.

And all at once, Munk's plight ends. Though he still does not understand, he
conprehends why the Maat put a human heart inside his androne bul k. They never
i ntended himto be human, only to be as free as a hunan-as free and as absurd.

Wthout hesitation, he generates the firing codes for the bore-drill expl osives
and sends the detonating signal
Mei Nili is hunched anpbng the controller plates, gawking in horror with

Charl es as Aparecida casts aside the crunpl ed shape of the jetpak and springs
toward them Her prodigious head slung forward in a gaze of flane-cored mnera
intensity, tentacles slithering ahead of her steely, clacking claws, she is
death itself.

A searing flare of white fire bleaches the androne to a skeletal silhouette
and consunmes her in a wi ncing radiance blind as any darkness, and she vani shes
like a tattered shadow into the waith world of all nightnares.

The portal reflexively squeezes shut under the blast. The brunt of the
shockwave tosses Mei against the far wall with a sickening thud, and she sl unps
lifelessly, a cast-adrift body in the reduced gravity.

"Mei Nili!" Charles bawls, and then, "Munk! Mink, are you there? Mei Nili's
hurt! Hurry!"

Munk receives the distress signal from nearby, where he has watched the silent
hol ocaust billow into fiery tatters. He steers The Laughing Life into the
infrared haze to recover the scorched command pod. Resorting at once to his
primary programm ng, he ignores the enptional valence in Charles's nessage and
calmMy guides. the cruiser through the debris of the explosion. The heavily
damaged Wl f Star has swiftly retreated, dwindling to a bright star in the
gal actic haze, |eaving behind pewter shards of fused bl ackgl ass, tw sted
finjets, mangled hull plates, and nelted shapes of plasteel anmpong the rapidly
cooling dust cloud that is all that remains of Phoboi Twel ve.

The command pod itself has separated into several heat-tarnished spheres
whirling doonful and nute as absolute rock anong the cosmic dust. Munk gently
docks The Laughi ng Life against the sphere enmitting Charles's signal. The
controll er plates recogni ze the conpany vessel, and the pod nmates its portal to
the cruiser's pressure hatch and accepts Munk with an inrush of heated air.

Charl es, unprepared for the sight of the bul ky hunmanoid with the chronme hood
and featurel ess face-plate, utters a weak groan. "Mink?"

"Yes," the androne replies, hurrying to Mei's body.

"Have no fear. The danger for you is over, M. Charlie."”

Munk checks the oxygen content and pressure of the air mx in the pod as well
as the tenperature to be certain that they are adequate to sustain hunman life,
and assured of that, he unzips Mei's statskin cowl. His thick hand hovers a
centineter above her face, not only attenpting to neasure her rate of
respiration but also at venture, daring for the first tine to touch human fl esh

Hi s sensors can detect no gas exchange at all. His first contact is to the
side of her neck, trepidatiously feeling for her carotid pulse. None. "She is
dead. "

"No!" Charles cries. "She's not dead. Not yet. It's only been a few m nutes.
You' ve got to start her breathing. Do you understand?"

"How?" From his nmenory-allocation files, Munk filters cardiopul nonary
therapies. He retrieves the first-aid-for-humans programthat his nakers
installed in the earliest andrones and that persists in himat a | ow | evel of
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his operating systemas a kind of racial nenory.

"Force air into her lungs," Charles calls desperately.

Swi ftly, the androne positions her under himon the deck, his fist placed over
her nose and nouth, his finger pistoning air into her lungs. A vigorous thoracic
massage follows as he punps her rib cage with his fingertips, feeling her bones
stressing to their breaking point. He considers applying a small electric jolt,
when her heart thunps back to |ife and she gasps for breath.

Mei shudders alert, peering up blearily at the crinson | ens bar in the black
facepl ate, and she feels the bright magnetic touch of his living netal against
her flesh. Alertness jans into place as he lifts his electric presence from her
and she takes in the intersecting crystal plates and mrror-gold concavity of
t he pod.

And then, quite unexpectedly, she finds herself blinking at the kneeling
androne with tears welling in her eyes. It is as if everything she had ever
refused to reckon with, the sadness and loneliness, is trying to rise within her
involuntarily and all at once, overflowing fromher as nuch in release as in
pai n. Awareness of the blackness that has relinquished her under the androne's
mnistrations taps into the very source of her grief.

To Munk's amazenent, she begins to sob. He finds it incredible that this
molten grief could have churned inside her for so long without finding a way
out, that she had to literally die before it found relief. In the fornless
not hi ng where she has just been, the androne realizes, everyone she had ever
| oved had gone. And now she has been there too-and cone back

"Wl cone to the club,” M. Charlie says with quiet exultation. "Wl cone to the
survivors' club."

In the wash of air from The Laughing Life, strands of fern and a white bl ossom
have drifted. Munk sweeps theminto his grasp and presents themto Mei. "To
life."

She accepts the bouquet with a quavery smile. "To Solis."

Installed in the flight bubble of The Laughing Life, Charles sees and hears
through the ship's sensors. Wiile he scrutinizes the interior of the vessel,
amazed to be alive inside a magjet cruiser, even nore amazed at the anbit of his
own hazardous destiny that has delivered himfromthe darkness of the nmachine,
Mei and Munk tal k. Vaguely, the thousand-year-old nmnd |istens to the androne
and the woman struggle with their relief and the joy of their success while they
di scuss what |ies ahead-the brief flight to Mars and how it wll be necessary to
abandon The Laughing Life in a high orbit. The cruiser is the property of Apollo
Conbine, and the only way to avoid the conpany's legal claimon themis to | eave
it behind. They will all go down to Mars in the pod and will slow their entry
with a jetpak rig they'll hook up fromthe ship's stores.

While they carefully plot the i mediate future, Charles gazes at the nmacrane
of vines and roistering ferns spilling fromceiling nooks. He is quietly
astoni shed to see them dangling here anong the nysterious alloys of the
transparent hull, wavering with the vent breeze in the aqueous glow fromthe
crystal devices of the console. To him the plants are weary and beggared
life-fornms, sufficing on the nerest offerings, yet noble in the poverty of
radiation, thin air, and neager dirt that sustain them O course they would
acconpany humanity into space. Fromtheir cellular struggles, hunman life slowy
and violently evolved and stands before himnow as this beautifully pale and
dar khai red woman chattering gratefully. By conparison, the androne beside her,
hol ding her steady in the enpty gravity, seens a divinity, silverly black and
cerenonial, a faceless apparition of a higher order, a nore ideal actuality,
that has enmerged fromher even nore distinctly than she energed fromthe genetic
turnoil of the plants' early lives.

The archaic human stares at themtirelessly, scrutinizing these three orders
of reality arrayed before him ancestral, human, and noetic-and as the fourth,
the ghost witness of the past, an obscure soul wi thout a body, he experiences
for the first time in this cal anmtous and unreckonabl e future sonme enotion ot her
than fear.

Charl es stares ahead through the prow s sensors at the swelling vista of Mars.
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The awe that had begun for himwhen he first woke fromhis |long, cold sleep
steepens at the view of the orange-red deserts and rows of dead vol canoes. As
the cruiser glides closer to the rimands of sneared lava flats and scoria, he
sees the famous veins of dried riverbeds that he remenbers fromthe Viking
phot ographs of his forner life a mllenniumago. The runor of floods chanfering
the rusty plains, grooving the reddish black slurry floors with the toilings of
water, fans out and nelts away into the dark anber glass of alien nantle beds.
And suddenly, there it is, in the chancre of a crater surrounded by burned-out
ci nder cones-an inmense and gl eam ng city! Astoni shnent expands to a worshipfu
feeling in his archaic brain, for here is the justification of his ganble and
his suffering-the triunphant faith of the vision he had died and been reborn to
see. Set like a strange jewel in the barren plains and stark pronontories of the
dead planet, the city is woven of radiance. Its gold and-onyx spires tw nkle
with sunfire and enerald spurs of laser light, its dazzling foundations sunk in
the bedrock of the future's hewn and ancient-river altar of Mars.

3
Terra Tharsis

Charles Qutis IS A BRAI NSHADOW ENCASED AN AN EGG OF CLEAR pl asteel. Psyonic
pads designed to read and i nduce brain-waves cap both ends of the capsule and
connect it by comlink to the console and the sensory array of The Laughing
Li fe. Through the prow sensors, Charles watches Munk floating in space, the
gal axy like m st behind him The androne uses nmag-lock clips to attach jetpaks
to the mrror-gold hull of the pod.

"You only have four jetpaks,” Charles notices. "WII they be strong enough to
brake our descent?" Under ordinary circunstances, Charles prided hinself on his
observational abilities; now, survival has nade himhyperalert. He notices the
m crochi pping of the rover's hull and the thin feathers of electric fire around
Munk as the androne aligns the jetpaks and magnetically | ocks theminto place.

"These won't brake our entry," Munk answers frankly, indicating the circle of

puny shoul der packs with their tapered jets that he's fixed to the hull. "But
I"mnot going to drop us to the surface. I'"'mainng for Terra Tharsis, the city
you saw on our last flyby. The jetpaks will help steer us to where scouts can
pick us up as we go in."

"I still say there's enough |ift on this cruiser to nmake a dunefleld | anding,"

the junper calls fromthe helm "Terra Tharsis is too dangerous. Let's go
directly to Solis. Put us down in the Planet, on one of the sandy verges near
the settlement. W'll hike in."

"The landing is too risky," Munk says. "The dunes veil rock reefs, and this
pod isn't designed for an inpact entry. W have no choice but to seek sanctuary
with the Maat, unpredictable as they are. Wich is better-to take a chance on
i ncal cul abl e physics or on an unguessabl e psyche?"

Inside the flight bubble of the ship, Mei is washed out by the pelagic gl ow of
the console. Mnitoring near space in the view scanner, she advi ses the androne,
"We've got only a fewmnutes left. Two Bund ships and an Ap Comtransport are
closing fast."

"A'l right, then," Mink responds, "lock the helmand get into the pod."

Awe, fear, exultation at basking in the brown glow of Mars fuse inside Charles
to a wide-staring intensity, so that he feels nore alive now than he ever had in
his former life. "What's going to happen to us in Terra Tharsis?" he asks.

"I don't know," Mei admts without nmuch synpathy. "Terra Tharsis belongs to
the Maat, not the Commonality. W'll have to find our way as we go."

Charles fixes his attention in the pod's external sensors and watches the
pl anet view fl oating below, Mars rising splotched and enornous agai nst the
starsnoke. The winy m st of the atnosphere shimrers thinly against the bl ack
dept hs of space, and the blister-peel ed and coagul ate surface of the world
shines with ectoplasm c wi sps of dust and frost vapors.
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The jetpaks fire soundl essly, the nmute flares of blue exhaust standing before
the stars like votive flanes on the gold rimof the pod. Snug in his plastee
case, a husked brain devoid of even the primitive sense of vertigo, Charles does
not feel the tug of acceleration. Instead, he surmises notion by the swelling
vi st a.

Charcoal scraw s of shadow resolve to fault lines, nacre blotches expand to
vast sandy verges, and the horizon becones serrated. The barren vista of oxide
deserts and crenul ated mountain ridges swins closer, aslant in the yaw ng
descent of the pod. Scall oped dunes spring fromthe nutant sands, warped and
quaki ng as the thin atnosphere buffets the plumreting vehicle, and Charles wants
to blink, to shunt even for a nmonent the inconm ng vantage of w nd-rowed buttes
and stress-cracked rock.

The planet's rancid colors blur through the Iens of the pod' s thernal
bowshock. Munk nutters sonme command that Charles is too distracted to catch
Bel ow, a jagged shadow ine of ifinit-faceted mountains |oons as the pod's
ultimate and cal anitous destination, and a delirious howl whirls through
Charl es. before Mei disengages the plasteel capsule fromthe ship's console and
steeps himin darkness, he sees the sharp peaks veer away, and through a rocky
draw in the broken horizon, Terra Tharsis rears, her crystal towers swarned in
reefs of reflectant haze and star-barbs and carats of unearthly radiance.

"M. Charlie, wit you w se?"

The voice conmes fromall directions, and Charles Qutis groans groggily awake,
unabl e to remenber where he is. His last recollection is of a supernaturally
beautiful city of gleaming spires

"He be witful. Spark his eyes, say |."

"Where am 1 ?" Dimred enbers wormin the darkness. "l can't see anything."
"The transl ator needs adjustnent,"” a basso profundo voi ce decl ares.
"Yes, it does," a softer voice replies. "lI've just tuned it. He can understand

us now. "

"Good," the voice of thunder says. "M . Charlie, will you acknow edge that you
can hear me?"

"Yes, | hear you. Wiere amI|? | can't see anything. Wat's happened to the
ot hers? Where's Mei Nili-and Munk?"

"Cal myourself," the runbling voice commands. "In a noment your sight will be
returned to you. But first, his-ten to ne. You are now in the custody of the
Maat Pashal i k. Several clains of ownership have been |l aid against you, and you
are on exhibit before the Mot to settle this question of proprietorship.”

"Wait, | don't understand. | don't belong to anyone. Were am|? Let ne see
where | aml Mei Nili? Munk?"

"Activate M. Charlie's vision," the heavy voi ce orders.

Wncing rays of hot color pierce Charles painfully before relaxing into the
panorami c vista of a marbled creamfloor slick as a mirror extending toward
distant ivory tiers of swerving architecture strange as turtle bones and
mant aray hoods. A massive plate-glass wall reveals the glittering city of onyx
arcs and silver-gold needl e-towers he has seen from The Laughing life. The
copper - and- qui hce tones of Mars are visible on the horizon, the dark amnmber of
nmount ai ns above the red skin of the desert.

"M. Charlie," the thunder calls him and he notices two figures energe from
the gl are where noon |ight stands on the gl eaning white expanse. One is no nore
than a ruby staff topped by a manikin face, a mask on a broonstick. The other is
bulkily draped in floating black scarves and an anethyst nist, and the humanoid
face gazing fromunder the stamering flane that weathes his faceted head is a
dark netallic gray with black eyes inpenetrable and enpty as a shark's. "I am
the Judge," the bul ky one says with the voice of thunder. "And this is the
Cerk."

"You' re andrones," Charles gripes wearily, stifling a nonentary swrl of
di zzi ness at the strange sight before him

"W are agents of the Maat," the Judge intones, "and you are in the Pashalik
of the Maat where our authority countermands all other judgments.”

"Where's Mei Nili?" Charles asks, fighting his panic. "How did | get here?"

"M. Charlie," the Cerk says in her suede voice, the lips fromthe manikin
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face unnoving, "you shall not address questions to the Judge-only to nyself. You

are, after all, an exhibit and not a plaintiff in these proceedings.
"What do you nean?" Fear fists so tightly around hi mhe thinks he may pass
out. "I"'mCharles Qutis. |I'ma human being, danmmit, not sone-thing."

"You are speaking nonsense," the Clerk warns in a gentle tone. "Qur nenory
survey indicates that you are fully aware of your dem se. Your remant and
relict survival, objectively speaking, is solely as a thing. The only question
to be resolved by the Mot is to whomdo you bel ong."

"I belong to nyself!"

"That nmakes no sense, M. Charlie. By universal convention, a legally dead
person has no cl ai mupon anythi ng, physical remains or otherw se."

"But I'mnot dead!" he cries desperately. "Can't you see? You're talking to
me, for God's sake."

"We're talking to you only because your dead brain has been reaninmated at a
measur abl e expense and for an expected return,” the Cerk patiently explains.
"You were dead for many terrene years and woul d be dead now ot herw se."

"That's absurd!"

"That is the law"

"You nean | have no rights at all?" He | ooks away fromthe bizarre apparition
of the magistrate and his puppet, stares past the veering geonetries of Terra
Tharsis, and sinks his gaze into the primal horizon-the ruddy vista of
Mar s- hopi ng to cal m hi nsel f.

"There are inportant property rights that do pertain,” the Cerk quietly
admts. "Because you were stolen fromthe Commonality archive by |lewdists, this
denonstrates negligence of protectorship on the part of the Commonality. The
case may be nade that the Commonal ity has thus forsaken any claimto you. As you
were afterward stolen fromthe |l ewdists by the Friends of the Non-Abelian Gauge
Group and subsequently recovered fromthemby the Commonality, you may claimto
be property of public donmain. Then, ownership rights will devolve to those who
sal vaged you."

"Way are you doing this to ne?" Charles npbans

"The law requires the Judge and the Clerk to examne all exhibits prior to
presentation in the Moot." The Clerk floats backward into the glare of noon

light. "Unless the Judge has further questions, | believe our exanm nation is
concl uded. "

"The exhibit is found whole and wi thout defect," the Judge decrees, the
anet hyst vapors around him fluorescing brightly, the flam ng halo vanishing. "It

shall be admitted to the Moot and herewith subject to all pending argunents for
final and absolute proprietorship.”

"Hey, wait a mnute. Please!" Charles pleads "Were's Mei Nili? Were's the
androne Munk? How did | get here?"

The Judge retreats into the sunfire, and in the next instant bl ackness swarns
over Charles Qutis.

Mei Nili and Munk sit in the alcove of the Mot, awaiting their turn to
testify. Munk's facel ess aspect stares out the transparent walls at the superna
ranparts of Terra Tharsis. He is livid inside with fear. So, this is the adytum
of the Maat. And here he is at the foot of the dream far beyond the paraneters
of all his progranm ng. Hi s hope, however inprobable, had been that the flyers
who intercepted the incom ng pod woul d deposit them outside the city. But they
didn't, and now here they are in the mdst of the Maat's creation. An incestuous
anxi ety possesses him This is the place of his naker, the very trespass he nost
dr eaded.

The Maat's hand is everywhere apparent, fromthe artificial terrestrial
gravity to the blue tint of the filtered sky. Wen, in the grip of the flyers
magravity net, the pod touched down on the sumit of an onyx tower eight
kilonmeters tall, Mink expected sone kind of encounter with his creators.
Instead, only a faceless androne on a skimplate awaited them It ignored al
their questions, renoved the plasteel capsule with Charles inside, and fl oated
across the rooftop anong a panoply of prisms and mirror vanes. They foll owed,
and the mute androne led thema |long way down a spiral ranp of abstract
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chromatic nosaics to this enornous chanber of sun-shot glass and ivory.

"You are in the Mot of the Maat Pashalik," a gender-|ess voice softly advised
them out of nowhere after Mei seated herself on a transparent bench. "Pl ease
wait here until you are summoned."

"How | ong have we been here?" Mei asks curtly. She has refrained fromberating
Munk verbally for their predicanent, but he can see by her eyes that she thinks
the dunefield I andi ng woul d have been better

"Two hours and thirty-seven mnutes,” Miunk replies neekly. Wthin the first
few seconds of entering the chanber, he had al ready neasured its doned ceiling,
gl ass perinmeter, and 2,853 viewing loges tiered in mdair in the vast space
surroundi ng the anphitheater of the central court. The sleek hoods of the |oges
are an evanescent blue shading along a lateral line to a hue subtle as the
bronze tint on a nushroom I|ending theman eerily organic | ook, |ike hovering
skates or devilfish. Afraid to exam ne these odd structures too closely and too
enbarrassed by their predicament to engage in taciturn conversation with Mei, he
turns inward and focuses on listening to the comruni cati ons of the numerous
andrones in the vicinity. Their code |ogic does not match his, and because he
does not understand anything they're saying, he nust remain content with their
nusi c.

Mei paces about the sterile alcove, returning repeatedly to the wi ndow bay to
gaze at the surreal skyline. The teetering spires and hyperbolas | oomso tal
their lower stories disappear below in a haze of ramparts and sparkling viaducts
and spans that nmeld with distance to a gol den et her

Who |ives here? she wonders. In the arcade on Dei nos, she had once seen film
texts of the nultitudinous types into which humanity has diversified in the
col oni es-the norphs, clades, and plasmatics, to nane just the three biggest
groups. None are pernmitted in the reservations on Earth, not even the Maat, and
in her job with Apoll o Conbi ne she had nmet only norphs, peopl e norphogenetically
adapted for specific tasks.

Here in Terra Tharsis, however, she knows there are cl ades, new branches of
humanity that woul d barely be recogni zable to her as human, and the plasmatics,
those who have genetically transcended ant hropi c anatony altogether. Perhaps
this chanber itself is a hive, and the organic |oges floating overhead belong to
a plasmatic class...

"Junper Nili?" a snoky voice calls. "Androne Mink?"

A tall, sinew youth with ethereal cheekbones, cunin conplexion, fire-blue
eyes bl acked with kohl, and red hair glittering with pixel-gens and braided in a
| ong rope down his back shows the palnms of his tapered hands in col onia
greeting and bows curtly. "My nane is Shau Bandar. | represent Softcopy, a |oca
news-di p service for the anthro commune. The Mot is allow ng one of the
twenty-six anthro news services to interview your prehearing, and | got the |uck
of the draw. If you don't mind, I'd like to introduce you to our viewers."

Mei has encountered reporters like this before, when she was a novi ce junper
and considered nmldly newsworthy for wanting to | eave the reservation in the
first place to take up such risky work. This reporter, like the others, exudes
that sanme blue snell of serenity-a sedating olfact used by journalists to put
their subjects at ease. For that reason al one, she decides she wants nothing to
do with him "Look, Slim why don't you go find out for us how |l ong we're going
to be kept waiting here-"

Munk quickly steps between Shau Bandar and Mei. "Excuse ne," he says
deferentially. "Could you kindly give us a nonent?" Then turning his broad back
to the reporter, he whispers hotly in a voice pitched for Mei's ears, "For
hope' s sake, don't speak too hastily, Junper Nili. This reporter nay prove
hel pful. He is, after all, like you, an anthro."

"Put it away, Munk. That's your C-P programtal king. Forget your anthropic
nmodel . Can't we just get M. Charlie and find our way to Solis?"

"Has it occurred to you yet that Solis is four thousand, three hundred
forty-five kilonmeters from here?" Miunk whispers. "Have you given any thought as
to how we're going to cross that nmuch open terrain? The anthro commune nmay be
abl e to abet our journey. Come on, now. Let's be logical and cooperate with this
man. "

file:/lIF|/rah/A.A.%20Attanasio/Attanasio,%20A.A.%20-%20SoliS.txt (37 of 94) [6/30/03 11:47:15 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/A.A .%20Attanasi o/Attanasi 0,%20A . A.%20-%20So0li S.txt

Mei accedes with a reluctant nod, and Munk faces the reporter, beckoning him
cl oser. "Excuse our ignorance, Shau Bandar," Mink says solicitously, "but this
is our first tine in Terra Tharsis. Perhaps you can informus as vitally as we
can you."

The reporter nmakes an adjustnment to the mcrocontrols on the cuff of his
purple dress coat, and a small blue light cones on in the collar of his short
mant| e, where he carries his sensors. "lI'd be glad to hel p. Softcopy can connect
you with both the anthro and androne naturalization projects-"

"We're not staying," Mei cuts in. "W're bound for Solis."

His brown,. angular face lights up. "Even better! That trek has endl ess appea
to our viewers. You know, |'ve never covered it nyself, but I'd like to.

i magi ne the archaic brain you recovered from Phoboi Twelve will be your entrée?"

"You know about M. Charlie?" Miunk asks with surprise.

"OF course. It's in the court records. The news clips are already touting him
as the Chiliad Man."

"Chiliad?" Mei frowns.

"The Thousand-Year-O d Man," Mink transl ates.

"What our viewers want to know," the reporter continues, "is what will you do
if the Judge awards proprietorship to the Comonality?"

"I's that what's being decided here?" Mei asks, mffed. "They can't do that.
Terra Tharsis is independent of the Commonality."

Shau Bandar nods synpathetically. "In principle, you're right. But the inport
of archaic remains has little precedent. That's why Softcopy is nonitoring this
case. The anthro commune is unhappy with the | egal but inhunane exploitation of
anthro renmains by the Commonality. A copy of M. Charlie's radio distress
broadcast is anmpbng the nost popular clips in the contenporary index. In fact,
the renowned Troupe Frolic already has a skit clip out based on the broadcast,
called "Wx Me Mnd,' that's been both enraging and entertaining the commne
since yesterday."

"When will the judgnent be passed?" Mink inquires.

Shau Bandar regards the iridescent facets set in his cuff. "lInitial argunents
will be heard in about-oh, seventeen mnutes. After that, judgnent wll be
wi t hhel d pending further data for the mninumcycle required for a property
case. That's one year-six hundred and ei ghty-seven nmarti an days."

"What ?" Mei's cry sends annul ate echoes fading into the ivory distance.

"Am 1 right in assum ng that neither of you has arranged to transfer credits
here before goi ng rogue?" the reporter queries.

"W had to respond i mredi ately upon detecting M. Charlie's distress signal,"
Munk answers, sonewhat defensively. "Regrettably, the credits we have accrued
with Apoll o Conbi ne have been forfeit."

"Then after the initial argunments,” Shau Bandar says, "I'll connect you with
the naturalization projects and you can find work and begin to nake yoursel ves
at hone here in Terra Tharsis."

Mei sits grunmpily on the transparent bench, crosses her |legs, and rests her
chin on her fist. "This is just great. W risked our lives to sal vage M.
Charlie. He's ours, dammt. No one has any right to take himfromus."

"Wuld you like to tell the viewers of Softcopy about the risks you took?"
Shau Bandar says, edging cl oser.

Mei casts hima sidelong scow. "What? Are you going to pay us for this?"

"Now, now," Munk intercedes soothingly. He places his heavy armlightly on the
reporter's shoul der and gui des himaway fromthe sul king junper. "Cone, |et us
talk. I aminterested in asking you a few questions as well. Are your viewers
aware, for instance, of contra-paraneter progranmm ng in Mat-construct
andr ones?"

The Judge, in a sheath of anethyst fog and black fluttering scarves, stands at
the center of the anphitheater beside the stick-mask of the Cerk. Between them
on a frost-green pedestal, the plasteel capsule is displayed. A score of |oges
float nearby, their galleries packed with spectators. Shau Bandar waves from one
of them and though he is talking, his voice is absorbed in silence.

Munk waves back, but Mei Nili offers nothing, staring straight ahead as the
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transparent bench she shares with the androne skins over the nmarbl ed cream
floor.

In his stentorian voice, the Judge announces, "The argunent for proprietorship
of the revived remains of M. Charlie has been conducted for the Comron Archive
by Sitor Ananta. As this argunment has been laid before the Moot fromEarth, the
communi cations lag of six minutes forty seconds has been edited by the d erk.
The conpressed argunent presented here remains true in formand content."

The air beside the O erk wobbles, and there appears a hol oforminage of a
morph with slant-cut brown hair and | ong, Byzantine eyes, dressed in the |oose,
red-trimred bl ack uniformof the archives. "The archaic brain on display was
uncovered at Alcoran site three by Commonal ity archivists twelve terrene years
ago," the imge declares. "The full records of discovery have been forwarded to
the Moot. The remmins date fromthe | ate archaic period, and though no chronicle
of a prior life is extant, a direct cull was nmade of the dendritic menories and
proof positive obtained that this individual experienced a full term nal episode
bef ore encephalic separation, glycolic perfusion, and imersion in liquid
ni trogen. Though the definition of death has changed over historical tine, this
archaic brain was in fact declared dead by the definition of his own tine. This
is shown in the records of the dendritic cull, which have also been forwarded to
t he Moot ."

The Cerk's slender voice pipes up, "Discovery and nenory cull records on
di splay."

Above him for the benefit of the |oges, calligraphic snears of color squirm
t hrough space: coded spectra to be translated by the spectators' sensors. M
i gnores them but Munk records the full display and deternines by correlation to
the data in his anthropic nmodel that M. Charlie had been interred in the
archaic province of Californica in only his ninth decade. The prinmitive brevity
of his existence-for such can hardly be deened a life-stirs pity in the androne,
and he deternines then and there that this man, who through a m sweave in the
weft of history has escaped the utter obliteration of his age, shall know the
abundance of life the human spirit deserves. Fear of what he is about to do
swarnms |ike static through him but he overrides his panic by focusing on the
prime directive of his CGP program to treat all people humanely-even if it
means his own destruction. M. Charlie is hunman, and he will no | onger be
treated as an object, if Mink can so help it.

Sitor Ananta continues, "The exhibit, revived by standard archiva
procedures-"

"l have seen enough," Mink declares, rising. He hears the nusic of the nearby
andrones shift tone, sensing his threat. Fear nmounts again in himas he expects
the Maat to intervene and scatter himinto a tenuous bl owi ng of atons. But
not hi ng happens.

The Commonal ity agent continues talking: "...exists in its animted formtoday
only because-"

"No judgrment will be passed on this hunan being," Mink declares, "unless it is
the judgnment of life and the conconitant freedomthat humanity has wested from
the accidents of creation and history."

of the efforts exerted by the Commonality Archi-" The inmage of Sitor Ananta
shrivel s away.

"Be seated, Androne Munk!" the C erk conmands.

"You are in contenpt of the Moot."

"Yes!" Munk confesses, amazed and enbol dened by his defiant survival in the
tenpl e of his nmakers. He can hear-sense--all the other andrones in the chanbers

and corridors of the tower, each one a cell in the metabody of a grand silicon
mnd. He feels their aninmus. Yet none act. Are his nakers restraining then? Can
there be any other explanation? "I amin contenpt of you." He points a squared

finger at the nmagistrate and sweeps his hand toward the loges. "And | amin
contenpt of all of you who dare pass judgnment on a human bei ng who has broken no
law, conmitted no crinme."

"Sit!" the derk brays.

"No." Miunk steps toward the Judge. The loud nusic of the foreign code |ogics
fromthe andrones in the court crest with rageful intent, but no threat appears.
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"l have been created by the Maat and contra-paraneter programmed by themto

study and respect honpsapiens. | aman authority. And this archaic brain
recogni ze as hunan and alive. | cannot pernit you to pass any other judgnent but
life and freedomupon him Do you understand?"

The fiery hal o above the Judge's faceted head flares hotter. "I understand
that you are in contenpt of the Moot and will now be renoved-forcibly, if
necessary."

"The Maat have created ne to withstand the gravitational tidal forces of the
Saturn system " Miunk loudly inforns the court. "Unless you intend to destroy
your sel ves, the exhibit you presune to judge, and this entire chanber, you dare
not try to stop ne."

This, of course, is a bluff. H s makers, who possess his signal codes, could
turn himoff in an instant-or, if they desired a nore vehenent display, he could
be sheathed in a confining field and his body dissolved to atons. He knows the
Maat could do that. But they do not, which is all the approval he requires. He
sei zes the plasteel capsule and dashes in a blur across the expansive courtroom
At the plate window, he dives, his cowl shattering the wall of plastic to a
blizzard of nol ecul ar notes.

Mei Nili, who has watched Munk's rebellion with slack jaw, rises weakly to her
feet and gapes at the gashed hol e where he has di sappeared. Overhead, in the
| oges, the spectators mll excitedly.

"The Moot judgnent on the proprietorship of the revived remains of M. Charlie
i s hereby suspended pending the recovery of the exhibit," the Judge announces
sol emmly. "The Moot is now adjourned.”

Munk's silver-black cow distends, and with Charles tucked firmy under one
arm he banks into a thermal updraft and rises against the glittering onyx
skyline of Terra Tharsis. Earlier, talking with Shau Bandar, he acquired the
signal codes for the reporter's comlink, hoping to stay in contact with a
representative of the anthro commune. Now, he realizes, it is his only neans of
finding his way back to Mei Nili.

He listens briefly to the gentle internal chirping of the comlink to be sure
it works. Satisfied, he disconnects and puts his full attention on the
magni ficient city around him the brave dream of the Maat. Magravity- the
conversion of nmagnetismto the acceleration force of artificial gravity-enables
the celestial heights of these prismal turrets, skytowers, and aerial dones. He
hears the deep, oceanic drone of it underlying the crystal nusic of all the
andrones in this region of the city.

He turns down his internal sensors-a heavy silence reigns at these hei ghts-and
dips lower to avoid the spark-glint of flyers appearing in the hazy distance
anong the spires. No one was hurt in the conm ssion of his property crinme, and
he hopes that not nuch of an effort will be nade to apprehend him
Space-weat hered as he is and with his power cells at nearly full capacity, he
coul d cause far nore destruction than the wetware tucked under his armis worth.

W de, interwoven bal coni es and ribboni ng pronenades appear bel ow, bridging the
cathedral spaces between cupolas and minarets. A nere dust note anpbng these
imensities, Munk glides through the gap between derricks, astonished at the
graceful heights rising fromthe crystal-cut shadows bel ow. Unsure of where he
is going for the first tine since his creation, he lets the eddi es of heat
swirling fromthe behenbth structures carry him

The fear he feels in the titanic presence of his creators is mtigated
somewhat by his cargo. The Maat would want himto save M. Charlie fromthose
who woul d use himas wetware, indifferent to the fact that this relict brain was
yet a man even though his bones had nelted | ong before in ancient Califomca.

Down Munk drifts into the deep gorge of Terra Tharsis, past namot h-w nged
buttresses and laser-lit parapets, confident that his nakers are pleased with
him After all, why else would the neo-sapi ens who manufactured hi m have put a
human t hunbprint on his heart?

Shau Bandar m sted his sinuses with a max dose of degage olfact, calmng his
tripping heart. How could he not have anticipated that this rogue androne woul d
defy the Moot? Too nuch ol fact, he berates hinself and holds the thunb-ring
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mster to his nostrils again. But the overload is tripped, and be has to nake do
with the placid action already soothing his excited brain. Too nuch ol fact,
Shau, and not enough edge-or conmon sense.

Wth the other reporters in the journalists' loge nattering excitedly around
hi m and the tinpan-com whi spering urgently in his inner ear fromthe copy office
insisting he get to the chanber floor before the other correspondents corner the
junper, Shau Bandar stares nutely fromthe gallery. He notices that the norph,
cl ade, and androne | oges are nearly enpty. They have little interest in a small
anthro dispute over relict wetware. Below, the junper sags on the wi tness bench,
which is carrying her slowy backward out of the anphitheater. Her features are
slack with that griml ook people who do not use ol facts have when they are
shocked.

The loge, too, is pulling away fromthe anphitheater, and the correspondents
are filing toward the exit. But Shau Bandar stays at the gallery rail, waiting
to see what, if any, response will cone through fromthe Commonality. The
hol of orms of the Judge and the C erk vani shed i nmedi ately after adjournnment, but
he expects that the startling turn of events will elicit a reappearance at the
six-mnute forty-second mark. He stays at the rail even as the |oge settles and
the journalists exit. Afew mnutes |later he adjusts the microswitches in his
cuff to nonitor the anphitheater. The Cerk flicks on and neets the incom ng
hol of orm from Eart h-t he archive agent, Sitor Ananta.

"This is not just a property crine to the Cormonality,"” the agent says for the
court record. "As duly reported, M. Charlie was absconded with and held by the
revul sive I ewdi sts and the anarchistic Friends of the NonAbelian Gauge G oup and
is classified an insurgent, which is why he was exported off-planet in the first
pl ace. He may yet be a tool of those radical elements. Now that your negligence
has permitted himto go rogue, the Commonality is charging you to upgrade this
crime fromproperty theft to abetting insurrection against established order
with potential threat to human life. You are nobst strongly requested to recover
this tainted resurrectant and return our property to us so that this potentia
threat to the Cotmmonal ity may be obviated. Gve this top priority."

Sitor Ananta vani shes, and the Cerk's response, if any, is coded and
undet ect abl e by Shau Bandar's sensors. His colleagues will read about the
Conmonality's ire in Softcopy and are nore interested now in the junper's
reaction. He sees thembelow, mlling around her in the waiting alcove. Still,
he doesn't hurry. He has a way to have her all to hinself.

Mei Nili shoulders through the small crowd, growling, "Get off ne. |'ve got
not hing to say. Bounce off."

Her ire-so rustic and raw engages the reporters' interest all the nore. They
cl aw her with questions:

"Where will you go now?" "Say sonething about the androne. Are you angry?" "Do
you now regret going rogue from Apoll o Conbi ne?" "WII you apply for asylumwith
the conmune here in Terra Tharsis, or are you going back to the reservation on
Earth?" "WIIl you use ol facts to manage this enotional bruising?"

She bunps into Shau Bandar, and as she irately shoves past him he whispers,

"l can take you to Munk."
She fixes himwith a hot stare, and he takes her armand pulls her to his

side. "l've got an exclusive here," he says loudly to the others, and when a
captious cry goes up anpong the journalists, he says to her, "Tell them It's the
only way they'll bounce."

"Yeah, yeah," she says norosely. "He's got the exclusive."

Shau Bandar smiles lavishly at the dejected reporters. "You'll find out al

about it in Softcopy."

"Where's Munk?" Mei presses as soon as the others dissipate anbng the ivory
col onnades. "Did he tell you he was going to do this?"

"I don't believe he knew hinself," Shau Bandar replies, guiding the junper
toward the exit arches, "not until that creepy archivist took off about
menory-culling M. Charlie. That nust have triggered a response from Mink's CP
programmi ng, don't you think?"

Mei nods her head, heavily. "M. Charlie and | changed Munk on Phoboi Twel ve.
We forced himto override his primary programing. He's unpredictable now "
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"I don't think so. He's an androne. He told ne that the Maat contra-programred
himwith an abiding interest in humanity. He's conmmtted to M. Charlie now, and
we can predict he will act to preserve that archaic brain."

"You said you could take me to him™"

Shau Bandar stops before a droplift set in the base of a pilaster and uses his
journalist's passcode to open the al abaster portal. "Cone on. I'Il tell you
about it on the pave. But let's not talk about it in here. Security."

They step into the indigo buoyancy of the droplift, and the sinuous magravity
whi sks themas if notionless toward the ground. In the cl ose spaces they study
each other. She is put off by his bold eyeblack, precisely ruffled silks, and
gem bl eached hair. He is intrigued by her raffish lack of ol facts, her nusky
savor matching the crude physicality of her square-knuckl ed hands and the facet
cuts of her nuscles apparent even through her flightsuit.

The droplift opens on the pave, the hilly ground of Terra Tharsis. Each knol
i s the gargantuan anchor base of a skytower, the slopes |andscaped in a mazy
conpl ex of boul evards, villas, geonetric plazas, and done-roof ed nei ghbor hoods
strewn with green splashes of trellised cormbns, tree haunts, and parKks.

Sunlight falls in w de swatches anbng the soaring towers that cast val es of
unbr ous shadow on the notley hillsides.

The enormity of the city daunts Mei, and she | ooks hard at the blue centers of
Shau Bandar's panda- bl ack eyes. "Were's Mink?"

"I don't know," he says and adds quickly, "but we can | ead himto us whenever

we want. He has ny comcodes. | gave themto himso he could reach ne if he
needed anything."
"Call him"

Shau Bandar shakes his head. "Not yet." As they stroll on a tessellated
pat hway under heliotropic arbors beside a skimroute where cars slash by in a
soundl ess bl ur of magnetic propul sion, he tells her what he saw of Sitor Ananta.
"That agent thinks M. Charlie may be tainted by the radicals who originally
stole himfromthe archives on Earth. The Commpnality are fanatics about contro
and accountability. You nust know that. You worked for them To preserve his own
career, you can bet Ananta will do everything he can to hunt down M. Charlie."

They come to a beverage stall in the niche of a brownstone wall scribbled on
by lichen. "This shop has ol d-style gi nger nead. Want sone?"

Mei declines with a frown and gazes out at the undul ant sprawl of bubbl e-top
cottages and swirling roadways. "lI'mnot thirsty."

Shau Bandar sits at a vine-hung stall anyway. "Wen's the last time you ate or
drank-or slept, for that matter?"

Mei doesn't hear him Her gaze is |ost overhead in the skyways and vi aducts
webbi ng hi gh out of sight anmobng the nonoliths and casting vaporous shadows on
the pave. A clutch of snpke-haired norphs trundl e by yakking in a dial ect she
doesn't recognize, their spindly arns gesticulating like egrets in a mating

dance. The olfact wisps that trail off themfill her with an ice-blue sensation
of mdwi nter. She shivers.

"Junper Nili," Shau Bandar gently calls, "aren't you hungry?"

Mei turns fromthe busy cityscape and zi ps open the sl eeve seal of her
flightsuit to reveal a swatch of nutrinment patches. "lI've been on these since ny
| ast assignnment. They're good for a couple nore sleep cycles.”

"Your alinentary tract doesn't mind the neglect?" he asks. "I mean, you're not
nmor phed for your work, so your bowels nust need sone input.”

Her eyes slim "Hey, this is just another story for you. | didn't cone here to

tal k about ny intestines."

Her stark gaze tightens. "Then why are you so interested?"

"You m ght have noticed even a side clip is worth enough credit to draw a
small crowd of journalists. It's a free city, but it's not the reservation

Nothing is really free here. | have a confortable abode. It's no aerie suite and
it's alittle rundown, but it still requires a lot of credit. And small as it
is, I likeit alot better than sleeping in the park. I've lived with the park

peopl e, and |I know how rough that is." He takes her vial. "If you' re not going
to drink it-" He sips and nods. "The park people work with the andrones for each
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meal - gardeni ng, nmasony- real work."

Mei gives a stern |augh. "You want to | earn about real work and rough tines,
talk with M. Charlie about life in his day. Not even the park people have to
cope with the grief that was the common | ot then, real grief even for the nost
rich. | don't want to hear any of your big talk. It's all a gane for you peopl e.
Live long enough in this day and age and even the dreaners in the park get
lifespan credit and a nice hillside cottage naintai ned by andrones. You want to
see reality, you find ne Munk and M. Charlie and cone with us to Solis."

Shau Bandar sucks at the vial, outraged at her haughty superiority. Wth a
spray of degage fromhis thunmb ring, his pique passes. Her fieriness is good, he
realizes, and he feels foolish for the flash of unbrage he felt. Her tinme in the
Belt has clearly toughened her for the trek, and here, at last, is his chance
for a real story. On the synergistic surge of nead and ol fact, an idea
crystallizes for a true-life adventure series, a sequence of clips that wll
earn himhis acne suite after all

"Ckay, junper," he says in a nmounting seethe of ambition. "Softcopy will, |ike
this. There hasn't been a good trek story in a long tinme. | think we're going to
make news."

Munk stands in tigerish shadows under overarching branches, staring across a
spaci ous parkl and of green sward and the flat of a pond nolten with m dday
gl are. Beyond the hedge fringe, the hills of Terra Tharsis |ook soft in the
mauve shadow of a huge tower, while on farther hills the skylights of pavilions
reflect the sun in hot notes.

Fish rise silently in the pond. Vivid, tiny birds spurt froma stand of white
bi rches and stream away over tussocks of feathering At the far end of the sward,
a | oose cloud of people swirl, playing some kind of ball game. Small figures,
some as couples, nost in bunches, drift anmpong the quilted shadows of the
tree-lunped fields. A forlorn music fritters fromplayers in a distant grove

Through his receptors, Miunk listens to the crystal music of the city's silicon
m nd. He can hear the alien code logics chittering around him and by their
noi se he has successfully located all andrones in the vicinity and avoi ded t hem
Sati sfied that none are near now, he tunes into a branble of conmunications from
the cars he sees twinkling on the causeways. They tal k of ganes, foods, credits,
raptures, neetings, norphings, rivalries, olfact recipes, mnusic, hunorous
anecdot es, clade branchings, and barters. No nention of himor M. Charlie. Very
little comerce is discussed. Perhaps that is all conducted in the skytowers,
whi ch are opaque to his sensors

Tiny mllions of lives are held in his gaze, he sees, scanning the hazy
di stances. Wiy have the Maat created so nmany lives? And so nany Kkinds of
lives-all of them human yet virtually none that would be entirely recogni zabl e
to the human in the plasteel capsule at his feet. M. Charlie had lived in a
soci ety of gonads and ovaries, adrenals and dopani ne receptors. Wat will he
make of this Maat creation, where sex, fear, anger, and pain have nostly been
nmor phed away?

This man nust |ive. He nust be brought to the vats and have his body restored.
To fulfill these inperatives, Mink believes the Maat installed in himthe
anthrophilic G P program which, since his escape fromthe Mot, has been
gaugi ng his options. He nust |eave Terra Tharsis as soon as possible, he knows.

But first he has to find Junper Nili-not out of any personal sense of |oyalty.
He feels none for her. She fulfilled her role in his plan on Phoboi Twel ve,
liberating M. Charlie fromthe deceptions of Ares Bund. if she still desires to

go on to Soils with himand M. Charlie, then it is her responsibility to |ocate
and cone to him

Yet Munk is certain M. Charlie will want to see Junmper Nili when he is next
brought to consciousness. After all, she is the first truly human bei ng he
encountered since his death, and Munk's anthropic nodel assures himthat
significant bonding between the two has already occurred. Sonehow, he nust find
transportation for themacross the wilds of Mars. Wthout the junper, he could
simply wal k with the plasteel capsule in hand..

"Excuse nme, androne," a frail voice calls fromthe shrubs behind Mink

A trenor scathes the androne with the disturbing awareness that he has been
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surprised. His internalized focus had | ocked up his alertness and left him
inattentive to his surroundings. in the fraction of a second before he |ocates
the source of the voice, he anguishes at this attention lag, indicative of the
reduced capacity of his primary programi ng.

"Help ne, please," a large, sandy-haired man says fromwhere he |ies doubled
over in a bilbeny bush. He is wearing a chanois strap-jacket and brown cord
trousers with scruffy blue boots.

"I.. .1 fell. . long ways."

At op burdock and vandal sprays of nettle far back in the hedgework, virtually
hi dden by the banked shrubs, gossaner wings lie torn and tangled. The shredded
menbranes are dissolving into iridescent funes anong the sun's bright coins.

Al ready no nore than coils of snoke, the straps fromthe fragile glider dangle
where the stranger freed hinself. Mink reads the dark track in the tufty grass
fromthe man's strenuous effort to craw into the bilberry bush, and the androne
is appalled to realize that he has been standi ng beside this unconscious figure
the whol e tine unawar es.

"Who are you?" Munk asks, crouching over the fallen man.

"My nane is Buddy." He | ooks up at the androne with a tight-sewn grinace.
"Hel p ne up. Please."

Munk scans Buddy's stout body, running his spatul ate hands over the cranped
nmuscl es and detecting no broken bones. But there is a staticky sensation from
nunerous burst capillaries. "You are injured."”

"No, just bruised." He swings an armonto the androne's cow ed shoul der and
pai nfully unfolds upright. "I'lIl be all right."

Munk hol ds the powerfully built human steady and feels none of the
m crovol tage perturbations in the body's ultraweak soma field that would be
i ndi cative of profuse internal bleeding. He splays his hand over the skull and
senses the slow, najestic theta rhythnms of profound sleep or trance. "Your
brain. .

Buddy pulls his head back and stares at Munk with a square, careworn face,
vague eyebrows sad-slanted on a thick brow above large, tristful gray eyes. "I
feel - stunned."

"What happened?"

Buddy brushes his thin blond hair back with the trenbly fingers of both hands.
"Stupid mstake. | took night wings out for a day glide. The nenbranes burned
up. "

He rubs his dented jaw, and his pale, thin lips smle wyly. "I could have
killed nyself. Stupid."

"A nearly fatal blunder,” Mink concurs politely, regarding the purplish silver
wi ngs shredding to vapors. Wth his sensors he sees that they are a fil m of
pol ari zed nonocol | oi dals, a sheer and nearly transparent naterial that cannot
reasonably be mi staken for solar-sturdy fabric. These wi ngs had to have been
purposively selected. And yet, his internalized anthropic nodel assures him
humans do have nonstrous attention lags, not unlike what he hinself just endured
wonderi ng about his destiny with M. Charlie. Sometines, he knows, humans have
their nost fatal |ags when they unconsciously desire their doom "Are you
unhappy?"

Buddy stops rubbing his jaw and | eans closer, looking at himw th a peculiar
intensity. "You're-different. For an androne."

Munk regrets questioning this man. The androne's primary program has al ready
been conmitted to carry M. Charlie to Solis, and he w shes now that he could
turn off his G P inpulses, which are coaxing himto interact with this human
before him Despite hinself, he says, "I'm Mnk, fromthe Saturn system The
Maat have installed contra-paranetrics that inspire ny interest in people. That
is what brought ne here. And that is why | amtalking with you."

Buddy gi ves a slow nod of understanding. "Munk, can | lean on you? | want to
try to walk." Wth the androne's hel p, he nanages several tentative steps. "The
thermal s are strong today. They slowed ny descent. And | steered for the trees
to break my fall. | am an unhappy man, Mink-but not ready to die. At |east, not
consci ously."
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Munk's primary programfeels he has heard enough and must renove hinmself so
that he may fulfill his initial objective. But his CP incentive insists on nore
data. "What saddens you?" the androne asks, letting the bruised nan try a few
wobbly steps on his own.

Buddy shrugs, offers a plaintive snile. "I don't know This all seens so
poi ntl ess sometimes. The usual plaint."

"Don't olfacts mitigate your plaint?"

"I'"'man old one, Munk. |'ve been here a long tinme. Even ol facts have their

limts." He lowers hinself achingly to the grass and notices the plastee
capsule in a root cove of a nearby tree. "What's that?".

"An archaic brain. | amtaking himto Soils, to the vats there. H's nane is
M. Charlie."

Buddy groans as he | eans closer to peer at the capsule. "I see him Al the

goods are there. Brainstem too. How ol d?"

"At least a nmillennium™

Buddy blows a silent whistle, sits up, and wi pes the sweat of his exertion
fromhis broad brow. "I thought |I was around a long tinme."

"How ol d are you, Buddy?"

"Dam ol d-but not that old. Were' d you find M. Charlie?"

"l have already told you too nuch," Mink acknow edges, finally supressing his

C-P conmpulsion with the awareness that he is threatening this man. "I amin
viol ation of the Mdot. Further association with me may put you in danger. Since
you seemrecovered fromyour fall, | will |eave you here, Buddy."

"Don't go yet. Finding you has been a great stroke of luck for ne." Buddy
squints at Munk with a querying and pai ned expression. "Do andrones believe much
in luck?"

"No. My anthropic nodel includes luck as a vital faith that people have
experienced throughout human history, but | believe such superstition denmeans
peopl e. "

"Yes." Buddy sighs and with his heavy hands strokes the grass as if it were
fur. "The old ones have said that luck is the child of nystery and fear. But |
subscribe to it anyway, fool that | am" H's wide face flexes with pain as he
| eans backward on his elbows. "Tell me your story, Mink. | accept ful
responsibility for what may cone of it. Please."

The pl angent expression in the man's blond face quiets Mink's anxiety, but he
can find no reason to confide anything nmore. "I nust go now, Buddy. Be well."

"Wait, Munk." in the sunslant through the branches that strikes his
gi nger-haired and freckl ed head, Buddy's eye-sockets | ook dragonish. "You said
you're on your way to Solis and you've violated the Mot. Security nmay be
| ooking for you. | know the city very well. | can help you avoid them 1 can
take you to a discreet egress where you can enter the wlds wi thout being
observed. An androne of your obvious durability can nmake the fanous trek on
foot." Hi s sketchy eyebrows bend nore sadly. "Please, tell nme your story. | can
hel p you."

Buddy' s pl angent voice reactivates Munk's C-P program and for a full second
the androne struggles with this decision. In that time, he calls forth the new
data he recorded in the Moot when Charles's nenory-cull records were displayed
in coded spectra. Anong those thousand-year-old nenories are ideas that inspire
Munk to transcend his primary programr ng yet again and trust in the
creative-what he had always called the unexpected-to find for himnew ways
through the veils of the world.

I magi nati on, Munk tells hinmself within his capacious one-second arena of
contenpl ati on. Around that one word he constellates useful information from
Charles's nmenory cull, which tells himthat inmagination is the psychic process
that transforns the pain and linitations of the purely physical. "Man has no
Body distinct fromhis Soul." Those are the words of WIIiam Bl ake, a poet
Charl es admires.

In the all-inclusive inagination, where circunference does not exist,
uncertainty is renovated and becones sacred, indivisible, inpenetrable, unified
with all that his primary programusually rejects, with everything ugly, fierce,
and cruel. This unity of opposites, of matter and inagi nation, prinmary
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programm ng and uncertainty, beauty and ugliness-this, the ancient nenories
informhim is where mnd reabsorbs reality into a new whol eness. Then the fiery
expenditure of energy that is our inmagination and that makes us creative enabl es
us to endure uncertainty, to tread enptiness, to be-human.

The crinson light in Muink's | ens bar brightens, and as one soul reaching out
to another, he tells Buddy his story.

Shau Bandar |eads Mei Nili away fromthe beverage stall and the busy skim
route and al ong an oak-cl oi stered pronenade past water groves and hangi ng
gardens and squat cottages behind flowering hedgerows to a cobbled | ane. The
| ane clinbs beside a gurgeling water rill through red-gold beechwoods, where
ot her bungal ows peek out. Staring up, Mei sees the stony trail wending ever
hi gher toward bosky obscurities of pine and fir and the onyx i mensity of a
skyt ower .

"Here's ny place," the reporter announces, stepping past a gnarled mnpsa tree
and opening a blistered wooden gate rhonbic fromwear. A flagstone path snakes
anong wal nut trees and a bill ow mass of frangipani to a grassy shelf and a
| ean, high, gabled house, ranshackle and nearly grown over with rock roses and
creeping juniper. "Actually, it may not be mne nmuch longer. | owe nore on it
than | nmake, and |'m probably going to have to give it up and live in the cells
for a while. Unless, of course," he winks at her, "the copy office buys our trek
series."

They pass a birdbath choked with dead | eaves and a sundi al knocked askew,
climb slanted, creaking steps, and enter a dark, nusty interior. Filanent |ights
woven into the sagging ceiling flicker on, illum nating bare cubicles with
buckl ed, water-stained walls. A hammpck hangs in one corner, a tatty
magni fication of the cobwebs el sewhere in the room In another corner tilts a
splintery wardrobe

Shau Bandar reads the uneasiness in Mei's open face. She is such a bl atant
provincial, he feels no enbarrassnent and admts, "I don't nerit this house. It
bel onged to a renowned conposer who noved up to a grander niche and left his
place to friends. | eventually cane to it through a friend of a friend of a
friend. It sucks up all ny credits and | eaves nothing for ne to maintain it. But
it's haunted with nmusic, and | like that."

He Iifts a shroud froma |ow table beneath an oval rose-glass w ndow and
exposes a pal msized obl ong bubbl e packed with bright chromatic sections of data
wafers. "This is the comunications link to the copy office. Seen one of these

before? It's a total imersion hookup, so it'll seemas if we're actually at the
copy office while in fact we're still here. Try not to nove around too nuch or
you might walk into awall. I'Il tune us in, and we'll nake our pitch."

Wth a wave of his hand over the bubble, he activates the |inkage, and
suddenly the shabby roomis gone and they are in the ice-pale clarity of
Softcopy's editorial suite. Under a done of chanpagne-tint plastic overpeering
the glittering gorges of the skytowers, people in nultihued scapulars mll
around cube screens neshing together segnents for the next news-clip feedout.
The full-view screens display the usual fare for the anthro commune:

i nteractive nei ghborhood tours and encounters, sport synergies, gardening
tutors, and the big nmainstay of the agency, midstimfantasies, which appear as
abstract pastiches of scul ptural colors. Mei recognizes those fromthe dream den
in the recreational arcade on Deinbs and feels a pang of yearning for the neura
dream swat ches that each brain tailors to its own desires

"Bandar, this is not a good tine for hashout," says a bi g-boned wonan with
silver w ng-braided hair and bold streaks of feather paint on her cheeks. "W've
got a fast run on a scootball tournanent, and | haven't got ten seconds. Hey,
isn't this the rogue junper?"

"Junper Nili, this is ny editor, Bo Rabana-"

"Sweet!" Bo Rabana says, displaying her pudgy palns, then swirling about
i nsi de her solar-yell ow snock, tal king over her shoulder. "I'lI|l open a cube for
you, and we'll get your clip out on the next run."

"Bo, she's not here for an interview W're pitching a trek. Soils."
"The scootball's on a fast run," Bo says, pivoting on the balls of her bare
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feet. "We'll talk later."

"W need a go now, right now," Shau Bandar insists, sliding closer. "Moot
security is looking for the androne the junper cane in w th. Remenber?"

"Right, right. The Chiliad Man. Geat clip. It had a strong run. W can repl ay
when they catch him"

"Wait, Bo. Listen. The androne's going to take the Chiliad Man to Soils with
the jumper. They're falling out now, as outlaws. | want to cover it. It'll be a
hot series. Gve nme the go." Bo Rabana settles onto her heels, her cherubic face
| ooki ng suddenly heavi er. "Bandar, are you serious?"

"I know it's high risk-"

"You can die in the wilds!" Bo Rabana's pale shatter-glass eyes grow wi de. "I
don't want that on me. Do the interview"

"It's not on you, Bo. It's ne. | need the credits-"

"Get a Pashalik job and triple your credits," the editor says, backing off.
"Don't throw your life away."

"Bo," he says with a dark change of voice, "if Softcopy won't back ne, |'Il|
plug in to Erato. They'll snap up a trek story."

Rabana' s shoul ders sag and she steps closer, a stem crease between her
startling eyes. "You don't know what you're asking." She turns her fierce gaze
on Mei. "You look like a hard-knuckler to nme. Have you tried to tell this pastry
puff what it's really like outside the bakery?"

"l don't give a damm what he does," Mei says in chilled, flat tones. "He has
the link to the androne | canme in with. Make himgive me that, and |I' m gone."

"I"'mgoing on this trek," Shau Bandar insists. "lIt's a big story. It'I|l have a
long run, and | want those credits. Do | get your go or not?"

"Once you |l eave Terra Tharsis," Rabana reminds himwith a taut stare, "you
can't cone back."

"Sure, | can, Bo, if you give ne a journalist's pass."

Bo Rabana |ifts her dinpled chin defiantly. "I can't give you a pass, W se
guy, until | file your assignment-and once we file, Mot security will be on to
your plan to help the rogue androne. You'll never get out. The only way you can
take this trek is cold-no pass."

The reporter gives a hapless shrug. "You can file after | |eave."

"There's no guarantee that will be accepted,"” Bo retorts sourly. "You may
never be able to cone back-even if you survive the wilds, which | doubt, pastry

puff. Do the interview. W'll hash out other assignnents for you. You'll make
your house paynents." She turns away and bobs off, calling behind, "Stay sweet
as you are, Junper Nili. I've got a hot run going on the scootball. W'IIl touch

up later."

"I'"'mdoing the trek, Rabana'" Shau Bandar shouts, though inside he's
trenbling. "Do | get the go fromyou, or do | plug into Erato?"

"I't's your scrawny ass, Bandar," the editor yells without |ooking back

"Top credit? Full series?" he calls through a triunphant |augh that carries
off his initial fright.

"If you live to collect," she shoots back. Fromthe prospect of the knol
where he crashed, Buddy stares at the dark towers. Wde and m ngled as
mount ai ns, with sunny wi ndswept pieces of sky squeezed between them they fill
space nmajestically. In their vitreous black depths, laser |lines streak the paths
of droplifts. Silver-spun threads of skimpaths tangle around their bases, and
flyers star-glint in the pellucid air of their heights.

O course, he is thinking that those are the heights fromwhich he has
fallen-and within those vitreous black depths are the spaces where he has |ived
with the deathl ess ones alone together. Coser, Mink is telling of The Laughing
Life and the viperous Aparecida, and how Junper N li ganbled her life on his CGP
program And though Buddy is listening, he is |istening deeper to the freedom of
his nightrmare, the fright dreamthat strapped himin to night wings for a day
glide and that sent himplumeting into the incal cul abl e abyss.

Buddy | ooks up at Munk and nods at the courage that it took for this androne
to be here in the trees' quiet drizzle of sunlight, telling his story so
matter-of-factly, his silicon m nd wapped around nenori es of near-death and
madness as if oblivion and chaos shared a neutral equality with Iife and reason
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He nods. Overhead, in the lordly blue distances, flyers spin on rings of wi nd,
mlling the enptiness.

4
The Avenue of Linits

VWHEN MUNK FI NI SHES HI' S STORY, BUDDY STANDS AND CASTS A | ong, sweeping | ook at
the parkland with its w |l ow nanes, hackled reeds, glassy pond, and, all around
them wheels of sunlight riding among the trees. "After a lifetime in space,
this must all seemvery strange to you."

"Not at all. My GP programis packed with terrene images | downl oaded from
the archives.” He listens for the crystal atonalities of the city's silicon
m nd, and satisfied that the andrones he detects are not near, he tastes the air
with his sensors. The w nd-woven and conpl ex organic chenistries of heather,
| eaf rot, pond nulch, and | awn dew m ngle the stoichionetry of their busy atons
in his minds eye. But he ignores that and focuses instead on the bird raptures
in the ferny holts, the cygnets gliding shyly across the pond, the solitary and
strung-out clusters of people strolling along the mown fields. "It is
beautiful ," he declares, feeling a soft elation at actually being here in the
| eafy, |oanmy monent.

"Take this beauty with you," Buddy advises. "This is the Maat's jewel, cut and
polished by them It doesn't get any better."

"Where are we goi ng?"

Buddy juts his jaw to the side as he ponders this. "Now that | know about
Junper Nili, it's clear you can't just take M. Charlie and march across the
wilds to Solis." He sinks his mind into the spangled sunlight on the pond and
makes a decision. "I'll take you to the exurbs of Terra Tharsis. Fromthere, you
can contact Junper Nili when she | eaves the city. Conme on."

Munk follows Buddy up the chine of the hill, past the last chrone w sps of the
di ssolving night wings lacing the shrubs, and they enter a thick grove, where
daylight dins to dusk. The cushiony | eaf duff beneath their feet silences their
passage, and Munk | ooks through the gl oom of hawt horn and oak nobss for the park
Heral di ¢ sun shafts gleamlike spectral crowns high in the forest canopy, but
the radi ant threads that pierce the dense undergrowth reveal only confounding
reaches of bracken, vetch, and dodder vines anong the pillared trees.

Ahead, the cold, crystal chimes of the silicon m nd grow | ouder. "Buddy,
there's an androne ahead."

"Yes," Buddy confirns, not |ooking back as he shoul ders anmong the clatter and
scarves of dried branches and vines. "There's security at every droplift that
exits the city."

"Security?" Munk stops in the gray |light pooling anong the trees. "I don't
dare confront security andrones. They will try to take M. Charlie."
"Yes." Buddy turns around in the burdock and nettles and holds out his arms.

"Gve himto nme."

n W]y?ll
"The pl asteel capsule is disputed property,"” Buddy says, |eaning through the
weeds. "You renoved it fromthe Mdot, and security will apprehend you if they

find you with it. But, since it's not stolen goods, there's no crine in mny
taking it out of the city. You follow after nme."

"l don't understand." Mink scans Buddy for signs of prevarication, increased
bl oodrush, sweat scent, blink rate, and voice-pattern stress and detects none.
"Wwn't | be arrested?”

"Security won't stop you if you don't have M. Charlie. You committed no
crime.”

"Obstructing a | egal proceeding, threatening violence, absconding with
evi dence, destruction of property-" Mink's voice drones nervously in the blurred
shadows of the estranged sun.

Buddy shakes his head. "The fault lies with the Mot for placing an androne of
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your capability in the presence of property that the court took fromyou. | know
the law. The court nisjudged your C-P programand can't condemn you for being
true to yoursel f."

"Then I amnot a crimnnal?"

"Of course not. Gve ne the capsule, and let's get out of here."

In the instant's wide theater of decision, Mink twi ce reviews everything he
has | earned from Charles. H's imagination, true to its natural duplicity,
counsel s trust and suspicion sinmultaneously. He wants the human experience of
trust but cannot shake his wariness. Wo is this nan who requires his trust? Is
he, in fact, a security agent sent to connive M. Charlie from hin? Perhaps.
Escaping with M. Charlie had been a suprene risk fromthe start. Perhaps it
ends here. O not. If Buddy is his ally, Munk nust trust him If-there is no way
to know. It is time to tread enptiness again, the androne realizes in a flush of
dread and excitenment. Time to endure nore uncertainty--to act human agai n.

Munk passes Charles to Buddy. "Thank you for hel ping me preserve him"

Buddy hol ds the capsule to his chest, and in the ruined light his expression
is warped with sadness. "You're good to trust ne."

"I detect no prevarication fromyour body's signals," Muink admts. "And as the
archai c poet Blake wwote, 'There is no Soul distinct fromthe Body.' | trust
your soul ."

Buddy's small snmile flares briefly in the shadows. He pushes through a tattery
gap in the veil noss hanging fromthe groping boughs, skids down a dirt track on
a steep, tree-clenched bank, and bratdes through a cane brake. Wth the canes
clacking, he runs directly toward the icy tissues of sound that Miunk knows are
t he unreadabl e codes of another androne.

He follows, sick with fear. If the security androne chall enges him, he knows
he will not submit. He doesn't want to kill anything ever, ever again.
Aparecida's sil houette slouches out of the liquid shadows of the tufty canes.
No, it's the flutter of an attention gap-fear usurping his inmagination. The
silhouette is the thermal halo froma covey of birds seeking shade and insects.

Munk stares up at the underbellies of the trees, and the internal faces he
sees cut in the leaf patterns convince himto shunt his imagination and revert
to sinple nmotor programm ng. Quickly, he crashes through the canes, closing the
gap between hinself and Buddy, until he is running in precision tandema few
centimeters behind the man.

When he exits the thicket in this alert, neutral state, Munk sees wi thout any
enotion the security androne guarding the droplift. The sentinel resenbles an
arnorial statue, a human figure in transparent cuirass with a turtl e-browed,
mrror-flat mask. A hanging garden of rocky outcrops and flowery cascades rises
above the droplift, a marble cupola in a grove of black, tapered poplars. The
billowy indigo shine of the droplift glosses the narble ranp and even gl ows on
the dewy sward where the sentinel stands unnoving.

Wt hout hesitation, Buddy wal ks across the | awn and past the guard toward the
droplift. Munk stays in close |ockstep, until they reach the security androne.
He pauses, unable to nove. No physical force holds him It's his own deep-I|eve
fascination that's i muobilized him

He snaps out of sinple notor progranmm ng and realizes that he has stopped
because sone part of himrecognizes this androne. A swift search shows that
Charl es encountered andrones nuch like this one when he was first revived on
Earth. Their nasks carried watery reflections of faces.

A face now appears in the fiat pan of the mask-the soft, roguish features of
Sitor Ananta. "You are in violation of Conmonality |aw, Androne Munk. Return M.
Charlie at once to the Commonality agent in Terra Tharsis."

"Munk!" Buddy calls. "Let's go."

Munk hurries to Buddy's side. "Sitor Ananta cane through that androne.”

"lIgnore him" Buddy says and strides over to the directory, a plastic cube
bal anced on one point. Ice-green vapors spiral at its core, faster and brighter
at the touch of his hand and the plasteel capsule. "The Comopnal ity has no
jurisdiction in Terra Tharsis, Solis, or the wilds between them"

Munk reads the code lights in the cube and sees that Buddy has ordered a short
droplift, up and over the wall. Reassured by this sinple route, he follows the

file:/lIF|/rah/A.A.%20Attanasio/Attanasio,%20A.A.%20-%20SoliS.txt (49 of 94) [6/30/03 11:47:15 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/A.A .%20Attanasi o/Attanasi 0,%20A . A.%20-%20So0li S.txt

man into the indigo |ight of the cupola and hears no nore the thriving, brittle
music of the city's silicon mnd.

Shau Bandar | eaves his credit cuff on the |lacquered table in the narrow house
haunted by music. The cuff is useless outside the city. He | ooks around a | ast
time at the faded walls with their pastel print of |obster pots and cacti.
Soneone el se now will have to make sense of that or redecorate. No one is
all owed to hold property in Terra Tharsis if they | eave, even tenporarily, and
t hough he's unhappy about giving up this house, he's excited by his
deci siveness. He is finally making sonething grand of his life. He tells hinself
that when he returns he'll have enough credits for a house twice as |arge and
each roomreplete with the nost expensive shapeshift furniture.

He bounds down the cricketing steps of the skinny house w thout | ooking back

and neets Mei Nili anmpbng the wal nut trees, where she's been waiting while he
spent his last nmonent with the house. "Are you sure you want to do this?" she
asks gruffly. "I have nothing to | ose, but |I'mnot so sure about you."

"Never nore sure of anything," he answers and briskly | eads the way al ong the
si nuous flagstone path. He salutes the skewed sundi al and cl ogged birdbath and
barges through the crooked gate. On the wal k down the stony | ane beside the
creek, he explains that Softcopy has arranged for a droplift to the Qutlands
where a skimcar will take themto the caravansary. Al expenses are covered.
"There's always credit available for an insider willing to risk everything on
the outside. Even a lazy, inpoverished lichen like ne will get a big run in the
news clips."

"Especially if you die," Mei points out.

The journalist agrees with a fatalistic shrug. "It's the biggest thrill of
al | -the shadow of death."

On the wal k through the oak cloisters down to the pave, Shau Bandar tal ks
nervously about what |ies ahead, recounting news clips of caravans eaten by
sandstornms and shreeks, voracious, bristle-fanged biots created in the vats of
Solis to scavenge the wilds and discourage pilgrins.

Mei only half listens, attentive to the supernatural beauty of the hills. She
has had to relearn the future too often since she last felt beauty. She has no
i dea where or even if she will be tomorrow, but for now, the heavenward towers
and the shafts of sunm st on the hazy, cluttered hillsides are enough.

Aut ummal shimers of wind sweep the pave with snoked brightness and a radi ant
chill. Mei is still staring up at the gusty heights of sparkling onyx when Shau
| eads her into a tight alley. In the dark, a boast of indigo |light breathes.

The city's vallation is a four-kiloneter-high ranpart, twelve spans deep. It
rins the caldera brink of O ynpus Mons, enclosing the great skytowers of Terra
Tharsis and their hillside purlieus. The barrier has the seanm essly snpoth and
bl ack-green |uster of jasper but is conposed of a Maat alloy inpervious to
sensors. The mirror-vanes atop the encircling parapet serve as both detectors
and signal scranblers so that fromoutside the vallation contact with the city
i s inpossible.

Despite this isolation, an extensive comunity thrives outside the city under
the stupendous wall. Sustained by the gravity shadow of Terra Tharsis, which
provides near-terrestrial conditions, exurbs sprawl across the broad sl opes of
the extinct volcano in a coruscating expanse of solar mlls and antennae. The
mlls anplify the weak sunlight that bleeds through the perpetual cloud banks
churning in the penunbra of the city's magravity field. The Maat weather system
stores heat and noisture in this surrounding area, and so, while there is no
dearth of water for the Qutlands, energy nmust be mlled fromthe thernals and
t he wan sun.

Shau Bandar explains this and nore to Mei Nili on the long drive through the
ski mmays outside the city. Displacing his anxiety about the safety he has
abandoned for this rich adventure, he points out the gigantic, androne-nmanaged
farns on the watery horizons. He has been out here on assignment before and
knows the nanes of all the districts: Sky-Bowl with its power factories, the
agrarian pastures and fish hatcheries of WIllow, the congested thorpes of
Britty, and the el egant estates in an opulent district called the Honor of
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G ant s.

"Where do all these people cone fron?" Mei wonders. Even in the cool interior
of the rented car, the air snells of swanp and thunder. Mountai nous bl ue cl ouds
hang in eerie stillness above the chain of hills and their clusters of hamets
and silver-foil roofs. "They aren't protected here by the Maat, are they?"

"No. They live in jeopardy of their lives, all of them" The car drives
itself, preprogrammed for their destination at the very fringe of the exurbs,
and Shau stares disconsolately at the smoky hills and the heat ripples on the
ski mvay. "Actually, two hundred years ago-over four hundred terrene years
ago-t he exurbs were much larger. That was during the frantic Exodus of Light,
when millions cane here fromall the colonies literally wanting to die in the
rarefied air of Mars. Death passages were all the rage back then. The popul ation
here are remmants of that weird faith that got It, the idea that consciousness
is light liberated into a glorious and rapturous field state called the
tesseract range when the physical organismdies. Bizarre, huh?"

"Lately, it's living that seems bizarre to me," Mei nutters, pressing her
fingertips to the cool plastic done. She touches the speed-blurred i nages of the
| ow stone houses with their shiny roofs and asks, "Wy do these people live
here? What do they want ?"

"Most have conme fromthe Commonality range towns on Luna," the journalist
answers, stifling a yawn. "They believe the work is easier here. And they're
probably right. You know how tight the | abor strictures are in the Commnality.
Al so, work here affords each of themthe chance of adnmittance to the Pashalik."

Anong vegetabl e plots and sodden, sunken fields, roundhouses in unrendered
concrete slip past. "Do many actually get in to Terra Tharsis?"

"If they accrue enough credits and an insider |ike nyself |eaves."

Mei hears the edginess in his voice. "Do you regret |eaving? You know you can
go back now. Just call Munk for ne."

"Go back to what?" He crosses his |lanky | egs and cl asps his hands over his
knee. "You saw ny el egant house that |'m about to lose unless | go to work for
the Pashalik nonitoring andrones. No. | want adventure-and credits. This is what
I want." He puts his olfact ring to his nostrils, then presents it to her

She declines by turning her attention fromhimto the pastel roundhouses with
their foil roofs and red-dirt gardens. "How | ong have you lived in Terra
Thar si s?"

"I"'mforty-two."

"Mars years?"

He nods, distracted by the electrical nearness of the purple clouds with their
flutters of lightning. "You' d think with all these hopefuls teenming out here to
get in the city, they'd shut down the vats."

"The Maat have a |ife-type agenda."

"I's that what they believe on the reservation? Ha." He | ooks at her naked
face, snmells her sweet-sour body odor, and feels once nore his sorrow ng
astoni shnment at her rustic mien. "The Maat have no agenda. |f the comune didn't
insist on racial parities, the whole city would have gone plasmatic centuries
ago. The Maat don't care.”

Wth violet trenors in the piled clouds and trundling thunder, a dazzle of
rain sizzles toward themon the skimvay and punmels the clear top of the car
"Have you ever had an encounter?"

"Nope. And all the encounters |'ve followed up for Softcopy were bogus. The
Maat are so far inside now they're not even bodies anynore. That's what | think
They have no nore truck with us than we do with apes in the aboriginal forests."

Veils of rain snoke off the hot rooftops and steam al ong the enpty road. For a
long while, they ride in silence, Mei worried about Munk and M. Charlie, Shau
still debating the merits and dangers of the inpending trek. In the blue
darkness, under the hanmmering rain, the world draws cl oser

Buddy, holding Charles Qutis in his arnms, stands with Munk in a grassy verge
under the giant vallation of Terra Tharsis. The droplift that carried them out
of the city has deposited themon a hummock overl ooking | ow, tinsel-roofed
cities strewn brightly under toppling clouds. The androne gl ances up at the
i ndigo blur of the vanishing droplift vortex, relieved that his creative
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willingness to trust this stranger has indeed delivered himfromthe city of his
makers. The noise of the city's silicon mnd has vani shed entirely, and he
senses no ot her andrones using Maat codes near by.

"Where do we go from here?" he asks, scanning the cluttered plain. On the
steep horizon, lizards of |ightning squirmanong the mauve thundetheads of an
i solated storm

"I think I know, Mink." Buddy hands Charles to the androne and renoves his
chanpbis strap-jacket. "If the junper you cane in with wants to nmake the trek
she'll have to start fromthe Avenue of Limts. W'Il go there." He slings his
j acket over his shoul der and wades through the tall grass.

Munk cradles Charles in the crook of one armbut does not budge. He senses
waftings of ozone fromthe stormand the distant chatter of thunder. "You have
kept your word, Buddy. Show ne the direction to the Avenue of Limts, and we can
part here."

Buddy stops anong the feathery grass. "1'd like to cone along," he says,
al nost apol ogetically. "The Avenue of Limts is at the fringe of the Qutlands,
on the edge of the wilds. It's a big place and a long wal k from here. But
there's a skimstation in Sky-Bow, not far away. Fromthere, we can ride to the
Avenue of Limits and you can use the reponer's codes to contact him Wat do you

say?"

Munk regards the man for a full |evel second, playing various notives though
his anthropi ¢ nodel again and again, until finally he nust admit, "I don't
under stand why you should care at all about ne."

"It's a new one for your anthropic nodel, isn't it?" Buddy's strong face with

its inprint of sadness nods once. "Anome."

"A psychic state of isolation and disorientation,
i s the unhappi ness you confessed to ne."

"Yes. That is ny unhappiness." H's strong face | ooks weak, and he says with a
sl ow, aching solemity, "I belong in the wilderness now. Can | go along with
you?"

"To di e?" Munk asks ingenuously.

Buddy gi ves a vigorous shake of his head that scatters his sweat-wung hair
over his eyes. "No. | don't want to kill myself. | want to test this life. To
make it stronger."

Munk absorbs this, and it prints in his silicon brain as sonething heard
before. He plays back words from M. Charlie's broadcast: "W all live by our
fictions. W create stories in order to fill the enptiness that is ourselves.
And because we nmust create themw th strength fromnothing, they make us whole."

"W will go together then," Miunk decides, glad to participate in yet another
human being's story.

"Good." Buddy wi nks. "We'd better get going before the rain gets here."

In the oblique light slanting through the stormclouds onto the i mense
val l ation of Terra Tharsis, the weather displays massive and strange contours,
and the androne feels very small anong the powers of the world. He foll ows Buddy
through the feathery grass toward the wide, cluttered horizon of human life.

Mei Nili and Shau Bandar arrive at the Avenue of Limits with the rush of
ni ght. The obl ate and gaseous sun shudders anobng t he ci ndercones and bl ack
volcanic hills on the serrated horizon |ike denonland's burning portal. Sbau
takes the yoke and slides the rental car onto a ternminus bed al ong the shoul der
of the ski mvay. The doors wi ng open on the sultry, incandescent dusk

"Why are we stopping here?" Mei asks.

"I want to record the sunset over the Avenue of Limts. It's a good bridge
shot for the first clip." He steps out into the simering evening.

To one side, in the direction fromwhere they have cone, the citadel of Terra
Tharsi s domi nates the highlands, the breadth of its vallation dark as a ruby in
the Il ong sun shafts, the skytowers silver-veiled and dazzling with | aser points
of gemight. In streaks, flares, and fiery gl obes, the scarlet-pluned sky hoards
the last of the day's sun, and the rooftops on the | ava slopes shimer with
purple flanes.

In the other direction, the wilds of Mars catch the twilight in gl eans of

the androne recites. "That
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anber gl ass and crinson snears of slurry, a dimand barren badl and t hat
stretches away into darkness. Shanty sheds crowded anong behenoth warehouses and
i ndustrial barns front the wilderness. Lux wires and torch gl obes pour I|ight

Ii ke magma through the tight |anes and burrows at the very brink of the hungry
dar kness.

"This is the Avenue of Limits," Shau announces, fortifying hinself with a
sniff of ergal froma pinky ring. The stinulating ol fact nakes the stifling heat
seem nore bearable, even invigorating. Wth an expression of determ nation, he
| ooks to Mei, who has gotten out of the car and strolls away fromhim "From
here, the journey to Solis really begins. Rabana's been in touch by cabl e phone
to the local copy office in Britty, and they' ve rel ayed her nessages on ny
ti mpan-com She says Softcopy has data on three caravans |ading for departure
fromhere to Solis. But two are sure losers, religious fanatics fromthe
Qut | ands who expect divine help in crossing the wilds."

Mei |istens absently. She stands at the edge of the term nus bed, staring down
the slope of the skimway to where the concrete-block walls and derelict
bui |l di ngs begin. No people are in sight. "it |ooks abandoned."

"I't is," Shau says, stepping alongside her and pointing into the distance to

where a devastated swatch of debris breaks the shoreline of packed-together
sheds, ricks, storeyards, and |onghouses. "A fail back took seven whol e bl ocks
out a short while ago. The nagravity border fluctuates. It usually extends into
the wilds about a kil ometer beyond here. But sonetines it falls back, and when
that happens, whol e sections of the Avenue are ripped apart by the abrupt
gravitational shift. The clips |'ve seen are really spectacul ar-whol e buil di ngs
| aunching into the sky and breaking apart. Sonme of the debris has been found a
hundred kil oneters away. "

Shadow shapes stir within the crepuscul ar fields bel ow, but when Mi | ooks
closer they are only cane-grass stirring in the wind anong piles of old
scantlings. "Wiat about the third caravan Rabana found-is that a nore reliable
group?”

The reporter juts his lower |ip dubiously. "The trek captain is sone kind of
entrepreneur, but he's also an extraordinary nechanic. He's run a
wi | derness-tour service out of Britty for years. A wealthy eccentric fromthe
Honor of G ants has hired himto captain the trek and is putting up the credits
for the equipnent. She wants to donate all her energy and assets to Solis and is
determined to get there in one piece. Wth her backing and his expertise, this
caravan is our best shot. Softcopy will pay our passage in exchange for the
excl usive news-clip and drama rights.”

"Sonmeone's down there," Mei says, pointing to the junkyard bel ow t hem
"They' ve been watching us."

"l don't see anyone."

Mei fixes her focus on the ruddy yellow lux wires grid-ding the Avenue of
Limts and with her sharper peripheral vision spies figures crouching, through
the scrub of the eroded hills. "They're com ng," she says, backing fromthe edge
of the term nus bed. "Call Mink."

"l don't see anyone."

Mei slips into the car. But she has no credit codes to activate it and hops
out again. "Cone on, Bandar. Let's get out of here."

The reporter approaches the vehicle casually, orgulous with the ol fact
sparking in him "I've been here before. There's nothing to be afraid of. If you
saw anyone, it's probably the traders who |lurk around the storehouses, wanting
to barter.”

"Just get us out of here."

Shau eases behind the yoke and taps his cuff onto the credit plate, but the
car doesn't start. He adjusts the microswitch insets in his cuff and tries
again. But the control panel renmmins dark. "I don't get it," he nunbles.

"Call Munk, dammit."

The reporter fidgets with his cuff switches and is shaking his head bewi | dered
when the first figures shanble up the enbanknment. Against the sky's |ast opa
cracks of light they are hunched, hooded sil houettes wi el ding pipes and cl ubs.
Their sudden shrieks snap Shau's fixation with his cuff controls, and he rears
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back in fright.

"Dam! They nust have cut the power cables to the skimway."

Mei reaches across himand pulls down his door, slapping the lock into place.
"CGet Munk on the comlink, Bandar. Do it!"

Shau conplies with trenbling fingers. "Munk! Mink! Androne, are you readi ng?"

Ten bi g nongrel norphs | eap about the car, slanmming their clubs on the plastic
done. Wth the third blow it cracks, and with the next one it shatters into a
spl ash of nol ecul ar dust. Whoops and hollers flap into the night, and |arge,
spl ayed, four-fingered hands reach in and yank the passengers fromthe car

Mei tucks her knees and kicks out with all her mght, pushing free of her
assailant. She twists to the ground and scuttles on all fours. But two other
nmor phs sei ze her arnms, and she's hoisted upright to see Shau fl opped facedown on
the hood of the car, the hulking bandits tearing off his jacket and his rings.
H's mouth is wide with pain and fear, his teeth black with blood. One of the
nmor phs grabs the reporter's long braid of hair and jerks his head back. Another
slides a curve of blade under Shau's straining throat.

"No!" Mei screans.

Delirious hollers caromshrilly into the night, warbling into hows at the
sight of the slimjunper withing between her captors.

Beads of dark bl ood appear under Shau Bandar's jaw, and his eyes swivel wildly
in their sockets. He groans in thick guttural bursts, pleading for his life.

Up fromthe enbanknent where the norphs first appeared, a silver cow rises,
cl oaking a darkness with no face. "S-ss-s-t!" the androne directs a
hyper conpressed packet of sound waves at the norph hol ding the knife, and the
bl ade wenches free and clatters into the car

"Let themgo," Munk commands in a thunderous voice.

The norphs drop Mei and rel ease Shau, then rapidly scatter, dissolving into
the darkness with tattered whines and ainless cries. A nonent later, a pipe
wi ngs out of the dark, slashing toward where Mei has risen to one knee. The
androne bounds forward in a chrone streak and plucks the projectile out of the
air less than a neter fromthe junper's head. Wth a deft wist snap, the pipe
whirls whistling back into the night and finds a nortal shriek.

"I canme as quickly as | could,"” Mink says, helping Mei to her feet. "I heard
your distress on the link."

"Hel p Bandar," she says. "He's been cut."

"I'"'mokay," Shau declares tartly. He holds a shred of his shirt to the
superficial cut at his throat and glares wathfully into the dark where the
nmor phs retreated. "They sl ashed nmy dignity nore than ny flesh. G uesone things!
They' re distorts, not people. They nust be destroyed."

"Who are they?" Mei asks, rubbing feeling back into her wrists.

"I tell you, they're distorts," Shau croaks with anger. "There's no real |aw
in the Qutlands. Rogues run their own vats out here and norph gangs of hom cida
brutes-distorts--to protect their territories. Sonetinmes the distorts range
wi I dly. The posses that hunt them down are always a popular run in the news
clips.”

Mei puts a hand on the plasteel capsul e under the androne's arm "Mink, where
have you been? Wiy did you run away?"

"You know why | fled with M. Charlie."

"I know," she says, drearily. "Your C-P program"

"Yes. Since Phoboi Twelve, | can actually hear ny inmagination as loudly as ny
primary programming. | could not bear to i magi ne what Sitor Ananta wanted to do
with M. Charlie. | know it would have been clearly inhumane."

Shau thunps his sandal ed foot against the skimplate of the car, irate that he
|l ost his jacket and recording mantle and with them his chance to report on an
androne with a hunan spirit. "Now |l ook! | have to get a new link. | |ost
everyt hing!"

"Do you at |east know where we're goi ng?" Mei asks testily, approaching him
She peeks under his jaw to view the wound and sees only a gray snear of blood in
t he dark.

"OfF course | do," he answers defensively and nudges her away with sone
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annoyance. "Raza's. It's just down the bluff. But we can't ride there The
distorts cut the damm power cables. And even if they hadn't, we can't operate
this car without the credit patch in ny jacket."

"Buddy has a rental car," Miunk suggests. "I nmet himin Terra Tharsis. He
hel ped me to get out. But | had to | eave hi m behind when your distress cal
cane. He couldn't nove fast enough."”

"Where is he?" Mei asks.

"About sixty-three kilonmeters down the Avenue of Limts."

"You ran sixty kilos fromthe tine | called you?" the reporter asks.

"I can nmove nmuch faster than that," Munk replies nodestly, "but there are
structures to avoid on the Avenue. And it is warmhere. My cool ant system was
nearly overtaxed."

"You nust have spent a |l ot of power," Mei notes. Despite herself, she can't
hel p admiring the androne's spunk, at the very | east.

"Yes. | depleted fifty-two percent of ny power cells to get here quickly. But
the expenditure was required.”

Shau heartily agrees. "I'll say! They were going to kill us."

"But how are we going to charge your cells?" Mei places a concerned hand on
the androne's breastplate and feels the dewchill of it. "W have no credits."

"Get me to a link," Shau says, "and we'll see what Softcopy can do."

"l have al ready contacted Buddy," Mink acknow edges. "He says he will neet us
at Rey Raza's garage. It's only a few kiloneters fromhere. | will carry the two
of you."

"And me wi thout ny damm recorder!" Shau kicks the car's skim plate again.
"This woul d have been the perfect lead-in!"

Munk spends a nonent adding this behavior to his anthropic nodel. M. Charlie
had declared that we all live by our fictions, and here is a bl eeding man who
grieves for the story he has lost. Mei Nili herself has an incredul ous | ook on
her face, as if she is convinced a |life can be overremenbered.

The androne regards them both with quiet satisfaction, proud that he has
preserved two dewdrop lives fromthe void. Staring at these hunan creatures his
strength has kept whole, he feels right. He knows this feeling is the
cyberkinesis of his CP program his own subjectivity, but that doesn't seemto
matter.

He feels a mutual kinship with Junper Nili's cool detachnment and the
reporter's hot anmbition. He yearns to see M. Charlie, the ancestor of his
maker, whole before him And yet-and yet, he is an androne. His yearning is the
calmfury of his naker.

He remenbers floating in the delicious cold of farside Saturn, tiny in the
penunbra of the gas giant, knowi ng that he knew he was a programmed bei ng. He
experienced an echo of that hunbling snall ness under the i mense vallation of

Terra Tharsis. And now here, again, he knows he is beconming an accident, like
everyt hi ng el se.
Junper Nili has seen sonethi ng becone not hing when her famly died, and he

al nost saw that tonight. He has never witnessed a human death. The very thought
oozes Wi th unhappi ness and makes himrecall that there are |ight-years of
silence surrounding him That fact mutes his sadness.

Once again, he determnes that he will defend these frail residues of hunman
life with all the strength in his power cells. That pleases him or at |east
makes him | ess unhappy with his smallness under the tumul tuous sky and the
sl owness of tine.

Clutching Charles Qutis between them Mi N li and Shau Bandar ride in the
enbrace of Munk's arnms. They bound over the main artery past hip-roofed sheds,
gaunt storage towers, oxide-stained corrugated fences, weathered warehouses, a
graveyard of rust-gutted drums, and desol ate crossroads grinmy enpty under the
bl azon of lux wires. At the reporter's conmand, they stop before a wi de garage
with a pyranid of latticed nmetal on the roof and a. circular sign hangi ng above
t he open port announci ng:

RAZA' S TOURS OF THE W LDS.

Wthin the tall port of the garage are three big sand rovers, painted a
glaring white with RAZA stenciled in red on the vent-ribbed runners. Sl ender
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| aser cannon nounted under the eaves of the garage sw vel aggressively, and Mink
turns his reflectant cow toward them

"State your business!" a gravelly voice exclains over a speaker system

"Rey? This is Shau Bandar from Softcopy! We're here for the trek."

"Sorry," an unanplified voice says. "You can't be too careful on the Avenue of
Limts."

A wiry, falcon-faced man with a shaved head, tiny nustache-Ups at the corners
of his wide grinning nmouth, and green splashes of face paint under his eyes
strides across the port. He's dressed in scarlet and gold clothes, a nagnificent
full ness of pleats and panels and intricate braiding, baggy as a bright, rackety
kite. "I am Rey Raza," he proclains boisterously, through a gleeful smle.
Winkles of nerrinment seam his face, but his small, hooded eyes regard the world
with a nmean squint. "Softcopy said you were com ng. Were are your recorders?"

"Distorts junped us," Shau says, stepping out from behind the androne. "Mink
here saved our lives. The distorts probably still have ny jacket. If we act
qui ckly, we can use it to help target a posse."

Rey Raza tosses a thick |laugh at the reporter. "You' ve seen too many news
clips, Bandar. There are no posses on the Avenue of Limts. Here we are rul ed by
the one and true law, the natural night of prinmacy itself."

"What about justice?" Bandar conpl ains.

The tour guide shrugs. "Justice, noral right, equity, and due consideration to
the weak have no val ue what soever here or in the great and terrible | and beyond
these Iimts. You' d better get that straight now, M. Journalist, for there wll
be no turning back once we are away."

"Sand rovers will take several days to nake the crossing to Solis," Mink
notes. "Are there no flyers avail abl e?"

"You are clearly froma far and distant system Mink," Rey Raza observes
chidingly. "You're a Jovian deep-space patrol-class androne, |'d judge from your
| ooks. And those | egs have been augnented, haven't they? Miust be unbearably hot
for you around here."

"I amfromlapetus Gap in the Saturn system M legs were fitted for ne by
Apol | o Conbine on Deinpbs. And, yes, | find this heat enervating. Mst of ny
power is spent cooling ny systens."

"Didn't you tell them anything, Bandar? Flyers- really." Rey Raza waves them
inside. "It's not a good tinme of day for street talk. WIIl you join me for sone
refreshment? Munk, | don't think I have the right power anps for your kind of
col d-body cells, but you're welcone to | ook over nmy equi pment. As for
flyers-well, Terra Tharsis and Solis just don't permt flyers anywhere near
them Ah, here is the archaic brain." He presses his forehead to the plastee
capsule. "He's dream ng. Maybe of Earth. 1'll bet he feels nore awake now t han
when he wakes next anong us, eh?"

The interior of the capacious garage snells acridly of lube oil and | athed
metal . Behind the three sand rovers, a wire-nesh partition isolates a
machinist's pit, engine hoist, and a tool-and-di e shop. Raza admts Munk to the
generator deck and | eads Mei and Shau past the dimy lit work areas to the back
of the garage

A sheet netal door slides open on a radiant roomwi th the clean redol ence of
woodwor k. Bl ue straw mats cover the floor, and yell ow paper screens, |ike
vertical |ouvers, section the suite. Between the screens, strips of a kitchen
and a sleep cubicle are visible, both with wooden furniture-floral-carved
pantry, painted cupboard, swivel stools, a trestle cot, and |l acquered side
t abl es.

A bl ond wood tabl e and fanback chairs in the front room squeeze Mei's heart,
and a tear startles down her cheek. She |owers her face to snell the spray of
wildflowers in the table's centerpiece, trying to hide her enotion

Rey Raza places an airy hand on her shoul der. "You're exhausted. | can see the
fray light around you."

Shau, surprised, starts to explain, "Rey's froma strong-eye clade. He sees
sonme infra and ultra, bodylights-"

"It's the wood,"” Mei manages to get out, feels stronger for it, lifts her head
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and wi pes her eyes. "I haven't been close enough to snell and touch wood since
left Earth. | didn't know how nuch | missed it."

Shau puts a fist to his forehead, regretting again the absence of his
recorder. He's convinced that these are the nonents that will nake his clips
run. "Rey, rye got to call in."

"Use the cabl e phone by the cot." Rey points the way, then says with nesneric
softness to Mei, "You nust sleep. Tonorrow Grielle cones. She is the woman on
the death passage. Like all passagers, she's eager and will want to | eave at
once. So we will skip the refreshnments and | et you rest now. You rmay have the
cot, and Shau can sleep in the rover. | have nore work to do in the shop and
will stay there. Good night."

Bef ore she can dermur, he exits through the netal door, and she is left alone
to touch the satiny wood and, for the first time, the pal pable distance from her
origin. She feels rent fromher past, her fanmly, and she rends herself fromthe
tabl e. She doesn't want to think about that now, On Phoboi Twelve, in the black
monent s when she was actually dead, she |learned rel ease. She is appalled that

she will have to learn it again.
In the cubicle she finds the reporter sitting at the edge of the cot, brushing
the of f-pad on the cable phone. His snile, for all its neekness, is warm "I'm

sorry about the distorts,"” he says. "Rabana just scolded ne for stopping.
shoul d have cone straight here and skipped the damm sunset."

Mei's eyes lower to neet his, then swing up, weary and burned by tears. "W're
alive. That's enough for ne right now. " She sits down on the cot and unzips her

boots. "Is Softcopy going to take care of you?"

"They're sending ne a new link and a recorder mantle." He thunbs the |ux pad,
and the cubicle lights dim "lI'mgoing to wait outside for the courier. \Wat |
woul dn't give for a whiff right now GCh, well, | won't see that ring again.
Ease, Junper Nili. Ease and the countenance of dreans."

A slat of dark blue light glows dully fromthe latrine. She strips off her
flightsuit and throws it in the sanitizing hanper. Wiile it's running, she
unpeel s the nutrinent patches fromher forearm all of them spent, and drops
themin the disposer. The sonic shower dispels her last resistance to the
fatigue she's been feeling since Terra Tharsis. She retrieves her clean
flightsuit, zips it on | oosely, and coll apses onto the cot.

Pulling onto the concrete apron of the tour office lot Buddy kills the
electric engine of his black and bulky rental car. He waits under the gaze of
the | aser cannon until Mink appears with Rey Raza and Shau Bandar. The androne,
still holding Charles, introduces Buddy, and the stocky nan renpves a credit
clip fromhis jacket and passes it to Rey.

"Round trip?" Rey asks, backing toward the garage.

"One way," the man with the quiet eyes says.

"A passager?" Rey inquires

Buddy shakes his head. "No. Just a traveler."

"Not all travelers are adnitted to Soils, you know, " Rey points out as he
takes the credit clip inside to book passage. "A one-way trek both ways is
expensi ve. "

"Whatever it costs," Buddy replies.

"Munk called you an old one," the reporter says as they stroll into the garage
port. "Are you filed with Softcopy?"

"Yes," Buddy admits and adds with a gentle, mnysterious patience, "But | don't
want you pulling it up, if you can restrain yourself. | don't want that with ne
on this trek."

"I don't think |I can restrain nyself, Buddy," Shau confesses, again w shing he
had his mantle, which could access old clips imediately. "I'"ma reporter, and
what you've just said is far too tenpting. Wiy would an old one go on a
trek-unless it's a death passage?"

"I't's not," Buddy answers and | ooks to the street, where a courier van has
pul I ed up.
"We'l'l talk," Shau prom ses and hurries out of the garage.

Munk asks Buddy, "Wat was that about?"
"Most of the old ones have files with the news services.

Buddy shrugs. "I'm
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no different. But my past is. Were nost of the old ones were intent on working

with the Maat and building great worlds, | feared the strange new breed and
wor ked mi schi ef against them It was a short-lived insurrection. But a Maat and
sone ot her people died. | was apprehended and reconditi oned. Now | fee

i ndi fference where before | was hateful ."

"The Maat forgave you," Mink says.

"No." Buddy's small smle carries no malice. "They altered ny brain."

Shau approaches with his arnms full of bubbl e-w apped packages. "It's al
here," he exults with exaggerated enthusiasm "I amagain the eyes of mllions!"

Rey returns Buddy's credit clip and hel ps Shau unpack. The recorder jacket and
mantl e are desert-ready, tailored in sturdy canvas, dark brown and sere. The
reporter slings it over his shoulders, and a delighted Rey assunes his nost
ingratiating air for the canera and takes Shau on a tour of the shop

Munk stands in the port, staring out into the Martian night. Buddy pats him
affectionately on the arm then crawls back into the rental car to sleep. The
crystal nmusic of a silicon and chinmes fromfarther down the Avenue of Limts,
too far away to be a threat just now. Nearby, he hears the journalist's recorder
whi spering to itself. Then it, too, is silent. Soon everyone is asleep, their
brai ns as di sengaged fromthe conti nuum of actual events as is Charles's in his
pl ast eel sl eep.

A jewel dust of stars gleans in galactic vapor trails over the black horizon
There is nuch for Munk to add to his anthropic nodel and review, but before he
does, he tracks the night sky. In the heavens' swirling turbul ence, Earth's
silver-blue star stares over them unbli nking.

At the first smear of dawn, a skimflight truck pulls up before Rey Raza's
garage and m ndl ess | oader handroi ds begin depositing |arge high-inpact crates.
A nocha-ski nned worman with | ong eyes and short black hair braided in tight
desi gns on her pattern-shaved head energes fromthe cab. She is dressed in a
slinky green gown of firepoints that fluoresce like auroras as she wal ks forward
under the tracking |aser cannon. Standing before Mink, she places her thin
fingers on Charl es.

"Dear man," she whispers to the archaic brain, "we neet going in opposite
directions. By the grace and acts of light, I will get you to Solis, and you
will be the last of the first men with whom | speak."

"That is a touching sentinent," Mink states.

The angul ar woman cocks a fine eyebrow. "Wat does an androne know of
senti nent ?"

"Enough to recognize it when | see it. You nust be Gielle Aspect."”

Her dark, el ongated eyes, assess Munk calmy. "I've |liked you fromthe nonent
you defied the Mot. | believe we will be fanous friends."

"How do you know of me and M. Charlie?"

"I watch the news clips," she says, turning her chin to her shoul der,
revealing a clean, haughty profile as she peers into the garage. "I'm | eaving
this world, dear androne, not nmy mind. Know edge still is power-as it was in M.
Charlie's time. As it ever will be."

Rey energes fromthe floodlit ranks of sand rovers, his scarlet, satiny |oose
suit like a gray cloud around himin the dusky light. "Gielle! Al is in
readi ness for this happy, happy occasion."

"Fine, Rey." She waves wearily at the nounting stack of crates. "I have
decided to bring a larger offering to the good workers of Solis. Lux tubing,
psyoni ¢ core units, senblor parts-"

"Psyoni cs?" Rey shakes his bald head. "No, no, Gielle, we can't have that.
Essentia won't stand for it. W'Il have fanatics and pirates all over us. It's
going to be hard enough with the shrieks and the devil storns. W don't need
psychopaths intent on destroying us."

Shau Bandar hurries out of the garage, pulling his recorder mantle over his
desert jacket. "Fanatics? Conme on, Rey. Softcopy viewers regard the Anthropos
Essentia favorably. Maybe you can soften your tone for the clips." He shows his
palns to Gielle Aspect. "So you're the passager funding this trek. My viewers
woul d | ove to hear your-"
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"Turn that thing off," Gielle snaps. "My passage is not some curiosity item
for a damm news-clip service."

"Hey, Softcopy is helping fund this trek, too," Shau retorts indignantly. "The
anthro conmune respects what you're doing, Qutlander Aspect. How about a little
respect for then?"

"Why should | respect people who |ive redundant |ives?" She tilts her head
back as if peeking, at sonmething very small. "They're never going to experience
revel ation coddled in their comune. The icky ness of a caterpillar inits
cocoon. The light is out here, Bandar, shining on the world as it is. The truth
of the world is inits suffering. Now, turn that thing off, or I'Il scratch your
corneas."

"Save the speeches, Aspect," Shau goads her as he steps closer, the snall blue
recorder light shining fromthe collar of his mantle. "Wat Softcopy wants to
know i s how you amassed your fortune. Is it true that you run zonbie vats and
staff your farns with distorts?"

Gielle lunges at him and he dances backward with an angry | augh, crow ng,
"Anot her act of light, Qutlander Aspect?"

Rey steps between them deftly catching the journalist by the pleat of his
jacket while stopping Gielle's attack with one knurled finger touching her
firmy between the eyes. "You," he says sternly to Shau, "will refrain from

recording the passager, or | will have to put ny penury aside and cancel our
contract. And you," he levels his nmean squint on Giielle. "Qur contract says
not hi ng about exporting psyonics to Solis. | won't allowit."

Gielle stands taller, adjusts the flounce of her gown. "You will have to
conprom se, Rey dear. Elsewise, | will nmake other arrangenents.”

"Wth whon?" he asks archly. "I amthe only wilds runner you can trust to get

you there alive. Unless, of course, as you are on a death passage, Gielle, you
don't mnd dying in the wilds."

During this mnor fracas, Buddy pulls hinmself out of the electric car parked
on the concrete apron and stands rubbing the sleep fromhis eyes.

"Who the hell is he?" Gielle gripes.

"He's an old one, Qutlander," Shau says from over Rey's shoul der. "You
knowt he icky mess inside the cocoon."

"What are you doi ng here?" Her eyes are star-webbed in the floodlights, and
her gl ossy face, with its feline hollows and sharp pl anes, |ooks carved of dark
wood. "Are you a passager, too?"

"No, lady, I'"'mnot." Buddy casually shows his palns and nods. "My nane's
Buddy. |I'mgoing to Solis to broaden my horizons-nmake nore roomfor nmeaning in
my life."

"No natter how broad your horizons, Buddy dear, it's still the same ness, just
more of it. You may have been around a long tine, but clearly, you' ve not yet
seen the light. Open your eyes." Not waiting for a response, she puts her arm
over Rey's shoul ders and steers himinto the bright garage for a private
conversati on.

Shau confronts Buddy. "I viewed your file last night. You were a real hitter
in the good ol d days. Wuld you comment on that for our viewers?"

Buddy yawns. "I|'ve changed."

"You sure have. Cortical surgery qualifies as quite a big change, |'d say.
Even in M. Charlie's tine, |obotony was considered cruel. Do you honestly think
your punishnent is just? | nean, given the heinous nature of your crines?"

"I't's not a punishnent."

"Then you' ve becone conpletely passive, is that it? You accept yourself wholly
as you are?"

"I"'mnot a sociopath anynore, if that's what you nmean." Buddy drifts away
toward the enpty avenue and the weedl ots beyond, where dawn shines in |amnar
streaks, |like a sky-w de agate above the desert.

"Last night Buddy told you not to read his file," Mink says to the journali st
fromwhere he stands notionl ess, conserving his power for the arduous trek
ahead. "Wy did you disregard his explicit w sh?"

"Come on, Mink," Shau says, focusing his recorder on Buddy's retreating back
"Use your C-P programand tell ne."
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"Your enpathic capacity is atrophied froma lifetine of self-centered
devel opnment, " Mink supposes. "Buddy's desires matter far less to you than your
own. "

Shau | ooks to the androne with a vexed noue. "My desires serve the comune.
want to know what the people want to know "

"And individual rights?" the androne asks. "Wat of those who w sh to stand
apart fromthe conmune?"

"Spare nme the sociophilosophy," Shau says, wal king back to the shop. "If
peopl e were al ways good or always anything, we'd be andrones, wouldn't we?"

Munk stands al one in the dawn, considering the psyonic core units in their
hi gh-i npact crates. Those are pieces of the silicon mnd. Dornmant now, but when
they are assenbled and activated, they will think, feel, and have the capacity
to imagi ne as he does. He hears Grielle and Rey softly argui ng about the units.

"I tell you," the man rasps, "the Solis cults will target us if we take those
crates.”

Gielle sniffs derisively. "We're a target for themanyway wi th that androne
al ong. "

"Munk is M. Charlie's guardian. The Anthropos Essentia can understand that.
W' re conveying an archaic brain, for Maat's sake!"

Munk's archive files produce no information on cult activity in or around
Solis. But the Anthropos Essentia are fanobus. They are the zeal ous ant hros who
several martian centuries ago founded Solis. Originally, their settlenent was
entirely divorced fromthe Maat and the silicon mnd. It nakes sense to Mink
that they woul d oppose inporting psyonics.

O course, since the Exodus of Light two centuries ago, when the planet becane
crowded with death passagers and their hangers-on, Anthropos Essentia has been a
mnority even in their own stronghold of Solis. Mink is glad when Rey grunpily
agrees to convey the psyonic units. The anthros' genetic purity is a fiction of
the past. Mnd is wider than |ife and should not be hindered by aninmal fears.

Munk directs his attention to the dawn, the stellar fire that |ong ago
initiated the journeys of carbon and silicon to this nmonent. It seens to the
androne that everything is woven of that |ight. The carbon creatures arguing
about utilizing pieces of the silicon mind and the stars dissolving in the
brightening air are a living tapestry of |ight.

For three-tenths of a second, Miunk indul ges hinself in these thoughts. He
stops listening warily for other andrones, stops caring what the people around
himare saying, and fills hinmself with the biggest plausible thought in his
m nd: Everything really is made fromone fire, the fire of all the stars. In
that furious light, the stars forge the elenments, strewtheminto the bl ack
void, and then stand around and watch the frantic atons huddling together at the
cold limts, sharing their small heat and enornous dreans.

5
Nyct hemeral Jour neys

MEI NI LI ROUSES FROM A DEEP BLACK SLEEP TO THE SOUND OF voi ces and the nute
drone of engines. She slides off the cot and shuffles into the latrine. Sitting
there, she suddenly realizes how much she m sses her old habits and routines-the
dreamden with its ineffable mdstim her solitary junps in the conpany of
m ndl ess andrones, the sinplicity of nutripatches. Her old life required no
t hought, only nechani cal reasoning and decent reflexes, but this newlife is
not hi ng but thought, weighed possibilities, wearisone ganmbits. No use | ooking
back now, she scolds herself She hears her stonmach growling | ouder than the
engi ne purr outside. Someone shouts her name, and without hurrying, she dips
through the sonic shower in her flightsuit.

Through the nmorning's startling brightness, she catches sight of Rey Raza's
hul ki ng sand rovers. They fill the bleak avenue in front of the garage with a
pageantry of bl ackgl ass vi ewdones and brilliant white hulls. A ready a snal
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crowd has gat hered around them people covered head to toe in colorful scarves,
peering through the dark slits of their headwaps at the large flex-treads with
their traction belts of polished gold.

Farther down the road, a sturdy dune clinber with giant blue tires and a
silver tarpaulin pulled tightly over its contents waits, watched over by Mink. A
few of the locals have gathered there too, waving their iridescent scarves at
t he unusual androne.

"Come on, Mei," Shau Bandar calls inpatiently fromthe sunny apron of the
garage. He has the gold-foil hood of his desert jacket pulled up and is wearing
wraparound reflectants across his eyes. "Raza says everything' s ready. W're
| eaping into the wilds!"

In the center of the garage, a topo map has been projected on the concrete
floor. Rey and an angular worman in desert togs and clear statskin cow wade
through the hol oform discussing the journey ahead. A burly fellow with no face
paint sits on a chrone fal dstool under the chain | oops of an engine hoist, arns
crossed, his blond face closed around a nel ancholy ease, as if he's seen al
this before and is resigned to its dire outcone.

"Thank you for joining us," the wonan facetiously greets Mei. The long, carved
eyelines in her shrewmd face seemindifferent, but there's no ignoring the
haughti ness of her aloof stare. "I amGielle Aspect."

Mei shows her palnms. "And I'm"

"Mei, dear, the androne and the nose from Softcopy have told ne all about you
Have you net Buddy yet, the old one your androne brought with himfromthe
city?"

Mei and Buddy perfunctorily show their pal ns. "Wat does that nean-old one?"
she asks.

Gielle wags a silver-nailed finger at her and points to where Shau paces,
recording themw th the blue lens in his shoulder harness. "Stand over there,
dear. You're intinme to hear the details Rey and | have worked out."

Mei wal ks through the ruddy ghost inmage of the nartian | andscape and sits on
t he bench.

"As | amthe founding sponsor and major contributor to this trek," Gielle

says, speaking to Shau's recorder, "I have the privilege of directing our
passage to Solis. In all practical considerations, | defer, of course, to our
pi l ot, Mrphe Raza. Anpong the nunerous tractor paths that diverge fromhere and
converge on Solis, the pilot accepts ny choice of Nebraska Trace. |'ve chosen

that path because it passes through the ruins of Sarna Neve, where the Acts of
Light first became dogma."

Mei pipes up, "But is Nebraska Trace the safest and nost direct route to
Solis? Munk and | want to get M. Charlie to where he can becone a whol e man
again as quickly as possible."

"That's entirely irrelevant,” Gielle sniffs and adjusts the ol fact setting
under her cowl to maximumcalm "You're here to listen, Mei dear. | have already
explained, | amthe director."

"Nebraska Trace adds three days to our crossing," Rey interjects, kneeling in
the topo map, bent over with his flat nose al nbst touching the lucid craterland.
"But the weat her | ooks very good. And | see no nmmjor shreek migrations in that
area."”

"What about the psyonic core units?" Shau asks. "Are you still concerned
they'll attract narauders?”

"They might," Gielie concedes with a wary nod. "That's why the psyonics wll
be conveyed in a separate dune clinber well away fromthe caravan, if there are
mar auders, we will have to defend ourselves, not nachine parts. For that sane
reason, | have directed the androne Munk to travel apart fromus."

"That's not smart," Mei objects. "He's M. Charlie's best protection, and
we'll all be a lot safer if we stay together. Wiere is M. Charlie? Mink isn't

carrying him"

"I installed himin the second rover," Rey answers, "where you and Softcopy
will ride. I'Il pilot all the vehicles fromthe |ead rover. The dune clinber
will take the point. And the androne can scout ahead-"

"You installed M. Charlie?" Mi asks, standing up. "You nmean, he's awake?"
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"l suggest you sit down, dear, and |isten. These will be nyctheneral journeys,
that is, each will be a day and a night long. W will stop at dawn to affirmthe
Acts of Light, as has been done since the first pilgrins ..." She stops talking
as Mei wal ks out of the garage, then glares at Rey. "Find another cosponsor. |
don't want to travel with this rude junper."

"I't'Il take days," Rey nmunbles, crawling on his hands and knees with his face
grazing the planet's blighted surface. "And we won't find anyone w th deeper
pockets than Softcopy. Besides, the weather is clenent now Later in the
season-" He | ooks up with a dubious frown. "The dust storns fromthe south nmake
it tougher."

"Don't go away mffed, Mei dear," Gielle calls with nock concern

The junper ignores her and wal ks into a solar frenzy of hard radiant |ight
boundi ng off the desert floor and sparkling sharply fromthe scarves of the
crowd. She steers herself toward the glare of the second rover and slips anong
the onl ookers wi thout acknow edging their keen stares and friendly waves.

Cl anbering up the tread-guard, she pulls herself atop the runner and clinbs
the inset steps in the hull anong the tinted viewdonmes to the bridge. There,
standing at the taifrail, she waves at Munk. The androne raises both arns and
shifts the reflectance of his cow to catch the norning sun in a w nk of
starfire.

"Come on in," a nmuffled voice calls frombelow "The hatch is unlocked."

Mei dilates the hatch at her feet and drops through the conpani onway into the
forward cabin's aqua-lit interior. Pellucid daylight washed of glare filters
through the bl ackgl ass done and ningles with the watery glow fromthe consol e.

"Good norning, Mei," a cheerful voice says.

"M. Charlie?" Mei calls. The bright cabin appears enpty, until she sees the
pl ast eel capsul e bracketed by plati numcl anps under the console.

"Grielle Aspect is hauling a couple tons of psyonic parts to Solis,"” Mink's
voi ce cones out of the done speakers, "and Rey used sone of those conponents to
hook up M. Charlie. W' ve been talking to each other over the rover's
comlink."

"It's a great talk," Charles Qutis says enthusiastically. "I'mlearning about
the death passage and its inpact on nodern society. And the sky-1 see the sky
through the rover's outside sensors! It's bright-and pink!"

"The thin atnosphere carries dust right into space,"” the androne says. "Most
of the particles are less than a thousandth of a mllinmeter, the nost effective
size to scatter red light." Fromhis post before the dune clinber, Miunk turns
his enpty face toward the junper. "I have been hearing a firsthand account of
the archaic bonding practice called famly from M. Charlie-fromhis chil dhood!
Can you i magi ne? Neonatal nenories. How very rare."

"M. Charlie," Mei sits down in the gray, formfit hug of a deck chair. "D d
you hear about Terra Tharsis and the Mot ?"

"I heard it all,"” Charles tells her. "I spoke with everyone while you were
sl eepi ng-Rey Raza, Gielle Aspect, Buddy-"

"Aspect is acting like we're baggage," she conplains. "And she's |ugging us
three days out of our way for sone dammed religi ous observance."

"Don't be upset," Charles says brightly. "W're on Mars! W got away fromthe

Judge and Sitor Ananta. | net the Judge, and he didn't seemvery favorably
di sposed to ny plea for freedom"
"M. Charlie,” Munk cuts in. "I nust tell you that | saw Sitor Ananta in the

facepan of a sentinel androne."

"What? Vait a mnute," Mei asks. "W is Sitor Ananta?"

"The Commonal ity agent who tortured nme," Charles replies. "A nal adj ust ed
her maphrodite."

"Probably a norph," Mink says.

"Morphs, clades, anthros," Charles sounds perplexed. "It doesn't nmake any
difference. Trust ne, Sitor Ananta is dangerous."

"At the Moot he charged that the Friends of the NonAbelian Gauge G oup
tanmpered with your brain," the androne says. "I don't have nuch on them They're
a faction of clades, aren't they, Junper N li?"

file:/lIF|/rah/A.A.%20Attanasio/Attanasio,%20A.A.%20-%20SoliS.txt (62 of 94) [6/30/03 11:47:15 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/A.A .%20Attanasi o/Attanasi 0,%20A . A.%20-%20So0li S.txt

"I think so," she replies through a norose frown. "Maybe, yes. The nane is
famliar. There are so many reservations, | can't renmenber themall. Qurs was
excl usively anthro, but we'd heard of the clades."

"Can soneone pl ease explain-" Charles begins.

"Clades," Munk hurries to elucidate, "branches- genetic variants on the hunman
genone, not just norphol ogi ¢ changes |ike the gender shifts and body-shapi ng of
nmor phs, but whol e new neurol ogi es, new bi oki netic paradi gns, new species.-like
the Maat."

Mei ignores the sadness that talk of Earth stirs in her and adds, "The Mat
are the nost successful of the clades. They're the branch that has expanded its
intelligence the furthest. G her branches have grown in different directions.
The Friends, | think, are factions of an adrenal or parasyinpathetic clade. |
don't renenber exactly. But they hate authority of all kinds and live wth what
seens to us anthros a peculiar passion for certain kinds of mathenatics."

Charl es renenbers the humanoids with four-fingered hands, delicate,
gl ass-faced beings who used himto teach their young. "My torturer told ne that
the Friends are rebels or sonething."

Munk' s voice enters assuredly, "I have here what you recorded in your
broadcast: "They're enenies of the Commonality-anarchists, a selfish cult intent
on usurping the law"'"

"The Commonality are full of thenselves," Mi says bitterly.

Charl es asks, "Wo exactly is-"

"The Commonal ity?" Mink anticipates himagain. "They are a cartel of all the
anthro and norph col onies on Earth, Luna, Mars, and the Belt who were set up by
the Maat to help collect materials for neo-sapien projects.”

"They throw their weight around a lot," Mei adds. "I think they feel the Mat
have gone on to another reality and left this one for them"
"Well," Charles says, "all | want to know is whether or not Sitor Ananta is

com ng after ne.

"The Commonal ity thinks you' re a weapon," Mink responds, his voice lively but
hi s body notionless in the brash sunlight. "W have to get you to Solis. That's
a neutral settlenent.”

As Mei and Munk tal k, Charles uses the desert rover's external caneras to
direct his attention to his surroundings. It's enough, he tells hinself, staring
through the seething air above the red iron desert. It's enough to have lived to
see Mars.

The 360-degree vista displaces his dread with wonder. The surface | ooks pretty
much |ike a desert, but the Avenue of Linits is as alien a scene as he's ever
i magi ned. He sees the sleek, nultitiered contours of the other rovers parked in
a row and behind themthe inposing skyline of silos and warehouses with their
odd architectural character, looking to himlike a queer blend of Chinese and
art deco. The people, too, are both seen before and utterly singular, swathed
head to toe in multicol ored nummy w ndi ngs, bobbing in slow rhythms like triba
dancers, polishing the air with their glittery veils.

A feeling of awe and unreality pervades Charles, and he says earnestly, "It's
enough that |1've lived to see people on Mars."

Shau Bandar has chosen to ride alone in the third rover so that he can better
record the dramatic start of the trek. Sitting on the rover's bridge above the
swarning crowd, he adjusts his reflectors to play back an earlier interview wth
Rey Raza, queuing it for a |leader to explain what he is going to record next.

Rey stands in playback blue before the open bay to his garage five mnutes in
the past. In the background the |ocals bob-dance, tatterdemalion garb floating
around them like kel p, handkerchiefs dazzling bl essings over Gielle and Buddy,
who are naking their way toward the shining rovers

"The leap start," Shau begins feeding lines into his recorder, "is perhaps the
nmost fanous part of any desert trek fromthe Qutlands, Rey. How do you plan to
use it for this crossing to Solis?"

"Routinely," Rey answers, his bright splash-painted face grinning
solicitously. "Raza Tours has been |eapstarting for nore than thirty years.
Spectacul ar as these junps are, for Raza Tours they're purely routine."

"Could you tell M. Charlie," Shau says, "and our off-world viewers who may
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not know about |eap-starting, what it is?"

Rey's bald head gleans |like a dolphin's in the fal se-col or playback. "COkay.
See, when properly constructed vehicles cross the perineter of the city and pass
fromterrene to martian gravity, the abrupt downshift in acceleration sends them
flying. We've all seen the tragic consequences of nmagravity fallback here al ong
the Avenue of Limts. Wole bl ocks of warehouses expl oded across hundreds of
kilometers. Well, we harness that powerful force, and with the aerokinetic
design of our desert rovers we fly deep into the wilds. Raza's Tours has been
doing this for thirty years. It's a great attraction for day trekkers. The
physics is very accurate. The thin martian atnosphere and the sixty-two percent
dimmer gravity are exploited to keep our vessels aloft |ong enough to reach
specially prepared | anding strips. "

Satisfied, Shau turns off the playback and pans the crowd with his recorder.
The swaddl ed onl ookers stir excitedly as the rovers begin gliding forward.

"Get in your cabin now, Bandar," Rey calls over the comlink

The reporter shows his palns to the scarf-fluttering bystanders and descends
t he conpani onway, constricting the hatch after him In the aquanarine gl ow of
the forward cabin, he renpves his reflectors and sits in a deck chair, its
fl exform contours huggi ng hi msecurely. Anonynous storehouses drift by, and the
vehi cl es bank off the road and slide through the weedlots with little sound and
no vibration.

The shimrering foil roofs of the Qutland thorpes rise |ike star clusters above
the blunt skyline of the Avenue of Units. The horizon w de expanse of O ynpus
Mons shi nes flam ngo-pink, and a mauve band of knobby clouds in strict
procession sail a wide circuit, trawing slack, blue nets of rain. Anpbng the
wal | opi ng weeds, a narrow orange-gravel road appears, running straight toward
the shattered buttes.

"Ckay. Everybody push back in your seats,
going to |leap."

Shau's flexformchair tightens, and he has to |ift his chest to keep his
recorder focused through the viewport. Ahead, the big blue wheels of the dune
clinmber are a blur as the heavy vehicle hurtles down the runway and flies up the
|l ong, curved ranp at the far end. Wth a cl angorous peal of thunder, the dune
clinmber shoots high into the tangerine sky. Then the rover in front of Shau
accel erates, and he hears the engi ne under himchurning nore powerfully.

Anot her boom of thunder, and the rover that shoots up the ranp ahead of them
dwi ndles instantly into the cloudl ess void. The ascendi ng roadway swoops before
them the broken shards of the desert floor tilt away, and with a force that
yanks a gasp out of the reporter and presses his face flesh tight to his skull
the sky jolts closer

Munk wat ches the dune clinber and the first two sand rovers catapult into the
martian sky. Shau Bandar's rover shoots down the road after them bounces up the
ranp, and fires into the blue, |eaving behind a sonic burst that shudders with
the ot her echoes across the horizon. The androne follows the arcing speck unti
it vani shes over the distant reef rocks. Then he dashes swiftly down the runway
and up the incline.

Gravity sheers away in a giddy heave, and the buttes, pinnacles, and fins of
the desert spread out before him By distending his cowW and catching the
upsurge of heat fromthe warnming rock floor, he lifts higher. In the woven
di stance, nountain peaks nerge into one another and nelt like clouds in the
thermal drafts.

One gl ance behind reveals the giant sprawl of dynpus Mns and the viol et nmass
of boiling cumuli ringing the caldera. Terra Tharsis catches the norning |ight
in wet reflections of layered air, a mrage that anplifies the crystal depths of
the city in fractured glints. The androne hears no sign of the silicon mnd from
there, and the diademcity wavers silently in the transparent veils of heat.

Munk ascends, soaring toward the purple heights, relishing the cooler
tenmperature. None of the generators in Rey Raza's garage were adequate to
recharge his power cells, and he is grateful for every opportunity nowto
conserve energy. The trek across the 4,345 kiloneters to Solis will take seven

Rey calls over the link. "W're
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days, the tour expert has estinated, and Munk feels that with the cool er
conditions and lighter gravity, his power cells will keep himactive for the
entire trip.

Feeling optimstic, the androne gazes down beneficently at the elemental fire
reflecting fromthe bronze gravel flats. Among vast splash-petals and w dening
ri ppl es of henna sand, he spots the drop spots where the dune clinber and the
sand rovers have | anded. The dust plunes downw nd, and Munk stares through it
until he is sure all the vehicles have | anded safely.

The task assigned himby Rey is to fly ahead a full day and night's journey,
scouting the territory for threats. Apart from sandstorns, which are atypica
this time of year and which the topo nap would warn about, he is to watch out
for shreeks and nmarauders. Munk is eager to see a shreek, for they are
catal ogued as the nost ferocious of biots-bioforns eco-adapted to scavenge the
wilds and thrive off each other and any other life-fornms they can apprehend.
They | ook fierce in the archival infoclip, whose verbal description begins,
"I'magine a three-neter-1ong, four-neter-tall tropical fish half a neter w de and
transparent as gl ass. " Their snicking, grotesquely ninble, transparent nouth
parts scissor their prey apart with slow deliberation. But they are mindless and
| ess dangerous than the marauders.

Sweepi ng the rusty ridges and rocky pleats bel ow, Munk detects no life-forns
at all. In the sepia distance are the three Tharsis vol canoes, each ten
kil ometers high and evenly spaced seven hundred kil ometers apart on the buckl ed
hori zon. Like the shaw ed, hunched bodies of the three fates fromarchaic
myt hol ogy, they will watch over the caravan from portside the entire trek, and
Munk finds himself pondering what judgnment they will pass on the pilgrins at the
limts of this world before he catches hinself and turns off his imagina
subpr ogram

Then, gliding down in a widening spiral, he listens deeply and hears far off
the tiny noises of the caravan's silicon pilots. Among that distant chirping is
the psyoni ¢ hookup that reads and translates Charles Qutis's brai n-waves, and
the androne is cal med knowi ng that the archaic human is alert again and aware
that he is on his way to a better life.

The wide, cratered |and narrows toward a | abyrinth of torture nmonunents: rock
racks and toppl ed bl ocks, tilted stone benches, needle spires, and eerie hatchet
arches, all a norbid green-black and trenbling like flames in the reverberate
air. Taking |ast advantage of his loft, the androne turns into the w nd, swvels
upright, and wal ks down the air's invisible steps toward the floor of the
wast el and.

Wth the dune clinber in the |ead, the caravan churns across the desert flats
at thirty-five knots, flagging streanmers of dust behind it. For all the
avai |l abl e daylight hours, they travel wi thout stop, flares of shadow over the
sands. Fromthe |l ead rover, Rey Raza takes advantage of Charles Qutis's
curiosity and Shau Bandar's attentive recorder to flaunt his know edge of the
wilds. He identifies the thorny silver-green beach balls clustered in the shadow
gul ches as zubu cactus, the first biota to thrive on Mars. He al so points out
the three giant cindercones on the blighted planet rimthe Tharsis Mntes.

"it's no coincidence that these huge vol canoes are the sanme hei ght above the
datum surface-the sea level," He nods to Charles's canmera eye. "It's the maxi mum
hei ght a nountain on Mars can build to before the planetary crust breaks under
it and lava spills over the land. W' re on the smooth ride of one of those
spills now "

Charl es stares disconsolately at the nelted hills. Since his salvation on
Phoboi Twel ve, wonder persists in a hushed, distant corner of his soul. But
nearer, dread mounts. He is afraid, though at first he is not sure of what. Mars
is eerily beautiful, and he is inclined to think that the cal am tous | andscape
with its pocked craters anong strange |iquid-looking bluffs disturbs his earthly
expectations, especially with the console's conputer noise clicking and
whi stling around himlike whale nusic.

But that's not it. After a few nonents' reflection, as Rey natters on about
types of lava, Charles narrows the source of his nebul ous dread down to one
face-Sitor Ananta's. Munk's news that he has recently seen that cruel visage in
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the facepan of a sentinel androne has been working on Charles. Evil pursues
them The bitter nmenory of the pain-raked eternity that Sitor Ananta inflicted
hardens Charles's fear to a brittle panic.

Dnelling on that, he feels that his mnd could snap. it is difficult enough to
be bodiless and at the nercy of this unguessable future without a terror of
hel pl essness and torture to overcone. He reaches for a deep breath to calmhis
fright and teeters at the brink of his disenbodi ed enptiness, |ungless,

i nbl ess, boneless, virtually nonexistent.

An i nmeasurabl e | ongi ng di splaces his fear. He wants to be whol e again.

Passi onate courage rises fromthis longing, and he determnes that he will not
be afraid anynore.

Qut side, through the rover's canmeras, he sees wel ded boul ders the col or of
whi sky glide past. And the blighted | andscape shimers wi th untouchabl e veils.

At sunset the craterland bl azes bl ood-red, and the rovers shift to infraview,
their cool er engines running faster through the spectral |andscape. The desert's
vaporous plant life is easier to see in the long light. Ghostly bl oons of
thermal shadows billow fromthe nooks and crevices of the crater outcrops, each
species a different shade of fire.

"At night it becones obvious why this track is called the Nebraska Trace," Rey
announces. "M. Charlie, later you can tell us about Nebraska, the archaic | and
where the flora here originated. Al these scrawny plants you' re seeing shining
in the dark are hiots of terrene species and carry their nanes with their
redesi gned genes. That pink snoke in the graben to our left is prairie
cordgrass, and that skeletal shrub anong the boulders is yarrow. Tansy and
purple clover grow in abundance on the | ee of dunes. And if you stare off there
to the far right ahead of us where the tabl el and begins, you can see a whol e
nosai ¢ of foxtail, gayfeather, and prairie sage."

In the sudden darkness the sky crackles with stars. Biolum nescent insects zag
in the darkness. Rey, who sleeps |ess than twenty mnutes a day, continues his
colloquy with Charles Qutis on the features of the two noons. He explai ns how
the smaller noon, Deinos, rising full in the east at dusk will still be a
brilliant silver tuft in the eastern sky when the sun rises, because |like
sonmeone wal ki ng down an up escalator, it travels against the planet's rotation

The obl ate moon, Phobos, on the other hand, ascends in the west on its
ei ght -hour sprint across the sky, displaying all its waxing phases but never
reaching fullness before it plunges into the planet's shadow. Rey begins
relating a fol ktal e about the frustrati ons of Phobos, until Gielle, who shares
the front rover with him feels conpelled to tell himto shut up. Buddy and Mei
Nili have already fallen asleep in their flexformrecliners, wearied froma day
spent getting acquainted with one-third gravity and tal king about archaic tines
with Charles Qutis.

Alone in the third rover, Shau Bandar records the night through infraview,
tracking the undulant waiths in the snoky light. Gadually, the sedative
olfacts in the air supply put himto sleep too, and after a while the recorder
in his mantle automatically shuts off.

A nmonent | ater the midstimbegins, and the aninmal gods, full of their
resol utions and silences, awake in a dream Shau becones a tree with quarrel sone
branches. He lives underwater in a tide rip that is breaking himinto pieces.

But instead of vital fluids spilling out of his broken parts, he bl eeds nusic.

Lavender creases of dawn unfold as the caravan cones to a stop on a shelf rock
above a vista of desolate craters. Miunk's silver cow glints bel ow, where he
stands on a sandstone anvil overlooking the couloir that cuts the nost direct
path through the rings within rings of cratered waste.

Rey tells the androne to wait down there, and Munk nakes no objection, for the
hi ke up the slope would cost a tenth of a percent of his remaining power. The
tenperature is a sultry mnus fifty degrees centigrade, and he needs to conserve
strength for the torrid hours to cone. He clinbs down the dark side of the
anvil, squats between two zubu cacti, and listens and wat ches through his
comlink with the reporter

The rovers have backed together, and crabli ke handroids fromunder the chassis
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qui ckly erect a transparent pavilion. Protected by the warmair pressure of the
tent, the pilgrims frolic in the fainter gravity. Shau Bandar whirls triple
sonmersaults in the air, and Rey lifts the back end of the dune clinber with his
bare hands to check the wheel bearings. In the orange shine of the thermalux at
the center of the pavilion, Gielle Aspect opens her |ong-sleeved arns and
beckons the others.

"I amthe Light," she chants. "Stranger to nothing. | stand agai nst the
ancient life of remenbered darkness and sumon all of you to yourselves. The
body is a drug. It deforns consciousness with its hornones and secretions. | am
here to tell you to drop the body. Let yourself go. Becone the light you are."

Buddy sits on the runner guard, |ooking groggy. Mei N li junps fromthe back
of the rover and with two practiced | eaps crosses the enclosure and is standing
at the clear wall gazing down toward Mink.

"Good to see you again, Mink," she whispers on her link line to the androne.

She can't see nme in the dark, Mink knows. She wonders what | rmake of this odd
human behavi or.

"Are we supposed to be doing anything?" Charles asks over their link. "I nean,
are we participants?"

A laugh bursts fromGielle. "Wether you knowit or not, you are all
participants." She swi vels about, pointing fingers at each of them "Rey Raza
wants the credits and thrills. Shau Bandar wants credits and fane. Mei Nili
want s escape. Buddy wants escape. People, you are all participants. Even you,
M. Charlie, even you want a body and a future."

"What about Munk?" Mei asks. "lsn't he a participant?"

Gielle snuffs the thermal ux. Sheets of fire hover in the sky over the dark,
riven terrain. "Al consciousness is light." She wheels around in the ebb
shadows, her armnms outstretched under the blazing sky. "But the body deforns us
with its chemical powers. it addicts us to its hungers. The body is a drug. Let

the body go."
She dances up close to Shau and says directly to his recorder, "WAnting i s not
the way. | invite each of you to becone the Light that you are but do not know. "

"What do we have to do?" Charles Qutis asks.

Rey rolls his eyes, and Buddy rests his forehead in his hand.

"There is only one path to the absolute freedom of pure consci ousness and
light, dear M. Charlie," Gielle says, pointing her body toward the rover where
he wat ches through the sensors. "One path-but not the path you' ve taken, M.
Charlie. Not nmore wanting. Not nore organic life. The one path is death."

"You really think there's consciousness after death?" the archaic nan asks.

"Let's get this ritual done," Rey al nbst whines. "W've got a long way to go."

Wth a flourish of her robes, Gielle shifts her attention to the reporter,
who is still bounding anmong the rovers, flipping and twi sting with clunmsy vigor
through the air. "Bandar, dear, educate our archaic guest, wll you? Show him an
infoclip or something on consciousness and |light. lIgnorance is such an ugly
trait"”

Gielle disappears into the back hatch of the |ead rover, and Rey foll ows.

I medi ately, the flat, crablike handroi ds energe and begin disassenbling the
tent. Shau back-flips into the rover and conks his head sharply enough so that
he coll apses to his knees and retreats with a sheepish grin. Mei waves to the
residual darkness in the canyon bel ow where Munk waits and then joins Buddy in
the second rover.

"There may be consciousness after death," she tells Charles, plopping into a
deck chair, "but no one who's died is talking."

"That worman Grielle is a fanatic," Charles nutters. "Religion doesn't seemto
have gotten any less irrational in the mllenniuml've been gone."

"Actually," Munk cones in over the link, "the Acts of Light is not a religion
They don't postulate a supreme being, nor do they codify hunman behavi or - apart
fromtheir willingness to termnate their lives. Mdst of their belief systemis
actually founded in science. C ose enpirical observation has shown that
consciousness is not a state or function of the brain, nor does it interact with
the brain."

"How can that be?" Charles asks.
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It's true," the androne asserts. "Menory, reflection, planning, |earning,
choice, and creativity all take place regularly in the brain wthout
consci ousness. Unconscious brain activity guides these functions. They're all
automatic brain processes. Consciousness itself is nothing nore than a witness."
"Where does Giielle' s light' cone in?" Charles inquires with an audible frown.
Shau snorts. "Even in your tinme, science knew that matter and energy had
equi val ence. That all natter had once been energy at the time of the Big Bang-"
"But there's nore," Miunk submits. "If consciousness is not a function of the
brain, as science shows, then it may well be, as the Acts of Light decree, a
standi ng wave pattern in a wi der dinension, the tesseract range. Wen any
neur ol ogy-carbon or silicon-gets conplex enough, it receives the standing wave,
which is there all along. In that way, consciousness enters life and suffers the

indignities of physical limts until death liberates us."
"Then what ?" Charl es asks.
"Then the Guest is free!" Gielle Aspect announces over the link. "if you live

| ong enough, M. Charlie, you will feel the rightness of this. Life is a
physi cal phenonenon. Consci ousness is not!"

Dust devils tilt over the red | and. Sand bl oonms swell on a distant horizon
like giant sorrel mushroons. Ball light-fling bounces over cobbles and the
sol emities of boulders under a perfectly clear, pink sky. Strewn over the
gritty terrain at unexpected intervals are the remmins of earlier caravans
smtten by dust storns-flex-treads twisted in the sand |ike pocked snakeskin,
crazed pieces of blackglass enbedded in roan dune drifts, and bl eached bones
scattered like so nuch debris across the gravel under the blast of heaven

Charles Qutis is surprised to see hunman skulls anong the shattered ribs and
fermur bones protruding fromthe coagul ated red sandstone. He interrupts the
lively discussion anong the other pilgrinms to ask, "Is there no respect for the
dead anynore?"

"Not in the wilds," Shau Bandar replies nonchal antly. "What happens out here
simply happens.”

"I't is my suspicion that the isolationists of Soils strew these bones to
di ssuade travelers," Gielle Aspect says, to which the others respond with
grouchy munbl es.

Dune | emurs scurry along the gully of an ancient streanbed. Suddenly, from
behind them a gleamof air shimrers like a pursuing will-0'-the-w sp

"Shreek!" Rey Raza calls. "Shreek on the portside!"

Virtually invisible in the sunlight, the transparent predator appears at first
as a blur. Then one of the bigeared, tufty-furred dune lenurs is plucked from
the scattering bunch, and the carnal face of the thing reveals itself as the
lemur is nmacerated in midair.

"It looks like a huge angelfish,"” Charles remarks, observing the airborne
beast's thin protoplasmc body and whirring fins.

"But," Mei Nili adds, "with the face of a piranha.”

Wth a jawthrust blur of teeth, the shreek swiftly bolts down the lenur, the
prey's shredded flesh and crushed bones becom ng a nere shadow in the clear bul k
of the carnivore. And then, in a ripple of caught sunlight, the beast is gone.

"CGood heavens, what was that creature it ate?" Charles asks.

"Dune | emur," Rey answers.

"A biot," Munk adds over the link fromwhere he rides on the dune clinber.
"They were tenplated froma hybrid of the Gla nonster and t he nobngoose."

"Weren't there wild animals in your tine?" Shau inquires.

"Of course," Charles responds, "but nothing like that. Myst predators in ny
time lived in gane preserves."

"Not unlike the reserves the Maat have provided for anthros on Earth in our
time," Gielle says, her sarcasm pal pabl e even over the comlink. "W're wild
animals to them And we're on the |oose."

Mei ignores her and asks, "M . Charlie, what do you m ss nobst about your old
|ife-apart fromyour body, that is?"

alt was an avaricious and desperate tinme," Charles nutters, remniscing. "I
don't mss nuch. Just the people | knew then. My wife. My friends."
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"Your wife," Shau's voice conmes over the comlink. "Wiat was she |ike?"

"She was a playwight. She wote for children-and the child in adults. She
kept getting younger the nore she wote."

"WAas she frozen, too?" the reporter inquires.

"No," Charles replies sadly. "Everything she | earned, she | earned by heart.
Even death."

"Shreek to starboard," Rey interrupts. "There nust be a nest of them near
here. They usually congregate al ong ejecta bl ankets."

Charl es scans the starboard side and spots the nmica-flash of a shreek high on
the ranpart of a nearby crater rim

"Unli ke the moon or Mercury," Rey lectures, "the craters on Mars have nuch
| arger ejecta blankets. Inpacts here nmade a bigger ness. That's because the
ground rock and soil on Mars contain subsurface water ice. On inpact, the ice
mel ted and the gooey ejects fornmed those characteristic snear contours that
terrace the ground for kilonmeters around a crater. It makes roving difficult,
but the biots love it because it provides a | ot of shade surface."

The di scussion veers into a description of nartian flora and fauna, all biots
genetically manufactured in earlier efforts to terraformthe planet. Wile the
comlink anmong the rovers is noisy with history and observations, Rey turns off
Charles Qutis and adjusts the olfact |level of the follow ng rovers' air supply,
rel easing narcolfact in the cabins. He sets a timer to do the sane in the rover
he is sharing with Gielle and excuses hinmself to go to the latrine. Wen he
energes, he is wearing a statskin cowm and gl oves

Gielle lies slunmped in the deck chair where a nonment earlier she had been
vi gorously denounci ng the contanination of Mars's pristine sterility. Munk calls
on the comlink, "M. Charlie? Junmper Nili?"

At the console, Rey brings the caravan to a stop. They are on a nacre flat of
silica dust with the nmesas of broken crater rins surrounding them A sand cloud
rises froma nearby scarp, and a trundle-carrier energes fromthe shadow si de of
a ferrugi nous outcropping. The earner is pitted and rust-streaked and cl anks
across the rubble-strewn ground with a pul nonary wheezi ng.

"Marauders!" Miunk cries out and junps down fromthe dune clinber. "Raza! Ready
your |aser cannon. Raza? Do you hear ne?"

"l hear you, Munk." The wi ng-hatch at the side of the | ead rover opens, and
Rey energes. "Stay where you are."

"Where are the pilgrinms?" the androne inquires.

"They are in the rovers, where | left them" Rey waves to the noisy
trundle-carrier, and it snokes to a stop beside Munk with a viper whistle that
stings the thin air. The side of the trundle-carrier lifts with a brutal bang,
rel easing eight big distorts in patched, remmant pressure suits and dented
battl e hel mets. Just visible through their slit visors, burnt red eyes stare
wildly frombone brows and angry faces of wet, twitching nuscle.

As Munk whirls toward them across the sand bed, intent on ripping the
mar auders out of their suits, a figure appears. It has the full and exact
appearance of a man, but because he steps out wearing only a gendust shaw ,
sl acks, and slippers, the androne assunes he is a senblor. Sure enough,
infrascan reveals the figure is not human but a man-shaped vol une of plasmg,
gi ven shape and direction by renpte control

Munk instantly recogni zes the effeninate and raffish features of Sitor Ananta
in the face of the plasnma being. The Commonal ity agent swaggers through the
di stort squad, unconcerned about the attacking androne. A cold snile touches his
sharp lips.

The senbl or points a snall device at Munk, and a sound of shattering glass
breaks across the androne's m nd. Suddenly, he cannot nove. He stands
i Mmobilized in the dust billow his attack stirred up

Sitor Ananta approaches the paral yzed androne and taps a pseudofi nger agai nst
Muink's breastplate. "You once worked for the Commonality," he says snugly.

"l apetus Gap readily provided ne with your signal codes. And now you are again
what you al ways were-a puppet."”

The senbl or turns away abruptly and confronts Rey. "Were is the wetware?"

"l deactivated M. Charlie," Rey answers, "before | put the others to sleep
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I"lI'l disengage him"

"Let the distorts do it," the senblor says. "Were?"

Rey gestures toward the second rover. "l patched himinto the console. It's a
del i cate hookup. You'd better let nme free him™"

"Tear himloose," Sitor Ananta orders the distorts, and they lurch toward the
rover. "He won't be needing to comruni cate anynore."

"And ny credits?" Rey queri es.

"Already in your account at your new house in the Honor of Gants," the
senbl or promi ses. "W'Il|l bang up your rover so you can claimyou struggled to
get away. But the other equipnent will have to be sacrificed with the bodies."

"Fine, fine," Rey agrees. "You're paying nme enough to replace themten tines
over."

Munk listens to this fromfar inside his |ocked body. The signal codes have
shut down all his primary programm ng-his notor reflexes and proprioception-but
his CGP programrenains alert and stares hel pl essly through his sensory
apparatus as the distorts swarmtoward Charles's rover

The androne shifts his focus internally, to where the shattergl ass sounds of
the interfering signals propagate. Qutside, tine seens to slow down as he
accesses the virtual space of the signal that has invaded his body. A voice gels
out of the static:

Androne Munk, this is | apetus Gap conptroller advising you that your signa
codes have been rel eased to Conmpnal ity agent Sitor Ananta through the Rogue And
ronc Recl amati on Decree. Recognition of your contra-paraneter progranm ng,
however, now indicates that your rogue status may be self-justified Herewth,
then, | am activating your conscience reviewer. You now have one point three
seconds to justify your rogue behavior. If you cannot define your current

status to the satisfaction of the reviewer, this signal will pernmanently shut
down your C-P program Begin now.

Munk reviews all his behavior since activating his GP programin the cold
reaches of f Saturn. "My actions speak for thenselves," he says inwardly to the
reviewer. But his body remains rigid.

Through his visor, he sees the array of distorts aimng toward Charles's

rover. "I amthe protector of an archaic human being," he announces. And stil
his body stays | ocked.

"My C-P program has guided ny actions since | apetus Gap," he avers. "It guides
me now. Respect it and rel ease ne."

Not hi ng.

"l have done no wong! Allowne to fulfill ny program™

Sitor Ananta is caught with a glint of anmused nmalice in his sharp eyes, and
Munk tries to anplify the rage that this mal evol ent expressi on nmakes him feel
But to no avail.

"What do you want from nme, then?" Mink baw s.

No answer. He reviews his past actions again, |ooking for infractions. "I
killed Aparecida by default," he asserts. "I had to save hunman lives."

The gl ass of the signal codes continues crashing inside him

He pl eads. He cajoles. He provides an el oquent colloquy on the nature of wll
and i nmagi nation, concluding with the Bl ake quote, "No Body save the Soul!"

The paral ysi s conti nues.

"There's nothing nore | can do," he finally admts. "I have no other defense
but that | amalive. Does that count for anything?"

The bursting gl ass resounds | ouder. One-tenth of a second remains. Satisfy the
reviewer now, or you will be term nated.

Munk can think of nothing nore to say; knowing it is useless to repeat
hi nsel f, he says nothing. The light of the world is pellucid, flecked with
glints of silica dust suspended in the air. This is the last he will see of
anyt hing, he accepts. One last giddy instant remai ns. Morning vapor clouds
streak the sky like stretch marks. The rusty buttes and parapet rocks sink
deeper into his sight. They will continue their billion-year journey into sand.
And the sight of them hard and real, hamers himfree of all abstraction. And
for that last instant of his being, the androne sees he is a mrage sparkle in
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the stone poverty of the land. All mind is but a tear in the fabric of
not hi ngness, like a rip in water that quickly heals over

Munk | aughs. Wth his final thought, he understands why this is the |aughing
life. Life is the laugh of the actual in the face of nothing. There is so much
to sense, think, and enpote about, so nuch |ife to endure, such fullness of good
and bad-and all of it, suddenly, nothing. Only laughter fits the gap. And he
| aughs lum nously with the great swell of being nothing.

Androne Munk, you have satisfied the reviewer that you are validly fulfilling
your contra-paraneter programm ng. You are herewith released fromall allegiance
to the Commnality. Go in freedom and focus.

The sound of breaking glass stops. Imediately, his attention is flung into
his anthropic nodel, and tinme lunges forward. Flailing the area with a siren
scream his body abruptly resunes spinning, jetting a rooster tail of sand into
the sky. The distorts cringe. The senblor frantically jabs his signal device at
Munk, while Rey scuttles backward beneath a ragged cry toward the caravan

Wth a slashing blow, Mink strikes the senblor, and it explodes in a hissing
thrash of lightning. Laser fire fromthe handguns of the crouching distorts
ki cks agai nst his breastplate and heaves hi m backward. He sits down, and the
sand around himturns to glass under the hacking |aser |ight.

A sick feeling of power-cell depletion whinms up in Munk, and he lurches to his
feet, wapping his reflectant cowm about him Wth deft tilts of his shield, he
mrrors the laser fire back, and one of the distorts erupts, the scarlet w ngs
of his ribs splaying apart |ike a cocoon bursting into a brilliant butterfly.

Munk attacks. |gnoring the wi dening exhaustion in his body, he | opes anpng the
firing distorts, swiping at themwith a blindingly swift but |ethal econony of
movenent. I n nmonents they are strewn anong the rocks, slovenly rags in a greasy
mess. And there is suddenly again only one nonent left. The |aser fire has
exhausted his power cells.

Rey cl anbers toward the open w ng-hatch of his rover and steals a terrified
gl ance over his shoulder. Munk comrits the last of his power to snatch a gun
fromthe Iinp hand of a distort and levels it on the pilot in the hatchway.

Rey quails, and the consol e behind himshrieks with netal ripping. The androne
m ssed! Disbelieving, he peers with dread and caution through the weave of his
fingers.

Munk stands unnovi ng, shooting arm extended. A thick nonent passes before Rey
realizes that the androne has gone dormant. The lens bar in the featurel ess
puzzle of his face is unlit. Rey's amazement distracts himfromthe fact that an
androne could not miss at this range.

"Raza," Grielle croaks frominside the rover

In runpled, clunsily donned desert gear, the pilgrins stunble fromthe
vehicles. Rey can see the heat |eaking fromtheir | oose seans |ike blood. Then
the self-seals kick in, and the faces behind the dear statskin veils flush
war mer .

Rey recogni zes their shock and acts with inpul sive indignation. "Those
creatures alnost killed us! W have to di sconnect the archaic head. It's tainted
wet war e. "

Shau faces away fromthe nmangl ed bodi es of the dead but holds his recorder on
the corpses a nonent |onger. "Wat is he tal king about?" he asks, looking to the
ot hers.

Mei gazes in mute and revul sed candor at the dead distorts. Buddy wal ks over
to Munk and stares down the length of the androne's aimng arm

"The brain we're carrying is tainted," Rey insists. "The anarchists programred
it like a machine, and | stupidly installed it in the console. At the
anarchists' signal, it nust have usurped your air supply and knocked you out. It
woul d have gotten me, too, if | hadn't been in the latrine, near an energency
statskin. | saw it all. Munk killed them but the heat fromtheir |aser fire
sapped his power. | was in here fighting the console, trying to override the
wetware's domination. | finally shut himdown, but | couldn't clean the air.
Munk saw ny problem and with his |last act, he blew open the console and freed
you. "

"lIt's true,

Gielle gasps and steps groggily fromthe rover. "He was in the
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| atrine when it happened.”
"M. Charlie is not tainted,"” Mi declares, shaking her head

"He mi ght be," Shau says. "I nmean, his file says he was held on Earth for
quite a while by | ewdists and anarchists."
"What are you saying, PilgrimNili?" Rey asks with feigned anger. "I nearly

got killed trying to save you!"
"If M. Charlie were tainted," Mei persists, "he would have detonated the

expl osi ves on Phoboi Twel ve when he still had the codes. Anarchists destroy. He
hasn't destroyed anything."
"He called those distorts down on us, |I'msure of it," Rey insists

Gielle throws her hands up in dismay. "W don't need M. Charlie to go on
Let's | eave himshut down and get away from here."

"But what about Munk?" Mei asks. "W can't |eave himhere."

Rey | ooks shocked. "W can't lug a deep-space patrol-class androne. He's nade
of supermassive alloy. It'I|l take a full rover noving at half speed to carry him
anywhere. "

"The dune clinber could handl e him" Buddy states.

Gielle, who is staring at Rey with a perpl exed inpatience, hands on her hips,
says, "l'mthe caravan director, and | will not dunp a fortune in psyonic core
units to haul a rundown androne."

"He just saved your life," Shau points out, catches the sudden wy cock of her
head, and shrugs. "Though | guess for a passager that doesn't nean a whole lot."

Gielle passes an apologetic |l ook to the others and says, "I amgrateful that
Munk saved our lives. For nyself, | want to die on the Walk of Freedomin Solis,
inthe traditional way. But if | had died here, | would be as free. | say we
dunp the androne and get on with our trek."

"Well, 1I'mnot |eaving Munk," Mei says, crossing her arns.

"Are any of us leaving?' Gielle asks with exasperation. "Do the rovers stil
run, Rey?"

"Yes, I"'msure of it," he says, glad to divert the conversation away from

cul pability. He pokes his head into the cabin and calls back, "The androne's
shot was precise. It destroyed only the renote air controller."

"Then | say we go now," Gielle presses, "before any nore distorts find us."

Buddy steps past Grielle and peeks into the cabin. "Looks to nme like Munk's
shot al so burned out the | aser cannon controls. That right, Rey?"

"Hmm vyes," Rey adnmits, having already vainly tried to activate those weapons
to cauterize all witnesses. "I guess he figured the wetware coul d have used the
cannon agai nst us."

"H's shot was precise," Buddy observes softly. H's hard, dolorous stare seens

an indictnent, and Rey is about to protest when the man says, "W'l|l need your
hel p nounting Munk to a rover."
"Ckay," Rey concedes, not relenting his nean squint for an instant. "I1'll have

the handroids load himon the third rover. But Gielle and | are goi ng ahead.
We're not slowi ng dowmn for the androne.”

"Mei," Buddy asks, "can you pilot a desert rover?"
"In ny sleep.”
"I'"'mthe director of this caravan," Gielle protests. "My decision is what

counts."”

"I don't think so," Shau says and pans fromGielle in her outrage to the
scattered skull shards and pink brain sludge glistening anong the rocks. "W're
inthe wilds now | don't think anything counts here except survival."

The handroi ds crab-swarm over Mink and within the hour have him securely
strapped to the roof of the third rover. Wile they work, Rey Raza exam nes the
vehi cl es, acting concerned about damage. A boiling m x of dread and anger seethe
in him and he's glad when the others go off to | ook over the distorts
trundl e-carrier. Enraged that his business deal with the Cormonality has been
undone by the androne, he is deternmined to destroy the pilgrins. They will join
Gielle on her death-passage sooner than she expected. Under the engine nanifold
of the second rover, he loosens a critical deck plate.

"I think we should at least talk with M. Charlie,” Mei Nili is saying as she
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returns with the group fromthe trundle-carrier

"He's an abomination." Gielle Aspect says with a revul sed sneer. "Think on
him a wad of brain tissue intent on only one thing-flesh. | told him flesh is
darkness. Though the flesh is in the light, the light is not in the flesh. It
woul d be far better for himif we broke himopen on the rocks."

Shau Bandar, wal king a wide circle around the two, objects. "Doesn't it count
that he's a thousand years old? He's a living piece of our history."

"What did you find in that rusty box?" Rey asks fromwhere he is supervising
the handroi ds' rock burial of the distorts.

"I't's a dangerous piece of junk," Ml says. "It's corroded throughout. The
conpression ducts could bl ow anytine."

"W should get away fromit soon," Rey concurs. "Others nmay be tracking it."

"There was a senblor in the carrier." Buddy reports. "W found a plasna
booster punp that has just been used."

"Yes, yes, that's tight," Rey nurmurs, rocking back on his heels, subnerging
his anxi ety as he studies Buddy's face. There are none of the telltale
heat - bl ot ches of anger, so Rey is convinced he knows not hing, though there is a
furrow of suspicion in the man's bl ockbrow. "I saw a senblor emerge. Mink burst
it right away. Then the laser fire began."

"The handroids are done," Gielle notices, standing with one hand on the jut
of her hip as she assesses Munk. The androne's |inbs have been | oosened and his
body mounted prone on the rover's roof in the shape of a hunanoi d swastika. "W

can still fulfill nost of our nycthemeral journey if we depart now. "
"Leave those guns here," Rey warns Shau, who is hefting the laser pistol the
handroi ds renmoved from Munk's grip. "It's probably tainted and coul d be used by

other distorts to target us."

"I want to talk to M. Charlie," Mei says.

"You can ride with that wetware if you want," Rey responds sternly, "but I
won't activate himon this caravan. Forget it." He turns on one toe and notions
for Gielle to foll ow.

"We're all corpses-to-be," Gielle says blithely as she strolls past the
burial nobunds of orange rocks. "Better to give oneself to the light than be
taken by the darkness."

Under the weight of the androne, the third rover crawls only half as fast as
the others, and the crate-laded dune clinmber and the |ead rover with Rey and
Gielleinit ride far ahead. Mei, who pilots the second rover in full desert
gear in the event of another accident, |oses sight of themand sl ows down so as
not to | ose her rear view of Mink

"I think Raza betrayed us," Buddy speaks sadly fromthe deck chair beside the
junper. Like the others, he too, wears a statskin cow and sealed togs, his
fabric ruddy and snmudged on the side where he crawl ed under the trundle-carrier
to find the plasna booster punp. "A senblor wouldn't cone into the desert to
stalk a signalcarrier. Distorts can do that. The senblor was here to neet with
someone. "

"If we could speak to Munk," Mei says, "we'd know for sure. But | think you're
right. Raza probably cut a deal with the Commonality for M. Charlie."

Shau | ooks down from his perch in the observation bubble behind the forward
cabin. "W don't know that. So Rabana says Raza's story is plausible." He holds
a hand to his left ear, catching a nessage in his tinmpan-com "Wen the
Conmonal ity found out Softcopy was covering M. Charlie's trek, they sent her
sone of ficious report warning that the archaic brain had been tanpered with by
the, ah, let's see-Friends of the Non-Abelian Gauge Group. That's what Ananta
charged in the Myot. But who are these Friends?"

"A clade on Earth," Mei answers. "My understanding is they branched into
people with an emotional craving for a certain mathematics-"

"Right, here it is," the reporter indicates with an abstracted expression,
calling up a file on his corneal display. "They branched a hundred and
fifty-eight terrene years ago-enjanbed |inbic and cortical plexes-blah blah
bl ah-ah, here's what we want: They abide no authority at all, not even
reservation strictures, and are general troubl enakers for the Commonality. |
don't see any record of violence, though. They seemto be nore m schi evous and

file:/lIF|/rah/A.A.%20Attanasio/Attanasio,%20A.A.%20-%20SoliS.txt (73 of 94) [6/30/03 11:47:15 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/A.A .%20Attanasi o/Attanasi 0,%20A . A.%20-%20So0li S.txt

i nsubordi nate than destructive."

"They woul d have the know how to trigger wetware," Mei accedes, "but | can't
bel i eve that those nunber-dreaners would do that to an archaic brain. Maybe-"

"Hol d up!" Shau shouts. His frantic face gl ares down between his knees from
his sling in the bubble. "Stop the rover! The local office is hearing an
ultrahigh pitch over my comlink. The androne di spatcher says it's a pressure
whistle. It's comng fromunder us, in the drive-train. The rover's going to
bl ow "

Instantly, Mei Nili shuts down the engine, stops the third rover by cutting
off the autopilot, throws open all the hatches, and exits through the port
conpani onway, all with the fluid ease of her long training. Buddy barges out the
starboard side, and Shau lifts hinself through the popped-open bubble, |eaps
fromthe top of the rover, and lands in a dust-splash anong the cauterized
rocks.

Running is swift and easy over the gravelly desert, and Mei and Buddy bound
toward the shelter of talus rocks that have spilled fromthe scorched sl opes of
a crunbling crater rim Awkward in his cunbersone desert gear, Shau trails
behind. In a twinkling gust of static sparks and a thunp of thunder, the second
rover explodes. Chunks of white hull roll flashing into the sky, and a spray of
fl échettes cut iridescent tracks in the pink atnosphere. One fragnent strikes
the back of the reporter's mantle as he bolts over the cold ancient ash, and he
flops forward, his neck cleanly broken

Mei rushes toward his fallen body but stops when she sees the queer angle of
his head and the lifel ess gape of his face.

Buddy passes Mei, kneels over Shau, and rips open the reporter's statskin
cow . "The cold will preserve him" he explains, gasping with exertion. "He's
intact. If we get himto Solis soon, he can be revived."

"M. Charlie," Mei rasps, |ooking back at the tw sted debris of the rover. She
jogs to the weck and finds the plasteel capsule nestled anpong tangl es of
shredded netal. Its surface is spalled and cloudy with scratches, but the case
itself is whole. She picks it up and scrutinizes it, trying to see if the shock
of the blast damaged the interior

Buddy strides past, carrying Shau in his arns. The corpse's face is
powder-blue, the lips silvery white. "W'd better check Munk's rover carefully."”

Mei lifts her angry face to the pale rose sky and screans, "Raza!"

Nude sandstone wal |s and maroon nonunent rocks crown the cliff crest where the
dune clinmber and the first desert rover have stopped. These are the ruins of
Sana Neve, a fanpbus center of passage centuries ago, during the Exodus of Light,
and Gielle believes Rey stopped to offer her this fabul ous view She speaks
reverently, ""At last, | see the last.' That was first said here, Rey. Think on
the freedom of -"

"Did you see that?" Rey asks, pointing down the |ong escarpnent to the al kal
basin where he spotted the sparkle of the exploding rover, "That flash?"

Gielle' s dreany gaze surveys the gol den desert bel ow and selects a glimer
fromanong the strewn boul ders on the nearby slope. "Yes, what is it?"

Rey widens his eyes in nock surprise. "I think that was one of the rovers! It
expl oded! "

Gielle presses against the viewport, frowning to see what |ooks Iike a white
bl ossom on the desert floor, it's a blast cloud of sand. "Those fools!"

"That damm junper nust have fl ooded the conpression tanks," Rey says, doing
the sanme, reaching across the burned gash of the console and stroking the sensor
pads that will flood the conpression tanks. In the next few mnutes the tanks
will explode and Grielle will make her passage sooner than she expected. He's
pl eased with hinself that he has at |east arranged for her to do so in the
presence of Sarna Neve. "I better take the dune clinber dowmn there and see if
anyone can be saved. Stay here, and I'lIl call you if it's safe.”

Gielle makes a feeble attenpt to detain him but he exits quickly and cl oses
the wing-hatch after him She is noved by his humane urgency and stands to watch
himsprint up the sal non-colored rise of sandstone to the dune clinber. He
bounds into the cab and starts rolling downsl ope, the big blue wheels scattering
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gravel in fins behind him

Less than hal fway down the escarpnent, the dune clinber fishtails to an abrupt
halt. The glimrer anpong the strewn boul ders that Gielle had glinpsed earlier
flickerflashes toward Rey. In the red dust kicked up by his hard stop, the
di sclike bodies, whirling fins, and raving nouth parts of the shreeks
materialize

The white tarpaulin, now peach-red with sand, pulls away under their biting
frenzy, exposing the cunbrous crates in the carry bay. Mre rocks spit skyward
as Rey swi ngs the dune clinber around and starts churning up the boul der-waned
sl ope. The shreeks thrash among the crates w th shuddering m ght and bang their
. pugnaci ous bodi es agai nst the spinning wheels. Splats of squashed shreek spin
away in wdening vectors, and Gielle, who is watching appalled, thinks Rey is
going to elude them She |ooks for the comlink to encourage him

Then one of the shreeks slans into the cab of the dune clinber, and the canopy
roof wings into the air. Gielle's heart thunps, and she steadies herself with a
braci ng gust of degage. Only the ol fact enables her to stand still and watch the
dune clinmber weasel anong the scarp boul ders, scranbling back toward the ridge
She scans the burnt consol e before her, trying to recall how Rey drove this
thing. She wants to go to him to drive the shreeks off if she can. But the
array of sensor pads are just so many jeweled lights to her

The dune clinber disappears fromGielle's vantage. Four heartbeats later, her
breath is snatched away when the clinber shoots over the rimof the scarp and
lofts into the air, wheels blurring. It snacks onto the road in front of the
rover, toppling the crates fromits carry bay under the shrill screanms of its
br akes.

Rey pulls hinself fromthe cab, and Gielle opens the side hatch for him
Shreeks flap up frombelow, etched into the visible by veils of dust. And though
they are thronging toward Rey, she stands in the doorway to help him to
sacrifice herself if necessary. Under the gaze of Sarna Neve and the hundreds of
mllions who passed here, she can do no less for so valiant a nman.

But Rey barrels into her, frantically shoving against her, trying to reach the
consol e and abort the fl ooding of the conpression tanks. Giielle, however,
thinks he is eager to get her out of harmis way, for she can see the shreeks
sl ashing closer. Their grinding jaws electrify hearing, sending hurting
vibrations into the snmall bones of her head. She tries to help himby closing
the wing-batch, but he hurls her aside the instant before she can reach the
Il ever. In his obvious zeal to save her, he exposes his back. Gielle and he
screamtogether as a flashing streak of fangs scythes through the hatchway and
severs his ham tendons

Gielle watches in rigid horror as Rey col |l apses across the consol e, blood
smoking fromhis | egs, the shreek gnashing loudly as its teeth crunch into bone.
She can't breat he.

Wldly flailing at the console to stop the i mr nent explosion, Rey enters the
stop sequence just as the shreek conpletes its bone-crushing clanp on his |eg
and hauls himhowing fromthe rover. A nmagnetic wi nd of sheer terror whisks
Gielle to the hatch |l ever, and she secures the rover

Standing at the viewport in an aching twi st of fright and shocked stupor, she
observes firsthand the feeding habits of the shreek. They do not conpete once
the prey is seized. They float in a circle of quiet, shared ecstasy. Only the
successful predator feeds. It hovers over the withing body it has hobbl ed,
swiftly scissors it into parts, and does not share a crunb of bone.

In an astonishingly brief tine, it is done. Then, like a shift of w nd, the
whol e shimrery school of themis gone, and no trace of Rey Raza renmins but the
smeared inprint of his last agony in the coppery sand.

Late in the day, with the bl oated sun | ooking corrugated anong the ruins of
Sarna Neve, Mei Nili and Buddy find Gielle Aspect sitting stupefied with
ol facts in her rover. Wile Buddy exam nes the battered dune clinber, Mi shakes
Gielle alert and finds out about Rey's heroic death. Gielle refuses to believe
that Rey had anything to do with the destruction of the second rover, which
killed Shau Bandar. "He sacrificed hinself to save ne," she whispers through her
drugged torpor. "He could have fed ne to theminstead. | was ready to die. |
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wanted it, but he shoved ne back. He saved ne."

The dune clinber remains functional, and Mei prograns the rover's conputer to
autopilot it along with the rover |ugging Munk's body. Slowly, the caravan
departs Sama Neve and trundles into the night. Ghostly vegetative bl oons ripple
on the sandstone ridges in a nocturnal wind-foxtail, bitter dock, cordgrass, and
yarrowthe profuse flora of the spores carried across the shorel ess dark from
the blue star that is Earth.

A few hours later, the water cycler in the pilot rover emts a raspy groan and
cuts out. By dawn the bl ackgl ass vi ewdones are foggy wi th exhal ed noi sture,
whi ch Buddy and Mei carefully sop up with their scarves and squeeze into enpty
nut ri pouches. Mei retreats to the rover that is carrying Munk, but the water
cycler there is dormant, its power cells drained by disuse because the rover has
been enptied of air to carry Shau Bandar's frozen body. Wen Mei tries to hook
the cycler to the engine's power drive, the circuits, already straining fromthe
super nassi ve wei ght of the androne, shut down. For nobst of that day, Mei and
Buddy struggle to revive the engine.

"Abandon the androne," Gielle demands, "or we're all going to die out here.
I's that what you want?"

"Go take a sniff, Gielle,”™ Ml gripes fromunder the chassis

"Do you want to die out here, old one?" Gielle asks Buddy.

He | ooks up fromwhere he is kneeling in the auburn sand, holding a |ux torch
for Mei and shrugs. "We're three days from Solis. W can nmake it without a water
cycler if we don't panic:"

"Life is a panic," Gielle states derisively and turns her head to take
anot her gust of dégage. Wth all the olfact she's been doing since yesterday's
tragedy, she's less tal kative than before, yet she manages to add, "Qur senses
detect only the snallest fraction of what is. Wiy do you want to go on living in
this poverty?"

Mei and Buddy ignore her, and she drifts back to the pilot rover. Inside, she
seriously contenplates activating the engine and | eaving them behind with their
preci ous androne. But when she | ooks over the | aser-gashed console, she can't
figure out how to run the damm thing, and the possibility that she mi ght blow
hersel f up stymies her angry anbition. She wants her passing to be ritualized.
Rey Raza died for her that she herself mght die with ritual exactitude in
Solis, and she will not squander that gift.

I nstead, she stares admiringly at the dune clinber parked in the shadow of a
pinion rock, its burden of psyonic crates promi sing her a wel cone reception in
Solis. For that, she will have to wait. But she won't wait thirsty. She hel ps
herself to one of the pouches of reclained water and sips it. The acrid taste
makes her grimace, but she finishes the pouch anyway. She's the director. This
is her caravan, and this her water.

Late in the afternoon the caravan is running again on autopilot, but all the
reclaimed water is gone, consuned by Gielle. To conserve body noisture, the
pilgrinms keep their statskins on and don't talk. The dry martian air, which
whirls in scarlet dust devils through the wake of the vehicles, seens to
penetrate the rover's seals and even the statskins, but that is a
thirst-inspired hallucination. To counter it, Mei and Buddy accept doses of
Gielle' s olfacts. and physical disconfort relents to a spongy ease.

Mesas appear al ong the horizon, scabrous and bl ood-col ored, sacrificial altars
in the setting sun. Enbraced by their flexformdeck chairs, the pilgrins each
seep deeper into thensel ves as night cones on and the spectral snoke of the
alien plant Iife appears in the infraview Sleep cuts through them sporadically,
rips in the fabric of their drugged mnds that thirst stitches whol e agai n-unti
anot her dose of ol facts slashes themfree.

When dawn arrives as an enornous apocal ypse that ignites a | andscape of
ferrous peaks and reefs of blow ng dust, the olfacts are gone. No condensation
at all beads on the blackglass interior, but Buddy swabs it anyway. In the
parching chill, Mei's caked |ips catch on her dry teeth, and she finds she
cannot speak when she tries to. Asleep or comatose, Gielle lies with one blind
eye halflidded as if peeking out at the last dying stars, the planet's tiny

file:/lIF|/rah/A.A.%20Attanasio/Attanasio,%20A.A.%20-%20SoliS.txt (76 of 94) [6/30/03 11:47:15 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/A.A .%20Attanasi o/Attanasi 0,%20A . A.%20-%20So0li S.txt

| obe- shaped noons.

The rovers and the dune clinber chum onward mindl essly. A blustery wind |icks
powder fromthe nearby crater ridges, and a pouring haze of sand obscures
vision. Wien the fog lifts, the fiery world is still there. The bad-|and bl azes
under the space-col d pandenoni um of heaven, its tortured pinnacles,
crater-mutilated plains, and red dunes indifferent to human trespass.

6
Solis

ON THE HORI ZON OF THE BARREN PAN, SOVBER HEADLANDS appear out of the norning
glare, the pronontories of ancient inpact craters. A city shines beyond the
protective bulwark of these rouge bluffs. Lens towers burn fiercely, collecting
their solar harvest, and the vaulting spans, shield hangars, derrick arcades,
and rhonbohedral rooftops with their gleam ng gold-foil facets give light in
fierce spikes like a field of stars.

Solis is the hunman history of Mars. At the west end, sone of the geodesics
fromthe first Mars colony are preserved in a historical park. Surrounding it
are the hydroponi c grange sheds of the Anthropos Essentia, the ol dest residents.
Thei r bower -and-done architecture dom nates the flats of two intersecting
craters whose rufous cliff walls have been scul pted into adnministrative offices.
On the other side of them in three nearly concentric craters, the cl ade
cantonnents spraddle in many |levels of glass galleries, pyranmds, and pavilions.
The crofts of prismturrets and rhonboi dal steppes at the east end are the
| atest edifices, the nmegastructure Hall of Al constructed to house the mllions
of humans who want to live free of the Maat and their mnions, the Commonality.

As the pilgrins first spot the silver starpoints in the anber aureole of
sunrise that are the solar foils of Solis, flyers already begin to | oft out of
the city and circle in- scout-class andrones programmed to eval uate all
travel ers who conme over the rimof the wastel and

The flyers find two dusty rovers and a dune clinber grinding slowy over the
reddi sh bl ack badl ands. A deep-space patrol -dass androne |ies dormant atop the
roof of the followi ng rover. Wien they | and, the vehicles stop and three
pilgrims energe, parched, shrunken with hunger, and gl assy-eyed. The first one
out, Gielle Aspect falls deliriously onto her knees, a worshipful smle on her
salt-pale lips. Thinking she is collapsing fromdehydration, severa
si nmpl e-m nded andrones begin energency procedures. Two of themwap Gielle in a
pressuri zed sling and, despite her protests, pack her face and arns in glucose
i nfusers. Meanwhile, others approach Mei N li and Buddy.

Buddy | eads an androne to the second rover, opening the hatch to reveal Shau
Bandar's frozen body, furred in powder-blue carbon dioxide ice.

"And this is M. Charlie." Mei presents the battered plasteel capsule to the

androne before her. "Can you tell if he is all right? He took a heavy bl ow "
The fl esh-masked androne snmiles and takes the capsule. "Solis wel cones you."
"Pl ease, can you tell if he's been damaged?" Mei repeats, dazed.

"Pl ease cone with ne," the androne requests. "You may enter Solis and ask your
questions to the people there."

Gielle is hurriedly hammocked between two flyers, and the andrones who have
treated her nount their wings, run a short distance, and lift her into the

bright sky.

Mei | ooks back at Buddy. "Buddy and | have to go together," she tells her
escort.

"I amsorry," the androne nutters quietly, sounding sincere and gesturing

toward w ngs of opal escent gossaner standing on the pebbly plain. "Your
conpanion is not admttable to Soils. He nmust remain outside."

"What do you nean?" Mei breaks away fromthe androne who is | eading her
"Buddy's coming with me. He's a human-an old one."

"I amsorry."
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She approaches Buddy, who | ooks at her wistfully.

"W part here," he says.

Head tilted, she stares closely at him searching for traits she could not
have m ssed in their harrowi ng days in the wilds-the static blur of a senbl or,
the cl ade signs of pupil shape and finger count. He seens profoundly
human-t hough he has al ways di spl ayed the qui escent al ertness of a human biot-an
organi ¢ androne. "Wo are you?" she insists.

"Forgive ne for telling you this way, but | amof the Maat," he confides. "W
are not permtted to enter Solis."

Mei blinks back her surprise. "You' re joking!"

"Go with M. Charlie," he counsels, pointing to the androne with the plastee
capsule in his arns. "And take Shau with you. I'll stay with Mink and see that
he's revived."

A dizzy astoni shnent shoves through her as she tries to renenber anything at
all exceptional about this man. Fromthe time the water cycler broke down three

days ago, he suffered too, and she scowls with disbelief. "I-I thought you had
powers. "

"Not to strike water fromrocks," he snmles. "At |east, not without the right
hardware. You'd better go now, or you'll get separated from M. Charlie."

"WII | see you again?" she asks, backing away.

He waves and sniles with a soft, |anguid sorrow.

Munk wakes up on a ferric precipice overlooking the spangling starfire of
Solis. Instantly he knows where he is and, by conparing the angle and
inclination of the sun to his |ast reading, exactly how nmuch tinme has el apsed
since his power cells enptied. He sharp-focuses on Buddy, who is sitting on a
flat boul der watching himquietly through the clear veil of his statskin. The
scout - cl ass andrones who recharged himretreat with their cables and cl anps
toward a silver balloon |ashed to a utility gondola. The nusical clangor of the
wi nch retracting the chains, nets, and grapnel hooks that carried himhere bong
and clank dully in the thin atnosphere.

Buddy relates all that has happened since Miunk | ost consci ousness. He
concl udes by pointing to the harlequin fields of reflector dones and col orfu
pressure tents on the perinmeter of the city, where those deni ed adm ssion squat.
The tent city |ooks squalid with its patchwork fabrics and its cheap solar nills
glinting fromatop ragged canopies |like tinsel pinwheels. "W've been |eft out
here with the rejects-you because you were never human and nme because | amthe
wong kind of human."

Sudden fear tightens Munk's field of awareness. None of his sensors detect any
sign that Buddy is other than a feral nman, though he knows if he touches his
craniumhe will feel the slow benthic rhythns of a tranced consci ousness. From
the first, he knew Buddy was cortically augnmented, but he has assuned the man
was made | ess, not nore. He decides to speak his fear. "You are Mat?"

Buddy nods gently. "I"'mon a mission. |'msupposed to deliver this man to
here-to these canps."”

Munk scans the miserable clutter of stormbattered tents. "He nmay die here."

"He may wel |l ," Buddy accedes. "O he may flourish as our view of his future
indicates. But the tinmelines are closed for himin Terra Tharsis."

"\Mhy 2"

Wth a conradely smile, Buddy rises and approaches the androne. "You like this
person | aminhabiting, don't you?"

"He is a human. My G- P program"

"For whatever reason," Buddy says kindly, a gloved hand touching the androne's
alloy arm "You like him So you will not interfere with his devel opnent. Wen
| eave himhere, you will not nuddle with his life. You will go your own way. As
I must."

Overhead, the repair andrones' gondola floats by, the silver balloon trawing
into the norning breeze. Munk does not budge his attention fromthe forlorn man
before him "M/ sensors do not detect any foreign organismin this man. If you
are what you say, where are you?"

"I'"'mhere as an energy pattern in his brain," Buddy replies. "Wen he
attenpted to kill hinmself with the night wings, | came into his body to save
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"\Ahy 2"

Buddy barks a laugh. "Your C-P programis insatiable." He walks to the crunbly
edge of the precipice where a vague track wends past the bal esone canp and
downward anong vermlion boul ders toward the sunny buildings. "Walk with ne,
Munk, and we will talk about freedom and destiny."

Mei Nili sways gently in a pressure sling strung between two | ux stanchi ons.
Wil e the pressure bags cocooning her left armand thigh perfuse electrolytic
fluid into her blood flow to renmedy her dehydration, she gazes across the
fl agstone col onnade to where Charles Qutis is being exam ned by severa
utilitarian scanner drones. She has yet to see a human being.

The col onnade where the andrones have hung her is lushly green as any dream
den, and she thinks it may actually be biotectured. Apart fromthe lux fixtures
and nmaroon flagstones, the area | ooks genetically designed: The buttress roots
of huge trees partition the colonnade into separate chanbers. Fern curtains and
noss veils hang fromthe high galleries, where flanme-bright birds click and fret
and occasionally screech. |If she peers upward through the green | evels and rocks
her head, she believes she can see the texture of the filter dome she knows nust
be there.

Mei turns her attention back to Charles, in the nave across fromher. The
scanner andrones have attached himto an el aborate weave of psyonic hardware.
She wonders if this is the sane equi pnent the caravan |ugged. A canera array has
been erected above the plasteel capsule in its chromatic mesh of filanent
bundl es, and Mei takes this as a sign that Charles is okay and these will be his
eyes.

So intently does she watch the andrones' ninistrations, she does not notice
the figure who has stepped to the foot of her sling until he speaks: "Solis
wel cones you."

Mei startles and sits up on an el bow to see the effem nate face of the
Conmonal ity agent she had encountered at the Mot. "You're-"

"Sitor Ananta." A corner of his nouth snmiles, but his caranel eyes study her
mrthlessly. "I arrived fromour nother planet days ago. |'ve been waiting for
you."

"We're outside the Cormpnality and the Pashalik," Mei renmnds him "You have
no authority here."

"I need no authority here." H's smle sharpens. "Solis makes nmuch of being a
free state. | amhere as an individual, Junper N li, as are you. And we wl|l
both act as individuals, won't we?"

Mei forces herself to cal mess by subvocalizing a pani c- managenent chant. She
must get free of the sling to defend herself, but when her hand noves to unstrap
the pressure bags, Sitor Ananta lays a noist hand on hers.

"That won't be necessary," he inforns her, wetting his lips with his tongue,
tasting the air around her. The avidity in his tawy eyes chills the pith of
her. "I cannot stay long. The reception agents want to nmeet you-not andrones
this tinme, but the free and sinple people of Soils, free of olfacts and
sinmpl etons of the ol factual science that is ny art."

Mei unstraps her armand | eg and wi pes the back of her hand on the sling.

"You can't wipe it off," he says, shaking his head and pinching his chin
ruefully. "It's already entered your blood."

She rolls out of the sling and pushes pugnaci ously cl ose, ready to bl ock or
punch. "Wat've you put in nme?" she asks hotly.

His creany smile does not flinch. "A mld euphoric- this tine." He points a
finger at her nose, and she hops backward.

In mdstep, the haptic drug swells into her brain, and the edge of her anger
dulls. She hears the plash of rivulets and small waterfalls from sonewhere anong
the giant trees, and the cedary cinnanon of the tree snoke expands her sinuses.
Thi s eases the thunping of her heart, and she regards the Commonality agent with
cal mess and dignity.

He doesn't appear as threatening now that she is standing. He's sl ender,
almost frail, a shimmery wwaith in silken, flouncy green chenise and white baggy
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sl acks cut at midshin to display crinmson-trimed bl ack socks and slippers. Wen
he nmoves, his terrene body drifts with balletic ease in the lighter gravity, and
he seens nearly insubstanti al

"What do you want from nme?" she asks.

"I want you to sit down." Sitor Ananta closes his eyes sleepily, and she does
not retreat when he slides closer, his blue fragrance cool, bitingly sweet, the
frosty spice of a rocky snowfield. The scent junps through her bl ood, reni nding
her whol e body of the last tinme she sensed this precise ol faction, anobng the
runout rubble of the aval anche that buried her fanily. The stabbing exactitude
of the scent punctures the strength in her knees, and she sags, alnost falling
backward. He steadies her arm and she sits down on the nossy flagstone, her
face jarred | oose of all enotion.

Sitor Ananta squats beside her, his pug profile close to her ear. "Softcopy
has refused to forward the credits for Shau Bandar's revival," he whispers.

"That's a lie." She | eans away from himbut cannot quite find the strength to
stand. "I was with himwhen he spoke with Bo Rabana. Softcopy agreed to fund
him ™"

"Think back." Sitor Ananta allows hinself a gloating grin. "You left w thout
any formal agreenent. Bo Rabana has been overriden by executives who don't want
to pay steep unauthorized expenses. Shau Bandar will be treated now |ike any
other corpse in Soils. They will cremate him Do you know what that is? It's the
archaic practice of incinerating the body at tenperatures hot enough to reduce
the bones to powder."

Mei struggles to her feet and staggers backward fromthe agent, nearly
tripping on a root coil. "Stay away fromne," she nunbl es, a nunbi ng weari ness
soaking her. "I know what you're doing. You're poisoning nme."

"Nonsense." He | eans against a |lux stanchion and crosses his arnms. "lI'm
acquainting you with me. Wth ny ways. | amvery persuasive. | was created to
be. Wth ny skills | can pretty rmuch have ny way with the rubes of Solis. But |
don't underestimate their rote stubbornness at defying the Conmonality. Even
with ny olfacts, | cannot hope to just wal k out of here with M. Charlie."

"Wy do you want him so badl y?" She draws a deep breath of the floral air,
trying to flush her 1ungs.

"Perhaps | will tell you sonetinme." He shoots her a cunning |ook. "For now it
i s enough for you to know I want him and you nust do nothing to obstruct ne

fromhaving him If you help ne, | will provide the credits for Shau Bandar's
revival ."

"Get away fromnme," Mei says, raising her voice. "I don't want to talk to you
anynore."

"Fine." Sitor Ananta stands erect and shows his palns with nocking formality.

"I"'msure we will find each other again in the courts and lanes. Soils is a
smal | place. "

Mei watches himretreat anong the piers of buttress roots, and as his sapphire
scent fades in the green, birdloud air, the hel pl ess weariness she feels passes
and anger thruns into place.

Through the sparkling norning of the Fountain Court, Exu and Hannas Bowan
hurry. They are the dyad lot-selected to serve as the reception agents for
today's foundlings, and they are late. Yet even in their haste, they are carefu
never to disrupt their synchronized grace. Exu strides in strict |ockstep with
Hannas as they bicker in their huntlick speech: "My other concerns are just as
vital as dealing with foundlings. Not nore vital, Hannas. | said just as vital."

"You didn't reviewthe file. That's what all this protesting is about, isn't
it, Exu?"

"There wasn't tine."

"Tsk, Exu. This one's interesting. It's a Maat approach. C osest in twelve
years. And-you'll appreciate this even nore-it's a big credit reception. Crates
of psyonic core units to be sold off. Can't have themin here, right? And then
there's an archaic brain that-"

"A brain, Hannas? | take it you nean a human brai n?"

"Yes, an archaic human brain, ny heartsong. You should have reviewed the file.
It's fascinating."
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"How was | to know this wasn't going to be the usual nonkey troupe?"

"It is a nonkey troupe, Exu. There they are."” She directs his attention to
three figures gawki ng at the rai nbows anong the electrostatically shaped veils
of water in the Fountain Court. They are terrene hunans, the stocky, |ong-arned
aboriginals that Exu derides as nonkeys. Two woren and a man or a norph. "He's a
nmor ph, " Hannas says, reading the quizzical cant of her nmate's head. "He's the
Conmonal ity agent who is going to purchase the psyonic core units for ful
mar ket val ue."

"What ?" Exu | ooks at the slight and sinian shape of the agent. "Wiy is he
payi ng so nuch?"

"You shoul d have viewed the file, dear. Just follow nme." She clinbs the
pol i shed chal cedony stairs to the fern-trellised estrade overl ooking the rainbow
crests of the Fountain Court.

Exu follows in precise shadowstep. Tiers of vine-hung galleries and arcades
surround the court, and though this site has been chosen for its openness, Exu
i s unhappy being so close to the ab-originals. The nusky density of their scent
annoys himonly slightly Iess than the vaguely di sgui sed abhorrence with which
they regard himand Hannas. To the terrenes, the three-neter-tall nmartians with
t hei r backward-bendi ng heron | egs and furry, kangaroo like features do not | ook
hurman.

"Now, be tolerant, Exu. Renenber, there's a strong credit inflow here. Think
of it as alittle nonkey tine for that ronp studio in H ghland Terraces we've
al ways wanted. "

"Let's just get it over with," he huntlicks as they approach and
simul taneously says in the glottal |anguage of the aboriginals, "Solis welcones
you! | am Exu Bowan, and this is ny |ifebond, Hannas. W are the reception
agents chosen at random fromthe resident population to serve you."

Hannas huntlicks, "Stop with the facetious tone, Exu. Let's get down to
business.” She turns to face the terrenes and says in a precise aborigina
dialect, "In the spirit of Solis, our highest service of course is to | eave you
free to express your own lives. We will not take up nmuch of your tine, but as
you know, freedom nust be earned. Solis is an entirely self-sufficient
community. As long as you are here, as visitors, residents, or passagers, you
must contribute to the naintenance and general good of the whole. Now, let's
review your credit status. Gielle Aspect?"

The sl ender wonman who steps forward wears the w npie and opaline snock of a
passager. "The full credits of all my Qutland hol di ngs have al ready been
transferred to an account in Solis. Upon ny passing, it reverts to the city.

Al so, | have contributed twelve crates of psyonic core units. | cane on them as
an act of rebellion, nmy last act in the Qutlands. | stole themfromtheir

manuf acturer in Sky-Bowl the night that | left for here. | did it because | want
to contribute nore than just credit to Soils. | want to give you sonething

tangi bl e-a real piece of the silicon mnd, of the world outside of here. Study
these, children of the light. Know your eneny."

"Thank you, Gielle," Exu says with exaggerated gratitude and clicks to
Hannas, "What a rube!"

"Not at all," his mate disputes. "It's a fetish gift. People who want to die
need a human place for that. This is her offering to Solis. Be tolerant, Exu.
They' re human, too." Hannas shows her teeth as she knows Gielle expects and
says, "Solis wel cones your contribution, Passager Gielle."

"And we wish you sw ft passage,"” Exu caj ol es.

"Show sone dignity about this," Hannas scolds and recites the next nane,
"Sitor Ananta-"

The norph | ooks slender and slick as a newt to Exu, and the martian huntlicks,
"He | ooks as nmuch a lizard as a nonkey."

"Tsk! He's arranged to take the psyonics off our hands for full credit because
he wants consideration. Ignore the fact that he's a Cormmobnal ity agent, and
renenber his credit is as good as anyone's. Show sone sense, Exu."

Hannas notes with a buzz of alarmthe sullen hunor in the Conmonality agent's
face, alnost as if he understands their secret |anguage. "Naturally," she says
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to him "your presence is funded in full by the Conmopnality, so you are wel conme
to cone and go as you please. How long will you be with us?"

"Just | ong enough to conclude business," he answers with a know ng nod.

"Then we wish you a satisfying visit. Mei Nli-"

The junper shoul ders past Sitor Ananta. "I've brought M. Charlie. | hope he's
okay. There was an expl osion-"

"I's she tal king about the archaic brain?" Exu asks.

"Pay attention, dear." Hannas raises her palns to stop the slim nuscul ar
woman in the matte-black flightsuit. "The archaic brain you ve contributed to
Solis certainly nmerits your admittance to our comunity, Mei Nili, but if you
are to stay anong us, you know, you will have to earn credits. Please, listen to
the counsel ors we've assigned to you fromthe terrene anthro conmune. They'|
hel p you neke the transition."

"What about Shau Bandar and Munk?" Mei asks. "And what has happened to Buddy?"

"Can we go now?" Exu conpl ai ns

"Shau Bandar is scheduled for cremation later this morning," Hannas reads from
the display on her mate's shoul der pad. "H s news-clip service clains he |eft
wi t hout any protective authorization-"

"That's not true!" Mei interrupts. "I was at Softcopy with himwhen Bo Rabana
gave himthe go-ahead."

Hannas shakes her head. "That's not what we've been told. The offices in Terra
Tharsis have agreed to fund the installation of the archaic brain in a body
clone, and in return the anthro conmune here will be sending news clips of the
revived man to Softcopy. But they won't pay to revive this reporter. It's too
expensive. i'msorry."

A blue vein ticks at Mei's tenple, and she begins to object. But Gielle cuts
her off, saying, "I will pay for Shau Bandar's revival. Renove the necessary
funds fromny account at once."

The wy snile on the Commpnality agent's face slips away, and the junper
shoots a surprised |ook at Gielle.

"Hey, that cuts into the share we get when she passes," Exu conpl ains.

"It is her credit, Exu. She can spend it as she pl eases.

Control yourself." Wth a gracious nod, Hannas accepts

Gielle' s offer. "Now, about the androne and the Mat:

You are aware you were traveling in the conpany of a Mat-possessed ant hro?"

"W had no idea," Gielle states. "He tagged on with the androne. He had
credits, and the nore he paid into the caravan, the nore | had left to
contribute to Solis. So we accepted him but we had no idea, dears. No idea at
all."

"The Maat wouldn't confide in these nonkeys," Exu sneers. "Let's go. W've

pl ayed our role. | say we file for our share of the credits before she gives
away any nore."
Hannas accedes by showing her teeth to the terrenes. "This, | believe,

concl udes our business," Hannas says. "There is a | arge conmune here of terrene
humans who have emigrated fromthe Cutlands, and |'msure they will be hel pfu
with any of your-"

"What about the androne Munk?" Mei presses.

"Conme on, Hannas!" Exu trills. "These foundlings are unbearable." He nodul at es
his voice to carry his ire, "Junper N li, Soils does not tol erate andrones nore
conmpl ex than scout-class. Munk belongs in deep space, not on Mars."

"Ckay, dear, we're done here now." Hannas budges her nate to begin their
retreat and says charitably as they backstep in tandem "The androne Mink's
power cells have been recharged. The Maat arranged paynent for that from Terra
Tharsis. Perhaps they have sone use for him They are his nmanufacturers, after
all."

"But there won't be any use for himhere in Soils," Exu adnonishes. "If you go
out to see him Junper Nili, I'msorry to say you'll have to reapply for
admi ssion. One archaic brain won't get you into Solis twice. And this next tine,
you may be turned away. Be advised."

"Don't be too harsh, dear. She offers us no direct credit, but the archaic
brain she delivered is already bringing in news-clip funds, and the agent would
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pay dearly for possession-"

Exu glares angrily at his lifebond. "Is that the consideration that |izard
wants? He can forget it. No deals with the Conmmpnality. The archaic brain stays
here. "

As if one person, the martians slide fluidly backward down the stairs, and
Hannas twitters in his ear, "All he asks is that the brain be given over to the
Ant hr opos Essentia to be bodywoven in their vats. He probably has sone
arrangenment with them But if there is any trouble-say, a theft of the brain or
an accident-it will not be with our people. Qur hands are clean, and the credit
remains with us. What do you say?"

Exu shows his teeth to the gaping terrenes. "I say, when the credit is good,
consi deration cones easily. Let's go."

Since waking fromthe void, Mink keeps drifting in and out of virtual reality.
For long intervals, sone episodes as much as half a second in duration, he
reviews events fromhis recent past and has even begun nodifying them trying
out variations on what m ght have been. He daydreans.

Wi | e he and Buddy wander anobng the stony eskers on the perineter of Soils,
Munk wonders where he would be now if he had not detonated the expl osives on
Phoboi Twel ve that killed Aparecida. Mei Nili and M. Charlie are gone-as they
woul d have been on the path not taken. But there they would have been dead. On
this path, he died, so to speak, and when he cane back, the people he saved are
gone and he can't stop hoping after them and pondering how events m ght have
turned out differently.

Buddy is tal king architecture, about the orange pyram ds visible just beyond
the lux towers and their lances of sunlight. "Those are the vats of the
Ant hr opos Essentia," Buddy says. "Charles Qutis will be taken there."

"Who?" Munk asks. He specul ates about what nm ght have happened if he had not
acted inpulsively in the Moot and stolen the plasteel capsule. Maybe the Moot
woul d have found in their favor. He realizes now, he acted too precipitously..

"Charles Qutis is M. Charlie," Buddy says and taps the comlink in his
shoul der pad to hear whether it's sending. "Munk, are you all right?"

Munk drives quickly through an internal analysis and affirns, "I amfine.
But-" He pauses, wei ghs whether this revelation is the right choice or if he
shoul d keep his own counsel about his enhanced subjectivity.

"But what?" Buddy presses. H s face through the clear statskin cow appears
pallid, his eyes larger, holding the solar stars fromthe lux towers

"Since | have been revived," the androne confesses, "I have been obsessed with
ny past."
An understanding smile touches Buddy's thin lips. "It's your CP program Your

little taste of oblivion broke the progranmis seam ess internal narrative. Now
it's nore obvious to the preconscious nonitoring systens in you that there are
other ways to tell your story-nore human ways."

Munk feels his attention slipping toward the daylight silence of the rocky
| andscape and its brilliant oxides, but he restrains hinself fromthinking about
what woul d have happened if he had ignored M. Charlie's initial broadcast and
never |left Apollo Conbine. Instead he asks, "Wy did you nake ne this way? |
mean, why did you give me an anthrophilic contra-paraneter progran"

"I't's not anthrophilic,"” Buddy says, stepping closer, a conpassionate crease
bet ween his |ucul ent eyes. "Mink, don't you see? It's anthropic"

The androne scans Buddy's face and body profile tine and again, searching for
the signs of double entendre, netaphor, or just plain outright deception that
must be there. "Human?" Miunk queries. "Are you saying that ny CGP programis
designed to nmake ne eventually experience reality as a human?"

"Yes. "

"That's not possible!"

"What ? You don't believe that humanity is nothing nore than a pattern?" Buddy
edges even closer, looking up at the facel ess abstraction of the androne's head
with an incredul ous expression. "You' ve been around M. Charlie too |ong, Mink
Your thinking's become archaic."

"No," Munk says. "l understand that consciousness is energent. | knowit is
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generated through pattern conplexity, whether of dendrites or electron tunneling
junctions. | understand that. But | can't believe that | amthat."

"Yes, Mink," Buddy asserts, staring earnestly into the ruby-bright depths of
his lens bar. "You are human. W have nmade you that way."

"\Nhy 2"

"To be here with ne right now, " Buddy answers at once. "I need you to fulfill
the aftermath of my passing."”

Munk represses the trenbling conflict in himbetween elation and bl at ant
di sbel i ef and acknow edges al oud, "My responsibility to M. Charlie is replete.
He has been delivered to Solis. So has Mei Nili. Then, | guess, | amwholly free
to serve you-ny naker."

"Good." A frantic quiet plays across Buddy's thick features, as though he's

just coming to a precarious realization. "Hold on. |'m having a prescient
menory-"

Munk extends an armto steady Buddy, who suddenly | ooks as if he is about to
fall asleep. "I don't understand," the androne says.

Buddy snatches at Munk's arm and snaps out of it. He blinks, and a crisp
al ertness seizes his stare. "I remenbered what's going to happen.” He cocks his
head and blinks again. "lI'mgoing to | eave now. Once |'m gone, Buddy won't

renenber anything about nme or you. His last nenory will be of falling out of the
skies in Terra Tharsis. He will find his way back to the outsiders' canp behind
us, and in time he will realize that he has been exiled from Terra Tharsis by
the Maat for his crinme against hinself: attenpted suicide. And you-" A hot snile
fl ashes across his face, and he al nbst bursts into |laughter. "Ah, you have your
work cut out for you."

"Again, | don't understand ..." Munk trails off, for Buddy has seized his
faceplate and pulled hinmself up very close, lifting his Il egs off the ground and
practically clinbing up the androne's front.

"My tine intine is done in tine," Buddy chants, his face a white noon, his
eyes lit fromw thin. "Good-bye. Mink."

Buddy lets go, and as his body falls, Munk involuntarily enters suspended
time. Briefly, a light like blue snoke phosphoresces in the space between them
an anethyst fire that blusters violently even in slowtine. Then it is gone,
| eavi ng conet feathers dazzling on the path of its dwindling flight through the
pi nk 1 ens of the horizon.

In a splash of dust, Buddy falls at Muink's feet and gazes up at the androne
with a bewi | dered | ook shading to fright. Mink noves to help himup, but the man
pushes away in a startled crabwal k. He flips over and scanps up the path anong
the boul ders and out of sight.

Munk noves to follow, then stops hinself. Inside, in the inmaginal space behind
his lens bar, he can still see Buddy fleeing anong |large talons of rock. He is
runni ng through horizontal rays of fiery dust that cut tinme into strata. On the
| owest level, he is running through the woven |ight of the desert. Slightly
above that view of him he has already reached the canp of stormbattered
pressure tents and reflector dones. A notch higher, the sky is full of the pink
twigs of nightfall, and he is crouched with others beside a thermalux telling
his story of life in Terra Tharsis as an ol d one, which no one believes. For
many | evels, he huddles at night in the thermal |eaks of tents and works with
others by day erecting a wind turbine, eventually earning his own tent..

Munk dizzies. A whole life unfurls before him He skins ahead and sees Buddy
in a caravan heading west into the punmice winds of the red desert, returning to
Terra Tharsis. And above that, the opal -black heights of the Maat city where
there is no death.

Hi s vision dissolves in a blind roar of inmages a thousand years deep-and stil
there is Buddy, at this far-gone time under the anvil of a tree. The stony |and
is patch-quilted with lichen and sl opi ng swards, and groves of strata-tiered
trees bl oom anong the rocky outcrops under a flane-bl ue sky.

Muink startles alert to find hinself gazing at lucent grains of dust glittering
in the space where a nonent before a craze-eyed Buddy stood. He can hear the
crunching of the icy gravel as the nan flees anpong the erratic boul ders. The
androne doesn't know what to do. The sounds fade away, and Buddy entirely
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di sappears into the silence of his future.

Solis dazzles under the mnarets of sunfire that are capturing that day's
power. Terraced on the ranparts of ancient inpact craters, the settlenent hoards
light, fromthe prismcut lofts at the craters' edges to the gl ass hangars and
mrror panes of the huddl ed warrens on the desert floor. Anpbng a junble of red
i vy bunkers and gi nger stonework arbors, two small orange pyram ds catch his
attention, and he renmenbers Buddy saying, "Those are the vats of the Anthropos
Essentia; M. Charlie will be taken there."

Only, the Maat had called M. Charlie by his untranslated nane, and it had
sounded like a rattle of wind over shale. Mink repeats it, "Charles Qutis," and
the noise goes off aimessly across the gritty swells of |and.

He tel escopes in on the orange pyranmi ds and says the nane nore softly. Then
his vision pulls back with the thought that the Maat could have |eft Buddy
anywhere they wanted and certainly closer to the tent canp. That the neo-sapiens
woul d bring the androne to this precise place is significant, he assunes, and he
scans nore slowy the journey down the heather-choked gullies and ice-splotched
cobble flats to the stone wall and a dol nen door with a niter beard. H dden by
fan boulders and a torpid nound of rocks, the door is visible only fromthis
venue.

There are blisters of rinme around the touch pad that will listen for the
correct code signal to open the door. As Munk stares at the anplified i mage of
the pad, giddy disbelief overtakes all his reservations. The touch pad is
identical to the type used by |apetus Gap. and he is confident that his
famliarity with this lock systemwi |l enable himto feel out the admittance
code.

He starts forward, then stops and asks hinself where he thinks he's going. To
find Charles Qutis he confirns to hinself and continues on his way, |eaving
unspoken his expectation of confronting the people in the settlenent and finding
out if the Maat are right. Maybe there is a place for himanong the last tribes
at the end of the world.

He strides boldly across the desol ation, and as he approaches the lithic
entryway, he nmakes no effort to hide hinself-for if he is indeed human, he
bel ongs in Solis.

7
Zero in the Bone

MEL NI LI HAS SEEN THE SOUS CLADES- THE MARTI ANS- nunerous times in news clips,
but in person they seem rmuch bigger. They stand bristle-headed and
narr ow shoul dered above the counselors fromthe terrene anthro commune. The
counsel ors, dressed in the sere-and-buff tunics and toque caps of the Solis
autocracy, are tall and slender-nuscled fromtheir lives in the thin gravity of
Mars. They crane their necks to | ook up at Exu and Hannas Bowans' marsupi al
faces, and watching themtogether, the junper marvels again at the diversity of
hurman |ife outside the reservation

The martians flitter away across the Fountain Court in their eerie
synchroni zed gait, and in nonments they are | ost anmong the hive bustle of
nunerous ot her martians crossing through the plaza's chords of sunlight and
br oken spectr a.

"Clades," Gielle Aspect snickers frombehind Mei. "I'mglad to be getting
away fromthis genetic circus. You should come with ne."

Mei tilts her head back and gives a sour |ook. "Maybe when |I'mas old as you,
I"l'l be ready to end it, too."

"Ch, I'mnot ending it, Mei dear." Gielle smles seraphically. "I'm becom ng
light-true freedom No nore of this shape-shifting---norphs, clades, and
pl asmatics-it's disgusting. The light is pure and tinel ess.”

"If you believe that," Mei says, pointing with her eyes to Gielle's winple
and opaline apron, the traditional garnents of a passager, "why are you paying
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to revive Shau?"

"Rey Raza died trying to save himto save all of you," Gielle says softly,
her eyes unfocusing. "I saw himdie. It was a terrible thing. | would bring him
back if | could." Her gaze tightens. "But | can't. So, it's the journalist.
Maybe he'll see the light and die properly. If we |eave the flesh in the right
way, we never have to conme back, you know. "

Sitor Ananta steps past themto greet the approaching counselors. A whiff of a
cold fragrance tingles in his wake, and Mei experiences a discoloring in her
soul . "That agent is using olfacts to sway the people around him"

Gielle winks slyly. "Don't you just envy hin? Even | can't afford olfacts
that effective. If | could, you d all be passagers."

The three anthro counsel ors show their pal nms, introduce thenselves, and
conduct the pilgrinms on a wal king tour of Greater FreeSolis. The settlenent is
| arge, but the interface anpong the clade cantonnents, the anthro conmune, and
the Ant hropos Essentia enclaves is a triangular plaza with the Fountain Court at
the center. Strolling across the garnet flagstones, they have the opportunity to
see all the human types in their bright and often outre garb: the martians with
their back-bending stal k | egs and bouffant manes, the whippet-thin waiths of
the Anthropos Essentia in their orange frocks and headw aps, and the aboriginals
| ooking so siman in their contour jackets and flexfabrics. A counselor points
out that even sonme of the elaborate air plants hangi ng anong the strati-form
gal l eries under the blue-glass canopy are plasmatics, humans in wholly inhuman
form Another counsel or explains how sel ective Solis has been about the nunbers
and types of human variants it has integrated within its biotecture.

Their patter is endless, and Mei interrupts to ask where M. Charlie is. In
reply, the counselors talk about the vats and point out on a hol oformnap of the
settlenent two conpact orange pyramds at the old end. Then Gielle wants to see
the Wal k of Freedom and a section of the nmap expands to show the fanous
crystal -gravel path |eaving the ebony gate and curving under a skull-nounted
catafaique into a field of hunman bones and munmifi ed corpses.

At tour's end, on a bal cony overl ooking the Rai nbow Court, there is a neal of
veget abl es and hatchery steaks. Sitor Ananta is magnificent with the counselors,
anusi ng and charming them Several times Mei tries to direct the conversation to
the ol facts, but no one seens to care. The neal continues w th anicable cheer,
eventual |y even the junper laughing with the others over Gielle' s pantonine of
a martian.

"When will | see M. Charlie?" Mi asks the counselors after the neal.

The counsel ors confer as they |ead the way between two silvery walls of
el ectrostatically suspended water and up an autonated ranpway to a bunker of
bl ack, bl ockcut rock scribbled with ivy. This is the anthro | odge where the
agent will be staying, and he lingers under the dragon-eye lintel for the
counsel ors' reply.

They can't agree on whether the bodyweave will be conplete in two or three
days. The vats are busy designing clades for the cold new worl ds beyond the
Bel t.

"Too late," Gielle decides. "I bad hoped to speak with him before ny
passage-you know, dears, | really want to confront the poor man with the error
of his ways. But | don't think he's slept in his flesh a thousand years to argue
with me. So | amgone. Tonorrow | commit ny last act of light as a human."

Mei is left in the purple-tile vestibule of the hostel where she will reside
until she earns enough credit for her own suite. Gielle and the counsel ors
depart into the saffron afternoon, and the junper uses the password the
counsel ors have given her to enter a cloister of blackglass cubicles.

From i nside her own chanmber, the walls to the corridor and the outside are
transparent, and she can see the serrated rooftops, a hint of the clustered
rai nbows fromthe Fountain Court, and the broken shoul ders of the crater rim
rubescent in the long sunlight.

"Junper Nili," a famliar voice calls fromthe doorway. Shau Bandar stands
there wearing the green caftan of the vats and a thick grin. "Are you in there?"
Mei hurries to touch the entry pad, and he strides in, the door sliding shut

behind him He pivots, displaying his partly shaved scal p, the cl ose-cropped
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hair |ike red hackles. Wthout his face paint, he | ooks no different from any of
the men in the ham ets of her reservation on Earth.

"I'"ve been in the beverage stall across the way," he says, "waiting for you to
return. So what do you think? How did the vat doctors do?"

"I think it's a tough way to get a haircut."

They | augh and skim pal ns, and he plops onto a flex-formchair and grins at
her. "They say | was dead for days. But it was |ike being asleep. | don't even
renenber what happened. "

Mei sits in the window bay and tells himwhat happened. They tal k excitedly
about Softcopy's betrayal and how cl ose he has cone to the absol ute edge of
departure. From down the blackglass corridor, Sitor Ananta slinks into view. He
flicks his palns at them "Open the door. | know you're in there."

Shau noves to slap the door pad, and Mei stops him An angry light flexes in
her eyes, a twinkle of fear at its core. "Don't! He's dangerous. He uses
psychol facts to mani pul ate people."”

Shau | ooks surprised. "That's the Commonal ity agent we saw in the Mot, the
one who wants to reclaim M. Charlie. Those agents are rascals. That's why M.
Charlie fears him But they can't use psychokinetic substances. It's against the
mandat e, and you know how ri ght eous those tightasses are about that."

"Open the door, you two," Sitar Ananta calls with a tinbre surprisingly deep
for his slender franme. "I want to speak to you about M. Charlie."

"Let's just ignore him" Mi advises.

"He knows we're here. Wiy nust we hide?"

"I think he's crazy."

Shau rolls his eyes in disbelief. "W're the crazy ones, Junper Nili. That's
what | found out in the vats. You left the reservation, | left Terra Tharsis-for
what? To hide? |'ve been dead. What is there left to be afraid of?" He reaches
for the entry pad. "Don't worry. |I'Il talk with him"

"Bandar, don't!" Mei calls.

The gl ass door parts, and Sitor Ananta, grinning coldly, enters in a cloud of
dreans. Munk has no trouble figuring out the admttance codes to open the stone
portal that enters Solis. His large frame is cranped in the |ightless corridor,
and he must proceed stooped and sideways. Wth infrascan he sees that the walls
are conposed of an unfamliar alloy. He wants to pause and exam ne it, but a
reverberant pul sing sumons himfrom ahead, and he is eager to see where this
entryway | eads.

Farther. along, the walls begin to weep. The substance that dews on the slick
surface is nostly water, yet at his touch he feels the helical waverings of
nmol ecul ar |inkages. He identifies chains of nethylated proteins before he
realizes that the corridor ahead is snaller. He cannot hope to go forward and
decides to retreat. But behind himthe hall is also tighter than when he passed
through, and in a gust of surprise, he sees that the passageway is soundl essly
constricting.

The androne tentatively pits his strength against the contracting walls, but
their force is too great even for him Viscous sheets of organic fluid slicken
all surfaces. The floor, too, is wet, and he has no purchase to apply any
resistance. In nonents, the ceiling is weighing heavily on his shoul ders, and he
is obliged to bend over, then forced to curl up. The dense |iquid envel ops him

The contracting walls close around him then stop. Nothing nore happens, and
Munk begins to think that he has been encased alive, nmaybe indefinitely He
conputes that with his fully charged power cells he could remain conscious in
this inmobilized state for centuries; he is too frightened to determ ne how
many. Then he senses novenent. The corridor slowy shunts himinward, the strong
peristaltic notion sweeping himin his liquid sac deeper into Solis.

Abruptly, space opens around him and he is adrift in a thick fluid of
i nductor enzymes that sheathe himin a strong el ectromagnetic field. He senses
that the field is being directed froman outside source, but already his
sensors, under the influence of the field, are shutting down. He cannot nove his
linbs, and his infravi ew goes blind.

Dar kness and sil ence possess him He is alert, but he has no referents. Tineg,

file:/lIF|/rah/A.A.%20Attanasio/Attanasio,%20A.A.%20-%20SoliS.txt (87 of 94) [6/30/03 11:47:15 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/A.A .%20Attanasi o/Attanasi 0,%20A . A.%20-%20So0li S.txt

too, seens distorted. He searches for his internal anthropic nodel and finds
nothing. Panic swirls in him and then that, also, fades away. He floats in
enptiness, outside and inside reduced to nothing. Only his consciousness
persists, his ineffable and enclosing sense of | am

The hal | uci nati ons begin with a nushroom cloud of billow ng inages. He's aware
of this phenonenon fromthe archives: sensory-deprivation hallucinations. Wen
external stinulation is deprived, the brain generates living inmages to fill the
voi d. Always, before, when he turned his sensors off, he filled the enptiness
with his anthropic nodel but never for intervals |onger than a second.

Now, with no sensory or internal nodels, he thrives in a flux of inages,
menories folding into lucid dreans- the aqua-green ripples in a shall ow narine
pool rhyming with the glow of The Laughing Life's flight bubble as he overrides
his primary progranming and initiates the code sequence that ignites Phobo
Twelve into a blue-white fireball

The blunt, |eering snout of a noray eel shoves out of the crimson cloud of
pl anet dust and swells into Aparecida' s sleek visage. Choice and chance, she
says with the voice of the nusical dispatcher from Lapetus Gap, and suddenly he
is flying above the agate clouds of Saturn listening to nmusic. He never said
farewell to the androne in the control pod on Titan who broadcast that nusic.
They never met, yet she laved himwith her creativity for years until he woke to
the choice to take a chance on hinsel f.

Al'l the experiences that followed fromhis choice to activate his
contra-paraneter programsluice through himin a fiery plume of inmages, |ike the
out bound i ncandesence of Phoboi Twelve's explosion. His |life has been an
expl osion, he sees, cooling at the edges to the pixel dust of nenories. The void
that surrounds those nenories is misty with the fractal dimnutions of endless
associ ations and augnent ati ons-the nagical zone of the inagination, its
fl owstreans of hallucinatory shapes shrinking ever farther into virtual space,
like a tree whose madness of tiny roots tightens on not hing.

Hi s consciousness slips free of all he can renmenber and i magi ne. Everything he
has been in spacetinme and in nmind, everything he could be, all of his |ife goes
off Iike fireworks and dwi ndl es sparkling into darkness.

He is alert in the darkness, which is really not darkness or light but an
i sotropic dearth of sensation, a nothingness in which only his sense of
awar eness persists. He is the busy work of atons, force lines of intersecting
fields, a clear flane full of shapes, the quivery glistening in the lens of a
startl ed eye.

A brown iris flexes around the black depth of a pupil. It blinks, and he pulls
away to see two brown eyes staring shrilly froma subnerged human face. Wavy
hair streans |ike shreds of brown sargassum and the bloated, staring face is
drowned before he realizes he is not seeing a face but a reflection

Munk thrashes convul sively. Beset with chest cranps and a roaring in his head,
he surges upward and breaks the mirror gloss of the surface. Chilled air scalds
his sinus and lungs, and his |oud sucking gasp druns echoes out of the
brightness. Quaking with shock and oxygen hunger, he flops to his back in the
sal i ne buoyancy and sees that he is floating in a tank big as a pond.

St ar - webbed rows of lights shine blindingly overhead, illunminating the slick
green water and the ceranic lip of the tank

He huffs | aboriously, kicking his legs to keep his head up and hol ding his
hands before his face-human hands, with trenbling fingers and bl ue-pink
fingernails and the palnms etched with fine Iines of destiny.

"What is your nanme?" a voice calls frombeyond the tank's edge.

In the cold air above the steaning surface of the green fluid, his head and
hands float, and a | augh breaks through his gasping. He gapes at the snobke of
his laughter in the cold air and | aughs again, choking and gul pi ng oxygen. He is
respiring! The astounding truth of what has happened knocks hi m breathl ess
agai n, and he coughs jets of steam

"What is your nanme, man?" the boom ng voice calls again:

He wrenches enough air into his lungs to shout, "Mink." A handroid slides onto
the edge of the tank and extends a coiling arm "Solis wel cones you, Mink."

Muink seizes the armand pulls hinself to the side of the tank, where he hangs
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shivering, panting, trying to understand.

"Ri se, Munk," the handroid beckons. "The people would have you anbng them"

Munk stills his excitenent enough to stare at his human nakedness and |isten
inward. An efful gence of psychic energies churns within him but the virtua
reality of his CGP programis gone and with it his capacity to function nentally
in suspended tine. He listens for code signals and hears only his own rasping
and the slosh of the tank's edge.

Heart slamm ng, he pulls hinself out of the mst-weathed liquid and sits
heavily on the rimof the vat. The handroid steadies himwith a coil arm | ashed
around his torso, and Munk hangs there staring at nmen and wonen naked as he.
They are snmiling and | aughing and rushing across the glaring white tiles waving
to himwith towels and bl ankets. A racket of triunphant nusic swells under the
hard |ights, and a splash of rose petals hits himbetween the eyes.

For a day and a night, Sitor Ananta uses his psycholfacts to nmake Mei Nili and
Shau Bandar irresistible to each other. He sits in a flexformwi th his back to
the | um nous wi ndow, a notionless silhouette in the roomwatching the two naked,
glistening bodies grappling with their irreparable passion. He can tell fromthe
forgotten fear on their faces, fromthe startled pleasure of their weary
features, that sensuality is a happy calanmty for them

When the | overs eventually sprawl exhausted in each other's enbrace and stare
into space with a pained stupor, the agent has a handroid deliver a roll of
nutripatches to the chanber. He nodifies the pherononol density of the room and
adds just enough ergal for the two to get up and apply the nourishing patches.

"You're sick," Shau groans. He is so enfeebled fromthe | ong hours of
neur ochem cal manipul ati on, he barely has the strength to 'pull the starter
strip on the nutripatches. He presses one to Mei's thigh and pl aces the other
over his scranmm ng heart.

"No, no," Sitor Ananta objects, adjusting his noseplug to adnit nore
vasopressin to his inhalant, sharpening his verbal ability. "You're just not
famliar with your bodies and their history. You know, in M. Charlie's tineg,
there was no sublinmol in the air supply to mtigate sexual desire. They couldn't
turn off their sex glands. The hornones fl ooded their bloodstreans day and
ni ght, perpetually. Wat you're experiencing here is just natural human behavi or
woken froma |ong sleep.”

"This isn't natural,"” Shau nutters. "You're inflicting this on us."

"It is true," the agent accedes, an anused snile glittering in the shadow of
his face. "I am playing your bodies. But, | assure you, the olfacts |I'm using
are only activating neural arcs of natural behavior patterns.”

"Pornol facts," Shau whi spers wearily. "I've heard about them"

"Yes, they're quite the rage on the honeworid," Sitor Ananta affirns. "Except
in the feral reserves, there's been no human sexuality on Earth or in nobst of
the colonies for centuries. It's absurd, really. Wen you think about it, this
is the basic biological drive that propelled life for billions of years, and
then, virtually overnight, we find the chemcal switch and turn it off. That is
unnatural . "

Shau's groggy eyes focus nore keenly as he realizes, "You're a |lewdist."

"You're so bright," Sitor nocks. "Softcopy should never have | et you go."

"That's why you're intent on getting M. Charlie,"” Shau gloats in
conprehensi on. He struggles to sit up on the sleep nat and untangle hinself from
Mei. "Lewdismis illegal in the Conmonality. And M. Charlie is a witness, isn't
he?" He jabs a wavery finger at the agent. "You took himfromthe archives
yoursel f-for your own lewdist rituals. Look you're doing to us. And that's how
he got stolen by the anarchists. They stole himfromyou." He flops back under
the weight of his realization. "You had to get himback before sonmeone found out
how you had used him" He rolls his head to the side to face the agent. "Wat is
the penalty in the Comonality for |ewdist behavior? O is it the penalty for
theft fromthe archives that forces you to cone all the way to Mars to nake
wet-ware of M. Charlie?" Hs face flexes angrily, but he has no strength to
rise. "You got scared after the anarchists stole himfromyou. That called too
much attention to him didn't it? He wasn't your exclusive toy anynore. You were
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afrai d soneone else in the Cormonality nmight access M. Charlie's brain and find
out how you had stolen himfromthe archive and abused himfor your illega

| ewdi sm So you shi pped himout to Phoboi Twelve. You thought that would be the
end of it. You thought your secret would be safe."

"Activate your patch," Sitor Ananta says dryly. "You |look |like you're going to
pass out." He turns his pugnosed, bat-faced profile to where Mei |ies spraddled
on her back, watching himwi th bright pins of nalice in her eyes. "Your |over
has reasoned out ny notives," he adnits and basks in her hatred. "Wy are you

silent?"

"I''"'mthinking of ways to kill you," she nurmnurs

Sitor Ananta chuckles. "I'msure your ideas are not nearly as clever as the
way |'ve thought of killing you."

Shau staggers upright, linp fists raised, and the agent stands, splays his

hand across the angry nman's face, and shoves himto the mat. The hypnol fact on
Sitor Ananta's pal m penetrates the nucosa of Shau's eyes and instantly renders
hi m sl unber ous.

"l have had days to think this through,"” he tells a passive, seething Mei
"And | have decided to kill you in such a way as to nmake everyone think you want
to die. Wth an artful conbination of ergal, dégagé, and hypnolfacts, | can
arrange for you and your lover to earnestly choose to nmake passage with Gielle
Aspect. Now, isn't that truly clever?"

Mei gropes out of bed, and Sitor Ananta snears her face with the hypnol fact.
In mnutes he has them|ying side-by-side, head to foot. In turn, he whispers
close to their slack faces the narratives that will rmake death irresistible.

The journalist is easy. He has already been dead. Hi s psyche knows the succor
of enptiness, free of the hurtling world, free of the pretense of tinme and form
Sitor Ananta whisper-huns to himabout the dream ess ease he once had and can
have again. He reminds himof all the needless efforts of each day, all the
predestined indignities he nmust endure just to go on. "Wy take it the hard way?
Forget the dreamof reality. Let's go back to the reality of dreans, Shau
Bandar. Return to the invisible source and destiny of all assenbled things. Take
the way out."

Shau's eyelids twitch through a brief REM epi sode as the behavioral program
sets in his brain, and Sitor Ananta stifles a snicker

The junper is nore difficult. First, Sitor Ananta nust sing the song of the
aval anche that killed her fanily. He describes how a river of rock roared down
the snowy valley faster than a skimtrain, the nassive stone slabs riding a
| ayer of conpressed air. He sings from above, where the nountainside | ooks as if
it has suddenly turned into nuddy water, spilling through the snowbound vall ey
in a dark flood and then setting instantly in place. Under tons of broken slate,
a whole village is entonbed. He sings of their last nonments, of the thundersong
fromthe nmountain. No one thought they were going to die. Mst aval anches slide
hori zontally | ess than twice the distance they fall, and the village was over
five kilometers fromthe cliffs. He sings of how safe they felt, how
unsuspecting their last nminutes were. Sadly, he sings of their ignorance of the
trapped air layer and the acoustic energy of the thunder, powers strong enough
to propel the giant rocks ten tines as far as they fall. Wth thick dolor, he
sings of the 630-neter fall of a whole mountainside and its snoking, scream ng,
unst oppabl e 6-kil oneter runout.

"Where were you?" Sitor Ananta trills. "Of on a ski safari with your friends.
You will never forget your absence at the appointed hour. Wiy run fromit? Death
requires us, Mei Nili. Your family was not spared. The whole village left the
future behind. Wiy are you here? You don't have to be apart fromthem That is
the hard way."

Wthout a splotch of vegetation, the crushed crystal trod that is the Wal k of
Freedom wanders into terrain that has the appearance of pre-Adam c Mars. Rocks
lie strewn in the russet sand |ike crockery shards, and the weatherworn vent of
a lava tube rises at the end of the path with the fluted and sacrosanct shape of
a dais on the floor of hell. Around it are scattered the sitting and spraw i ng
munmi es, sandwi nd-torn skel etons, and bone slurry of the passagers who have
al ready conpl eted the Wal k of Freedom
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Gielle Aspect stands with Mei Nili and Shau Bandar under the copper-green
catafaique that franmes the airlock in the transparent section of wall facing the
cerenoni al grounds. They are wearing the opaline snmocks and head and neck
wrappi ngs traditional to passagers, but only Gielle | ooks enthusiastic. The
junper and the reporter stare with sterile expressions at the small gathering of
observers in the view ng stands as though the world before them were indeed a
vain illusion.

Sitor Ananta, wearing minty colors for this festive occasion and standing
cl ose enough to the passagers to inspire themwth nore olfacts if necessary,
admres the lithe crowd that has gathered to witness this old and increasingly
rare ritual. He recogni zes Exu and Hannas Bowan anobng the nartian dyads, and
there are menbers of the Solis trade council in their business kirtles. Wen the
cerenony is over, he will approach themand see if he can work up sone kind of
deal for the Commonality to justify his trip here.

"I have cone to the Walk of Freedomto forget the dreamof reality," Gielle
says at the conclusion of her address, deepening the small smle in Sitor
Ananta's face. By using the cerenpnial parting, she is unwittingly reinforcing

the hypnol faction of his victins. "I take this walk nowto return to the reality
of dreans. Happily, | release the zero in the bone and return to the invisible
source and the destiny of all assenbled things. Proudly, | take the way out."

Gielle lifts her palns to the filtered blue sky, turns, and strides through
the airlock. In the sudden cold and reduced air pressure, her snock billows and
the statskin filmof her winple fogs. But she can see well enough to follow
gracefully the radiant crystal path through the bonefield. Among ricks of
skel etons and nmummified corpses sitting tilted and askew, she | owers hersel f and
crosses her | egs.

Wth a florid gesture, her pink-gloved hands rip away the winple and the
protection of the statskin film The out-rush of air and pressure flaps her
cheeks, bul ges her eyes, and squirts blood fromtheir corners. The bl ood
expl odes into clouds of crinson glitter and bl ows away, and the | ook of ecstasy
on Gielle's face goes stupid as her life vani shes through her snarling lips in
a jetting gust of water vapor. The heat bleeds away instantly, and Gielle
Aspect's bl ood-streaked grimace snuts over with blotches of ice crystal

Sitor Ananta watches Mei and Shau closely, but their nmesneric stares do not
flinch at the blunt sight of Gielle's passing. They seem fervent believers that
the waveform of her body's neural |ight has been |liberated and, uni npeded by
much of an atnosphere, flies free of all creation

"Light is action," Shau says, reciting the sane programred speech to the
assenbly that he used earlier to convince Grielle of his and Mei's sincerity.
"The photon, the ultimate unit of light, is the quantum of action. Photons, |ike
actions, come in wholes. W cannot have one and a half actions. W cannot decide
to speak, to walk this path, or do anything one and a half times. Action is
whol e. And so is the photon. They are the sane. Al actions are acts of light."

Sitor Ananta watches with evident satisfaction the behavior of his subjects.
When Mei begins to talk, he indulges hinself by stealing a congratul atory | ook
at the spectators and is pleased to see themlistening attentively.

"Look how we are attached to the ends of things," the junper says, her voice
thin and dreany. "Death is always a beginning. Yet, when | lost nmy fam|y-when
they died-1 saw only the end of our tinme together. | could not |let that go. But
now and here anong the broken stones, | know what to ask for fromthis
uncharitabl e existence-and that is a new begi nning, beyond where this body ends,
beyond where all things end."

From anong the rubric stones of the rock garden beside the viewer stands, a
bar eheaded man in the green caftan of the vats waves gently, alnpbst secretly, to
Sitor Ananta. The agent does not recognize him but the jolting thought occurs
to himthat this could well be Charles Qutis. The vats are to conclude their
bodyweave at any tinme. The agent casually mists hinself with degage to calm
hi nsel f down and edges toward the stranger

"Shau Bandar and | take this walk nowto return to the reality of dreans," the
j unper continues. "Happily, we release the zero in the bone..."
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"Who are you?" Sitor Ananta whispers to the stranger in the green caftan

"Who do you think | anmP" the man asks. He wears a nerry grin in a face with
m nor inperfections-a slightly offset nose, nmuted cheekbones, asymretrica
mout h-line-the tiny flaws conmmon before gene nmani pul ati on honbgeni zed beauty. He
has an archaic face

"You're M. Charlie," the agent surnises.

"I'mM. Charlie's body," the nan answers gleefully. "But |'m Munk! |I'mthe
androne who faced you in the Mot and stole M. Charlie's brain. I'mthe same
one who destroyed your senblor in the wlds-"

"Munk?" Sitor Ananta's face clenches with inconprehension. "That's not
possi bl e; Munk is an androne."

"Yes!" Munk grabs the pastel pleats of the agent's jacket as if to shake sense
into him "The Maat created ne with an anthropic nind. And Buddy-the Mat-he
coated my nmechani cal body with some kind of nolecular code. It instructed the
vats to transcribe ny silicon mind into an organic brain-a human brain-this
brain, in this body. | am Munk!"

Sitor Ananta rips himself free of Munk and falls back a step, stunned.

"W return to the invisible source and the destiny of all assenbled things,"
Mei recites woodenly. "Proudly, we take the way out."

Sitor Ananta stares avidly at the happy man before him and his face bl anches.
"If you're Munk, where is M. Charlie's brain?"

A triunphant snile further brightens Mink's giddy, hunan face. "Haven't you
heard? A deep-space patrol -class androne has energed fromthe vats and clains to
be M. Charlie. The Maat code instructed the vats to put his brain in ny old
body. "

"No." Sitor Ananta's flesh tingles with fright at that thought, and he snorts
a bl ast of degage. He pulls a viewsheet fromhis jacket, punches up current
events, and the small hairs along his spine rise as the image of a giant,
silver-cow ed androne appears. In the background he recognizes the purple air
plants and nultiplex galleries of Solis's Fountain Court.

"The Anthropos Essentia sent nme ahead to tell you he's comng," Mink says,
pressing closer with obvious delight. "They can't stop him And neither can
you. "

The degage withholds the agent's shock sufficiently for himto see clearly
what he nmust do. He grabs Munk, douses himw th hypnol fact, and | eaves him
sl unped against a rubric stone. No one sees. They are all watching the passagers
enter the airlock.

"No!'" Sitor Ananta shouts. He barges through a line of onlookers, well aware
that if M. Charlie's friends die on the Walk of Freedom tradition forbids
their revival-and M. Charlie will have not only his torture at the hands of the
Commonal ity agent to avenge but also the deaths of the only people he knows in
this life.

Mei and Shau pause at the sound of their inductor's voice, and to the amazed
shouts of the viewers, Sitor Ananta is quickly upon them msting the air with
the invisible snmoke of ergal. The stinulant disrupts the hypnol faction, and the
junper and the reporter sag to their knees under the shock of their chemically
assaul ted brai ns.

Sitor Ananta | eaves themsitting on the crystal gravel inside the airlock and
bolts through the scaffol ding of the catafal que. No one in the perplexed
gathering of witnesses tries to stop him and he di sappears into the rock
gar den.

By the time Charles arrives at the Wal k of Freedom the agent has hurried
across Solis to the jungl e-fronded col onnade at the edge of the wilds. Though he
is a day too late for the last caravan to Terra Tharsis, he uses his Conmonality
credit to rent a dune clinber. He knows if he can get back to the Pashalik, he
will be safe. The Common Archive has no record of a M. Charlie; that was why he
deprived Charles Qutis of his name when he first stole him feigning a
translator glitch. Now, if anyone cones forward, he can deny everything, and in
the fullness of time he will find accidents for all of them Wth much bravura,
he starts the dune clinber and departs the settlenent in a cloud of rouge dust
that follows his escape anpbng the sentinel stones and bal ance rocks.
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On the other side of Solis, Mei, Shau, and Munk are sitting in the viewer
stands telling Exu and Hannas Bowan what has happened. The excited crowd that
spills about them parts at the approach of the androne. Charles kneels before
his human friends so he can stare into their faces and sees hinself sitting
bet ween Mei and Shau, his precisely famliar features staring at himwith a
benused grin.

In the vats, as the handroids lifted himfromthe green creative fluid, the
nmol ecul ar programthat Buddy had installed in this nechanical body bl oconed in
hi mwi th understandi ng. He knew then that the Maat had arranged for the body
swi tch between himand Munk. But only now, as he sees the joy in his own face,
does he feel the rightness of what has happened.

Bef ore anyone can speak, he shifts his awareness to slowtinme. He takes in the
martians, their dark eyes |ike the black-bolt orbs of sharks set in the tufty
copper fur of their soft lineanents. He detects no sign of ears. Their sl ender
blue throats, glossy, chitin-plated arns, and stalk | egs bent the wong way |ike
a grasshopper's bespeak an alien adaptation he has a new lifetine to learn
about .

He shifts his attention and studies the startling |ikeness of hinself-his own
flesh, the lifelong face in the mrror, here younger than he renenbers hinself
in his |ast days, yet himnonetheless, with the sane dinple creases, the sane
long, slightly skewed nose, and those inquisitive eyes, |um nous now, starflexed
wi t h happi ness. He has never seen hinmself so happy.

Beside his twin, Mei and Shau sit hol ding hands, |ooking wung but mrthful
They are beautiful. Facing them he feels beautiful. Their bone-strong, bal anced
features regard himw th the openness of children; he wants to hug them and has
to renenber that his love fits a greater strength now.

These people before himthe martians, too, and his. own body with sonmeone el se
inside it-these people are the future that he has traversed a thousand years to
meet In the next nonent, he will speak to themand listen. But for now, for the
duration of this one sturdy instant, his attention fixes on the snallest,

monentary detail, the | east noticeable ephenera of this far future afternoon-
tiny, evanescent particles suspended in the mauve transparency of the
wi nd-pollen, lint, mcrons of sand. He focuses on these dimnutive bits of

reality, these granul ations that he has never paid any real attention to in his
former life and that others in the rush of tine would never notice either, and
they are enough. Their sinple actuality nakes hi minexplicably happy, these
nmotes glittering with their charge of sunlight, the dust of tine and worlds,

gol den and i nperi shabl e.

Epi | ogue

UNDER THE CREAKI NG STARS AND OVER THE BASALTI C KNOLLS AND fault trenches, a
shreek slides through the air with mnimal notion. Its swift, transparent bul k
gleans in the noonlight, wild protruding eyes blackly visible, a brain
glistening between the swiveling pupils |like a sunstruck geode, gol den pink and
translucent. Through the clear flesh of its gutsack, behind the nearly invisible
muzzle with its undershot jaw and pugnaci ous fangs, scissored chunks of prey
hang in a smudgy shadow. Dune |emurs' round-eared silhouettes noil with the
thi cker pul p of bones and gouts of flesh-broken fenurs; balled-up linbs with
fingers and toes, and, pressed against the gel atinous side of the creature, an
eyel ess skull wearing the torn rags of Rey Raza's face.

The shreek digests the brain of its prey differently fromthe rest of its
food. It transforms the neural tissue that it devours into conpressed nodules in
its own brain. Rey Raza figures that this was intended by the gene engi neers of
this creature to help it learn the habits of its prey.

Gazing out on the night world through the shreek's infrasensitive eyes, Rey
feels the alert, nocturnal need of the dune lenurs sharing the shreek's brain
with him This carnivore has eaten enough lemurs to infuse Rey with the twittery
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musi ¢ of their sinple brains, nere cortical nodes full of reflex and no
reflection. For days he has prow ed thus, without pain yet feeling his own
macer at ed body noving slowy and usefully through the shreek's entrails.

He wants the shreek to churn its pelvic and pectoral pinion-fins and clinb
hi gher, toward the untouchable veils of stars. The silver current of the MIky
Way flows to the black horizon, and staring at it conforts himin his solitude.
But the beast has spotted a flitting glimer anmong the nested craters bel ow, and
it spurts in that direction, flashing downward between the cathedral boul ders of
an eroded rimwall. Zubu cacti herded al ong the slipface of dunes cone into
view, quilled, gray-green shadowspheres in the shreek's night vision, wsping a
thin |l avender heat under the crinkly stars.

The shreek's dive pulls up sharply before an obelisk rock at the center of an
ancient crater. A soft aninmal flanme shines fromaround the boulder's edge. It is
anot her shreek, its body heat ruffling with the wind in oily waves of scarl et
and vermilion. The creatures approach each other, |ock nmuzzles, and display
t heir gutsacks

Rey startles to see the strange noon of a chewed hunan face bul gi ng agai nst
the other shreek's flank. Even nissing its lower jaw and nose, the head is
recogni zable to Rey as the Commonality agent to whom he had agreed to sell the
archai ¢ brain-the agent who had assured himthere would be no bl oodshed and t hen
had sent his senblor with a gang of nurderous distorts to retrieve M. Charlie
fromthe caravan. So, choice has led to chance yet again, and here is the
treacherous Sitor Ananta, gazing with stringy eye-sockets at the desert floor

Rey knows that the agent's brain tissue is folded into the glittery nerve
| obes of the shreek who ate him No doubt the man is staring at himthrough the
eyes of his shreek with the sane shanmeful m x of horror and hopel ess resignation
he hinself feels. But there is no way for devoured nen to comruni cate.

The slither of syrups in the gutsacks shivers with the shreeks' nutual joy at
their successful feeding. Both bellies are full, and there will be no need for
themto fight. As a couple, they can better stalk their next meal and perhaps
even join others on the endl ess hunt. They unclasp the fangnesh of their faces
and swi m away together under the starry sky and the night's two noons.
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