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ONE NI GHT IN TELEVISION CI TY
First published in Universe 1, edited by Robert Silverberg and Karen Haber
Doubl eday Foundation 1990.

I"'mfrictionless, nolar, so don't point those flashlights at me. | ain't
goi ng nowhere, you can see that clear as hubble. Just like superwire, | got no
resi stance, so why doncha all just gi me sone slack?

VWhat' d you say, nolar? Your lifter's got a noisy fan -- it's interferring
with your signal. How d | get up here? That's an easy one. | just clinbed. But

| got a better one for you.
Now that | ain't no Dudl ey Dendrite anynore, how the fuck am| gonna get
down?

Just a few short hours ago it was six o'clock on a Saturday night |ike
any other, and | was sitting in a netam |k bar called the Slak Shak, feeling
sorry for myself for a nunber of good and sufficient reasons. | was down so
| ow there wasn't an angstroms worth of difference between nme and a microbe.
You see, | had no sleeve, | had no set, |I had no eft. Chances were | wasn't
gonna get any of 'em anytine soon, either. The prospect was enough to make ne
wanna fl oat away on whatever |atest toxic corew pe the Shak was offering

| asked the table for the barlist. It was all the usual bugjuice and

hor sesweat, except for a newitemcalled Needl estrength-Nine. | ordered a
dose, and it cane in a cup of cold frothy nmilk sprinkled with cinnanon.
downed it all in two gul ps, the whole nasty ness of transporter proteins and

neurotropins, a stew of [ong-chain nolecules that were some konky biobrujo's
i dea of blister-packed heaven

Al it did was make me feel like | had a cavity behind my eyes filled
with shuttle-fuel. My personal sitspecs still |ooked as lousy as a rat's
shaved ass.

That's the trouble with the tropes and strobers you can buy in the
metam | k bars: they're all kid's stuff, Grated hol obytes. If you want a rea



slick kick, sone black neds, then you got to belong to a set, preferably one
with a snmash watson boasting a clean labkit. A Fermenta, or Wellcone, or Cetus
rig, say. Even an Ortho'll do.

But as | said, | had no set, nor any prospect of being invited into one.
Not that 1'd leap at an invite to just any old one, you |latch. Some of the
sets were too toxic for ne.

So there | sat with a skull full of liquid oxygen, feeling just like the
Chal | enger before liftoff, nore bunmed than before | had zero-bal anced ny eft
on the useless drink. | was |licking the cinammon off the rimof the glass when
who shoul d sl ope in but nmy one buddy, Casio.

Casio was a little younger 'n me, about fifteen. He was skinny and white
and had nore acne than a worker in a dioxin factory. He coul da had skin as
cl ear as anyone el se's, but he was always forgetting to use his epicream He
wore a few strands of grafted fiberoptics in his brown hair, an im pol ex vest
t hat bubbl ed constantly |ike some kinda sline nold, a pair of parchnent pants,
and a dozen jelly bracelets on his left forearm

"Hey, Dez," said Casio, rapping knuckles with me, "how s it clinbing?"

Casio didn't have no set neither, but it didn't seemto bother himlike
it bothered me. He was always up, always smiling and happy. Maybe it had to do
with his music, which was his whole life. It seened to give himsonething he
could always fall back on. | had never seen himreally down. Sonetines it nade
me wanna choke the shit outa him

"Not so good, nolar. Life |ooks enptier'n the belly of a Tai wanese baby
with the z-virus craps.”

Casio pulled up a seat. "Ain't things working out with Chuckie?"

| groaned. Why | had ever fantasized aloud to Casio about Chuckie and ne,
| couldn't now say. | nusta really been in microgravity that day. "Just forget
about Charlotte and ne, will you do ne that |arge fave? There's nothi ng
bet ween us, nothing, you |atch?"

Casi o | ooked puzzl ed. "Nothi ng? Whadda ya nean? The way you tal ked, |
t hought she was your best sleeve."

"No, you got it all wong, nolar, we was both wasted, renenber?..

Casi0's vest extruded a | ong wavy stalk that bulged into a ball at its
tip before being resorbed. "Gee, Dez, | wish | had known all this before. |
been tal king you two up as a hot itemall around TeeVeeCee."

My heart swelled up big as the bicep on a netasteroid freak and whooshed
up into ny throat. "No, nolar, say it ain't so...."

"CGCee, Dez, I'msorry...."

| was in deep gurry now all right. I could see it clear as MB1 in the
hubbl escope. Fish entrails up to the nose.

Chucki e was Turbo's sl eeve. Turbo was headnman of the Body Artists. The
Body Artists were the prinme set in Television City. | was as the dirt between
their perpetually bare toes.

| pushed back ny seat. The Sl ak Shak was too hot now Everbody knew
floated there.

"Casio, | feel like a wal k. Wanna cone?"

"Yeah, sure."

T Street -- the big north-south boul evard wi de as old Park Ave that was
Television City's main craw (it ran fromb59th all the way to 72nd) -- was
packed with citizens and greenies, norphs and gullas, all |ooking for the

heart of Saturday night, just like the old song by that growy chigger has it.
The sparkle and glitter was all turned up to el even, but TeeVeeCee | ooked
kinda old to ne that night, underneath its anber-red-green-blue neo-neon
maqui | | age. The whole mini city on the banks of the Hudson was thirty years
old now, after all, and though that was nothing conpared to the rest of Nuevo
York, it was starting to get on. | tried to imagine being nearly twice as old
as | was now and figured |I'd be kinda creaky nyself by then

Al the scrawms laid down by the sets on any and every bl ank surface
didn't help the city's |ooks any either. Fast as the cleanup crews sprayed the
pai nt-eating bugs on the graffiti, the sets nozzled nore. These were just a



few that Casio and | passed:

PUT A CRICK I N YOUR DI CK. STROBE YOUR LOBES. BOOT I T OR SHOOT I T. HOLLOW
SWALLOW FOLLOW SIN, ASP! SAID THE SYNAPSE. MATCH I T, BATCH I T, LATCH IT.
BEAT THE BARRI ER! SNAP THE GAP! AXE YOUR AXONS. KEEP YOUR RECEPTORS FI LLED.

"Where we goi ng, Dez?" asked Casio, snapping off one of his
jelly-bracelets for me to munch on

"Ch, noplace special," | said around a nout hful of sweat-netabolizing
synmbiote that tasted like strawberries. "W'Ill just wander around a bit and
see what we can see."

Al the time | was wondering if | even dared to go home to ny scat, if
I'"d find Turbo and his set waiting there for me, with a word or two to say
about me tal king so big about his sleeve.

Well, we soon cane upon a guy with his car pulled over to the curb with
t he hood up. He was poking at the ceramic fuel-cell with a screwdriver, |ike
he hoped to fix it that way.

"That's a hundred-thirty-two horsepower Mal aysian nodel, ain't it?" asked
Casi 0.

"Yeah," the guy said norosely.

"I heard they're all worth bugshit."

The guy got mad then and started waving the screwdriver at us. "CGet the
hel | out of here, you nosey punks!"

Casio slid a gold jelly-bracelet off his arm tossed it at the guy, and
said, "Run!"

W ran.
Around a corner, we stopped, panting.
"What was it?" | said

"Not hi ng too nasty. Just rotten eggs and superstik."

We fell down | aughing.

VWhen we were wal king again, we tried followi ng a couple of gullas. W
could tell by their governnent-issue suits that they were fresh out of one of
the floating miclocean relocation canps, and we were hoping to diddle themfor
some eft. But they talked so funny that we didn't even know how to seamthem

"W go jeepney now up favel a way?"

"No, nmon, first ne wan' some ranen."”

"How fix?"

"W | oop. "

"And be zeks? Don' vex ne, dunmgulla. You talkin' like a manga now, non."

After that we tailed a fattie for a while. W couldn't make up our m nds
if it was a male or female or what. It was dressed in enough billowing silk to
outfit a parachute club and wal ked with an asexual waddle. It went into the
fancy helnsley at 65th, to nmeet its client no doubt.

"I hate those fatties," said Casio. "Wy would anyone want to wei gh nore
than what's healthy, if they don't have to?"

"Why woul d anyone keep his stupid zits if he didn't have to?"

Casio | ooked hurt. "That's different, Dez. You know | just forget ny
cream It's not like I wanna."

| felt bad for hurtin' Casio then. Here he was, ny only proxy, keeping ne
conpany while | tried to straighten out in nmy head how | was gonna get trunp
with Turbo and his set, and | had to go and insult him

| put an arm around his shoulders. "Sorry, nolar. Listen, just wipe it
like | never said it, and let's have us a good time. You got any eft?"

"Alittle..."

"Well, let's spend it! The fluid eft gathers no taxes, es verdad? Shoul d
we hit Cub GaAs?"

Casi o brightened. "Yeah! The Nervel ess are playing tonight. Mybe
Gnko'Il let me sit in."

"Sounds trunp. Let's go."

Overhead the wetworkers -- both private and governnent dirty-harrys --
cruised by on their lifters, the jetfans bl owi ng hot on our necks, even from
their high altitude. Standing in the center of their flying cages, gloved



mtts gripping their joystix, with their owl eyes on, they roved TeeVeeCee,
alert for signs of runmble, bunmble, or stunble, whereupon they would swoop down

and chill the heat with tingly shockers or even flashlights, should the
sitspecs dictate.
Club GaAs occupied a fraction of the mllion square feet of enpty

bui |l di ng that had once housed one of the old television networks that had
gi ven TeeVeeCee its nanme. Ever since the free networks had been absorbed into
t he netamedi um the building had gone begging for tenants. Technically
speaking, it was still tenantless, since Oub GaAs was squatting there
illegally.

At the door we paid the cover to a surly anabolic hul kster and went
i nsi de.

Club GaAs had impolex walls that withed just |like Casio' s vest, dancing
i n random bi onorphic ripples and tendrils. On the stage the Nervel ess were
just setting up, it being still early, only around eight. | had only net G nko
once, but | recognized himfromhis green skin and | eafy hair. Casio went
onstage to talk to him and | sat down at a table near one wall and ordered a
cheer - beer.

Casio rejoined ne. "G nko says | can handl e the nmegabops."

The cheer-beer had me relaxing so | had al nbost forgotten ny problens.

"That's trunp, proxy. Listen, have a cheer-beer -- it's your eft."
Casio sat and we tal ked a while about the good ol d days, when we were
still kids in highschool, taking our daily rations of menotropins |ike good

l[ittle drudges.

"You renenber at graduation, when sonebody spi ked the refreshments with
f unky nonkey?"

"Yeah. | never seen so nmany adults acting |ike apes before or since. Mz
Spencer up on the girders--1"

"Boy, we were so young then."

"I was even younger than you, Dez. | was el even and you were already
twel ve, renenber?"

"Yeah, but them days are wi ped now, Casio. We're adults ourselves now,
with big adult probs.” Al ny troubles flooded back to me |ike ocean waves on
the Bi g-One-revised California shoreline as | said this konky bit of w sdom

Casi o was synpathetic, | could fax that much, but he didn't have the
answers to ny probs any nore than | did. So he just stood and said, "Wll,

Dez, | got to go play now " He took a few steps away fromthe table and then
was snapped back to his seat |like he had a rubber band strung to his ass.
"Hold on a millie," |I said. "The wall has fused with your vest." | took

out ny little utility flashlight and | asered the wall pseudopod that had mated
wi th Casio's clothing.

"Thanks, proxy," he said, and then was off.

| sat there nursing the dregs of ny cheer-beer while the Nervel ess tuned
up. When the rickracks were spinning fast and the negabops were hunm ng and
everyone had their percussion suits on, they junped into an original conp,
"Efferent Ellie."

Forty-five mnutes later, after two nore cheer-beers thoughtfully

provi ded by the managenment to the grateful friend of the band, | was really on
the downlink with Casio and the Nerveless. | felt their music surging through
me |ike sone sonic trope. Tapping ny foot, wangl e-dangling nmy head |Iike sone
nmyelin-stripped spaz, | was so totally downloading that |I didn't even see
Turbo and his set slope on into Cub GaAs and surround ne.

When the current song ended and | | ooked up, there they all were: Turbo

and his main sleeve, Chuckie, who had her armaround his waist; Jeeter, Hake,
Pabl o, Mona, Val, Ziggy, Pepper, Gates, Zane, and a bunch of others | didn't
know.

"Hah- hah- hah-how s it clinbing, nolars?" | said.

They were all as quiet and stone-faced as the holo of a cheap Turing
Level One Al with its minesis-circuits out of whack. As for ne, | could do
not hi ng but stare.



The Body Artists were all naked save for spandex thongs, he's and she's
alike, the better to insure proper extero- and interoceptor input. Their skins
were macul ated with a blotchy tan giraffe pattern. The definition of every
nmuscle on their trimbods was |like Gay's Anatony cone to life.

Now, to ne, there were no two ways about it: the Body Artists were sinply
the nobst trunp set in TeeVeeCee. The swiftest; nastiest, downl oadi ngest pack
of | obe-strobers ever to walk a wire or scale a pole. Wio el se were you gonna
conpare 'emto? The Vectors? A bunch of wussies dreamng their days away in
mat hspace. (I didn't buy their propaganda about being able to di sappear al ong
the fourth dinmension either.) The Hardz 'n' Wetz? Nothing but crazy neat
grinders, the negative inmage of their rivals, the Eunuchs. The Less Than
Zeroes? | don't call pissing your pants satori, like they do. The
Thunbsuckers? Who wants to be a baby forever? The Boardnmen? | can't see
cutting yourself up and headbangi ng just to prove you feel no pain. The
Anni es? A horde of wal ki ng skel etons. The Naked Apes? After seeing our whole
faculty under the influence of funky-nonkey that day, | had never |atched onto
that trip. The Young Jungs? Who wants to spend his whole life diving into the
racem nd?

No, the only ones who might just give the Body Artists a run for their
eft were the Adoni ses or the Sapphos, but they had some obvious kinks that
bl ocked ny receptors.

So you' |l understand how | could feel -- even as the center of their
threatening stares -- a kind of thrill at being in the presence of the
assenbl ed Body Artists. If only they had come to ask me to join them instead
of, as was so apparent, being here with the clear intention of wanting to cut
nmy nuts off--

The Nervel ess started another song. Casio was too busy to see what was
happening with me. Not that he coul da done nuch anyhow. Turbo sat liquidly
down across fromme, pulling Chuckie down onto his |ap

"So, Dez," he said, cool as superwire, "I hear you are Chuckie's secret
noj oman now. "

"No, no way, Turbo, the parity bits got switched on that nessage al
right. There ain't not truth toit, no sir, no way."

"Ch, | see, nolar," said Turbo, deliberately tw sting things around
tighter'n a double-helix. "My sleeve Chuckie ain't trunp enough for a nolar
who' s as needl estrength as you."

| raised nmy eyes and caught Chuckie sizing nme up with high indifference.
Her | ooks made ne feel like | was trying to swallow an avocado pit.

Charl otte Thach was a supertrunp Canbodi an- Hawai i an chi ca whose fol ks had
em grated to TeeVeeCee when the Japs kicked everyone outa the ex-state in the
process of formng the Asian-Pacific Econom ¢ Cooperative. Her eyes were green
as diskdrive lights, her sweet little tits had nipples the color of strong
t ea.

After she was done sizing me up, she held out one beautiful hand as if to
admre her nails or sonething. Then, w thout noving a single nuscle that |
could see, she audibly popped each joint in her fingers in sequence. | could
hear it clear above the nusic.

| gul ped down that sliny pit and spoke. "No, Turbo, she's trunp enough
for anyone."

Turbo | eaned cl oser across Chuckie. "Ah, but that's the prob, nolar,
Chuckie don't do it with just anyone. In fact, none of the Artists do. Wy, if
you were to try to ride her, she'd likely snap your cock off. It's Body to
Body only, you latch?"

"Yeah, sure, | latch."”

Turbo strai ghtened up. "Now, the question is, what we gonna do with
someone whose head got so big he thought he could tell everyone he was bunpin’
pubes with a Body Artist?"

"No disinfo, Turbo, | didn't nean nothin' by it."

"Shut up, | got to think."

VWil e he was thinking, Turbo made all the nmuscles in his torso nove



around |i ke snakes under his skin.

After letting nme sweat toxins for a while, Turbo said, "I suppose it
woul d satisfy the set's honor if we were to bring you up to the top of the
CGeorge Washi ngton Bridge and toss you of f--"

"Ch, holy radwaste, Turbo, my nolar, ny proxy, | really don't think
that's necessary--"

Turbo held up his hand. "But the ecoharrys mght arrest us for dunping
shit in the river!"

Al the Body Artists had a good |augh at that. | tried to join in, but
all that cane out was a sound |ike "ekk-ekk-ekk."

"On the other hand," said Turbo, rotating his upraised hand and forearm
around a full two-seventy degrees, "if you were to becone a Body Artist, then
we could let it be known that you were under consideration all along, even
when you were naking your konky boasts."

"Ch, Turbo, yeah, yeah, you don't know how much--"

Turbo shot to his feet then, |aunching Chuckie into a series of
spont aneous cartwheels all the way across the club

"Jeeter, Hake! You're in charge of escorting the pledge. Everyone! Back
to nets!"

We bl ew out of Club GaAs |ike atnosphere out of a split-open o' neill. M
head was spinning around like a Polish space station. | was running with the
Body Artists! It was sonmething | could hardly believe. Even though |I had no
hint of where they were taking me; even though they mght be setting ne up for
somet hing that would wipe nme out flatter than ny eft-balance -- | felt totally
frictionless. The whole city | ooked |ike a place out of a fantasy or stiffener
holo to ne, Mddle Earth or Debbie Does Mars. The air was cool as an Al's
par aneurons on ny bare arns.

We headed west, toward the riverside park. After a while | started to | ag
behind the rest. Wthout a word, Jeeter and Hake picked ne up under ny arns
and continued running with ne.

We entered anmong the trees and conti nued down enpty paths, under dirty
sodiumlights. | could snmell the Hudson off to ny right. A dirty-harry buzzed
by overhead but didn't stop to bother us.

Under a busted light we halted in darkness. Nobody was breathi ng heavy
but me, and | had been carried the last half nile. Hake and Jeeter placed ne
down on ny own feet.

Soneone bent down and tugged open a netal hatch with a snapped hasp set
into the wal k. The Body Artists descended one by one. Nervous as a kid taking
his first trope, I went down too, sandw ched between Hake and Jeeter

Tel evision City occupied a hundred acres of |and which had originally
sl oped down to the Hudson. The eastern half of TeeVeeCee was built on solid
ground; the western half stood on a huge platform el evated above the Conrai
magl ev trains.

Fifteen rungs down, | was staring up at the underside of TeeVeeCee by the
light of a few caged safety bulbs, a rusty constellation of rivets in a flaky
st eel sky.

The | adder terminated at an |I-beamw de as ny palm | stepped gingerly
of f, but still held onto the |adder. | |ooked down.

A hundred feet below, a lit-up train shot silently by at a
hundr ed- and- ei ghty nph.

| started back up the | adder

"Where to, nolar?" asked Hake above ne.

"Uh, straight ahead, | guess."

| stepped back onto the girder, took two wobbly Thunbsucker steps, then

carefully Iowered nyself until | could wap ny arnms and | egs around the beam

Hake and Jeeter unpeeled me. Since they had to go single file, they
trotted along carrying me like a trussed pig. | kept ny eyes cl osed and
prayed.

| felt them stop. Then they were swinging ne like a sack. At the extrene
of one swing, they let me go.



Hurtling through the nusty air, | wondered how long it would take me to
hit the ground or a passing train and what it would feel like. | wouldn'ta
m nded so nuch bei ng a Boardman just then.

It was only a few feet to the net. Wen | hit, it shot me up a bit. |
oscillated a fewtinmes until my recoil was absorbed. Only then did | open ny
eyes.

The Body Artists were standing or |ounging around on the woven nesh of
graphite cables with perfect bal ance. Turbo had this radwaste-eating grin on
hi s handsone face.

"Wl come to the nets, Mster Pledge. You didn't do so bad. | seen nolars
who fainted and fell off the | adder when they first cone out bel ow. Maybe
you'll make it through tonight after all. C non now, follow us."

The Body Artists set off along the nets. Somehow they managed to
coordi nate and conpensate for all the dozens of different inpulses traveling
al ong the nmesh so that they knew just how to step and not |ose their bal ance.
They rode the wavefronts of each other's notions |ike some kinda aeri al
surfers.

Me? | managed to craw along, nostly on all fours.

We reached a platform scabbed onto one of the i mMmense pillars that upheld
the city. There the Body Artists had their lab, for batching their black neds.

| hadn't known that Ziggy was the Artists' watson. But once | saw him
nmovi ng anong t he chrono-cookers and am no-linkers like a fish in soup, if you
know what | mean, it was clear as hubble that he was the biobrujo responsible
for stoking the Artists' neural fires.

VWil e Ziggy worked | had to watch Turbo and Chuckie making out. | knew
they were doing it just to blow grit through my scranjets, so | tried not to
let it bother me. Even when Chuckie -- Well, never mind exactly what she did,
except to say | never realized it was humanly possible to get into that
posi tion.

Ziggy finally came over with a cup full of uncut bugj uice.

"Latch onto this, ny nmolar," he said with crickly craftsmanly pride
you'll know a little nore about what it neans to call yourself a B-Artist."

| knew |l didn't want to taste the undiluted juice, so | chugged it as
fast as | could. Even the aftertaste nearly made nme retch

Hal f an hour later, | could feel the change.

| stood up and wal ked out onto the net. Turbo and the others started
yanking it up and down.

| didn't |ose ny bal ance. Even when | went to one foot. Then | did a
handst and.

"Ckay, nolar," said Turbo sarcastically, "don't think you' re so trunp.
All we gave you is heightened 'ception, extero, intero, and proprio. Plus a
little nmyofibril booster and something to danp your fatigue poisons. And it's
all as tenporary as a whore's kisses. So, let's get dowmn to it."

Turbo set off back along the nets, and | foll owed.

"No one else?" | asked.

"No, Dez, just us two good proxies."

We retraced out way to the surface. Wl king al ong the |-beam under ny own
power, | felt like king of the world.

Once again we raced through the streets of Television City. This tinme |
easily kept pace with Turbo. But maybe, | thought, he was letting nme, trying
to lull me into a false sense of security. | nmade up my mind to go a little
slower in all this -- if | could.

At | ast we stood at the southern border of T-City. Before us reared the
tallest building in all of old Nuevo York, what used to be old nan Trunp's
very HQ before he was el ected president and got sliced and diced like he did
One hundred and fifty stories worth of glass and ferrocrete, full of setbacks,
crenellations, and | edges.

"Now we're going for alittle clinmb,” Turbo said.

"You got to be yanking ny rods, nmolar. It's too snmooth."

"Nope, it's not. That's the good thing about these old postnodern

and



bui | di ngs. They got the flash and filigree that make for decent handhol ds."
Then he shimried up a drainpipe that led to the second floor faster than
| could fol | ow

But follow !l did, ny nolars, believe ne. | kicked off ny shoes and zi pped
right after him No disinfo, | was scared, but I was al so mad and ecstatic and
floating in ny own mcrogravity.

The first fifty stories were frictionless. | kept up with Turbo, matching
himhold for hold. Wen he smiled, | even sniled back

Little did I know that he was teasing ne.

A third of the way up we stopped to rest on a wide ledge. | didn't |ook

down, since | knew that even with ny new perfect bal ance the sight of where
was would be sure to put grit in ny jets.

We peered in through the Iighted wi ndow behind us and saw a cl eani ng
robot busy vacuuning the rugs. W banged on the glass, but couldn't get it to
notice us. Then we started up again.

At the halfway mark Turbo started showing off. Wiile | was sl ow ng down,
he seemed to have nore energy than ever. In the time | took to ascend one
story, he squirreled all around me, making faces, and busting ny chops.

"You're gonna fall now, Dez. | got you up here right where | want you.
You ain't never gonna get to lay a finger on Chuckie, you | atch? When you hit,
there ain't gonna be anything left of you bigger'n a nolecule."

And suchlike. | succeeded inignoring it until he said, "Gee, that
Ziggy's getting kinda forgetful lately. Ain't been taking his menos. | wonder
if he remenbered to make sure your dose had the right duration? Be a shane if
you maxxed out right now "

"You woul dn't do that--" | said and instinctively | ooked over ny shoul der
to confront Turbo.

He was beneath me, hanging by his toes froma | edge, head directed at the
ground.

| saw t he ground.

Television City was all spread out, looking like a
one-t 0- one- hundred-scal e nodel in sone holo studi o sonewhere.

| froze. | heard one of ny fingernails crack right in half.

"What samatter, Dez? You lost it yet, or what?"

It was the konky tone of Turbo's voice that unfroze me. | wasn't gonna
fall and hear his toxic laugh all the long stories down.

"Race you the rest of the way," | said.

He changed a little then. "No need, proxy, just take it one hold at a
So | did.
For seventy-five nore stories.
The top of the building boasted a spire surrounded on four sides by a
little railed off platformwhose total area was 'bout as big as a bat hroom
car pet .

| clinmbed unsteadily over the railing and sat down, dangling ny |egs over
the side. | could already feel the changes inside me, so | wasn't surprised
when Turbo said, "It's worn off for real now, Dez. | wouldn't try going down
the way we canme up, if | was you. Anyway, the harrys should be here soon. The
stretch for sonething like this is only a year with good behavior. Look us up
when you get out."

Then he went down, headfirst, waggling his butt at nmne.

So, like | asked you before.

Now that | ain't no Dudl ey Dendrite anynore, how the fuck am| gonna get
down?

tine.

LI TTLE WORKER
First published in The Magazi ne of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Decenber 1989.

Little Wrker cane awake instantly. Lying curled on the



red- and- bl ack-fi gured carpet before Mster Mchael's bedroom door, she
stretched her |inbs beneath her plain beige sleeveless shift, then stood on
bare feet. Mster Mchael, she could sense, was still asleep. Mster M chael
deserved to sleep, for Mster Mchael worked hard. Little Wrker worked hard
too, but she never slept late in the nornings, for there was too nuch to be
done. (If Mster Mchael stayed put in his office today, Little Wrker would
nap at his feet.) But in the nornings, Little Worker always awoke before

M ster M chael. She always would. It was her way.

Little Wrker appeared unwontedly reluctant to | eave her nightly station
Sonething, this nmorning, did not snell right. She sniffed the air intently,
nostrils twi tching. The troubl esomre odor was nothing she could identify. It
was new. This was not necessarily bad, but m ght be. The new snell emanated
frombehind Mster Mchael's door. It was not a dangerous snell, so Little
Worker could not bring herself to knock or otherw se disturb Mster M chael
He woul d be up and about soon enough, for Mster Mchael had a busy schedul e.
Per haps then the source of the new smell woul d be reveal ed. Perhaps not. In
either case, Mster Mchael would instruct her about anything she needed to
know.

Little Wrker tucked strands of her noderate-length, stiff brown hair
behi nd her ears. She brushed the winkles out of her shift. They di sappeared
swiftly fromthe dull utilitarian fabric. She curried the short fur on her
face and |icked beneath her arns. Her norning groom ng conpl eted, she set out
for the kitchen.

First Little Wirker had to go down a long hall. The long hall had a
vei ned marble floor, down the center of which ran the red and bl ack car pet
with its oriental design. The long hall had large mullioned windows in its
stone walls. Some of these wi ndows had panes of stained glass. Through the
eastern wi ndows cane bright winter sunlight. Wen it passed through the
col ored panes, it nmade | ozenges of various hues on the carpet. Little Wrker
adm red these dapples, for they renmi nded her of dabs of jelly on toast. Little
Worker liked jelly on toast. She would have sone this norning. She usually had
some every norning, except when she took an egg to add gl ossiness to her coat.
Little Worker, with the aid of the food-center, could cook whatever she wanted
for herself. This was one of her privileges. Mster Mchael hinself had said,
when first she came to live here, "Little Wrker, you may order the
food-center to prepare whatever you want for yourself." This had nade her
proud. In the Training School, she had had to eat whatever the trainers set
out for her. But Mster Mchael trusted her

The next door down the long hall fromMster Mchael's belonged to the
bedroom of Mster Mchael's wife. Little Wirker lifted her nose as she cane
abreast of the door, intent on passing w thout stopping. However, noises from
beyond t he door nade her stop. The noi ses were thrashi ngs and noani ngs and
grunts. Little Wbrker suspected what the noises were, but curiosity inpelled
her to | ook anyway.

The handl e of the door was shaped like a thick curled gold | eaf. Above
the handl e was a security keypad. Bel ow was an ol d-fashi oned keyhole. Little
Wr ker put one big hazel eye to the hole.

It was as Little Wrker had suspected. Mster Mchael's naked w fe was
draped bel | ydown over a green plush hassock, being covered by her | atest
andronmor ph, a scion of the Bull line. Little Wrker could snmell mxed nmal e and
femal e sweat and a sexual nusk.

The sight disturbed Little Wrker. Mster Mchael's wife was not the kind
of wife he deserved. Little Wrker ceased her spying and continued on toward
t he kitchen.

At the end of the long hall was a curving flight of wide narble stairs.
Here the runner ended. The marble was cold beneath Little Wrker's feet. She
went down the stairs quickly.

On the ground floor, Little Wirker first crossed a broad reception hal
al ong the walls of which were ranged busts on plinths, potted plants, and
gol d-framed paintings. She passed through a huge sal on used for formal



affairs, then through Mster Mchael's study, with its big wal nut desk and
shel ves of books and wall-sized plasma screen. Several nore chanbers

i ntervened before the kitchen, but finally Little Wrker reached that chrone
and tile room

Most nornings, as now, the large kitchen was enpty. On the nornings of
t hose days when there were to be state dinners, the kitchen was bustling early
with hired chefs, who prepared the nore conpl ex di shes the food-center could
not handle. Little Worker disliked such interruptions of her normal schedul e.
However, this was not such a nmorning. The kitchen was enpty.

Littl e Wrker advanced to the food-center.

"Food-center, prepare nme toast with jelly," she said.

"There is no nore bread,"” replied the food-center.

No nore bread. Little Wrker was disconcerted. She had had her heart set
on toast and jelly. What could have happened to the supply of bread? Yesterday
t here had been plenty.

"What has happened to the bread?" asked Little Worker.

"Last night Mster Mchael's wife fed it all to the Bull andronorph. He
ate three | oaves. There were only three | oaves. Thus there are no nore."

M ster Mchael's wife had fed all of Little Wrker's toast to her Bull.

It was the fault of Mster Mchael's wife that there was no toast this norning
for Little Wrker.

"The bakery delivery occurs at ten o'clock this nmorning," offered the
food center hel pfully.

"I will be gone with Mster Mchael by then. I will not be honme at ten
o' clock. | must eat something different." Little Wrker paused to reflect. "I
wi || have hot cereal with a spoon of jelly onit."

"There is no jelly. The Bull ate that also. Wth peanut butter.”

Little Wrker tensed her fingers reflexively. Her norning, disturbed
al ready by the new odor conming fromM ster Mchael's bedroom was not getting
better. The change in routine upset her. It felt |like a norning when chefs
canme. But no chefs were here.

"I will have an egg then," said Little Wrker.

"There are eggs," said the food-center.

"There is no jelly for an egg?" hopefully asked Little Wrker one | ast

tine.

"There is no jelly even for an egg."

"Then I will have an egg al one."

Little Wrker sat at a table with netal legs and white tile top. Wen her
egg came she ate it, licking the plate to get all the yolk. It would serve to

make her fur glossy. But it did not taste as good as jelly.

VWhen she was done, Little Wrker ordered the food-center to prepare and
serve breakfast for Mster Mchael and his wife in the south dining room Then
she wal ked through halls and storage roons until she arrived at the south
di ni ng room

M ster Mchael was already there, seated at one end of a |ong polished
tabl e, readi ng a newspaper and si pping coffee.

"Good norning, Mster Mchael," said Little Wrker.

"Morning," said Mster Mchael somewhat gruffly.

Little Wrker quivered inside. Mster Mchael did not seemhinself this
nmor ni ng. He worked too hard, thought Little Wirker. He had too rmuch on his
m nd. The state demanded too nuch of him He should be better to hinself.

Little Wirker coiled up at Mster Mchael's feet beside the table, where
she coul d watch everything that happened.

Breakfast was served. Mster Mchael's wife did not arrive on tine.

M ster M chael began to eat anyway. Only when the fine Canadi an ham and
scranbl ed eggs and poached fish were cold did she cone through the door.

M ster Mchael's wife was dressed for shopping. She wore an ivory jacket
short in front but with long tails that hung to her knees in back, over a pale
bl ue silk bl ouse and tulip-hemred ivory skirt. She wore blue netallic
stocki ngs and creamny high heels. She snelled heavily of expensive perfune,



which failed to conceal entirely fromlLittle Wrker's keen nose the aromas of
her recent mating.

Sitting gingerly, as if sore, Mster Mchael's wife picked idly at the
food set before her. Neither she nor Mster Mchael spoke for sone tine.
Finally, though, setting down his paper, which rustled loudly to Little
Wrker's ears, Mster Mchael said, "There are sone inportant people com ng up
today from Washi ngton. They'll want to neet you."

"How very tedious. And what time would that be?"

M ster M chael seened to be restraining his anger. "Around two."

"Il try to be there.™

M ster M chael's anger escaped. "Try! You'd damm well better be there. As
my wife, you have certain official responsibilities, just as | do."

"No one elected me to be the prinme mnister's wife."

"You el ected yourself when you nmarried ne. You can't pretend you didn't.
You knew quite well that | might end up as prinme mnister soneday. | told you
so fromthe outset. God, what do | ask of you, other than to show up for a few
cerenoni al occasions? Do you imagine |I've got it any easier? It's not a part
time job, governing a whole bl oody continent!"

"You wanted the job. | didn't."

M ster Mchael folded his hands, as if afraid of what they night do.
Littl e Worker's hands cl enched in synpat hy.

"Let's not argue, shall we? Please nmake every effort to be at the
M nistry by two."

“I'"1l sinmply rush through the stores then."

"Good. | appreciate it." Mster Mchael |ooked down at Little Wrker
"It's time to go. Wuld you please get ny briefcase? | left it by the bed.”

Little Wirker quickly gained her feet, eager to please. "I will get your
bri ef case. Where will you be?"

"Just inside the front door. Oh, have the car pull around also."

"I will have the car pull around," agreed Little Wrker

On the way to the garage, Little Wrker considered the argument she had
over heard. She reached the same concl usion she had arrived at while standing
before Mster Mchael's wife's bedroomdoor: Mster Mchael's wife was not a
good one for him

In the garage, Little Wrker confronted the sleek, |lowslung car. "Mster
M chael wi shes you to idle at the front entrance.”

"I will exit the garage, after opening the door. | will proceed down the
drive, through the gate, after opening that also, and around to the front
entrance. There | will await further orders."

" Good. "

The car started its ceramic engi ne and opened the garage door. Little
Wrker left it. She took the back stairs to the second floor and approached
M ster M chael's bedroomfroma direction different than that by which she had
gone earlier.

The door was ajar. Little Wrker entered.

The room was not enpty.

Lying languidly on the bed anong the runpl ed sheets was a naked
gynonor ph. Wen she heard Little Wrker enter, she opened her eyes.

"Hell o," said the gynonorph. "I ama hetaera, of the Lyrical line. Do you
wi sh to hear ne sing?"
Little Wrker was stunned. "No. | do not wish to hear you sing. \Wat are

you doi ng here?"
"I am now owned by M ster Mchael. He brought me here. Do you wish to
know ny pedi gree?"

"No. "
"I will recite it anyway. | am conprised of five species, with three
percent being human. My skeletal structure is avian, insuring a |ightness and
appealing fragility. I weigh only forty kilos. My nusculature is feline, ny
skin a derivative of chambis. My brain is based on that of a nmink. | have a

vagi nal contractile index of ninety. My pheronones are tailored specifically



to arouse Mster Mchael."

The gynonor ph noved her | egs and arnms | uxuriously and arched her back
slightly, elevating her pubis. Little Wrker stared furiously, her mnd in
turnoil.

"I am conprised of twelve species, with a full ten percent being human,"
she finally countered.

"My neasurenents, in centineters, are one hundred, forty, eighty. \Wat
are yours?"

Little Wrker | ooked down at her stocky, conpact, and nuscled form
beneath her shift. "I do not know ny neasurenents,” she said.

The gynonorph smled, revealing delicate pointed teeth. She ran a tongue
over her lips. Little Wirrker could hear it rasp

"Well," said the hetaera, "l guess you don't know nuch, do you?"

"It seens not," said Little Wrker

Now they were at the office. The office was different from hone:
different noises, different snmells. There were no windows in Mster Mchael's
office, no blots of jelly-light on the tan carpet, into which Little Wrker's
garment nearly bl ended. At honme, Little Worker could do pretty nuch as she
pl eased, as long as she was there should Mster M chael need her. At the
office -- and in other public places -- she had to be nore circunspect and
diligent. Little Wrker was on duty here, in a way that was nore intense than
behind the electrified fence and active sensors of the estate. Little Wrker
normal Iy prided herself on her diligence. (Once, one of the nmen at the
Trai ni ng School had said: "Little Wrker, you are the nost diligent comnpanion
|'ve ever trained." The nen of the school had been nice, in their stern way.
But no one was |like Mster M chael.)

Today, however, Little Worker's mnd was not on her work.

M ster Mchael's first afternoon appoi ntnent had been shown in. Little
Wrker lay quietly behind Mster Mchael's big brown | eather chair with the
brass studs. Mster Mchael was neeting with the people from Washi ngton
Little Wrker paid scant attention to them They had been cleared by Security
and snelled harm ess. Little Worker couldn't even see the visitors from her
vantage. They were just a collection of mldly annoying voices, which
interfered with her contenpl ati on of the new and di sturbing events at hone.

VWhen Little Worker and M ster M chael had gotten into the car, Little
Wor ker had circumspectly sniffed Mster Mchael to see if any of the hetaera's
odors still clung to him She was relieved to find that none did. Mster
M chael nust have washed. For a nonent she felt heartened. But as the car
accel erated down the front drive, picking up its entourage of arnored
outriders on cycles at the security station on the periphery of the estate,
Little Wrker realized that her relief was wong. Mster Mchael night snell
normal, but his attitude was disturbed. He was not his usual self.

Little Wrker w shed she coul d sonehow make everything right for poor
M ster M chael, who worked so hard and whose wife was so bad that he had to
seek relief in the arnms of that disturbing gynonorph

Little Wrker would do anything to make M ster M chael happy.

The visitors continued to talk. Little Wrker was hungry. M ster M chael
had worked straight through their regular |unch hour. She woul d have toast
with jelly for her belated m dday nmeal, the first chance she got. Surely the
M nistry's kitchens would be able to supply sone. Perhaps she could convince
t he hone food-center -- which was rather stupid -- not to di spense any nore
bread or jelly to the Bull andronorph. It would be worth a try.

Little Wrker was suddenly bored with her own probl ens, since no easy
solutions presented thensel ves. She decided to listen to the conversation

"--tell you that you can't ignore them" said a visitor. "The Sons of
D xi e may seem like just another fringe group to you up here in Toronto, but
back hone, they command a | ot of sympathy -- sonme of it from powerful folks."

The man had a funny way of speaking. He sounded enotional. M ster
M chael, to the contrary, spoke calmy and in the proper way.



"I"mnot proposing that we ignore them Al | said was that we cannot
afford to cater to extrenmist elements in the Union. The whole politica
structure is still too fragile, too new Naturally, for the first decade or
so, there's bound to be a bit of confusion and uneasy integration, as people
settle down to a new way of being governed. But we've had quite a bit of
experience with our own separatist elenment over in Quebec, and the mgjor
| esson we've learned is that one nust be firm In fact, | intended to sound
out you gentl emen on how your constituency would react to a ban on such groups
as the Sons of Dixie."

There was shocked silence for a noment. Then one of the visitors spoke.
"Why, that's outrageous. It's -- it's unconstitutional!"

“I"1l have to rem nd you that the Union no |onger functions under that
docunent. New times call for new measures. Unless you can convince nme there

woul d be outright revolt, | believe |I'mgoing to propose such a neasure to
Parlianment. No group which advocates the overthrow of the Union -- by violent
or peaceful neans -- will be permtted to function."

Confused grunbles and mutters and chopped-off phrases issued fromthe
visitors. Mster Mchael let them babble for a nonent, before cutting through
their objections.

"Centlenen, I"'mafraid you'll have to consider it done. Let's turn to
nore inmportant matters. The Brazilians are pushing us on the boundary
negotiations. Do we want to let themnorth of Chiapas, or don't we?"

Little Wrker tuned out the uninportant talk. She was nore concerned with
her del ayed neal .

At last Mster Mchael, consulting his watch, said, "Wll, enough of
work. We have a few nore days during your stay to discuss such things.
bel i eve you expressed a desire to neet ny charming wife. She should be here
any nmoment."

Everyone waited. Little Wrker shifted positions to ease a cranp in her
ri ght haunch. Mster Mchael's wi fe never arrived.

VWhen the vistors had been shown out with many apol ogi es, M ster M chael
returned to his seat. He was silent for a time. Then he banged his fist on the
desk. "Sonething has to be done about that woman," he said. "Sonething has to
be done."

Little Wirker silently agreed.

One day not long after this time, Little Wrker found herself hone al one.

This was hi ghly unusual, for she was sel dom separated from M ster
M chael. In public or private, Little Wrker was always by his side. Even when
he travel ed abroad, Little Worker went with him (Little Wrker had been to a
ot of places with odd nanmes, nmostly other cities; aside froma few curious
snells here and there, they all seened alike.) But today M ster M chael was at
the doctor's, getting his anti-aging treatnment. He had just started the
treatments six nmonths ago, when they becane avail able. The location of the
doctor's clinic was secret, even fromLittle Wrker. Mster Mchael had
explained to her that it was for her own protection, so that no one could
capture her and force her to reveal where the clinic was. Little Wrker had to
snmle at the thought of anyone capturing her. For one thing, no one ever paid
any attention to her. Who woul d think she knew anyt hing worth know ng? Little
Wrker felt it would have been all right for her to go with Mster M chael
but he wouldn't hear of it. It was just himand the car, and the car would
have its short-termmenory w ped clean after the trip.

As for Mster Mchael's wife -- Little Worker didn't know where she was
and didn't really wonder. After the trouble she had caused, Little Wrker
couldn't have cared what happened to her

Al that mattered was that for the first tine in six nonths -- and only
the second tinme since she had become M ster M chael's companion -- she was
wi t hout him

It nade Little Worker very uneasy.

So Little Wrker wandered through the big enpty house, searching for



somet hing to occupy her until Mster M chael should return.

Upstairs, a fleeting inpression nade her pause outside the door of the
bedroom of M ster Mchael's wife. Aromas of Bull seeped out to her
I mpul sively, Little Worker tried the golden handl e of the door. It turned
wi t hout resistance, and the door opened. Little Wrker entered.

The Bull was lying on a couch. He wore nothing but a spandex thong that
held his large genitals as in a pouch. He was flipping the pages of a col ored
pi cture book. Wen he heard Little Wrker enter, he laid the book on his hard
nmuscl ed stomach, pictures up. Little Wrker could see that the pictures were

of matings, illustrating various positions.

"Hello," said Bull. "Do you wi sh to have sex?"

"No, | do not wish to have sex. | amlLittle Wirker. | do not have sex
with anyone. | wish to talk."

"I can talk."

"Very good. Wuld you like sonething to eat while we tal k?"

"Peanut butter is good."

Little Wrker went to an intercom "Food-center?"

"Yes?"

"Pl ease send a jar of peanut butter to the bedroomof Mster Mchael's
wife. "

"Wth a spoon?"

Bull | ooked guilty, as if doing something wong. "No spoon.”

"No spoon," repeated Little Wrker into the intercom

VWen the peanut butter arrived, Bull greedily unscrewed the cap and,

di pping blunt fingers in, began to eat. Little Wrker watched with approval.
She knew very well how nice it was to feast on one's favorite food.

"Do you enjoy making sex with Mster Mchael's wife?"

Bul I | ooked confused. "What do you nean? It is what | do. Sex is sex.
Peanut butter is what | enjoy. Am| supposed to enjoy sex al so?"

"I do not know. Perhaps you would enjoy it nmore with soneone else."

"Someone else? | don't understand. You said you did not wish to have sex
with me--"

Little Wrker was suddenly inspired. "I amnot the only one hone."

"There is another in the house who desires sex?"

"Yes. Wuld you go to her?"

"I am not supposed to |leave this room-"

"You are supposed to provide sex when asked."

"That is true. You have stated a fact which contradicts the order not to
| eave the room What am| to do?"

"I tell you that you nmay | eave this room"™

"Who are you agai n?"

"Little Worker, Mster M chael's conpanion.™

"Then | suppose | nust listen to you."

"Very good. Please cone with ne."

"Let me finish this peanut butter first -- there. Show ne to the one who
desires to have sex."

Little Wirker led Bull out into the corridor and up to Mster Mchael's
bedr oom door, which was | ocked. However, Little Wrker knew that code.

I nside, the Lyrical gynonorph was found taking a bath. Amd the welter of
sudsy bubbles in the large sunken tub, only her delicate face and one knee
were visible.

VWen t he gynonorph saw Bull, her eyes wi dened and her nostrils flared
Bul | devel oped an i medi ate erection.

"You are the one who wi shes to have sex," said Bull.

"It is ny nature."

"Mne also. Is it convenient to have sex in the bath?"

"Yes, it is."

Bull tore off his thong.

Little Worker left the pair of norphs together

M ster Mchael's wife was the first to return home, five hours after



Little Wrker had arranged the illicit introduction. Soon, she discovered
Bul | 's absence and his current whereabouts. Little Wrker watched fromthe
corridor as Mster Mchael's wife attenpted in vain to separate the two
nor phs, who had ended up on the floor beside the bed, soaking the carpet wth
bat hwat er. Even striking at the pair with the sharp heel of her renoved shoe
failed to end the coupling. Eventually, special handlers had to be sumoned.
They too failed to halt the couple's pistoning.

"It's no use, mz, they' ve devel oped a destructive feedback | oop. W'l
have to take themin to be put down."

"Just do it, then!" shouted Mster Mchael's wife. "It's disgusting!"
"Yes, mz."
The norphs were | oaded still interlocked and bucking into the back of a

truck and driven off.

Little Wrrker was secretly happy.

But within days, Mster Mchael's wife had procured a Stallion, while
M ster M chael solaced hinself with a Mbon Mth.

Little Wrker cane awake instantly. She had not been sleeping well lately
anyway. Her |ife had not been right since that |ong-ago nmorning of no toast
and jelly. (One good thing about the Stallion was that he prefered oatneal.)
M ster M chael was al ways preoccupied and distant. At times Little Wrker
al nost resented having to be in constant attendance on him Wen she had such
feelings, she became violently sick, for the bad thoughts conflicted with her
| essons fromthe Training School. Then she had to rem nd herself that M ster
M chael and his welfare were all her reasons for being.

And now there was noise fromdownstairs.

There shoul d have been no noise fromdownstairs. It was the nmddle of the
night. Ch, yes, once there had been noise in the mddle of the night from
downstairs. Guards fromthe security booth had conme in to check on a possible
breach of the perineter. But it had been only a sensor failure. Perhaps there
had been anot her sensor failure tonight. Little Wrker would go see.

She got as far as the head of the marble stairs.

There she confronted four men. The men wore optical -distorting garnents
and infrared goggles. They carried light-rifles and had ot her weapons sl ung
fromtheir hips. They were not security men.

"Vell, well," said one intruder. "Lookee here. It's one o' them fuckin'
cultivars. I'mgonna blowits head off."

"Don't get cocky, son," said a nman who appeared to be their |eader. "Just
cuz we took out the |ocal boys, don't mean we can nake all the noi se we want.
No shooting unless | say so. Anyway, maybe this thing can save us sone tine.
You there -- where's the Pee Em sl eep?”

Little Wrker was not afraid. She carefully considered the terrorists
bef ore replying.

"I will show you. But you nust collect his wife too, or she m ght sumon
hel p."

One terrorist whistled softly. Another said, "Shee-it, these vars ain't
got no loyalty at-tall!"

"Ckay, Beautiful, lead on."
Little Wrker conducted the nmen to the bedroom door behind which sl ept
Mster Mchael's wife. They slapped an illegal unscranmbler to the |ock. The

device ran through all the possible conbinations in three seconds, and they
were in.

Mster Mchael's wife lay sleeping in the arns of the Stallion. The nen
made various apparently honest grunts of shock, which awoke M ster M chael's
wi fe and her bedmate.

Soon, she and the Stallion had been herded into Mster Mchael's room
where the Prine Mnister was found in a simlar situation with his new
gynonor ph.

One of the terrorists flicked on the Iights, which seemed unnaturally
bright at this forlorn hour. The nmen renoved their goggles and shut off their



suits, which had begun to hurt Little Wrker's eyes. She was grateful

The two human captives and their norphs stood shivering in the center of
the room the norphs naked and M ster Mchael and his wife in robes. Three of
the terrorists seemed calm but one sw veled his gun nervously fromside to
si de.

Little Wrrker curled unconcernedly at Mster Mchael's feet. She knew
that M ster Mchael was trying to catch her eye, but she ignored him

"Who -- who are you fronP" at |ast denanded M ster M chael

"Sons of Dixie, folks. W felt our point of view wasn't reaching the
proper ears. So we're ainmn' to change things. Ain't that right, boys?"

"You're -- you're all wired on something."

"Mebbe so, boss. But that don't prevent us from shooting straight. 'Zact
opposite, in fact. So let's just follow orders, if you don't want to get
hurt.”

"What do you intend?" asked Mster Mchael's wife.

"We're taking you 'n' the Pee Emon a little vacation. You'll go free
when the gunmint listens to us and does somethin'."

A second terrorist spoke. "What about these friggin' vars?"

"Slag those sex toys," said the boss. "Make it quiet though. But save the
one that helped us -- it might come in handy again."

One of the men unhol stered a pistol. Before anyone could react, it spat
twi ce.

CGel atin capsules hit the nmorphs and burst, releasing lysis catalysts. In
under a minute, the two norphs were single nmingled puddle of thick slime, atop
which for a minute floated the Moon Mdth's tougher gemmed w ngs.

"Ckay, folks--" began the | eader

Unnoticed, Little Wirker had slyly extended an armtoward the bare ankle
of Mster Mchael's wife. Now, she pricked it deeply with a newy unsheat hed
razored cl aw.

M ster Mchael's wife screaned.

The terrorist with unsteady nerves shot her through the eye.

Before the man's trigger-finger could relax, or any of the others could
tighten theirs, Little Wrker noved.

The part of her inheritance that was 30 percent wol verine took over.

The four intruders soon lay dead with their throats torn out, soaking the
carpet with their bl ood where once the Bull and Lyrical had coupl ed.

Little Wirker calmy licked the blood fromher lips. She really preferred
the taste of jelly. Wetting her palnms repeatedly with her tongue, she
nmeti cul ously cl eaned the fur on her face. Wen she was done, she turned toward
M ster M chael.

He had col |l apsed across the body of his wife and | ay sobbi ng.

Little Wrker gently approached. She touched himtenderly. He junped.

"Mster Mchael," said Little Wirker, "everything is all right now.

"You and | are alone.”

COCKFI GHT
First published in Journal Wred, Spring 1990.

I will allow as how bein' a waste gipsy is not the nost settled way of
life, nor the easiest on the nerves. And it's surely no career for a nmarried
man -- as Geral dine never tires of remindin' ne.

But | ain't narried. And | never listen to Geral dine.

Anyway, what's so rough about the life? First off, there's the constant
travel. You got to learn to keep as little in your kit as a blind Bhopa
beggar and generally stay as |oose as a Bull's balls. Your in-demand ass is
al ways bein' faxed around the globe, from one hotspot to another, whenever
some muni or fabrik or werke or abe gets to feelin' a tad guilty and decides
they're gonna clean up a little piece of the big, big mess they've all nade



durin' the last filthy century.

Sone of these places ain't so bad, in terms of relaxin' when the job's
over for the day. When we were in Mlan, Italy, for instance, reamn' out
their toxic sewers where some asshol e way back in '86 dunped twenty tons of
assorted pollutants and contam nated the whole city's water supply, | was able
to do all kinds of cultural things, like visitin' churches, and seem The Last
Supper (considerably inproved, in ny opinion, since they sprayed the
restorative bugs on it, despite all the juicer critics sayin' it |ooked
digitally enhanced), and checkin' out the architecture of the Eye-tie
chi ckenhouses. (One was in a real palace, and some of the girls was supposed
to be real princesses. It was just possible, too, cuz | remenber that when
Monaco was forbsed-over and trunped-up, there was a whol e generation that had
to latch onto jobs real quick.)

O her times, you're gonna find yourself in the ass-end of nowhere, sone
god forsaken place that makes Robert Lee, Texas (ny birthplace), |look like New
Oleans at Mardi Gras. | have shivered at fifty below with no audi ence but
dunb greasy penguins, cleanin' up an Antarctic oil spill, and baked ny sandy
britches at one hundred plus, deconm ssioning a Mdeast CBWplant. And both
times there was nothin' to do after your shift except play flashcards, get
wi ped on needl estrengt h-one tropes, and spill atnosphere with your fell ow
gi psies. (Maybe sunma the talk m ght Iead to bunpin' uglies with one of your
fellow gips, if that's what fills your receptors, but |I try to stay away from
the gals that work in the sane line as nme, they all bein' as fanmliar and
excitin' as your elderly mustache-wearin' aunt or sone ol d-maid grade-schoo
trope doser.)

It's times like these that you tell spine-tinglin' kings and barkers
about all the shit you have seen. Tines when the renms was sleetin' around you
thi cker than fleas on a junkyard dog, knockin' your chronos |oopier than those
of a two-headed snake, and you were wasslin' a hot core. Tines when you were
standin' wai st-deep in sone stinkin' swanp full of PCB's and dirty antique
motor-oil and industrial solvents and God knows what-all, and you seen the
snout of a nutant Amazoni an 'gator barrelin' toward you faster'n the Oient
Express, and you barely had tine to raise up your force-multiplier for a
singl e bl ow before the 'gator was on you

But surprisin'ly enough, the net effect of all these after-hours horror
stories is not to discourage us gips, but rather to nake us feel special and

important. After all, who else has such a vital job as us? Cleanin' up this
poor abused planet is -- or should be -- society's nunber-one priority, after
all, and they ain't invented a robot yet that's smart enough or tough enough

to do what we do, or take the shit we endure. |Imagi ne some hunk of heuristics

pokin' its sensors into the hells we gotta enter, without fryin' its CCD s and
crispin' its boards. As for the splices, the union keeps themout. And as |ong
as we get our regular search-and-repair silicrobe shots, we ain't gonna suffer
any nore weird di seases or terry-tomas than your average New Yorker or

Nevadan.

Not that | do it mainly for glory or outa sonme sense of duty to humanity.
Shit, no. | don't think you'll find one greenpeacer out of every thousand
gipsies you talk to. | do it cuz the eft's damm good, and so are the bennies,
and you can retire after fifteen years. (My conpany, Dallas Detox, Inc., was
one of the first to pioneer that particular policy, and that's one of the
reasons |'mpurely proud to work for them Another's that they are one hunnerd
percent American, and there's not many conpanies |left that can make such a
claim 'specially since they fully phased the Union in ten years ago. Now, |
don't hold with them Sons of Dixie, or any of the other constitutionalist
groups, legal or underground, but there is sonething about being rul ed by
Canucks that just goes up ny crawa mle. And if | got to be ruled by them
| eastwise | don't have to work for them Yet.)

Anyway, it's a decent life, and sonmetinmes an excitin' one, even if, as |
said, it's no career for a nmarried man -- as Geral dine never tires of
rem ndin' ne.



But | ain't nmarried. And | never |listen to Geral di ne.

VWhen Stack came into the dorm wavin' the nmetanedi um printout that bore
the DDI logo in its upper corner (a pair of tweezers nippin' a double helix)
and smlin', we all knew we had gotten a good postin'. But we couldn'ta
guessed how good till the crewboss spoke.

"Parlianent has voted, boys and girls. The Slikslak is deadneat, and
DDI's gonna pick the corpse.”

Well, the roar of excitenent that greeted this announcement rattled the
bi opol yner panel s of the big Konfykwi k Kottage we were livin' in, there on the
shores of Lake Baikal in Greater Free Mngolia, which stagnant pisshole we had
finally finished de-acidifyin' and ecobal ancin' and revivifyin' and suchlike.
W were goin' home, stateside, back to the good old U S. of A (and I'lI
continue to call it that till my dyin' day, despite all laws to the contrary).
To actually get an assignnent back in civilization -- it was too good to be
true. No nore funny food or dark-skinned womren or comic jabber which you
couldn't understand without takin' a pill. It was hog heaven for a poor gipsy.

| was enptyin' mny |ocker and packin' my kit on my bunk when Geral di ne
sidled up to nme all innocent-like. | pretended not to notice her

"Lew," she said, in a voice as sweet as corn syrup on candi ed yans,
"Stack is making up the roomroster for Waxahachie. W are going to put up at
a local nmotel, and all the roons're doubles. | don't suppose..."

| 1 ooked up at Ceral dine then. She was wearin' earrings shaped |ike
bi ohazard signs, her brown hair was cropped shorter'n mne, with a | opsided
swat ch across her brow, her face was naked of nmakeup, save for silicrobe
tattoon butterflies at the corners of her lips, and she barely filled out her
size smal|l DDI-issue coverall. She reninded me of the kid sister |1'd never
had.

"Ceraldine, | do appreciate the offer or suggestion or proposition or
what ever you wanna call it. But if |I have told you once, |I've told you a
mllion tines. The chemistry is just not there. My probe don't match your
target. Look, | like nmy women big, busty, and dumb, and you are neither."

The tattoons a milli beneath Geraldine's skin fluttered their wings in
agitation as the tears |l eaked like Israeli root-drips fromher eyes.

“I -- 1 could be dunb for you, Lew, if that was what you really wanted.

There's new tropes for that, | heard. Dunbdown, MdreOn... As for the other
stuff, well, it'd cost me plenty, but I'd do it for you. Honest, | would--"

| slapped ny own forehead. "Holy shit, Geraldine, | ain't askin' you to
change, get that into your head right now. | was only outlinin', like, the
ki nd of wonman that junps ny gaps. Listen." | put an armreal uncle-Ilike around
her shoulder. "You're a helluva gipsy. | never seen anyone better at dredgin'
a bay or sprayin' a forest full of pear-thrips than you. | amproud to be your

partner on any job Stack gives us. But that's where it ends, you |latch?
Strictly a professional relationship.”

CGeral dine had turned the taps off by the time | finished ny speechifyin'.
She knuckl ed her eyes, then extended one hand. W shook

"Ckay," she said, sadder'n a preacher who's seen the collection cone up
enpty, "if that's the way you want it. It's better than nothing, | guess."

We | oosed our shake. "See you on the plane, Lew"

| went back to nmy packin'. Wat a mxed-up gal. | wondered why people had
to lose it when it canme to their enotions. Thank the Lord we at |east had
tropes and strobers nowadays to help. It was hard to i magi ne how it had been
just a few decades ago, before the bioboys understood all there was to know
about the brain. Not that you should cone to rely too rmuch on such aids, |
bel i eved. There was sonmething to be said for a natural life. Wy, |ook at ne,
for instance. Once | had taken all the mmenotropins prescribed in school and
| earned what | had to, did | keep on takin' 'enf? Nope, not ne. As ny daddy
al ways said, "Son, if we was nmeant to get our experience outa a pill, the Good
Lord woul da made 'em easier to swall ow. "

Bef ore that day was over, we were boardin' a DD suborb, all |aughin' and



jokin' at the thought of hittin' the streets of Dallas once again. W had
barely settled into the flight, however, when we were told to buckle up once
nore for the landin' and take our circadian-adjusters. That's the problemwth
t hese hour-1long junps: they don't give you no tinme to feel like you really
been travelin'. One minute your ass is in Mngolia, the next minute you're
hone. It does require sone nental gymastics.

We got hung up in Custons for a couple of hours -- longer'n the flight
itself. Turned out a couple of our gips had tried to make a little
extracurricular eft for thenselves by attenptin' to snuggle back Mongolian
bugs in their blood. Probably sone kind of ethnic-specific high that they
figured would sell well anobng the Dallas community of ex-pat Hong Kongers. The
Cust onms probes had unzi pped the nongenotype codes faster'n spit dryin' on a
griddle, and Stack had some fancy dancin' to do to get off with just a
bl oodwash, by claimn' our innocent |iddle boys was infected without their
know edge.

In the termnal we were crossin' the atriumwhen a squad of | M-
crick-cops bulled through, carryin' their chrono-cookers and packin'
spl at-pi stols, |ookin' mnmean as eighty-year-old virgins with |ibido-Iocks,
headi n' doubtl essly for sone Fourth-Wrld infection or infestation of sone
sort. W gave 'ema w de berth outa respect, as they are about the only ones
with a dirtier job than us gips. W got it relatively easy, dealin' with old
wel | - known hazards, while they get all the new and superdangerous shit.

Qut side DDl had a couple of Energenetix cowbellies with drivers waitin'
for us. Most of the folks clanbered right into the mnivans (I made a point of
gettin' in a different one from Geraldine), but Tino and Drifter -- the boys
who had gotten pinched by Custons -- had to take a piss real bad. Side effect
of the bl oodwash. They'd be |eakier'n a sharecropper's cabin in a hurricane
for the next day.

Stack called out, "Don't waste the biomass, boys."

Tino and Drifter grunbled, but they each opened up a fuel intake cap
unvel croed their flies, butted their groins up to the vans, and did their best
to top off the tanks.

Ref astenin' their coveralls, the two clinbed in rather sheepishly.
Tamarind, a bantam wei ght black gal sittin' next to ne, who al ways managed to
get off a great zinger with perfect tinmn', said, "Alot different than the
| ast sockets |I seen you boys plugging."

Everyone cut |oose with all the |aughter we'd been holdin' in, roarin',
and howin" fit to burst. Even Drifter and Tino eventually joined in the gipsy
camaraderie. Hell, we knew it could ve been any of us that'd got caught, and
we couldn't hold the wasted tine agai nst them Conme what may, us gi ps hang
tighter'n the plies of steelwood | aminated with barnacle-grip.

Thus enjoyin' ourselves in our |oose gipsy way, we notored south out of
the mass of gleamin', glassy Dallas towers, headin' toward our | atest
assi gnment .

Waxahachi e was about twenty-five mles south of the city, so we had
roughly a forty-mnute drive. (You can't push a cowbelly rmuch faster'n sixty
kph, especially when fully | oaded.) Some gips settled in for a nap, which
hel ps the circadian-adjusters kick in, but I was too excited to be back hone
to sleep, so | levered open a window and let the fam liar dusty scents of a
Texas sumer waft in while | watched the scenery | aze by.

We passed a small orchard of peachtrees at one point. The trees were ful
of splices harvesting the force-grown fruit. The human overseer lay in the
shade, collar-box by his side, within easy reach. To me the splices | ooked
about 50 percent chinp, 40 percent lemur, and 10 percent human. But | coul da
been off by a few percent either way.

"I sure do dislike those splices,’
| aws keepi ng t hem down. "

"Not to mention the collars and diet-leashes,"” | added. Then | got a
funny notion which | had to share. "Hey, Tam you ever feel weird about the
splices and your heritage and all? | nean, |ike maybe they hold the sane

said Tamarind. "Thank heavens we got



position now that your folks did, a couple of centuries ago?"

"Shit no. They aren't human, after all, are they? And that makes all the
difference.”
| could see her point. "Well, | guess in a way the splices nmake it

possi ble for an old redneck like me to be buddies with a gal of color I|ike
yoursel f and nostways not think twi ce about it."

Tam punched ne in the shoulder. "You got it, Lew"

Shortly after that, we pulled into the parking |lot of the notel Geral dine
had nentioned to nme back at Lake Baikal. There were a | ot of other DD

vehicles there, all with the tweezered helix on their sides, and, as | later
found out, some other gipsies were even bunkin' in the quarters that used to
house the Slikslak staff. |I figured this for one of the biggest deconstruction

jobs | had ever taken part in. Wth any luck, it'd last a good long tinme, so
could continue to enjoy the conforts of a real bed, good Anerican food, and
sweet Texas poontang, a juicy sanmple of which | was gonna make haste to lay ny
hands and stiff probe on as soon as possible.

In the notel |obby, Stack called our nanmes off a roster. "Shooter, you're

bunki ng with Benzene Bill in three-sixteen."
| swore. Benzene Bill -- so called for the tattoon of a spinning
snake-in-nouth Kekule ring he sported off his nassive right bicep -- was a

nmean- natured sunmbitch | had never gotten along with. Maybe | woul da been
better off with Geraldine, even if | had hadda fend off her constant feninine
advances.

I found Bill in the cromd, and we headed for our roomtogether in tense
si | ence.

Inside, Bill said, "Lissen, Sludgehead, if |I want to bring some nookie
back here, you'd better clear out on ny say-so, whether it's for the whole
ni ght or not."

| put ny kit down and calmy faced him "Bill, the facts is, you are as
ugly as an ape 'n' hornytoad splice, and no sleeve is gonna | ook tw ce at you,
| essen she's paid sone big eft, or she's maybe been dosed with a conbo of
ugl ybuster and | ubricine."

Bill grabbed the front of ny coverall. "Wy, you cocksucker--"

"Bill," | said all calmand gentle-like, "do you renmenber Marseilles?"

He snorted then, but he et me go right fast. Retreating to his bed, he
began unpacking his kit, and there was no nore said about ne clearin' out for
his inprobable ruttin'.

It's good to get the terns straight in any relationship right fromthe
start.

Well, the day was pretty shot by then, but we still had time for a tour
of the Slikslak itself, to get acquainted with the place we were gonna be
denol i shin'.

Everyone was ki nda di sappoi nted when we arrived at the old
Super conductin' Supercollider, which had had such a checkered, on-again,
of f-again history. Wasn't nuch of the SCSC aboveground. It was all buried
beneath the prairie, a ring of deep-cool ed magnets and beam bouncers and
particl e-chanbers sonme fifty mles in dianmeter, all contam nated by decades of
experimentation in a nice mld way that prom sed |ow rens. (I understand the
lunar facility that replaced the Slikslak is twice as big, and cost half as
much to build, what with the free vacuum and new superwre.)

VWen we got down bel ow, though, everyone's enthusiasm picked up. This job
was gonna be easy -- hardly any exotics aside fromliquid hydrogen -- and the
sheer size of the place nmeant it would take practically forever. \Wat a
sugartit assignnent!

Back at the notel, with dusk comin' down |like silk sheets in a Paris
hel msl ey, we found that DDI had | aid on a hunmongous Tex- Mex barbecue for our
first night. As |'ve said a hundred tines -- and not just when Stack was
around to overhear -- they are swell enployers with a lot of class. Snellin'

t he beefal oes and | eanpigs turnin' on their spits, holding a cold cheer-beer
in my hand, watchin' the stars poppin' out one by one |ike random pi xel s on



God' s anti que nonochrone display, listenin' to the joyful chatter of ny fell ow

gi ps, contenplatin' the easy job ahead of ne, | was as near to heaven as |
have ever been on this nostly sad ol' earth.
And that peaceful feelin', so pure and unnatural, | reckon now, is what

shoul d have alerted ne to nmy conmin' troubles.

It was the first weekend after we had started the Slikslak job, and we
gips were ready to party. Several days of bone-breakin' |abor, with nothin' to
do after hours except raster whatever gaudy gore'n'garters plasma-comthe
flatscreen was offerin' or play a hand of flashcards or metabolize sone
sanmogon at the di ngy Waxahachi e roadhouse known as Miustang Sally's (the |ady
owner wore a palomno's tail), had left us achin' for sonme rel ease

So a bunch of us -- ne, Geraldine, Tam Tino, Spud, Ceneva, |gE, even
Benzene Bill and sone others -- signed out a van and rmade the trip into
Dal | as, |ookin' for some Big Fun

I was drivin' and all ny actions felt effortless. W had all had a
t horough tonin'-up perforned on us by the conpany cell-scrubber, so all ny
wor kweek aches and pains were gone. My skin was as tingly as that of a pl aypet
from Hedoni cs Plus. Beyond the ultrapure single-crystal w ndshield, the speedy
nighttime scenery | ooked particularly hi-rez, with all the shadows dithered to
fractal depths. | was confident tonight would rack up some nmegadigits on the
Fun Readouts.

Once in Dallas, we headed straight for Deep Ellum the prine pleasure
district of the city. Parking the van and setting its defenses, we hit the
crowded sidewal ks, wal kin' with our kickass gipsy style, guys as if we had a
barrel between our legs, gals like they were slidin' along on a greased pol e
right at crotch height.

| tell you, it nmade me proud as the ten-year-old who knocked up the
nei ghbor hood wi dow to be stridin' through the city with ny fellow gips,
confident in our solidarity and fully aware of our so-ci-et-al inportance.

Deep Ellum was thronged with fol ks of every stripe and pedi gree enjoyin'
the fal se hal ogen day. There were splices runnin' errands for their owners.
There were preteeny peptide-poppers four or five cohorts down the genetic |line
frommy own, streamin' free 'n" wild with the nenbers of their sets and
posses, sportin' their fancy Action Potential clothes. There were gerrys and
gullas. There were NU cops carryin' flashlights and shockers to keep the peace

anongst the various factions, not to nention the local dirty-harrys. Al in
all, it was a highly stochastic and organi c scene.
Well, we began hittin' the bars around eight, exposin' our receptors to

various bands rangin' across the noise spectrum fromnultipolar nmusic to

ol d-fashi oned country-western picked out on a |one synthesizer, and neanwhile
not neglectin' to ingest all nmanner of delightful deliriants and insidious

i nt oxi cants.

Around midnight | seemed to cone back to nmyself as if ny consciousness
was a balloon on a tether light-years-long, which | had to oh-so-slowy ree
in.

"Where are we?" | said to Tino.

"I'n Parts Unknown."

| gathered that was the name of the bar where we sat. It was a snoky,
noi sy, jampacked troglo kind of place. On its raw stone walls hung neo- neon
signs that said stuff |ike REDRAW YOUR MAP2 and WHAT'S YOUR AMPERAGE? The
bartender was a sim an splice which hung by its tail froman aerial rail and
m xed drinks with four human hands.

Al of a sudden, like stormwaters through an arroyo, or the opening of
pet cocks on the feedline of a breeder-tank, | renenbered my urges of a few
days ago, to bury ny face in sone down-home Texas target. In an instant | was
hornier'n a kid's pet unicorn. | scoped out the dance floor, spottin'

Ceral di ne shakin' her skinny little butt with some | ocal dude. Then ny eyes
passed over her to alight on ny dreamgirl
She stood a good six feet tall, thanks to her hi-heels. Five-inch ivory



spi kes that grew out of the cal caneum of her tarsus bones, they were tipped
with gold caps. The rest of her feet were bare, with special hi-inpact soles
that | could see when she kicked toward the ceiling. She wore some Wnd Skin
neoprene tights, but nothin'" above the waist. Her tits were enornous, and
thanks to the inplanted cantilever lifts, projected out as firmand confident
as a CEO s handshake. She had had the refractive index of her aureoles altered
so that they were mirrors. On her cheeks were little patches of iridescent
fish-scales. | was willin' to bet a week's eft that her tongue was cat-raspy.
In short, she was just what the cell scrubber ordered.

| pranced out onto the dance floor, cocky as a dirty-harry carrying heavy
metal and a journal full of wres.

Her partner was a little south-of-the-border dude that | pegged right
fromthe start as a Brazilian. The Brazzes was heavy into Texas lately, ever
since The Doctor's Plot to assassinate the PM had caused such chaos in the
upper echel ons of the NU

| tapped the Brazz on the shoulder. "Hey, meninio, how s about lettin' nmne
cut in?"

The little sludgehead just ignored me. Hi s sleeve, though, seened to |like
the idea. She stropped her lower lip with her tongue, and I swore | could hear
t he sandpaper sound of it above the nusic. The Brazz's cockiness and his
sleeve's allure got nme so damm inflaned that | did something rash. | spun the
Brazz around and col dcocked himwith a right to the jaw Then |I grabbed his
sl eeve and tugged her toward the door. She didn't resist for more'n a milli.

Qutside in some shadows | backed her up against a wall and stuck ny
tongue hal fway down her throat. Then | took a handful of her crotch

| was like to die when | encountered a basket full of nale equipnent. |
di sengaged qui ckly fromthe kiss, but was too shocked to w thdraw ny hand.

"What's the matter, honey?" she said. "Looking for this?"

| felt everything squirmand withe beneath ny palmlike a hooked
crawfish, resultin' in a slow and stealthy envagi nati on and | abi ati on

Holy radwaste! |'d picked up a maff!

Last time | was stateside, maffs had hung out in their own clubs, and a
feller was nostly safe fromaccidentally hittin' on one. | guessed things had
changed since then

| backed off and trod on soneone's foot.

It was the little Brazz. | fell into an offensive posture, then stopped.

He was hol ding sonmething out to ne. His card. | felt sorta dunb, stil
maki n' deadly-like with ny hands, so |I relaxed and took it.

"Senhor," said the Brazz, "you will have the honor of neeting ne,

Fl aviano Diaz, in the local cockpit, daiqui a oito dias, or your carcass wl|l
grace the wi ndow of the I ocal enporio."

He bowed and left. That was when | |ooked at his card.

It said: Flaviano Diaz, Capoeira Instructor, Redbelt, First Degree.

| stood barefoot and barechested in the dusty yard behind the notel
sweatin' under a Saturday noontime sun hot as an epi sode of Siouxie Sexcrime.
What a hell of a way to be spendin' ny free tine, practicin' for an engagenent
that was |ike as not gonna result in nmy own bl oody death by evisceration. But
I had no one to bl ane except nmy own fool self, and as ny daddy al ways said,
"Son, there is no point in beatin' up on yourself if you can beat on soneone
el se." And that was what | fully intended to do, or die tryin'.

| lifted another five-pound bag of flour fromthe crateful | had borryed
fromthe comm ssary. | wal ked somewhat awkwardly over to the shade cast by the
scrawny pin oak that was the notel's sole foliage. Hangin' over a branch from
a rope was a sling of plastic netting, just at head-height. | took out the
enpty slashed flour bag that was inside the ripped net and substituted the
full one. Wien | wal ked off a few paces, | left a trail of white footprints
leadin' fromthe pile of flour on the ground.

Facin' the suspended flour sack, | went all cat-like, tryin" to will the
tensi on and doubt frommy body and mind. | nmoved in on the eneny, fakin' and



feintin', dippin' and glidin'". Wen | felt | had that dunb ol' flour sack
conpl etely befuddl ed, | pivoted and | aunched a high arcin' perfect kick at it.

Sunlight flashed off a crescent of glass as it razored through the bag
and nettin', spillin' flour like a cloud of construction silicrobes.

Sonmeone whistled behind ne. | turned. It was Benzene Bill

"I"'mglad you wasn't wearing those when we tangl ed before,"” he said.

Bill's words flashed ne back to Marseilles, when we had been involved in
the big Mediterranean cl eanup. He was new to the teamthen and seened to have
taken an instant dislikin' to ne, probably cuz I was the only one his size.
got sick of his endless hasslin' of ne and decided to settle things once and

for all. In the city, |I found an acadeny that taught savate, or "ler box
fransay," as they call it otherwise. Wth appropriate trope conditionin',

was soon qualified to kick the wings off a fly in flight. Shortly thereafter,
| put Bill down once and for all. Bill, being a |lazy bully, never upped the

stakes by goin' in for his own conditionin'.

Later, when we were stationed on the Thai-Kanpuchean border doin'
jungl e-bi one restoration at the site of sone old refugee canmps, | took the
chance to study a little at a nonastery, under the monks what taught Tha
ki ck- boxin'.

| had thought | possessed some pretty slick nmoves. But that was before
had seen the tapes of various capoeira nmasters.

Capoeira was Brazz hand and ki ck-boxin'. The noves had an African basis,
salted with Bahian tropico-funk. Sometinmes it | ooked al nost |ike innocent
dancin'. Until the capoerista rocketed his opponent with a heel upside the
j aw.

Me 'n' Flaviano Diaz in the cockpit was gonna be an interestin' match. |
hoped I would survive to appreciate it in ny old age.

Now | | ooked down at ny noddies that Bill was rasterin'.

My spurs.

| had visited the bodyshop the nmornin' after the ness at Parts Unknown,
reckonin' | had no tine to waste. The proprietor was a gerry who nusta been
born a good hundred years ago. | listened cl ose when he spoke, figurin' to
benefit from his experience.

"Believe me, | know these Brazilians. They share the Argentinian
fascination with the knife. Your man will chose a superalloy steel pair of
spurs, most likely the WIkinson or Glette. Those are fine spurs, but too
heavy. They invariably sl ow one down. Now these" -- he took down a slim case,

opened it, and revealed two transparent scimtars nestled on black velvet --
"are superior in every way. Bioglass by Corning. They hold just as sharp an
edge as superalloy, but are featherlight. Hard to focus on, too. MNoreover,
t hey provide superior bonding at the bone interface. W will grow the gl ass
right into your tibia."

The old man paused. "Ch, by the way, the law requires ne to rem nd you
that these are sold strictly for decorative purposes. Now, if you agree to

that condition, shall | begin the installation?"

VWhat could | say? | took "em | also let the guy talk ne into a pair of
musky scent-glands, located right at ny wist pulse-points. He said it would
make me feel nmore macho and attract nore wonen. | didn't have the heart to
tell himthat was how | had gotten into this jamin the first place.

Archin' ny soles, | jerked the spurs up and down a hair, showin' off for
Bill.

"Yeah, pretty neat," Bill agreed. "However, the outlaw line still has
Di az favored over you at three-to-two. | plan to nmake sone hefty eft off your
| oss, sucker." Bill started laughing. "See you in the pit tonight."

He left before | could contradict him But | wasn't sure if he wasn't
ri ght.

| was gettin' another flour bag set when Geral dine cane into the yard. |
pretended not to see her

"Lew," she said, "please, don't do it. You know DDI will protect you from
Diaz. There's no need to risk your life with sonmething illegal like this."



"You say sonethin', Ceral di ne?"

"Yes, | said sonething, you damm stubborn pig's asshole. | said don't
throw your life away for your stupid pride."
"Sorry, Geraldine, | can't rightly hear what you're sayin', for sone

reason or other."

"Ch, go to hell, you ignorant shitkicker!"

Flour filled the air as ny foot thunped back to the earth.

"When you see nme whippin' that spic's butt, CGeraldine, you will feel
di fferent about things."

She just glared at nme, then stormed away. At the door of the notel, she
stopped and yell ed out, "And those scent-glands make you snell |ike a wet ox!"

| quit practicin' after that. Wth supporters like Bill and Geral di ne,
the spirit had gone plunmb out of ne. Standin' one-footed and lifting my ankle
to ny knee, | used a bandana to wipe off first ny left spur, then ny right.

At suppertine | stoked up by eatin' a big steak, a pound of pasta, and a
whol e appl e pie, chased with a dose of Digestaid. By fight time ny stonmach
woul d be enmpty, and nmy body would have all that protein and carbs to burn.
Then | turned in for alittle nap, sleepin' surprisin' ly easy, considerin'
what | faced. Wen the al armwoke nme, | got up and showered. | put on ny
ostrich-skin boots, which | had had to slit up the back to acconodate the
spurs. Wth ny jeans tugged down over 'em they didn't | ook so bad. Then

wi t hout sayin' goodbye to anyone, | took a one-man fuel-cell utility vehicle
into the city to keep nmy appointnent. | didn't feel like travelin' with the
others. Let them show up on their own, if they were comin' at all, | figured,

after all the crap they had given ne.

The cockpit was located in an ol d warehouse in the Canmspanic barrio. The
abandoned | ook of the place was sonewhat belied by the quantity of cars parked
in the neighborhood. | added mne to the ranks and went inside.

There were rickety bleachers up to the shadowy rafters, and they were al
packed with a restive crowd jacked up on Sensalert. At their focus was an
ankl e- hi gh wooden ring about as big as a backyard swimrin' pool. It was filled
with sand. Two guys were rakin' some blood under, so | figured a match had
j ust ended.

I found the referee, a blonde wi th pinfeathers where her eyebrows shoul d
have been and told her who | was. In a minute she had rounded up Diaz from out
of the crowd and brought himover to me. Sure enough, | could see he had gone
for the WIKkinson bl ades.

"I amgratified to find you are a man of honor, Senhor."

"Honor, my pecker, I'mjust here for the satisfaction of thrashin' the
ass of a perverted little foreign nmaff |over."

"What ever the anatomical peculiarities of the |ady, Senhor, she was an
excel l ent dancer, and | will be happy to defend her character by |eaving you
expiring in the dirt fromwhich you arose.”

After this exchange of front-porch pleasantries we both stripped down on
the sidelines, while the ref fetched the Bl oodhound.

Diaz had a mdriff that coul da been carved outa chocol at e-col ored
granite. Despite his bein' three-quarters ny size, his upper-body nuscul ature

nearly matched mne. | prayed my |onger reach would count for sonethin'.
We peeled down to just our Kevlar crotchguards. | made Benzene Bill --
who had noved up to the front rowto gloat -- hold on to ny clothes and boots.

Not that | was gonna survive to wear 'em M balls felt 'bout as big as a
Hanster's.

The ref brought the Bl oodhound round. It came up to ne first, licked sone
of my sweat, then nipped the flesh between ny thumb and forefinger to draw
bl ood.

"Nuffin,” growl ed the augi e-doggie, after rolling the juices around on
its palate. Then it did the same for Diaz, who came up cl ean too.

"Ckay, gents, you're both operating under correct physionorms, wthout
enhancenents. Let's get this show on the road."

We entered the ring, and the crowd cut |oose with a barbaric roar that



nmusta resenbl ed what the spectators at the Colliseum sounded |i ke.

The ref spoke into her |apel mke. "Ckay, citizens and otherwi se, we have
a grudge match here. On nmy left is a visitor to Greater Dallas, Senhor
Fl avi ano Di az from sout h-of -t he-border way."

Diaz got a big round of applause, which was only natural considerin' the
ties here to his region.

"And on my right is a homeboy, originally from Robert Lee, Texas --

M ster Lew Shooter."

My appl ause matched Diaz's -- nmore or less. | scanned the audi ence and
t hought | spotted Geral di ne and some other gips. Then | yanked ny
concentration back to the cockpit.

"Al'l right, roosters, you both know the rules -- there are none. Except
of course that the winner gets to decide if the | oser receives nedica
treatment or not. Go to it, and may the best cock win."

The ref backed out in a hurry.

VWhen her foot left the ring, D az noved.

He tried a galopante first, a blow of the hand to ny ear to knock ny
bal ance out. | deflected it so that it glanced off ny tenple with stingin'
force. Then | drove two stiffened fingers into his sternum It was |ike pokin'
a plank. But |'ve pierced a few plys of steelwod before, and | knew he felt
it, though he barely showed it.

The crowd was screamin' for blood. As if to oblige, Diaz | aunched a

bencao, a forward kick. | watched as his foot seened to travel in slowno, its
slice of sharpened steel headin' straight for ny throat. At what seened |ike
the | ast possible nmonent, | dropped bel ow the bl ow. Restin' on one hand,

ki cked his single supportin' foot out fromunder him

But instead of hittin' the sand, Diaz converted his notion into an aus,
or cartwheel, finishin' up on his feet across the ring.

| closed with him figurin to soften himup with a few punches. W
traded blows to the torso and head for a few dizzy seconds, and | won't say
who took the worse punishnment. We clinched, then pushed apart.

Sonehow Di az had ended up with his back to me. This was it, | thought,
your first and last mistake, you little bastard. | got lined up to slice him
open when he turned.

But he didn't turn. Instead, arching his back, he flewinto a macao, or
nmonkey, shootin' hal fway across the ring.

Now | had ny back to him

| spun around.

Too | ate.

Before | knewit, |I felt two slices across ny upper thighs.

The fucker had opened up both ny fenoral arteries.

| wavered, then coll apsed onto my stomach, feelin' strength drain out
with nmy bl ood.

"Now," said Diaz, "I will keep ny pronise."

Hi s voice told me where he stood. Wth the Iast of nmy energy, | pulled a

nmul e.

Goin' into what amounted to a handstand, | hooked both ny spurs into his
gut. And ripped down, draggin' Diaz to the sand and spillin' his innards onto
t he bl oody sand.

"Any farmnmboy knows not to fuck with a nmule, asshole,” | managed to say,
then bl acked out, wonderin' as | did what kind of nedical attention two |osers
woul d get.

I rmusta been out only thirty seconds or so when the dirty-harrys showed
up.

(I later learned that Diaz had diplomatic i mmunity, and the authorities
were worried about himcomn' up zero-sign and causin' a scandal. That was the
only reason they'd crashed the usual Saturday night frolics, admttedly a
little late.)

Well, they bl ew down the doors and di spersed a cover of Fear-o-Man and
VWhamer Jammer to handl e any resistance. The folks in the crowmd who wasn't



puki n'* were shriekin' and clanorin' like a buncha Grl Scouts who had wandered
into a nudist canp, while ne 'n' Diaz lay bleedin' to death. (Flat on the
floor, | escaped nost of the aerosols.)

Then | bl acked out again.

Next time | came to, ny head was in Geraldine' s |ap.

CGeral dine was cryin'. Mista been the cop-gas, | guess.
Through her tears, she said, "Don't worry, don't worry, don't worry, Lew,
| had a nedikit, | brought it with ne just for you, | patched you up."

| tried to lift ny hand up to feel ny thighs, but couldn't. Geraldine
grabbed my paw and brought it up to her face. Then, unconsciously or not, she
started rubbin' nmy scented wist up and down the side of her neck

"You'll be all right, Lew, I'll post your bail and visit you in the
hospital. You'll see."

I found ny voice deep down in sone | onesone cavern of nyself. "I -- |
aint listenin' to you, Geraldine," |I croaked like a bullfrog flattened by a
semi .

"Yes you are, Lew. Ch yes you are."

Bl G EATER

First published in Interzone, June 1995.

This is the story of how | saved Chicago froma Second Fl ood, stopped ny
sister fromgoing totally Buggy, and earned a pronotion right out of the
lite-servo class to al pha-synbland, all in the same day.

Wth a little help fromBig Eater, of course

That fateful nmorning started |ike any other

The wordbird woke me at seven out of my heaven. Not at all synthetic,
just the old deltawave-syncretic. Rem menories hazed ny gaze. Just like a

screancurse, | seemed stuck in nmy dreanverse. Though it wasn't so bad, naybe
even triple gonad. Sonething about drifting forever down a river of feathers.
On ny back, | was catching up on ny slack. Coasting along just hummi ng a song.

M ghty nice change fromny strife-life brain-drain. Wich the nerdbird was
still harp-harp hoppi ng on

"Time to get up, time to get up! Now seven-oh-one-oh-three! You'll be
late for work, Corby! Tine to get up!"

The sweet dream had fled, so shaking ny head, | clinmbed out of bed. It
reverted to a couch al nmost before | coul d uncrouch

"Ckay, okay! Shut your trap, |I'mdone with my nap."

The wordbird closed its beak right in mdsqueak

| could tell fromthe rhymes that ran through ny skull that it was way
past time for me to get well. So the first bore-chore | attended to was to
rip-strip ny old Kabi Pharm | atch-patch off and slap a fresh one on behind ny
ear. The sensitive sensor, so as not to of fend, changed to rich cocoa brown,
nmy own ski n- bl end.

As the tropes perfused, | asked for the news.

The Togai Magi ¢ endoplants in the wordbird reacted to my voi ce-choice. The
big bright parrot on its perch, interrupted in mdpreen, began to recite the
CNN audi o feed comi ng through the nultiplex tether that also fixed it to its
per ch.

"Yesterday Mayor Jordan | aunched a week-1ong cel ebration of his eightieth
birthday by officially opening the new Joliet station on the extension of the
Chi - Mon DASA mag-natrain line. Attending the cerenonies were the North
American prime mnister, the director of the Great Lakes Bioregi on, severa
Wrld Bank officials, and many of the mayor's old teammates. Al were present
at an exclusive party later that night, featuring entertai nment by a host of
t he nost uptaking stars from Boll ywood to Tai kong, including the Newsy Fl oozy,
Jonny Kwesti, and Wibbo the Whal e.

"A spokesdenon for the Transgenic Oversight Commttee has issued a
war ni ng that the notorious rogue splice known as Krazy Kat is suspected to



have infiltrated the G.B. Al franches are asked to report any suspi ci ous
sightings to their commensal buzzworns or to patrolling TAC TCOCs.

"An Anti-Em denonstration in front of the Board of Trade erupted in
violence late in the afternoon. The familiar chant of 'No npds, no mixes!'
soon changed to shouts of 'Burn the niscegenators!' Authorities declared an
energency risk bubble of ninety naders intensity covering three square bl ocks
for a duration of thirty m nutes plus-mnus and di spersed clouds of Riotnip
and I nconti barf.

"On financial fronts, the Hang Seng I ndex registered a day of heavy
trading, reflecting the turnoil on the Prague exchange. Dalal Street responded
by..."

"Softer," | ordered the bird, and the parrot voice of the Central Nerve
Net dipped in audibility to a | ow reassuring mnurmur.

A wordbird is a primitive, limted way to interface with CNN, | know, but
it was all | was permitted by my altered bioparms. The same incident that had

left ny neurocircuits a bit scranbled and prone to rhynme-tines nmade it
i npossible for nme to experience virtuality or even plain three-dee anynore.

You see, | was one of the H phop Heads.

Not many peopl e renenbered the incident. | nean, so rmuch happened
nowadays, and things changed so fast. What with the Tenp-Trop War and the G ey
Goo Booboo intervening -- Well, it's not surprising lots of |esser scandals
and yocto-nm nute wonders were forgotten. After all, the whole affair happened
over ten years ago. Though it did affect three mllion plus-mnus people. But
scattered across the whole North American Union, the victins were only about 4
percent of the popul ati on. Anyway, what happened was this.

Sone three million percipients were tuned into Virtual Misic
Transm ssion's hal f-hour show known as "Rap Kl assi x" when VMI experienced an
act of sabotage. (As | recall, the individual or group responsible was never

positively identified; suspects ranged fromthe Sons of Dixie to the Linbo
Cannons.) In an instant, before any of the perks knew what was happeni ng or
coul d di sengage, VMI's baud rate was tripled, safety overrides were disabl ed,
and new tenpl ates were |laid over the standard transm ssion

The add-on routines consisted of an illegal copy of Mcroprose's Hardcore
Reform which was normally |icensed only to governnment and genbaitch pena
institutions.

The intruder nmaster software did its job. Locking out the volition
centers of the perks, taking as its text the innocent raps, Hardcore Reform
reamed new neural pathways in three mllion brains, establishing the
fifty-year-old raps as dom nant behavi or paradi gns.

By the time the authorities shut VMI down, three mllion people had had
their brains rewired

At age thirteen, innocent cheb still living with his nomand sis in the
gecekondu projex, | was one of them
Well, to make a hairy narry |l ess scary, the trope dosers and ntcoys

eventual ly fixed nost of the neural damage the terrorists had wought. Except
for one mnor tic.

Al'l us perks who got our brains skewfried/ Wuld carry inside till the
day we true-died/ A distributed web of spurting nerve gaps/ That nade us want to
rhyme out our urb raps.

The best that the big labs |i ke Novo Nordi sk and Cantab and NeosePharm
could do was batch up a trope that alleviated the synptoms. A daily dose of
poemasones kept the Tourette-like syndrone nostly in check. Except during
times of stress, or often just upon waking, or if | ingested any other really
radi cal tropes, | was pretty nuch normal in nmy speech and thought patterns.

Naturally there were |awsuits and, eventually, damages awarded. Each
victimagot ten thousand NU doll ars.

| gave half to nmy mom |'msorry to say that she nulled the whol e bal ance
on a single trip to the tribal casinos at Second Mesa, w thout even enough
left for the side excursion to the Grand Canyon by LED zep that she had al ways
wanted to take. | gave a thousand to ny sister, Charmaine, and we all know how



she spent hers. As for me, | was determ ned not to waste ny share.

Al t hough before the incident | hadn't really devoted rmuch thought to
getting out of the projex, afterwards | was really determined to nake a life
for nyself, having seen the trouble that could cone fromlying around all day
on the prole-dole just inhabiting virtuality. So | daleyed a nminor city
official and got ny name illegally posted to the list of lottery-chosen
prospects for CivServ jobs. Wth the remainder of the eft, | |atched the bl ack
meds that allowed ne to pass the aptitude test with a | ow grade. (I would have
scored higher, but under the stress ny essay cane out rhyned, and they took
of f points.) Conbined with nmy official disability status, the score got nme ny
first-ever and still current job: hunble Eater Feeder under the boss of our
corps, Cengiz Ozturk.

VWho was going to be mighty pissed this norning if | was |ate again.

So | poured Pioneer plantm |k over a bowl of Stressgen Supercereal and
slurped it down. | slipped into ny blue and gold G vServ W ndskin uniform and
was al nbost out the door of ny fission-cee when a personal nmessage with a high
priority code got past ny filters and loudly interrupted the barely audible
CN\N f eed.

"Corby," squawked the parrot, "this is your nmother! |I'mcalling from
hone! Get over here right away, it's your sister!™

Before | could argue back that |I'd be late for work if | did what she
want ed and coul dn't she handl e things herself, Mom had cut the connection
| eaving nme with no choice except to junp my runp to her baw -call

| kicked a chair and started to swear, then | bolted down the stairs.

On the intranetro train | cudgled ny brain. What could have gone am ss
with Sis?

Bef ore you could count fromtwo to six, there | was at the gecekondu
pr oj ex.

The projex had been old when | was a tad; now they | ooked ancienter than
Adami s NAD. Unsmart buildings |ined dingy streets; hustling nonfranches
littered the plazas of grocrete. Each had a scamor a story to tell; a tale of
woe or something to sell. Miutawins and hojats were on stroll-patrol
encountering vexy derision frombabydolls with sexy sincisions. The scene was
total jhuggi jopri, and all ny troubled past flooded back on nme. But | held ny
head hi gh and wal ked on by. In blue and gold, now adult-old, |I strode past the
various hawkers proud and tall, showing them| didn't belong here at all

Hoping | could control nmy rhynes if only | thought about neutral tines, |
renenbered the history of the projex.

Way back in the teens, during the Last Jihad, just after the Fall of
I stanbul, the I M began allotting refugees to various countries, cities, and
bi oregi ons. Chi cago had gotten nostly Turks and a smattering of Crobanians,
who had all been forcibly funnelled into the hastily constructed projex.

One of these flee-gees had been ny dad.

Dad had fallen in love with a local girl naned Chita Garvey -- ny nom of
course -- who happened then to be a very xinggan Cubaitian sone sixteen years
old. Dad's relatives weren't too uptaking about the eventual nulticult
marri age, which was soon followed by the birth of a son, then a daughter

One day when | was eight and Sis was just born, Dad and a hardline cousin
naned Zeki got into a serious argunent about how Dad had betrayed his
heritage. Zeki clainmed Dad had been verraten und verkauft. Wrds escal ated
into blows, and that's when cruel cuz put the boot in.

Qut of his pocket, Zeki whipped a mlitary nodel neural shunt (Snowy
surplus from QOperation Rock the Casbah) and slapped it on Dad's neck. Quickly
burrow ng spi neward, the boot grabbed control of Dad's notor inpulses and
literally forced Dad to choke hinself to true-death.

Ever since | had kind of been the nman of the house.

VWi ch was why Momwas turning to nme now, even though | no longer |ived
with her and Sis.

As | clinbed the worn steps of famliar old Building Nine (referred to
croak jokingly by its residents as the Gol den Horn), the slow shadow of a



| aser entrained dirigible passed over me, and | sadly recalled Mns

| ong- unsati sfi ed noonbeam dream of visiting the Grand Canyon in person. It
seened |ike everyday strife-life just had a way of mnd-grinding a person

ri ght down. Look how nuch eft and trouble |I had gone through just to land this
cysting lite-servo job, and how events |ike today's kept conspiring to put me
in danger of losing it.

If only, I thought as | rode the snelly elevator upwards (the car was
liberally bespotted with the gl andul ar signatures of rival tribes and zokus),
if only I could do sonething really uptaking to show everyone what | was
capabl e of . Maybe then |I could get sone real security in ny life...

Little did I know then the fate-date the near future had in store for ne.

On the forty-fourth floor | came to the fanmily door. | could hear Mom and
Charnmai ne yelling right through the macronol ecule walls, so | didn't bother
knocki ng but just pal ned the sweat-vetter gene-screener and stepped right in.

A burst of overdue deja vu hit me. Nothing had changed in the year since
| had noved on, and that neant nothing had changed since tine began. My
chil dhood Build-a-Cell kit still sat on a shelf. The aging Philips virtuality
rig still sported spots of dunbpaint froman attenpt at redecoration three
years ago. The forever-dying orchidenia plant still clung to life.

Mom had her back to nme, bl ocking sight of Charmaine. When Momturned and
stepped aside, | could see what had nade her roughride and chide so snide.

Charmai ne had added feelers to go along with her old fam liar antennae.
And a row of itchy, twi tchy buglegs running down each side of her torso. Her
cl ot hi ng had been grommetted to acconodate the new nmenbers.

"Ch, no, Charm" | said. "I thought you had given up on the Roaches?..

My sister had a perez-pretty face, despite the wi spy, feathery, living
pr ot eogl ycan antenna-rods projecting out a good neter from her forehead,

i ridescent black. But now, messed up with grief, anger, fear, and tears, her
face | ooked really bug-ugly.

"Il never give up on the Roaches! | was just waiting to add nore nods
until 1 got enough eft!™

Mom burst in. "Tell your brother how you got two thousand NU-dol |l ars! Go
ahead, tell him"

Charmai ne straightened up defiantly. "Just like you, Ma. | won it at the
cats."

Mom gl ared at me for support. "You heard her. She stole her own nother's
stake for the track -- my one little luxury -- and bet it all on one race.
She, jeune fille estupida, who couldn't tell a cheetah froman ocelot!"

"I won, didn't I? And | paid you back double."

"But | ook how you spent the rest! Miutilating your beautiful body |ike
that!"

"I't's my thorax, and 1'll do what | want with it! Besides, you're one to
talk! You ain't hardly no Mss Baseline Betty yoursel f!"

| realized that there was something different about Mom that hadn't
registered in the confusion till now She had had her chocol ate conpl exi on
spotted-dotted Iike one of the racing cats she Ioved. And translucent feline
whi skers bristled around her kisser.

"Pah! My little vanity is like ny nenere's ol d-fashi oned eyeshadow
conpared to your craziness. And besides, the belle gato is a manmal |ike us.
But roaches--"

That was the match to Charmaine's fuse.

"Go ahead!" she exploded. "Say it! Roaches are bugs! Well, you're not
insulting ne by saying that. Bugs are glorious! They're not our inferiors,

they're our superiors! Bugs were here |ong before manmal s, and they' Il be here
long after we kill ourselves off! I'mproud to be a Roach! And as soon as |
get some nore noney, |'mgonna get a full carapace! Neurocrine and Berlex are

in a price war, and shells're getting cheap as prostagl andi ns! Wevil has one,
and it's beautiful!"

Mom wai | ed. "Ai -yi-yi! Danballah, Erzulie, and Jesus save nme fromthis
di srespectful girl!"



Al of a sudden, my legs felt like puddin'. | had heard this whol e
argunent a hundred tinmes before. Their life was on replay, mine was on del ay.
How | ong was | going to be trapped while these two yapped? Didn't they see
had my own probs that nmade nmy head throb? | was trying to nmake sonet hi ng of
nmysel f after a bad start, but these two fighting were ripping out ny heart.

| sat down all dreary-weary in a chair, and nmy eyes fell on a fishbow
tabl et opped near there. In it swamfour flaking trilobites. The sight of the
watery w gglers rem nded nme of nmy job, and I shot to ny feet.

"Listen, you're not going to solve anything by yelling at each ot her
That's no way to act for a daughter and nother. M, you and Charrai ne both
need to get your fingers off the hot buttons. Wat's done is done and shoul d

be forgotten.” | had a sudden inspiration. "lI'mgoing to take Charmaine to
work with me. We can tal k about things and see what we see. |'Il bring her
back tonight, and we'll all have a neal together."

Mom sm | ed. "You were always such a good boy, Corby. | knew | could count
on you to talk some sense into | a cucaracha here."

Charmai ne stiffened. "Ma, |'mwarning you--"

| grabbed Charnmaine by the el bow, brushing one of her new abdoni nal | egs,
which jerked reflexively. | hustled her out the door.

“I'"1l make your favorite, Corby," Momcalled out down the hall. "Gilled

manmot h st eaks!"

We were on the train headi ng crosstown before Charmaine would talk to ne.

"Mammot h st eaks! " she huffed. "I'mlucky if she nukes me a | upinovine
chop! "

| felt nyself relax a little, the annoying rhynes retreating into sone
unprobed | obe. At |east Charmaine wasn't going to stick to her sullen silence.
Maybe there was a chance to straighten things out.

"You've got to let up on Ma, Charm You know she's not exactly the
donestic type. And life's been hard for her since Dad died. You shouldn't
bl ock her receptors about her ganbling, for instance. It's really the one
pl easure she's got these days."

Charmai ne stiffened, and her new abdoni nal additions began to wave |ike
the I egs of a stepped-on roach. It seened she didn't quite have full contro
of them yet.

"What about ne? Ain't | nothing to give her sone pleasure? Wiy can't she
take some interest in ne and nmy life, huh? She's always praising you to the

skies. But me -- all | get is her gleet and pus."
"Charm there's no need to nasty. Look, Ma likes nme better because
somehow, | think, | rem nd her of Dad. And she's proud of me because | got out

of the projex. Not that this job is anything nmuch, believe me. As for why she
keeps catal yzing your |eukotrines, it's--"

"I know, | know, it's the Roaches. Well, | got news for you and Ma. | am
not a larva any nore, I'man adult. And ny mnd is made up. The Roaches are
the best thing that ever happened to nme. Once a Roach, always a Roach. And
pretty soon, |I'mgonna be a Roach all the way! And it won't be any too soon
Because bi g things are gonna happen any day now, and the Roaches--"

Char mai ne st opped hersel f.

"What ? What ki nd of sneaky-freaky things are the Roaches up to?"

Fol ding all eight of her arms -- two baseline and six add-ons -- across
her body, Charmaine clamed up, and nothing | said would get her to revea
anyt hi ng further.

VWen the train pulled into our stop, we got in line to get off and found
oursel ves behind a Visible Man. The fright-sight of all his working viscera
t hrough his transparent gut-bucket made nme want to hurl ny cereal

VWhat a mayday payday this was turning out to be!

Aboveground, we stood for a zepto on the tree-green | akeshore. A tart
breeze flustered our hair. Sunlight played on the clean waters of Lake Mtch
Not far fromthe transit stop | ooned the headquarters of the Eater Corps, a
subdi vi sion of the GLB Authority. Toward this, Charmand | rmade our way down
paul owni a shady pedpat hs.



EC HQ used to be the Shedd Aquarium back in the |last century. But I|ike
all old-time zoos and such, with the advent of splices the Shedd had quickly
gone out of business. Wth transgenics of all types -- nmany of them nore
exotic than anything nature had ever produced -- visible and touchable (even,
in the case of a Hedonics Plus product, beddable), to be found in street,
hone, and store, public interest in seeing dull caged speci nens had nulled
out. All the retro exhibitors had quickly sold their stock as raw | ab materi al
and folded. And as far as a zoo's utility as a repository of endangered
species went -- well, the G eat Restockings had ended that use.

But this old-time tourist diz still retained some connection to animals,
which | frequently had cause to think on.

At the door | nmet up with one of ny proxies and fell ow Eater Feeders,
Shar py, who seened in a bit of a flushed rush

"How s QOzzie this worn norn?" | asked a bit nervously.

Sharpy's face was a mass of |ong drooping folds and corrugated wi nkl es,
i ke his doggi e nanesake. Even when happy, he | ooked doony-gl oony. And as now,
when actual |y preoccupl exed, he could make a technogoth resenbl e a ganeshow
vannawhi te on Pol | yannam de

"The Khan has nme scared. He's just not his old apoptositic self. He's
given all of us the day off to attend an official blyfest over in the Loop
Sone kind of sensitivity training in howto deal with Anti-Em denonstraters.
Now | ask you, would the Khan we know and detest shed a yocto-tear about the
feelings of some friggin' rifkins?"

I nexplicable as Ozzie's actions were, they seened good news for a change.
At last on this crazy day, something was finally going my way, and | felt
zetta okay. Until Sharpy's next words.

"Except you. He's been asking everyone if they've seen you yet. Seens he
has a special chore just for Cadet Corby."

"M ghty Qgun! Now ny ass is grass, no sass!”

"Not necessarily. Renenber, | told you, he's not acting like the old
Khan. Maybe he'll go easy on you. But you'd better get in there soon."

"Ri ght. Thanks for the warning, Sharp."

"No skin off my dewl aps. Hey, who's the Love Bug? Want to spend the day
with ne, Cricket?"

During our conversation, Charnmaine had stood in bored silence, wggling
her new I egs in a progranmed sequence to gain greater control over them (
hoped she was renenbering to take her cecropins.) But now she bristled at
Shar py' s remarks.

"Eat pyrethrum chordate!"

"Charmai ne, please. She's ny little sister, Sharp, and she's not in a

good mood today. | apol ogize for her."
"No mammal has to apol ogi ze for a Roach!"
"Put it in a vacuole, Charm Listen, Sharpy -- I'll see you later. |'d

better go take nmy bitter meds fromthe head."
| haul ed Charmaine along to the office of Cengiz Ozturk.

In the anteroom | pushed Charnai ne down onto the Bi ospherics
sl ouch-couch. "Stay here. W haven't finished tal king about the probs of our
little germine yet. I'lIl only be a zepto -- | hope.™

"What am | gonna do while | wait?"

"I don't care if you count your hairs. Raster some vid, you selfish kid.
Can't you tell I'mgonna catch hell?"

This rough talk -- which her |oving brother never used toward her --
seened to waken Charmaine to the variety of ny anxiety, and she sulkily picked
up a pair of retinal painters provided for waiters.

"Adivetti Eye Blasters," she sarcastically intoned. "These are shit."

The expression on nmy face caused Charnai ne to shut up and don the
gl asses.

| entered the zig-zaggy light-trap to Ozturk's inner sanctum

Cengi z Ozturk was a veteran of the Last Jihad. An officer of the secul ar
Tur ki sh governnent, he had been anong the | ast evacuees from | stanbul during



its seige by the Jihad' s shahada-sicarios and consequently had caught the
worst of their assault, taking a hit froma bizarre new weapon

There used to be a basal disease called xeroderna pignmentosum Those who
had it were so sensitive to sunlight that an average day in the pre-ozone-hole
sun woul d gi ve them cancers and ot her cyto-mal functi ons.

Ozturk had been hit with a designer infective agent based on this retro
di sease. Now it lurked ineradicable in his sona.

A few photons at the frequency of visible light inpinging on his skin
today woul d be enough to trip a cascade of death-agonists throughout his body,
resulting in a yotta-painful death.

He had been ned-evacked in a light-tight honeopod and installed in an
nul | photon underground facility, where bonestretchers and cellsnelters could
i nvestigate his condition. But in the end all that could be done for himwas
to adapt his vision to infrared and find himan al pha-synbl and desk j ob.

VWi ch had turned out to be director of the Eater Corps, ny boss. And
needl ess to say, this whole experience had left hima | ess-than-cheerful sort.

As | felt nmy way down the last zag, | braced nyself for the Dow Hughes
shrink wap that was the final safety barrier between Ozturk and the world.

| met the bedsheet of pliable filmface on and pressed ahead. | really
hated this. The sem organic filmwapped itself around me fromhead to toe,
seal i ng shut, pinching off behind, nmore drawn fromthe di spenser and ready for
the next entrant. Mouth- and nose-hol es opened of their own accord. My usel ess
eyes remai ned hooded.

Now | was no danger. Had | been carrying a weapon, | couldn't have
reached it beneath the wap. Even if | had a flashlight in hand, ready to
fire, the filmwould have frustrated it by invading the mechani sm or
reflexively inmobilizing my twitchy trigger finger. Sure, there were sophisto
ways around the wap, but who really wanted to snmoke an old soldier |ike
Ozt urk anyhow? The extra security was just paranoia and status-flash on his
part.

| stopped just inside the door. "Uh, Captain Ozturk? It's nme, Cadet

Corby...."

The roomwas flooded with |owfreak illumnating rads, and | could al nost
feel Ozturk sizing me up with his altered eyes as | stood here blind. What |
put up with for this job! But it was still better than the projex -- or so
told mysel f.

At | ast Ozturk spoke. Hi s voice sounded funny, mechanical al nost, and
could see what Sharpy had neant about his not being his old self.

"Cadet, | need your to help conduct a snmall experinent. You are aware
that the terrorist splice known as Krazy Kat has been reported in the
vicinity?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, I'"'mvery concerned that he not subvert our Eaters. Accordingly,
|'"ve redesigned their dietary leash. I'd like to run a field trial before

swi tching over entirely, however. Make sure the NOAEL is as simulated. Please
take this sanple and feed it to the R vermouth Col ony."

| extended ny hand slowy, so as not to trip the wap's freeze-reaction
Into ny outstretched pal mwas pl aced a packet.

"Do you wi sh to datagl ove the | eash's new nol ecul ar structure?" Ozturk

asked.

"I"'msorry, sir, I can't use datagloves. It's my disability--"

A strange satisfied tone crept in Ozturk's voice. "Ch, of course, |
shoul d have renenbered. Very well, Cadet, that will be all."

| held ny breath, waiting for some reprimand about being late. But it
never cane. | had the inpression, in fact, that | now stood al one, Ozturk
havi ng di sappeared into his attached living quarters. | didn't wait to get

ki ssed or dissed, but figured |I was di sm ssed.

M dway through the light-trap, | was freed by a nmist fromthe
shrink-wap. Gathering up Charmaine -- who of course had to conplain | was
interrupting her S&M vid of "Hot Purple Pain" -- | signed out a Skoda Skooter



and a Taligent pogetpal and got ready to carry out my assignment.

Ri di ng north through city streets, Charmai ne behind nme on the
saddl e-seat, her pinchy insectlegs digging into ny ribs as she hugged ne, |
pondered why Captain Ozturk had chosen nme for this mission -- it bugged ne.
Was it a prelude to promotion, a mark of ny devotion? O just sheer chance, no
cause for flights of romance?

VWhen no answer cane clear, | pushed the question to the rear and notored
on.

Soon we arrived at the point on the shore opposite the Ri vermouth Col ony,
roughly six blocks south of Cak Street Beach, where |ucky franches basked in
the heat.

Charmaine and | stood on the low grocrete jetty painted with the EC

insignia and reserved for official use -- vehicle nmoorings and Eater feedings
and such -- and | pointed out the Eater habitat to her, sone half-klick
of f shore

Shadi ng her eyes agai nst the | ake-sparkle, Charmaine said, "Ww, that's
bi g! You know, | never bothered to cone |ook at this before. Kinda Iike a New
Yor ker never visiting Television City. Is it nade out of -- rocks?"

"Stones, mud, trees, driftwood, old car parts -- whatever the Eaters can

scavenge fromthe | ake. They're master builders."
There was a note of pride in nmy voice that was there by choice. After al

t hese years of working with the Eaters, | had become one of their
virtue-repeaters. The splices were honest, hunble, and dutiful. And despite
naysayers, | even believed they were beautiful

And to think that without a terrorist act, the Eaters would be fiction
not fact!

Twenty years ago, the first designer-waterweed invasion of the GB had
occurred. The initial invader had been a nodified Canadi an pondweed, El odea
canadensi s, introduced into the St. Lawence Seaway. Its repro-rate was
| ow- mag conpared to what followed: El odea took a whole week to double its
initial biomass. Well, the G.B eradicated by |o-tech smart-chem neans the
i nfestation of pondweed, only to find itself attacked by an even fiercer
mlfoil-alligator weed cultivar. They zapped that too, but it was just the
edge of the wedge.

For next came the infamous water-hyacinth/kari ba-weed splice.

Wthin days the entire GLB was decl ared a disaster zone of plus-m nus one
ki | onader.

Now, a youngster like Sis, who hadn't even been born at the tinme of the
di saster, night wonder just how much trouble a little nontoxic flowering
aquatic plant could cause. Based on the training materials 1'd seen, and ny
own toddl er-nenory of being taken to | ook at the enornous floating mats of
vegetation, |1'd say the trouble was yotta-nasty.

The hykariba (as it cane to be called) doubled its numbers every two
days, individual plants breaking off fromtheir clonal parents and drifting
off to colonize virgin territory. Coal escing in enormous floating rafts two
meters thick in sone places, the hykariba soon bl anketed the entire GLB. The
pl ants i npeded shi pping, clogged the intake pipes of industrial and
drinki ng-water plants, and contributed to flooding by displacing waternmass. As
the ol dest of the shortlife plants began to decay, they used up avail able
oxygen, axphyxiating fish and phytopl ankton. The stench fromthe big finny
kills was incredible. As a last insult-result, the mats were excel | ent
br eedi ng grounds for nosquitos.

It took biorenediation forces fromacross the whole Union to null the
i nvader. Before they succeeded, the genetically identical nass of plants grew
to formthe largest single organismin the history of the world.

One of the weapons in the fight had been the Eaters.

Hastily but deftly norrowed out of nutria, nanatee, and, of course, hunman
germines (which is what always got the rifkins so upset), the hykariba-hungry
Eaters -- otherw se known as mantrias, nutratees, or coypu-cows -- were
i ntroduced into the devastated ecosystem as fast as they could be turned out



by Invitrogen and Prizm Biocine and Catal yti ca.

Once the crisis was over the Eaters remamined, first line in the GLB' s
def ense against future intruders. They patrolled and roamed in the waters they
call ed hone. Restrained by diet |eashes, they always returned to their
beaches. Where they were net by a Feeder such as yours truly, who panpered his
charges with appl ause unduly.

"How do you get themto cone?" Charnmai ne asked with what | hoped was
unf ei gned interest.

"Like this."

| took the pogetpal out and tapped in ny private code. Then | stuck the
unit underwater, where it began to broadcast its ultrasonic call

Wthin mnutes, the first Eater arrived.

Big Eater.

Head of the colony, Big Eater was |larger by half than any other nutratee
and twice as smart. Befitting his |eader's rank, the head bull was the only
one in the colony who had the speech feach

Gushing up out of the water like a furry brown torpedo, Big Eater sprayed
us in his usual greeting, and Charmai ne squealed. Gipping the jetty with his
crafty paws, he left the bulk of his body still underwater. Rivulets ran from
hi s coypu-cow nmuzzle, off ears and jow s that were part of his special
gene-puzzl e.

Big Eater sniled. "Cor-by. How are you?"

| tousled the sleek oily fur. "Doing okay, Big Guy. How s the m ssus and
all the little calves?"

"The she is good. The little ones are good. W eat. W watch for bad
things. W sleep. We build. Life is full."

"Great, great, I'mglad to hear it."

Char mai ne squatted down beside ne. "Can -- can | pet himtoo?"

"Sure. Big @Quy, this is ny sister, Charmaine."

"Char - nmai ne, hel-lo."

| watched Sis instinctively scratch Big Eater's favorite spot, right
behi nd his ears. She seened to have reverted to her innocent chrono-years.
"Oooo, he's a real teddy-weddy, yes he is...."

Unable to resist a prod, | said, "I thought you Roaches weren't keen on
manmmal s. ... "

Charmaine instantly got all hard. "Humans are what we hate, the
privil eged ones. These poor splices -- they don't bear any responsibility for

what they are. We show solidarity with all downtrodden species. And soneday--"

"Someday what?" Charmaine didn't answer. "You know, you're alnost talking
Krazy Kat-style trash. You m ght even get arrested for it if the wong people
heard. "

St andi ng, Charmaine said, "I don't care. W're willing to fight for what
we believe in."

Bef ore we coul d argue anynore, Big Eater interrupted. "Wy did you cal

me, Cor-by?"
"Ch, right. It's time to try a newpill." | opened the packet Captain
Ozt urk had handed ne.
Bi g Eater seened puzzled. "It has not been e-nough days for nore pills."
"I know. But this is a special pill. Protection.”
"Pro-tec-tion?" Big Eater |ooked fierce. "Wo wants to harmthe pod?"
"A bad splice," | said, ignhoring Charnaine's inmpolite snort.
Big Eater pondered. "I wll get the o-thers.™

He was gone with a splash, we hung in like a rash, soon they canme en
nasse.
Now, nost Eater Feeders, lazy CvServs that they are, just broadcast the

pills on the waters and assume every coypu-cow will snatch one. They don't
really care if an individual m sses out and dies a nasty programed deficiency
death shortly thereafter, all henorrhages and tachycardia. After all, they're

just splices, right? You can al ways breed nore.
| didn't buy it. | always fed ny charges individually. It was ny job.



So now, as Big Eater watched proudly fromthe side-lines -- he was al ways
the last to get his dose, insuring that all his pod were provided for first --
| doled out the new pills one by one to the mantrias as they surfaced, gul ped,
and di sappeared, a never-endi ng stream of whi skered snouts.

About hal fway through -- twenty mnutes and fifty mantrias -- | noticed
out of the corner of one eye that a young nutratee had approached Bi g Eater
and was chittering sonething at him Big Eater swamup to the jetty.

Bef ore | knew what was happening, Big Eater had knocked the remaining
pills fromny grasp and into the water.

"Bad pills!" Big Eater said. "Mike cows swim nad."

"What ? What do you mean?"

"Cows don't go home. Go to Sta-tion Eight."

Station Ei ght was one of the artificial islands erected in Lake Mtch to
hel p prosecute the hykari ba war. Abandoned for many years, it was nothing nore
than a graffiti-sprayed trysting spot, or a place for a picnic when the
weat her got hot.

"I don't know what to say. It wasn't supposed to work out this way--"

"Big Eater must go. Miust help the sick ones."

"No, wait! W'll conme with you."
| hopped onto an EC jetski. Charmaine dropped down behind ne.
"Charm-"

"Forget it! You wanted ne al ong. You're not gonna | eave nme behind just
when things get interesting!"

Big Eater was already gone. | didn't have time to argue.

| gave the ski its codes and powered up the fl ownodes. We shot off across
the water |ike Neptune and his daughter, outpacing the renmaining Eaters.

Once we were beyond the Eater construction, Station Ei ght appeared, a
small isle dotted with sone crunmbling structures overgrown with vines and
weeds from wi nd-sown seeds.

As we drew nearer, things becane clearer. Froma few nmeters offshore,
this is what we saw. nutratrees lay on a old |launch ranp, while around t hem
stood figures fussing with straps and cl anps.

Char mai ne recogni zed them before | did.

"It's -- they're Roaches!"
| didn't like the scene and | tried to swerve, but there cane a volley of
shots and | |ost ny nerve.

"Beach it! Now" yelled a gun-toting Roach.

I ran the jetski aground and clinbed down.

Charmai ne rashly approached the hot-tenpered Roach. "Wevil--?"

The Roach eyed us nmeanly with Orthoptera optics. Resplendent in his

wi nged shell, he had us pinned like bugs with his gun barrel
"I don't know what you're doing here, Charnmaine -- how you found us, or
whet her you're here to help or hinder us -- but you can't be allowed to del ay

our plans. These vars won't stay responsive forever."

"What are you doing to thenP" | demanded.

Weevi| focused now on ny uniform "A G vServ boy, huh? This nust be your
brother, Charnmaine. It seens we were right not to trust you enough to let you
in on the schene."

"What schene?"

"These transgeni cs have been suborned by Krazy Kat hinself. A new trope.
They're running on a carefully tined set of instructions now Each one is
going to carry an expl osive pack up the Chicago River. W're going to breach
all the underground utility tunnels beneath the river and fl ood the whol e
Loop. All kibernetic maintenance will be brought to a standstill."

"But the poor Eaters..." said Charmaine.

"A few expendabl es in the cause of freeing their kind."

"No!" | shout ed.

Charmaine tried to reason with Weevil. "It's okay to hurt the humans.
They deserve it. But can't you spare the splices?"

"Too late. The plan won't tol erate changes. W have to detonate the



expl osives as soon as they're in place, or risk detection. And that just
doesn't give the cows tine to escape.

"And who really cares? So long as we win. Both of you now -- over there,
behind that wall."

Under the gun's threat it |ooked |ike our sunset. W turned to march off.

And then they cane.

A coypu-cow i s hardly a dol phin, but they can swmawfully fast and fl ow
like a fountain. Qut of the water the remaining | oyal Eaters |aunched
t hensel ves up the slippery slope, each one a hundred kil os of wet flesh,
that's dope. They bow ed over the Roaches like a |living wave, coming their
human Feeder to save. Knocked the Bugs off their feet, pinning themto the wet

grocrete.
| rushed that evil Wevil then, cracking his carapace with a kick and a
grin. @Qun in hand, | was now topnan.

Down to the waterside | sped, |ooking for one famliar head.

"Cor-by," said Big Eater. "This is what we need pro-tec-tion fron®"

"Not any nore, Big Guy. More like the other way 'round."

Vel l, of course it was Krazy Kat hinself whom | had talked to in the dark
of Captain Ozturk's office. Poor Ozzie -- or his corpse anyhow -- had been at
the interview too. The bad splice had picked me on purpose. You see:

He knew | couldn't handle a gl ove, Thought 1'd be sloppy when push cane
to shove. Didn't know | took pride in ny work -- Made that Kat | ook like a
yotta jerk!

Not many humans can claimthey've been in a roomw th the notorious Kat
and wal ked away, and for a while | was the netanediumdarling of the hour. It
seened only natural for the ECto reward ne with the Khan's job.

And as for Charmaine -- well, she was naturally pretty soured on the
Roaches, and the Eater Corps was now one Cadet short, and | was head of the
Cor ps- -

And you know what kind of town Chicago is.

THE BOOT
First published in The Magazi ne of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Decenber 1990.

I was sitting in my office, feeling as bored as the caretaker of a New
Mexico solar farmon a cloudy day and wi shing for a client. After two nonths
of inactivity, | didn't much care what kind. Any client would do. A socket
| ooki ng for her runaway plug. A gerry wanting a line to the hottest new

sem -illegal, dem -sanctioned gol den-age dreanscene. (This year, the hundredth
anni versary of Wodstock made that particular nostal gi a-ware top of the bops,
especially for the original attendees who still survived.) A ten-year-old

hoping to silicone slide his way through the | egal thicket that blocked the
path to full franchise. (The NU Parliament had just |lowered the age to twel ve,
but even that envel ope was being pushed by the newest tropes.) Even a grieved
and angry spouse itching to get the burst on the mate she suspected of weekly
sex-change flings with maffs. | had had themall before, at one tine or
anot her, and woul d no doubt get themall again someday. And when | did,
woul d take their eft and do what they wanted, no questions asked. Sonmeone wth
finances as precarious as mne can't afford the sanme scruples as your average
trunps and forbeses. It's an augi e-doggi e eat augi e-doggie world, after all
But right now it |ooked Iike |I wouldn't have to worry too nmuch about
exercising ny ethics. Al ready noon, and the day was shaping up as dull as a
debat e between the Green and Conservative candi dates for governor of Cuba. In
ot her words, an instant-replay of the past sixty. Qutside ny self-cleaning
wi ndows (one of the nice features of this new building; but I was starting to
wonder how nuch |longer | could afford the rent), sunlight glinted off the
Charles River. On the far bank bul ked the black silicrobe-built bubble the
authorities had hastily erected around MT ten years ago, during the G ey Goo
Boo- boo. The hemni sphere visi bl e aboveground conti nued bel ow, form ng a



conpl etely encl osed sphere. It had gone up in less than twenty-four hours, but
it had seened |like as many days. | renenber watching, fromny front-row seat,
along with the rest of the world, as divisions of NUnilitia, guided by the
top cricks and watsons, kept the nocklife tendrils and feelers at bay with
wat er - cannons punpi ng enzymatic lysing fluid, until the silicrobes could
conpl ete the container. No one knew what, if anything, was now goi ng on inside
the shell. There hadn't been tine to engi neer any sensors in. The done was
still patrolled around the clock, by guards in liftcages. It was just another
thing you lived with.

| was thinking about popping open a cheer-beer and rastering sone
thrid-vid (I had becone addicted to dayti ne ganeshows, particularly Your
Life's on the Line), when | heard footsteps in the hall outside ny door. |
hastily took ny feet down off my desk and tried to project the inmage that I
was busier than a four-arned bartender at happy hour

The footsteps didn't go past my door, as so nany had before. |nstead,
there came a knock.

| checked the security screen, liked what | saw, and said, "Cone in." The
door unlatched itself and swung open

She had on a stylish suit in acidic purple and orange. The jacket had
asymmetrical lapels trinmed with blue vat-grown mnk; on the |arger one was
pi nned an orchidenia that | could snell fromsix feet away. Her skirt hung
down to her ankles on the left side, but reveal ed her whole right |eg. She
wor e chrome chopines that added four inches to her height. Her black curly
hair was piled high, with a blonde curl dangling down over her forehead. She
had canary yellow irises and a small tight nmouth. On one cheek she wore a
small love cicatrix shaped like the astrol ogical symbol for Venus.

"Pl ease," she said, "could you cover the w ndows."

"Lady, we're on the fortieth floor--"

"You can't tell what optics are out there. Nanocans are everywhere these
days. Please, do it."

| shrugged and spoke. "Shutters."

Sheets of opaque piezoplastic that had been curled up at the top of the
wi ndows stiffened down |ike tongues across the glass, under the inpulse of a

mld electric current. | boosted the lights.
"Have a seat," | offered. "Can | get you something to drink?"
She sat and crossed bare right leg over left. | saw the tattoon of a

pant her she wore on her outer upper thigh. Every thirty seconds it opened its
nmouth in a silent snarl

"Yes, thank you. I'Il have a Foma Froth, if you' ve got it."

| kicked the splice sleeping at ny feet. "Hamster, wake up, we've got a
visitor."

Hanster opened its eyes and blinked. It preened its whiskers and said,
"Yes, sir, my help is needed now?"

"Damm right, you dunb trans. Get a cheer-beer for ne, and a Forma Froth
for the lady."

Hanster got up and adjusted its short tunic. It wal ked to the small
magnetic fridge, got the drinks, served them then asked, "WII| that be al
that is needful, sir?"

"Yeah, go back to sleep.”

Hanster did just that.

"Cheapest transgenic they nake," | apol ogi zed.

She waved her hand negligently. "No matter. My name is Geneva Hippensti el
| mhausen. May | see your |icenses?"

| passed ny ID card over. Show ng topnost was ny Massachusetts Pl
license. She repeatedly flexed the card to reveal nmy North American Union
EuroComm | Mg, Brazilian, and orbital credentials. She flexed it one final
time, and a naked pinup of the thrid-vid-star Siouxsie Sexcrime in one of her
nore notorious poses was revealed. | had to adnmre Geneva's conposure. No
expression, just a faint reddening of her cicatrix. She handed the card back
"It seens to reveal everything | need to know about you."



"That puts you a leg up on me," | said, eyeing the leg in question
"Could I ask what you're here for?"

She | eaned forward. "I want you to put a boot on someone."

Well. That took ne by surprise. | wouldn't have guessed that was what she
needed.

"You do do boots, don't you?" she asked, lifting one neatly scribed
eyebr ow.

"Ch, sure, but they're tricky. It'lIl cost nore than ny average rates."

"That's no matter. There's nuch at stake."

| mentally raised ny rates by half. "I'll need to know nore before | can

definitely take the case. Wo are you booting, and what does he have that's
not his?"

She sighed. "It's ny husband. Jurgen von Bulow. He's made off with the
| atest trope fromthe conpany I own. Perhaps you've heard of
H ppensti el -1 mhausen? We're a German firm specializing in bioactives. Qur
nost recent product is still in the experinental stages. It's an expl osive new
neurotropin. Even to speak of it nowis rather risky. That's why | wanted the
shutters down. And | assune your office is recently swept...."

| nodded. She continued, rather reluctantly.

"What ny husband took is a trope that all ows stochastic reasoning,

i nsight into the dynanmi cs of chaos. W were hoping to have it perfected before
word of it reached our competitors. But ny husband absconded with some doses
of a test batch and plans to use them I'mcertain. He'll ruin our secrecy.
And, if anyone ever got to himand unwound the codes from his bl oodstream --
there go our patents.”

"Why' d your husband steal from his own conpany? Doesn't he stand to gain
fromyour eventual profits?"

CGeneva | ooked both di sgusted and enbarrassed. "My husband married into
the conpany. | control it. He's something of a wastrel, and |I've had to keep
himon a short |eash. Apparently it was too galling, and he's finally slipped
it."

"I don't understand enough about this new trope. How s he going to use
it? What makes you so sure he won't just sell it to one of your rivals?"

"No, no, that's not his plan. You see, he loves to ganble. And this
trope--"

"You're not claimng it'll let himbeat the odds--"

She nodded. "Exactly right. Insight into the underlying patterns of
apparently random events."

Mot her of nutants, this was big. | redoubled ny fees.

"The regul ar authorities--"

"Too many | eaks. | need a single man."

| stood up then and wal ked around to her side. | raised a hand to her
face. She didn't flinch. I lightly dragged nmy roughened thunb over her

cicatrix. The | ove-scar was packed with nore pleasure 'ceptors and nervepaths
than a tenth generation biochip. Wen she clinmxed, her panther reared up on
its hind I egs.

After she opened her eyes, | said, "I'll bet you do."

| don't talk to anyone on a personal |evel nuch anynore since ny wfe
left ne. Mostly it's just hard raps with the perps and the bad numbers and the
dirty harrys and the clients and the streetlife | encounter in ny
i nvestigations. And when | don't have a case going, there's just Hanmster to
talk to.

| still can't say why | bought the little transgenic. It wasn't a deadly
nodel |ike sone guys packed. The nost it could do in that line was give you a
bite that m ght get infected in a week or two if you didn't wash regularly. It
wasn't particularly smart. Every command had to be phrased with a mi ni num of
anbiguity, or you'd run the risk of a major quench. Like the tine | told it to
"fill the car up with methane...." It couldn't play any ganes nore conpli cated
than checkers, and it lost every time. And Lord knows it wasn't a playpet.



Sterile, technically fenmale, Hanster had as nuch sex appeal as a cold
mackerel . It was essentially shapeless, and its special diet nade it smnell
like wet hay. Not offensive, but hardly sexy. Now, if | had been able to
afford a Golden Colt or a Snakehips, that would have been another story...

Still and all, | was used to the splice. It was sort of |like a pair of
old slippers, or a chair worn to nmy shape, except that it could nuke supper
and clean the office and nod when | bounced ideas off it.

That's why | was talking to it, now that Geneva had |eft.

"I guess the first thing we'll have to do is head out to Logan and see if
we can pick up von Bulow s trail fromthere. His flight arrived three days
ago, but 1've had col der starts.”

"Yes, you have, sir. | amcertain you have, although | cannot remenber
exactly when. | amtrying to think now This is hard work, sir, just give ne a
nonent. There was one tine, | amsure | will think of it in a mnute--"

"Hanster--"

"Yes, sir?"

"Cut the crap and get me my gun.”

| don't pack deadly force. No flashlights or splat-pistols or
pellet-throwers for me. In npbst tense situations, | prefer the cool, calm
voi ce of reason, or flight. If | have to take soneone out, | do it
temporarily, with a shocker. Al you need is an inch of bare skin to deliver a
patterned jolt of current that overloads the higher neural functions, such as
maki ng the decision to kill a harm ess Pl

| sl apped the gun Hamster passed ne to my hip, where its biopoly barre
mated to the hol ster-patch on nmy pants. It would be there when | needed it,
coming free at the touch of ny hand al one, thanks to onboard sweat-vetters.
opened a desk drawer and took out ny boot unit and a pad of fl uorescent-orange

adhesive stickers. | slipped theminto an outer pocket on ny vest, where

could reach themeasily. Then | headed for the airport, Hanster tagging al ong.

In ny mind, | was al ready spending the EC noney Geneva was goi ng to pay ne.
Once at Logan, | headed straight for the cab stand. | was betting that a

plug with von Bulow s tastes wouldn't have taken mass transit.

Sure enough, the third cab | questioned was the one he had ridden in. It
was a Turing Level Two and had all the quirks of its kind, including a high
redundancy factor.

"I must see authorization first. If you have authorization, | nust see
it. Please show your authorization."

| fed ny credentials into a slot. The cab seened satisfied and spat them

out. "Yes, sir, | picked up the human you describe. Here is his picture."
The cab flashed a view of von Bul ow that nmatched the digitals Geneva had
shown ne: dirty blonde hair atop a craggy profile and dangerous lilac eyes.

Handsone the way a purebred basal dog like a Borzoi is and likely just as
neurotic and skittish. Some of those frigging European aristocrats are so
i nbred, especially now that they can fix up any little congenital trouble |ike
| eukemi a or hemophilia, that they make the king of England | ook |ike a
nmongrel. This was not going to be an easy boot, | could feel it all the way
down to my mtochondri a.

"Here is his pedigree, as read by ny chronosniffers, sir." Wave after
wave of numbers and metagrafix rolled across the screen

"Ckay, give ne a hardcopy of both." The pedi gree would be handy if von
Bul ow changed his | ooks. But | wasn't betting on that, as he seened a
self-satisified type, too obsessed and conpl acent to i magi ne anyone m ght be
after him

"Where' d you drop hinP"

"Drop, sir? | amnot allowed to injure humans--"

"What was his destination?"

"The Copley Plaza."

| should have guessed. It figured he'd vector for the biggest casino in
t own.

| drove so fast back into the city that nmy car's shell could barely keep



up with the aerodynam c changes, shifting shape a dozen tines a second. A
metro dirty-harry in his fan-lifter buzzed nme, but | transmtted a priority
code that made himveer off. This case |ooked like it was going to be w apped
up sooner than | could have hoped.

At the Copley | went straight to the registration console. It was
actual ly being manned by a human, but that's just the Copley's policy: no
splices on their staff, and all the ones owned by guests kept discreetly out
of sight (except, of course, for bodyguards). | had to check Hanster at the
st abl e.

The clerk was a piebald black man wearing a topknot laced with gold wre.
| flashed himny card. "Mass Pee Eye." He blinked twi ce, w thout expression. |
| ooked at ny own ID. The stupid cab had left Siouxsie Sexcrime uppernost when
it had read the card. | flexed the plaz back to the right creds.

"Yes, sir, hownmay | help you?"

Slipping ny left hand into nmy vest pocket, | palmed the boot. "Do you
have a guest named Jurgen von Bul ow?"

The clerk ran a mental eidetic. "He just checked out this nmorning, sir.

Bugshit! "Let me guess. He broke the bank, wired his wi nnings to
Par aguay, and caught a suborb south.”

"No sir, not quite. Mster von Bulow lost heavily. In fact, had we not
taken the precaution of pre-debiting his proxy -- as we do with anyone who
intends to play the games -- he would not have had enough to pay his bill. As
it was, he left here very nuch down on his luck. As | mght phrase it, were |
of f-duty, "His lily-white ass was dragging."'"

That didn't nake sense. Either the casino ganes were rigged worse than a
Fourth-World election, or the stolen trope was junkbond. Neither alternative
seered |ikely.

"Did he happen to nention his plans?"

"No, sir, he did not."

Dead end. | turned ruefully away.

Sonet hi ng bunped my ankl es.

| | ooked down.

It was Flipper.

Fli pper was a fishboy | knew from around town. He was a Fuser, a menber
of a sect that sought personally to atone for the exterm nation of the
dol phins. (They clained humanity's guilt was not dim nished by the subsequent
restocking of the seas.) Flipper's arns had been nelded to his torso, his |egs
fused shut fromtoes to crotch. He wore a slick grey suit that handl ed bodily
functions and nade himl ook Iike a sleek torpedo. He rode a little wheel ed
dolly that ran on fuel cells.

"Hey, Flip, what's netabolizing?"

"Not much. But | heard what you were asking the clerk just now "

"Why don't we go outside?"

| wal ked -- and Flipper rolled -- out the Copley. On the busy sidewal k,
no one paid any attention to us.

"So, whatcha know, Flip?"

"I was hanging around the casino all day yesterday, hoping to hit a big
wi nner up for a donation to the church. | saw the plug you' re |ooking for. He
was really off the far-end of the spectrum After a while, when he began zero
summ ng worse than ever, he started talking to hinself. 'Turbul ence,' he said.
"It's all turbul ence, noise, and strange attractors. | can't ride the flow""’

Sounded to nme like the tropes hadn't quite kicked in yet, or von Bul ow
was having a tough time coordi nating the new dat af | ux.

"Yeah, go on."

"When he was wi ped out, he came up to nme. 'Fishboy, | need sonme bl ack
meds. Who's on top in this town?' "

"And you sent himto--"

"Who el se? The Vat Rats."

| nodded. It was a solid |ead.

"Thanks, Flip. I'd shake your hand if it were possible."



"Screw that human chauvi ni sm Just meke sure the church gets credited
with a good-sized chunk of eft.”

"WIIl do. Catch you later."

"Swimfree."

I went back and got Hanster out of the stable, tipping the splice-check
girl.

"Thank you, sir, it is good to see you again, sir, | was waiting nost
patiently, sir."

"Hamster, shut the fuck up."

"Imredi ately, sir."

We went | ooking for the Vat Rats.

Over the past half century Boston had been hit by a dozen gang invasions.
First it was the Bloods and the Crips, out of LA back in the eighties and
nineties. Then it was the Hong Kong Tongs, when that entrepot went red. They
segued into the Canbodi ans, Hispanics, Canspanics, Col onbi ans, Novascots,
Brazzes, Janmmicans.... Each had ruled the nmetro for a brief period that always
ended in a bloody dustup, with the victors setting up exclusive shop. Finally,
t hough, the pattern of foreign invasions had been disrupted by two factors:
the establishment of the North American Union, and the dom nance of tropes and
ot her | ab-bi oactives over organic drugs. The NU had sewn up its borders
tighter than a dose of Lipzip. That kept out the nonlocal conpetitors. And the
slinmenol d spread of |egal neurotropins through schools and socially santioned
avenues created the young | ocal biobrujos, who proceeded, with their hone
am no-1linkers and chrono-cookers, to brew up the subl egal tropes and strobers.
Various sets fell into particular special niches, turf struggles were m nimal,
the social order was not disrupted, and the authorities |ooked the other way
at nost of it.

Despite such a diffuse network and the inpossibility of figuring out a
strict hierarchy, there were some sets that had nore status than others.

Those generalists, the Vat Rats, were one of the posses at the pinnacle.

The V-Rats lived in the |labyrinth of abandoned pi pes that had once fed
sewerage into the formerly toxic harbor. Wen the whole city was retrofitted
with D compoz silicrobe sanitation units, there had been no need for the
antique system Every once in a while sonmeone still raised the topic of
digging it all out, but the payback wasn't bottomline enough, and the netro
woul d just drop the matter.

Col d water dripped down my neck. It felt like a zonbie's caress. | stood
in a pool of sludge up to the ankles of ny boots. Hanster was shivering, but
it wasn't fromthe cold.

We were surrounded by Rats, illumnated by ny lantern. They all shared
the dental noddies that gave themtheir name. Gther than that, they were as
notley a |l ot as your average set.

"Looki n' for sone Rat poison, slinjinP"

"No thanks. Let ne see Zunma Puma."

"The Puma's a busy sl agger. He don't see just anyone."

"He knows ne."

The Rat | ooked dubious. "What's the | og-on, then?"

| told him

"Wait here."

| waited. The Rats watched. One was gnawi ng what | ooked |ike a human
fermur. Hanster kept shivering.

"Cal m down. No one's going to hurt you while I'm around."

"I cannot help it, sir. These are not nice folks."

The Rats tittered.

The spokes-Rat returned. "Puma'll see you."

"Like | said."

We exited the maze of pipes into a big dry bubble-roomlittered with
personal effects: the Rats' nest. A door led to the Puma's private quarters.
Hanmster and | went through al one.



The Zuma Puma reclined on a pile of cushions. He wore flexible
pi ezopl astic arnor, its effectors slaved to his own el ectrochem cal biosystem
From out the neck, wists and ankles of the arnor protruded tawny fur. Hs
face was bare. A playpet | recognized as a Green Canary nodel sat beside him
stroking his fur. Wien we entered, she let out a brief trill of song.

"Haven't seen you in a while, slagger,"” said the Puna.

"Not since | saved your tail fromthe Marrow Mthers."

The Puma | aughed. "That's one version of the story."

"Commonly called "the truth.' For which | figure you owe ne a favor.'

"Depends on the magnitude."

"You had a client this norning." | described von Bul ow. "Wat did he
want ?"

"Sorry, slagger, can't tell you that. You know all our transactions are
eyes only. Who'd cone to us if they thought we'd, ah, rat on then®"

"You know it won't get any further than this room"

The Puma was feeling mean. "Sorry. Anything el se?"

| pulled ny shocker off my hip. The Puma | aughed.

"What are you gonna do with that toy, knock nme out? When | cone to, you
still won't know anything."

| aimed at his chest and pulled the trigger. The dart enmbedded its
m crohooks into his arnor.

"Bad shot, slagger. You didn't even connect with the flesh."

"I know. " | sent current down the wire. The Puma stiffened boardlike out
on his couch, just like a w ndow shutter.

"The fuel cell in this is rated for a nonth of constant output. Wen
| eave by your bolthole with your Canary, your Rats will try breaking in. |
don't inmagine they'll succeed, given your security. | understand dying of
thirst is particularly nasty."

“I"l1l sue the cartel that sold ne this piece of shit arnor!™

"Only if you tell ne what | want to know. "

The Puma gave an exaggerated sigh. "Ckay. The guy wouldn't |et us unravel
his bl ood. That made us curious, and we were gonna try for a sanple anyway.
But he was | aunch-on-warning and pulled a flashlight on us. Put a quick end to
any fiddle and diddle, and we desisted. He proceeded to describe his prob
Sounded |i ke he needed a hi gh-powered math coprocessor and sone grafix
wetware. W laid themin, and it seened to satisfy him™"

"He say what he intended to do with 'en®"

"Hey, it's getting hard to breathe in this suit--"

“I't"ll only get harder. C non. \Were was he goi ng?"
"Well, our fee pretty much wi ped himout. He wanted to know where he
could get a big stake to ganble with. | told himthe casinos' in this town

were too conservative to |l oan himanything. It's true, you know, Boston's as
far out of things as the Cort Coud. | sent himto Atlantic City."

"Right." | reeled the dart back in. The Punma rel axed.

"You make it hard to act friendly," he said.

"Not ny biggest worry. See you around, Zee Pee."

Back on the streets, | joined a line at a Bank of Boston machi ne.
Flipper's tip had paid off, and | was going to credit the church's account
before | headed for Atlantic Gty.

The guy in front of ne took back his card fromthe machine. He went to
pocket it, then sonething nade himhalt. He | ooked at his card, swore, then
drew his gun and fired into the bank nachi ne.

The machine I et out an electronic squeal. It shot out of its wall-alcove
on four wheels and tried to race off. It knocked down a sal esman. The
sal esman' s sanpl e case hit the ground and broke open. Shards of nusic filled
the air. A worman screaned. The guy with the gun fired again. This tine he
brought the machi ne down.

A crowd was collecting around the shattered and snmoki ng bank machi ne. The
snell of frying circuits hung thick in the air. The angry custoner bulled
t hrough the bystanders. He reached into the machine's guts and retrieved his



original card. "Fucking minics," he said. "Last tine ny card was stolen,
lost fifteen thousand NU-dollars."

"It's a hard world," said soneone in the crowd, with inconplete
sincerity.

"Bet on it," said the guy, and patted his hol stered gun

The Seraphimtrip fromBoston to Atlantic City was a good ninety m nutes
plus. Von Bul ow was a few hours ahead of nme, and there was no way | was goi ng

to catch up with himany faster than this. | was just as glad. It gave ne a
l[ittle tinme to think
Hanster sat asleep in the seat beside nme. | couldn't say why | was

bringing the splice along. It would have been just as happy sitting at honeg,
wat chi ng the special transgenic thrid-vid channels, and Papa Legba knows it
was absolutely no help on a case. Maybe | needed the company. Maybe | felt
Hamst er was my good-1luck talisman. Maybe ny dendrites were tangl ed. Wat the
hell, though. The little trans rode for half-fare.

| scratched behind Hanster's ears while | considered the case.

Von Bul ow nust be a certifiable nonomani ac. Here he was, carrying sone
codes in his blood which, if they worked, he could sell to any of a dozen
conpanies for practically a nonth's GNP from APEC. | nstead, he was going to

use themto get a few jolts fromthe casino ganes. | couldn't decrypt if.
Maybe soneone had wired his boards this way. For all | knew, he could be
creaming in his jox every tine the dealer called "vingt-une." | had run into
ki nkier stimrep | oops.

After half an hour, | gave up pondering the matter. | couldn't be
bothered trying to figure out why people acted the crazy way they did. If |
had any talents in that area, | would have been able to tell you why | cane
hone one day to find ny apartnent packed solid with self-replicating Krazy
Foam and ny wife gone. All | can handle is what people actually do, not
what ever wordl ess inpul ses they m ght be working from | had ny assignnent,

and that was that. CGeneva Hippensti el -1 mhausen want ed back what was hers, and
| was being paid to get it for her

| remenbered the feel of her hot |ove-scar under ny thunb and wondered
what el se she wanted

The scenery rushed by the single-crystal windows of the train in a blur
like fast-forward video. Eventually, under New York, | dozed off for a few
m nutes too. It had been a | ong day.

We pulled into AC about eight P.M. Hanster and | debarked and made our
way to the Boardwal k.

| hadn't been here since they rebuilt the Boardwal k behi nd the new di ke
that kept the rising Atlantic at bay. They had used Becht el - Kanenat su- Gosho
superwood and el evated the structure four stories in the air, to wind its way
past all the casinos. It was spectacular, in Atlantic City's usual tawdry
style.

The wal k was crowded with citizens and splices. Tourists gawped at the
street performers. There was a crowd around a bikini-clad socket who had dosed
herself with plenty of Bonenelt. She had put a half-twi st in her body before
grabbi ng her feet, turning herself into a human Mobius strip. To prove she was
one-si ded as she lay on her mat, she had little sucker-footed craw ers wal ki ng
over her conmon ventral -dorsal surface. Good trick

| stopped to grab a spirulina-dog and an orange soda. |If von Bul ow was
here, he would just be settling down, not noving on, and | could take nmy tine.

"Want sonet hi ng?" | asked Hanster

"Ch, yes, sir, if you please. One of those nice chili-dogs, with extra
sauce. "

| made Hanster take its special supplenent. One a day, or goodbye world.
Sold only to registered human owners. That's why there are no runaway
transgenics. O not so many.

VWen we were finished, | crunpled ny napkin and threwit on the
Boardwal k. A litter-critter snatched it up



"Let's go get Mster von Bulow," | said to Hanster

"I'f you say so, then that's what we nust do, sir."

I found himinside the Time-Warner-Sears casino, at the roulette table.
Hs IDcard lay on the betting board, flexed to show his eft bal ance. He kept
sliding the card fromone red and bl ack nunber to another, and his bal ance
kept getting bigger and bigger. | watched himfor a while. His lilac eyes were
hal f - gl azed over, his face wore a zoned-out expression. The experinental HI
trope, as nodified by the Vat Rats, was plainly a success. Von Bul ow was rapt
up in the nonlinear dynanics of the wheel, seeing chance and al eatory patterns
materialized in intelligible forns that guided his play.

He never lost a spin. H's balance was rising toward geostat orbit. Hs
wi nning streak had attracted a crowd of ginza-joes and dolly-dears, house
pl aypets and freelance eft-lifters, not to nmention nenbers of the nmanagenent,
who stood around | ooking |ike they had swall owed a quart of worms. | doubted
if they'd object when | booted von Bul ow

| worked nmy way to his side. The managenent had halted play to check the
wheel and scan the crowd for renote interference. | used the opportunity.

"Jurgen, |'ve got a nessage fromyour wfe."

He junped. "What? Who are you? How do you know ny wife?" He narrowed his
eyes, as if to use his newinsights to unriddle me. A nuscle jerked along his
jaw. "That is, if you even do know her."

"Ask not who the panther roars for, slagger, it roars for you."

He pushed back his chair. "Al right, all right, not here, for Christ's
sake. Let's step outside."

We wal ked out to a deserted bal cony. Overhead the stars glistened |like
scal es on snake. Von Bul ow and | stood about four feet apart. | sensed Hanster
by ny side.

"Ceneva wants her trope back, Jurgen.”

He snorted. "Let her conme and get it."

"She was busy, so she sent nme instead." | had the boot concealed in ny
pal m

Before | could nmove, | was facing his flashlight, a Krupp pocket nodel

"Don't conplicate things, Jurgen--" | said, then went for him

Laserlight | anced past ny side, scorching ny vest so | could snell
burning ripstop. One shot was all he got off before | slapped the boot on his
neck.

The neural shunt burrowed under his skin and fastened itself to his

spinal cord in a mllie. Von Bulow collapsed to the floor
| turned around. Hanster was twitching with a scorched hole through its
tunic over its heart. | went over to the splice and picked it up

"Not nice, not nice, sir--" it said, then died.

I went back to von Bulow. First | kicked hima half dozen tines in the
gut and balls. He didn't say anything, because he couldn't feel anything bel ow
his neck, and couldn't see what | was doing. Then | sl apped an orange sticker

on himto show he was booted. | got an autochair fromthe casino, put himin
it, and headed for the train station

As predicted, the managenent put up no fuss. | left Hanster for themto
di spose of. Geneva would find a surcharge on her bill equal to the splice's

original cost.

At the station, | copped a dose of Double-up froma public S&M parl or

The ninety mnutes back to Boston was enough to express my displ easure
fully to von Bul ow.

I was going to have to nmention to Geneva to bl ock her ears when she had
the boot renoved.

BLANKI E
Previ ously unpubl i shed.

The second-floor nursery wi ndow had been | eft open on a tenperate sunmer



day.

That was the fatal invitation

No antique wire screen protected the opening into the sensate house. An
intelligent invisible air curtain defeated insects, |large particul ates, and
drifting organic debris such as clothtree | eaves and airfish spune.

Barnacl e-like nicrojets around the wi ndow frame constantly tracked the
incoming intruders in jerky chaotic patterns before emtting their dissuasive
bl asts. Large intruders over five hundred grans woul d be anticipated and
neutralized by the house's alarmnet and its entrai ned armanents.

But a small, alert wen-formbird, Iike the one alighting now upon the
wi ndow sill, was anticipated by neither system

The bird surveyed the nursery interior

The wal I s hel d enbedded silicrobe animated pictures: fairytale characters
t hat capered across the constantly shifting backgrounds. The Big Bad Wl f
pursued a cl oaked Little Red Ri ding Hood; the young ballerina in her cursed
red slippers danced till exhausted.

In the middl e of the roomstood a white biopolymer crib shaped |Iike an
egg halved along its long dinension and resting in a bip support base. The
Bayer | ogo blinked orange fromportside. In the crib lay a naked baby boy of
several nonths, tummy up. Above himfloated a nobile representing the Earth
and some of its nmyriad orbiting artificial satellites. The |large gl obe
revolved and its tiny attendants spun in their intricate, never-intersecting
orbital dance supported only by shaped nagnetic fields emtted fromthe crib.

Beneat h the baby was a Blankie, its |Ixsys brandmark plain in one corner

The Bl anki e was approximately as big as a large bath towel. Its
gl ycoprotein glycolipid paradernal surface was colored a delicate pastel blue
and resenbled in texture anti que eggcrate bedding foam Except that the
i ndi vi dual nubbi ns of the Bl ankie were nmuch nore cl osely spaced, and in the
shal | ow di npl es of the Bl ankie gl eaned a subtle organic sheen |ike a piece of
raw |iver.

The bird flew fromits perch on the sill and |landed on the crib's edge,
its claws clutching the material of the Bayer hal fshell.

At that point two things happened.

Al of the flat silicrobe characters on the wall stiffened and stopped.
The Wodsnman, who had just energed to rescue the swallowed Little Red Riding
Hood, was the one exception. He dropped his one-dinensional axe and began to
yel | .

“Intruder! Intruder! Al security kibes to the nursery!"

Si mul taneous with the alert, the baby began to pee. A fountain of yell ow
shot up a few centinmeters fromit.

VWen the first drops of pee hit the Blankie, it responded in its trophic
instinctive way. The portion of the Bl ankie between the boy's |egs el ongated
li ke a pseudopod or flap and reached up to cap and drink the urine for its own
nmet abol i ¢ purposes, simultaneously cleaning and drying the infant's wet skin.

The bird dropped down into the crib while the Bl ankie was preoccupied. It
jabbed its beak into the Blankie. Then, in one spastic inplosive nonent it
punped the contents of its nonbasal nasal sacs into the Bl ankie.

In a flash, its |load of venom delivered, the bird darted to the rim of
the crib and launched itself toward the w ndow

Now al ert, the wi ndow caught it instantly in a flash-extruded web of Ivax
Sti ckum

The bird sel f-destructively exploded, charring the w ndowf rane.

In the crib the Blankie was withing and churning |like a wounded octopus.
Fractal bl ooms whipped up fromit, then fell across the baby, who began to
cry.

Wthin a second or two, the bl oons coal esced into a blue webwork. Wen a
strand fell across the baby's mouth, its cries ceased.

The door to the nursery flew open and assorted ki bernetics appeared.

But it was too |ate.

The Bl ankie tightened its enbrace |ike a basal anaconda.



The sounds of snappi ng bones were registered by the confused and hel pl ess
ki bes.

| popped the silver datapins fromthe player, abruptly term nating the
sounds of little Harry Day-Lewi s's death, collected | ess than a day ago.

Al t hough | had wat ched the tragedy unfold a dozen tines since then, | hadn't
quite yet gotten used to that fatal, snapping-sticks sound. | doubted | ever
woul d.

| was sitting in nmy office in the building that housed the Boston branch
of the North American Union's Internal Recon and Security division. Al though I
had occupied this fiftieth-floor corner roomfor sixteen nmonths, since ny |ast
promotion, it still felt alien to ne. Al those years operating ny own private
i nvestigating firmout of increasingly cheaper quarters had |left nme unused to
[ uxuries such as Organogenesis self-cleaning carpets and Zeneca squi rnonomi c
chairs. Not to nention the steady posting to ny eft-account.

But | had had to get out of the PI biz after the job | had done for
CGeneva Hippensti el -1 mhausen. That had been mny | ast case before ny crackup.

VWi | e booting her husband, | had | ost ny sidekick, a useless |ow end
splice naned Hanster. If you had asked ne prior to the nurder of the cut-rate
transgenic what the little shag meant to ne, | would have said zept o-not hi ng.

But there was a lot | hadn't known about nysel f back then, and ny fatherly
affection for the splice had been one such secret.

| had purchased Hanster right after my wife left ne and apparently had
transferred a | ot of unresolved feelings to it. Anyway, that's what Doctor
Varel a, the expert in Behavioral Pragmatics, had told me during nmy anal ysis.
But the beep anal ysis hadn't happened until | hit planck-bottom w nding up in
aclinic for mel-heads. In illegal doses, the nelatonin-anal ogue-based trope
becanme addicted to let me sleep all day except for an hour or two, lost in
pl easant dreans inspired by a second trope, TraumAérks (produced, ironically
enough, by the H 1 genbaitch owned by my ex-client).

| had wasted away to a mnuscl el ess ninety pounds before a routine sweep of
streetlife picked me up and deposited ne in Varela's rehab joint.

VWhen | got out, officially a functioning nenber of society again, | had
opted to continue in | awenforcement, rather than be regrooved for a different
job. Accepted by the IRS, | had started as a sinple wal kabout operating out of
nmy Kennore Square koban, eventually reaching ny current status, a detective in
the Unit for Polypeptide C assification and Monitoring, better known as the
Protein Police. (Qur notto: "W collect strings.")

Now, rolling the datapins reflectively between ny fingers, as if hoping
to feel the intangible nanoscratches that encoded Harry Day-Lew s's death,
wondered if maybe | was getting too old for this job. | had thought | was used
to nasty. But this was a new magnitude of evil

My of fice door said, "Kasinmzhomart Saunders w shes to enter."

"Let himin."

K-mart was ny current human partner. H's parents had emgrated to the NU
from Kazakhstan during the tumult of the Last Jihad. As NU sh as ne, he | ooked
nore exotic, affecting a dark conpl exi on, Mngolian topknot and | ong droopi ng
nmust achi os. Today he wore a sl eevel ess shirt (at our rank, uniforms were not
mandat ory) that bore the demand of the Selfless Viridians: "G ve ne euthanasia
or give me death!" My partner was big into irony.

WAaggl ing his pogetpal significantly in the air, K-mart said, "Finally got
the burst on the Day-Lewis famly. Their respective peltsies took their tine
cleaning up the data. Ran it through a dozen intelligent filters before they'd
release it. No proprietary secrets left. But there's still everything we need.
Want a squirt?"

"Sure. Pipe it over."

The file showed up on ny desk screen a second later. | picked up the
flimsy and flung it at the wall like a floppy pizza. The flexistik screen
cl ung upsi de down, sensed its new orientation, and flipped its display. Now
both K-mart and | could read it.



After letting me have a quick scan, K-mart summarized. "Standard pl utes.
Politics just what you' d expect from nmenbers of the tekhnari. Sem devi ati oni st

nouveau peroni stas. Marshall, the plug, works for Xytronyx, field-testing
nosai cs. The socket, Melism, heads a crada sired by G ma Labs out of Phenix
Bi oconposites. No major kinks -- except for occasional separate visits to

Hedoni cs Plus. She favors the Paris Percheron lines, while he goes in for the
Moon Mot h. "

| made an adnoni shing nudra as deftly as | could, |acking hyperflexion
"Unless this is strictly necessary--"

K-mart sniled at the notion of having official access to the peccadill os
of others. He was still young. "Just thought you should know all the angl es.
Anyway, they decided to put the prodge together |ast year, when their conbi ned
eft topped two hundred kay. Set thenmselves up as prime candidates for a
ki dnappi ng and ransom denmand from any posse of wackos. Sons of Dixie, League
of Country Gentlenmen, Radical Optimsts, Plus Fourierists, you nanme 'em --
they'd all like a crack at such a scion."

"But there was nothing overt, right? No warning posts, no anonynous
messenger splices, no letter bonbs?"

"Right. The attack on the Bl ankie was the first sign of any trouble."

"No chance they're behind it themnmsel ves? Some i nsurance scanf? Post-vitrio
depr essi on?"

"Nope. If you want to drop the pins on the interrogation, you'll see how
aut hentical ly quenched they were."

"I didn't really think so. But you have to trace all the pathways."

K-mart twirled his nmustachios |ike sone reductionist-paradigmvillian
"You know what | figure?"
n W]at ?ll

"The Bl ankie itself was supposed to do the kidnapping. Crawl away with
the prodge out the window, after it got its subversion-shot fromthe bird. But
t he gangli a- mappi ngs were screwy -- bad engineering -- and the heist went
sour. "

| thought about K-mart's theory for a nonent. It just didn't ring true to
me. How woul d the conbi ned mass of the Bl ankie and its human burden have
gotten past the sensate alarn? Surely any ki dnappers sophi sticated enough to
ginmmck a bird like that woul d have considered such a crucial detail. Maybe
t he Bl anki e coul d have bypassed the house's circuits sonehow after its
alteration. But then where would the pickup have occured? | couldn't picture
the Bl ankie inch-wornming its way through town unnoticed. And there had been no
suspi cious intruders located in the i medi ate nei ghborhood. No, the whole
ki dnappi ng angl e, although it was the obvi ous answer, seemed w ong sonehow.

"These Bl ankies -- |'ve never heard of thembefore this. Are they new?"

K-mart chased down a few hyperlinks and found the information. "Ixsys
submtted all the docunentation and beta-test results on them six nonths ago.
The NUdi es approved the Bl ankies for the domestic market a nmonth after that.
@ obal licensing fromthe WIO still pending."

"What's their market-share?"

"Only ten percent. The Bl ankies don't have a lot of the higher functions
of other childm nders. Mst parents still favor Carebears and Mther Gooses
when the prodge gets a little older. But the Blankies are cheap and easy for
round the-clock sanitary functions and nonitoring. They never sleep, for one
thing. Hel ps explain how they went froma zero to ten share in just under half
a year....
| got up fromny impolex seat, which flattened out into its default
shape, awaiting the next occupant. "Sign a |lie-detector out of the stables."” |
didn't work with the IRS splices directly anynore, |eaving that part of the
job to K-mart. "We're going to pay the swell heads and trunps at Ixsys a little
visit."

"You snel | corprotage?"

"Does the Goddess's Daughter on Earth wear Affynmax tits?"



Li ke many peltsies and beeves, |xsys had no centralized headquarters per
se, being a distributed organization. The | ocal node was just a few nmi nutes
away fromcentral Boston, in the edge city of Newt on.

| met K-mart down on the street. He had signed out both a cruiser and a
lie detector. The vehicle was a standard Daewoo Eugl enia, the hydrogen source
for its ceranmic engine plain water continuously and snmoothly broken down by a
bi oreactor full of cytofabbed al gae with photon input piped fromroof solar
traps. The lie-detector was an Athena Neurosci Viper nodel. Wth a conbination
of infrared, voneronasal and lateral-line sensory input, the transgenic
creature could read epidermal and subdermal bl ood-flow, as well as anbient
pheronpbne and respiratory data, right off a suspect to make its judgment on
veracity. Wth basal humans, its accuracy rate approached unity; highly
nodi fi ed subjects introduced varyi ng degrees of uncertainty. But npst innocent
citizens didn't sport the kind of noddi es necessary to defeat a Viper, and the
presence of such blocks was in itself evidence of a sort. In ny book, if not a
court of |aw.

“I"1l drive," said K-mart, and we all got in, the Viper sinuously
slithering into the backseat w thout sayi ng anything.

The bawab at the Ixsys node was one of their massive Otonman Eunuch
nodel s, 15 percent hunan pedigree, the rest a mx of siman and water buffalo.
| saw the same kind as doornan at ny apartnment conpl ex every night. He towered
over us, his shaggy head level with the door's lintel. The scimitar by his
side was, | knew, really a quick-lysing device: liquid protease conpressed in
the handl e could be rel eased as a spray frommicropores in the blade, nelting
flesh in picoseconds.

The Eunuch growl ed wordl essly when he saw our |ack of Ixsys tags. But a
flash of our UPCMidents triggered a hardwired servility response, and he |et
us in.

We hadn't called ahead, not wishing to precipitate any kind of
cover-your-ass reaction. (Al though news of the Day-Lewi s nmurder had al ready
been culled fromthe net and dissem nated by mllions of newsie denons
t hr oughout the netanmedi um and any hal f-smart executive with danage suits
glimering in his brain would have already gotten ready for our visit.) So we
had to wait while the receptionist arranged for one of the Ixsys trunps to
meet us. | spent ny time admiring the colorful, throbbing, hot-blooded plants
intheir terrariunms and trying to decipher the circuit diagrans of signaling
pat hways that hung decoratively on the walls.

The conpany rep finally energed: a broadly snmiling young plug with a
nodest crest of small bronze-col ored dragon-1like spines running fromhis brow
over his head and down his back, his suit slit to acconbdate them Pride in a
recent degree in biobiz adm nistration was witten all over his face.
Sacrificial |anmb, an expendabl e toe dipped into possibly shark-infested
wat ers. Achieve maximal deniability at all costs. It nmade me sick

He stuck out his hand. "Pleased to neet you, Oficers. |'m Tuck
Kitchener, in charge of comunity relations and risk bubble analysis. How can
| help you?"

"You're aware of yesterday's Blankie nurder, | take it?"

Ki t chener tsk-tsked. "Most unfortunate and depl orable. A clear case of
warranty violation. The Bl anki e shoul d never have been exposed to exo-avi an
secr et agogues under any circunmstances. The owners of the Blankie were clearly

at fault. | hope you agree. There's no question of corporate responsibility,
is there?"

"I don't know yet. That's why we're here. 1'd like a | ook at your design
facilities. Talk to the team nmenbers responsible for the Blankie."

"Wy, certainly! Nothing could be easier. If you'll just acconpany nme to

the sterilization |ock--"

Before long, K-mart, the Viper and | were sluiced, dusted, and w apped.
The exit procedure would be even stricter, involving internal
search-and-destroy, to insure we didn't try to snmuggle any proprietary secrets
out .



Once through the | ock, we nade our way past breeding vats and reactors,
par agenesi s chanbers and creches, wunderkanmmrers and thi nk-tanks, all staffed
by efficiently bustling Ixsys staff.

"As you can see," Kitchener said boastfully, "we run a tight ship here.
Al by the regs. No spills, no chills, that's our byword--"

K-mart interrupted. "We're not inspectors from NUSHA, Peej Kitchener
W're the Protein Police. And we're trying to solve a rmurder. A mnurder
i nvol ving one of your products.”

It still amazes ne that anyone falls for good-cop-bad-cop, but they do.
Uncertain of who was senior, Kitchener |ooked inmploringly at ne. But | just
rai sed ny eyebrows. The young trunp began nervously to stroke his cranial
conb, which bent like stiff rubber. "Ah, yes, of course. Wiy don't we proceed
directly with your interview of the Bl ankie teanP"

"Why don't we?"

So Kitchener took us to the swell heads.

Al though | had dealt with doublebrains in the line of duty before, the
sight of their naked bul gi ng encephal ocel es al ways made nme somewhat queasy.
Cradled in their special neckbrace support chairs, surrounded by their
digitools and virtuality hookups, their basal metabolisns necessarily
suppl enented with various nutritional and trope exof eeds, they seened to
regard us visitors with a cold Martian scrutiny.

K-mart appeared unaffected by the massed cl ammy gaze of the eight

Cerebrally Enhanced -- or at |east capable of putting up a better front than
-- and plunged right into querying the swells.

"Ckay -- how many backdoors did you jokers install in the Bl ankie
gangli a?"

The team nenbers exchanged significant gl ances anong thensel ves, then one
spoke. "I am Sinmon, the | eader of the octad. | shall answer your questions.
There are no hidden entrypoints. Al is as the published specs declare."

"For the moment, |'Il assune that's true." K-mart gl anced neani ngfully at
our Viper, who had not objected yet. But | wondered how good its skills would
be against the swells. "Wo did you steal fromto build it? Come on, | know

you seebens are always plundering each other's finds. Wo's got a m ndworm
agai nst 1xsys and wants you to | ook bad?"

Sinon actually betrayed a tiny neasure of affronted dignity. "W derive
all our insights and findings direct fromthe num nous senpiternal shel drakean
i deosphere. CQur labors are unremitting and harsh, as we prospect anong
uncharted territories of ideospace. To accuse us of theft is to demean our
very existence!"

The rest of the interrogati on went just as awkwardly, vyielding nothing.
Finally even the tenacity of K-mart wilted.

As we were |eaving, my partner turned to the recunbent CE s and said,
"See y'all at Madane Muskrat's, boys!"

We headed slowy toward the exit, while |I tried to think of another |ead.
Kitchener's smug [ ook didn't help my concentration

Then something fromthe Day-Lewis bio came back to me. The father's job.

| turned to Kitchener. "Wo field-tested the Bl ankie?"

"Ah, that enployee is currently on extended | eave--"

"He is lying," said the Viper

Pay dirt! K-mart junped in.

"Allow ne to read you your rights under the NU Treaty. You have the right
to a kibernetic counsel rated at Turing Level Five--"

Ki t chener | aughed |like a man caught with his hand in his pants at a Am sh
church picnic. "Certainly you don't intend to arrest me for a nmere slip of the
tongue, O ficers? What | neant to say is that the enployee in question had to
be fired under prejudicial circunstances."

"What's the nanme? W'll want all your files on him And what did he do?"

"His nane... Un let ne recall. Bert sonething. Bertrand Mayr."

"And why did you let himgo?"

"Fl agrant nisuse and theft of corporate property."



"Precisely?"
Ki t chener snmoothed his saurian crest again. "A small matter of sex. He
was having sex with the product."”

Sonetimes | try to imagine what it was like to live in reedpair tines. It
was only |l ast century, after all. Alot of that cohort are still actually
hangi ng around, adm ttedly w thout many of their original organs or neurons.
But even when talking with them you can't really understand what their world
was truly like. One of the biggest puzzles is how they managed sex. They had
to cope with deadly venereal diseases, intractable neuroses, fixed
nor phol ogi es, soci al condemmation of natural urges, and nerely human
sex-workers who offered nostly heartless, perfunctory service due to their
oppr essi on and m streat nent.

Today, gratuitous venereal diseases have been extirpated. (Deliberately
inflicted ones are, of course, still a problem | renmenber |ast year the
tricky tinme we had tracking down the perp spreadi ng neo-koro, the
peni s-i nversion plague.) The witch doctors of psychol ogy have been repl aced by
trope dosers. Malleable anatomy is no | onger destiny. Laws finally reflect
actual desires (at least in the NU, the situation el sewhere varies). And
pl aypets bred and trained for their essential erotic functions conme in a
nearly infinite variety. (And humane treatnent extends even beyond their

useful stage. | understand that their retirement ranches offer a wi de range of
crafts and ganes.)

But despite all this, you still get a few hesomagari, the "tw sted
navel s," those full-bl ooded humans contrary or perverse enough to seek a

fulfillment not socially sanctioned.

Such as Bert Mayr.

We had his files downl oaded before we left Ixsys. And this was what we
| ear ned.

Mayr was the son of NU citizens Rowena and Boris Mayr, ex-settlers who
had retreated in failure fromthe hard life on board Aquarius, the floating
arcol ogy and OTEC power plant off the coast of Midagascar. Their Lotto-won
berths had gone to others when they fled back to Boston

Boris had died here shortly after Bert's birth. Caught in the mddle of a
turf war between the Mrgue Boys and the Thai Guys out in Charl estown, where
the nmother still lived. She had never rebonded on a pernanent basis.

Mayr had grown up to be your archetypical loner. No friends, no resident
erotofiscal partner, no transient |overs. Apparently, he had followed this
solitary lifestyle ever since becomng fully enfranchised.

My cop's intuition drew ne a picture of a mama's boy, the only token of
his lost father, a coddl ed and fussed-over introvert.

In his final year of schooling, Mayr had shown aptitude as a
chronosartor. G ven the standard Sci os Nova cooker-splicer setup for
twel ve-year-olds, he had soon nodified it with add-ons purchased with his
pocket noney to produce standal one entities up to the |Ievel of annelids. He
| oved to hack nucl eotides and amino acids, perhaps too rmuch so. Legal and
noral boundaries appeared to nean little to him He had al nost gotten expelled
for the prank of infesting the school's showers w th nonreproductive
hookworns. He had programmed themwi th only a thirty-day lifespan -- but in
that time they al so secreted |ow | evel s of psilocybin-anal ogues directly into
the victims gut.

VWen he had graduated, he found that his juvenile record of m sdeneanors
wor ked against him No respectable peltsie would hire himas a chronpsartor
(at least without Mayr consenting to a course of corrective tropes, a neasure
he apparently rejected), for fear of his dangerously irresponsible attitude.
The best job he could get was field-testing at Ixsys, a position he had held
unremar kably for the past decade.

"And then along cane the Blankie," K-mart said, back at the office when
we had finished viewing the file.

"I't nust have triggered sonething latent in him O touched sonme active



ki nk."

"Because he was the first to have access to the Blankie, he came to
regard it as his personal property. He takes it hone -- Tara! You don't think
I xsys insisted he use it, do you?"

| shrugged. "That's what field-testing's all about."

"Shit! Thank Ishtar | work in the adm ni sphere! Anyway, he gets hooked on
the Bl ankie, uses his skills to alter it for sex. Then when |xsys finds out
and fires him he goes suborbital, absconding with the product. Finally, he
cones to resent anybody el se who owns one."

Noddi ng agreenent, | said, "I think we need to pay a little visit to Peej
Mayr . "

"Should I sign out the Viper again?"

"No. A Bulldog."

A cocktail of canine, wolverine, hyena, and -- of course -- smattering of
human, the Bull dog was what we favored for a one-perp pickup with lowto
medi um vi ol ence potential. (And Mayr's MO, with its kind of rempte-control
aggro, led me to suspect he wouldn't resist arrest.) Massing only
three-quarters of a basal human, the Bull dog was capabl e of taking down half a
dozen nonnoddi es faster than you could say "Kreb's cycle."

In the car on the way to Mayr's | ast address, we got a bulletin.

Al nmost as if our psychic attention on Mayr had drawn himout, there had
been another Bl ankie incident. This time the vector for the assault was a
famly splice, a Dunbunni. Returning froman errand, it had seened
disoriented. Sent to its manger, it had wandered instead to the human nursery,
where it was found gnawing at the Blankie with its blunt, newy venonpus
teeth. Luckily, the prodge was rescued before the Bl ankie began fibrillating.

"W've got to put this guy away," K-mart said, "or our personal asses --
not to nention the departnment's -- will be so much feedstock. You've read the
profile of the average Bl ankie owner. He or she is a hardnosed, string-pulling
plute who's not going to sit quietly for this.”

"Agreed. But |I'mactually nore interested in the details of the perp's
ki nk."

"Great. You can wite it up later for the UPCM Journal. But we've got to
catch himfirst."

Mayr's | ast-known residence turned out to be one of those old
asymmetrical rhizomatic structures out in Canbridge. The bawab was a doddering
ki be whose split casing seans were patched with Radio Shack Silly Cenent. The
unit directed us to Mayr's flat, where our idents secured i nmedi ate entrance.

A stale snell and a layer of dust (the lowent place didn't even have
self cleaning capabilities) told us no one had occupied the roons for at | east
a nont h.

"Shit! Cold trail," K-mart said.

"Patience, patience. No telling what a search will turn up."

So while the Bull dog stood guard at the door, we began to go through the
r oons.

| found Mayr's porn stash in one of the nore clever hideaways | had ever
encountered. One portion of the bunpy, seenmingly dead wall was in reality an
enbedded nodi fied marine polyp with very good mimcry features. It had taps
into the residential structure's water veins, but apparently hadn't been fed
inawhile. As | was running ny fingers over the wall, the polyp dropped its
di sgui se, flexed open, extruded tentacles, and weakly attenpted to ingest ny
hand.

| yel ped, K-mart cane running, flashlight in hand. He | asered the
creature dead. Inside its still quivering husk were several datapins.

We dried them and popped theminto K-mart's poqgetpal. |mages cohered.

Ri ght away | noticed sonething mssing: the usual WO official inprimatur: ALL
MODELS ARE ENFRANCHI SED CI TI ZENS OVER AGE TWELVE. Then | focused on the
pi ctures.

Back in that reedpair tine | had been recently specul ating on, there had

been a flourishing porn trade -- conducted nostly in the old nation-state of



Japan -- known as bura-sera. |nmages of young schoolgirls hoisting their skirts
to reveal their sinple, functional underwear. Sometines this speciality
extended to the sale of the underwear itself. Preferably soiled.

Wth the gradual |owering of the franchise to its current level, this
trade had di sappeared -- nerged, rather, into the mainstream But what K-nart
and | now viewed rem nded ne of it and was plainly an of fshoot or descendent
of the bura-sera.

It was pix after pix of diaper-clad individuals, ages ranging from
newborn to elderly. There was no actual sex going on that would have nade the
pi ns contraband. But there was a | ot of peeing and crapping.

K-mart was disgusted. "This stuff isn't even illegal! It's just stupid!
Why woul d anyone nurder over it?"

| shut off the display. "You got ne, Kaz. But if this accurately
represents Mayr's hardw ring, then you can see how the Bl ankie was |ike a
match to tinder for him Wen Ixsys took it away fromhim all he could think
of was revenge."

Just then a bulletin cane in. Another Blankie taken out, this tinme by a
swar m of sweat bees. Luckily, no loss of human life.

"What next?" asked K-mart. "Maybe a talk with Rowena Mayr?"

"Sounds good. | think I'd Iike to ask her where she got her parenting
i cense.”

Rowena Mayr lived in an insensate building in a dismal neighborhood right
bel ow t he Seraphi mtracks. The super-fast train suspended fromits overhead
nmonorail was relatively quiet. But the Boston-Mntreal Express went by once an
hour, and somehow you could feel its passage in your gut as it split the air.

The crunbling stoop outside Mayr's buil ding was occupi ed with dol e-proles
and their nonschema prodges. The adults were drinking cheer-beers while the
kids were playing with those cheap trilobite pets so popular that sumer. W
garnered dirty | ooks as we went in, but no one tried to stop us. W left the
Bul | dog by the entrance to forestall anyone sending up a warning.

As we approached the third fl oor door of Rowena Mayr's flat, | spotted
K-mart's hand hovering near his flashlight.

| didn't know what to expect from Rowena Mayr, but it wasn't what
appeared when the door finally opened to our knock

Rowena Mayr was a frazettatoid, nenber of a highly egocentric group that
had splintered off the old Society for Creative Anachronism Boris had
pr obably been one too.

You didn't see them around much anynore, and | was surprised there were
any left unretrofitted. No wonder the Mayrs hadn't felt confortable in the
spartan, utilitarian environnent of Aquarius...

Rowena had had her body scul pted to resenble one of the inpossible
fantasy women fromthe canvases of her faction's namesake reed-pair artist.
Huge cantil evered boobs, a waist so slimit must have invol ved nmajor organ
di spl acement, and cal lipygian ass. She wore a tiny nmetal bra, sonme faux
barbaric jewelry. Froma fake gold chain around her wai st hung a few w sps of
col ored silk.

She was such a sel f-contained, self-inmersed, inpossible creation that
being in the same roomwi th her was |ike sharing space with an anci ent
animatronic figure. | tried imagining having her as ny nother. It was a mgjor
stretch.

"Yes, Oficers. How can |I help you?"

"It's about your son, Bert. Can we cone in?"

"Certainly."

The flat was furnished in H gh Conan. W sat on enbroi dered cushi ons and
expl ai ned the trouble her son had gotten hinself into.

"Well, |I feel extrenmely bad for Bertie. He was al ways a good boy and
showed such prom se. Red Sonia knows, | did ny best with him But | don't see
how | can help you now. "

"He hasn't been in touch with you recently?"



"Not for years."

K-mart stood. "M nd if we have a | ook around?"

Rowena got hastily to her feet. "Unless you have a warrant, |'mafraid
that's out of the question."

Noddi ng toward a cl osed door, K-mart said, "Wat's in there?"

"That's my shrine to Dagon. Very innocent, | assure you. But sacred. Now,
if you don't mind, Oficers, I'd like to be al one--"

K-mart started to rap a string of antisense as he anbl ed about the room
"Ch, | was raised Dagonite, but | fell away. Haven't seen a shrine in ages.

You don't m nd, do you?"

Bef ore Rowena could stop him K-mart had pulled the door open.

The Bl anki e was waiting.

It reared up as tall as a man and tw ce as bul ky, a quivering blue wall
of cryptoflesh. Unlike what | knew about the small Bl ankies, this one radiated
an ammoni acal , fecal reek

Bert had obviously been tweaking its parameters a little.

Before K-mart could get his flashlight up, the Blankie fell forward on
him wapping himin its straitjacket enbrace.

Rowena screaned. | had nmy own flashlight up, but couldn't shoot for fear
of piercing the swaddl ed K-nart.

Sonet hi ng barrel ed past me so fast and hard it spun me around. When
recovered, | saw our Bulldog tangling with the Blankie, all fangs and tal ons.
It zeroed in on a major ganglion, ripping it out in a bloody nmess of
dendrites.

The Bl ankie collapsed like an air-mattress that had sprung a | eak

| went to help a slinmed K-mart up. Rowena rushed past ne into the

Bl anki e's room shouting, "Bertie, Bertie, |I tried to stop them"

K-mart seened shaken, but uninjured. "Tara! | snell like the time | fel
into the fam |y out house back in Kazakhstan!"

Flashlight in hand, | foll owed Rowena into the room

But | needed no weapon to deal with little Berrie.

The fearsome masterm nd behind the Blankie nmurder lay in an oversized
Bayer cradle usually used for burn victimtreatnment, naked except for an
oversi zed cloth diaper. In one lax hand was an Allelix sonic injector. From
the utterly w ped | ook on Bertie's face, | could guess that the injector had
been | oaded with a probably irreversible dose of Neonate N ne or some ot her
retrogressi ve synapse-di sconnecting trope.

Rowena was kneeling by the cradle, weeping. Together, she and her son
resenbl ed sone kind of tawdry, nodern Pieta.

K-mart came up beside nme, shaking his head. "My hesomagari."

| thought back to my own days as a nel-head. "But we've all got navels
that can get twi sted, Kaz. Leastw se, those of us born human."

On our way out, | cane on the Bulldog chewing up the evidence. In the
heat of the nmoment, its ancient instincts had overwhel med its training.

I went to kick it, but changed my mi nd.

THE BAD SPLI CE
Previ ously unpubl i shed.

As if blindly obedient to one of the weirder plectic neothom st
catastrophe figures, nmy life seemed to be warping itself around strange
attractors, spiraling and darting up and down cusps and caustics, pleats and
furrows that led to sone unpredictable yet inevitable term nal boundary
condi tion.

And the worst part was -- | couldn't tell if on balance |I should be
scared or gl ad.

Changes had swarmed through ny life as thick as harvest thrips on a
cloth-tree during the past few nonths, enough so as to necessitate a few
unschedul ed sessions with Doctor Varela, ny BP advisor. | had thought | had



seen the last of that cal mand erudite Behavioral Pragmatist after he had
hel ped nme over the rough patch follow ng nmy departure fromthe Pl biz.

Si nce joining Boston's branch of the Protein Police, nmy |life had been
relatively sinple and undemandi ng, despite the quirks and dangers of ny new
trade, and | had felt no recent need of beep counseling. But lately all that
had changed, |eading Doctor Varela to nod and murmur sagely over my condition
consult his snippets, and prescribe a course of Bionmet's Angstaway paired with
Sciclone's Vivaci Tee, as well as a general adrenergic booster. The tropes
seened to be working, although I still felt alittle off-parm

But | was managing to cope well with quite a lot, | thought.

It had all started when the Big Brains in charge of the NU s Interna
Recon and Security force (of which the Protein Police was a division) had laid
down a coupl e of new ukases.

First, there were to be no nore human- hunan teans. W were just too
understaffed to permt such a luxury to continue and would remain so into the
foreseeable future. What with the guaranteed prol e-dole, the dw ndling nunbers
of pure-gen, fully enfranchi sed humans, and the seductions of virtuality,
crimnality, and a mllion sects, cults, posses, and sets representing an
infinite range of hedonism nihilism and every ismon the scale, potential
candi dates for the force were few and far between. (The sane was true, of
course, in every branch of the NU adm ni sphere; wi thout kibes, denons, and
cocktails, the whole system woul d have suffered i nstant apoptosis.)

So all the old dual -human partnerships were split up. That meant | | ost
K-mart Saunders, the nost agreeable plug | had ever worked with. In his place,
| was to choose between a var or a kibe. Well, since the death of ny old var
Hamster, | couldn't really work too closely with the splices and remain

confortable. That left the ki be.

The Turing Level Four kibes had just gone into general open-access
production. (The Level Fives, naturally, were already up and runni ng, but were
reserved exclusively for the use of the | M-, Wrld Bank, WO, and other ruling
bodi es of the admi ni sphere, which |liked to stay one giant step ahead of the
masses they governed. And of course the Level Sixes were not far behind, close
to finishing their sem -autononous evol ution.) The Toronto HQ of the Protein
Police had just received a nonth's worth of shipments of Fours fromthe
Bangal ore macqui of Segasoft-Togai Magi c, and these had been further
di stributed across the continent.

The ki be cores thenselves | ooked identical to and had the sane di nensions
as the old Level Threes, allowing for easy retrofitting: shiny featurel ess
platters about as thick as a stack of a dozen ancient CD's. It was the newy
evol ved qubitic circuitry inside that raised their functioning to a higher
level. As for the chassis that would carry the cores -- well, the force's own
crada had cone up with several new nodels specifically designed for |aw
enf or cenent .

So ny new partner becanme a synthetic, syncretic personality in a
mni-frisbee, capable of swapping bodies at wll.

On top of this unsettling switch, the Swell heads had insisted that al
the humans on the force go in for a somatic upgrade. The nucky-nucks were
tired of losing officers to various preventable assaults. Baseline bodies were
now consi dered insufficient to counter the noddies of the baddies. We had to
nmeet them head-on, match themin the arms (and | egs and brains) race.

Li ke nost people in all walks of life, I had ny share of inplants and
add- ons and upgrades already: sinple things that had hel ped me in ny work,

i ke sharper peripheral vision, stronger bones, voluntary pain shunts. But
unl i ke some bodyartists and puzzl epluses, | had never gone in for radica

nodi fications. What was good enough for grandpooh was good enough for mnme. Now
| was being told that | had to change or be dropped fromthe force.

Swal | owi ng ny trepidations and instinctive dislike of being bossed around
(after all, | wasn't an independent contractor anynore), | went into the
bodyshop.

| came out sheathed in flexible inbricated skin like a pangolin's, its



pl ates chanvoi s-soft to the touch yet capable of turning aside sharp edges and
| ow velocity projectiles. Additionally, ny new integunent from Cal ypte Bi oned
woul d react to the beamof a flashlight by instantly altering its refractive
i ndex. (I had once read that the quickest basal reaction in nature was found
inthe jawms of a certain ant, which could snap closed in a third of a
mllisecond. Science had considerably bettered that.) | had a paral ynphatic
system from A ynmpus Bi ot ech that woul d aggressively react to micro- and
nano-invaders. My arteries were reinforced with CuraTech's neo-goretex, ny
bones threaded with I nnovir's stonefiber. My heart had an onboard Hemazyne

assist, as did ny lungs. | had Agouron hyperflexure in ny fingers, increased
haptic and proprioceptive sensitivity, and certain wetware enhancenents from
Bi oCryst not available to the general public. Finally, | could on short notice

generate several highly damagi ng anti personnel cytokines expressible through
strategically placed exocrine gl ands.

In short, | was now one nean and hyperefficient slagger for the forces of
goodness and j usti ce.

| was also on a half-dozen new tropes that allowed ne to integrate ny new
body i mage and sensory i nputs.

It was just after this makeover that the final big change in ny life
occur ed.

| met Xuly Beth and fell in Iove.

Xuly Beth Vol |l bracht had been born in the Mercosur, grown up a gypsy
wat er baby. Her parents, Rolf and Val entina, had managed a section of the
H drovia, roving up and down that extensive artificial waterway, supervising
conmer ce and mai nt enance, troubl eshooting and policing. Educated and trained
as a noah for the GEF, Xuly Beth had been stationed at various spots around
the world (she had seen parts of APEC, Carri Com and Scandi baltica),
nmoni toring and renedi ati ng oceani c- at nospheric systens, before ending up in
t he Nova Engl and bi or egi on.

We net at an official function hosted by the noahs to brief the Protein
Police on the | atest rogue organi sms we could possibly expect to enmerge from
runaway marine co-evolution. (Safe as silicrobe technol ogy was supposed to be,
there were inevitable glitches.)

Luckily for me, Xuly Beth was far fromrepelled by nmy altered epiderms
It turned out that one of her first | overs had been a fishboy fromthe
H drovia, and the experience had crystallized her taste for odd integunents.

Xuly Beth was the change in ny life that tipped the scales toward
gl adness. It was the first time since ny wife wal ked out on ne that | had a
functioning pair-bonding. It felt good.

And that feeling al one should have been enough to warn me that sonething
bad was about to fall right on nmy head like one of Xuly Beth's programed
heavyrai ns out of the seemi ngly clear sky.

The first notice | had of trouble was the urgent patterned pinging of ny
flimsy one norning as | sat at my desk. | was on scheduled fifteen-mnute
downtime, relaxing in a quasi-neditative state at the focus of which was a
little token of her work Xuly Beth had given ne. In a clear cylindrica
cont ai ner about as big as a pneumatic-tube nessage capsul e, a self-sustaining
mniature silicrobe twister ran its homeodynam c contortions, powered only by
sunlight. Its infinite random pernutati ons served as a Taoi st exenpl ar of
m nd- wi pi ng potency.

But even the Tao could not ultimately contend agai nst the earcon for a
Class One transnmission. | resumed ny mnd and voi ced the screen on. The face
of my inmmedi ate superior appeared.

Jo Priestly | ooked nervous. Not an easy task for a woman who wore the
ruf f-bordered head and snouty-toothed face of an oversized fringed lizard. (
had seen perps faint during interrogati on when she sinply sniled.)

"The cat's in town," she said.

"The Xuma Puma?" | asked, recalling the petty posse-leader | had nore
than once tangled with in the old days. "Wat's to worry?"



"I wish it was only the XP. No, |I'mtalking about the one and only cat
that matters. Krazy Kat."

Now | knew why she | ooked worried. "I assunme there's some java foll ow ng
for me to dethread. But maybe you could enpeg it for me...."

"You heard about Chi cago? How the Kat nearly caused a Second Fl ood?"

"Sure. But | thought he screwed up. Didn't he | eave behind sone cells for
the first time? All the public sniffers should be programed by now to respond
as soon as he slinks by."

"True, we've got his genome mapped, and that's nore than we've ever had
before. But it's not good enough. The Kat doesn't have to go out in public to
cause mschief. He's got friends, allies, and synpathizers galore. And not
just among the other splices either. There're lots of pure-gens who support
the CLF -- or at |east the nonviolent aspects of their platform G oups such
as the SPCC. The Kat could easily stay holed up and still cause us yotta-shit.
And don't forget private transportation. The sniffers would m ss anyone in a
car with positive pressure seals. No, we're going to have to hit the streets
if we hope to forestall whatever deviltry the Kat's got in his hat. Bone up
pl ug. Then get out there and use your nose."

"Kakkoii," | said. "Cool as the socket who clinbed into the Sack and nade
it with the Farside storage ring."

The Chief was a nmenber of the Shaker Revivalists and a doctrinaire
gone-gonad. Her menbranous veined ruff flushed an agitated crinmson, then her
face di sappeared. Another earcon sounded, and down invisible |lines came the
petafits on the Kat.

There was so nmuch data it overflowed the flinsy's buffers. | released a
coupl e of ny custoni zed specul ati ve agents to work in background node, setting
t hem | oose on what was known of the Kat's MO. Then | settled down for a |ong
raster, grateful that sone of my new wetware all owed for dual -track
processi ng.

Krazy Kat had been born sone ten years ago in and into frustration. His
sire was a mullis who went by the gnom c name of Doctor Radius. At the tine,
Doc Radius was a freel ancer under tenp-bond to Vivus-Neopath and had just been
assigned to a highly secretive project. V-N had taken an anonynmous encrypted
contract off the net to develop a new breed of cultivar according to certain
specs. The nosaic was to consist of 50 percent felidae of various gernlines,
30 percent human, 10 percent viverrine, 10 percent m scellaneous useful
nucl eoti des. Once the juvenile splices were out of the tanks, as yet
unengramed, they were to be shipped in partial stasis -- w thout human
acconpani nent -- to an address that turned out to belong to a dummy abe
fronting for the city governnent of Paris.

It turned out that the mayor of that fine city had decided to secede from
the EC, after his decision to nmake snoking mandatory within city limts had
been quashed fromon high. (Tourismwas down, and the mayor felt that if he
could reinpose the retro anbi ance of the city, the crowds would fl ock
back....) These new splices fromV-N, all tooth and nail and cunning, were to
be trained and further bred as a corps of nercenary soldiers, the backbone of
a Parisian self-defense force with which the mayor could enforce his
secessi on.

Wl |, needless to say, both the EC and the WIO, anpbng ot her power centers
of the adm ni sphere, frowned on such a nove and chose to express their
di spl easure nost forcefully. (The ex-mayor was due out of stasis in another
twenty years.) Upon discovering the plot, before the splices were even
shi pped, the authorities came down on V-N like a ton of strange matter. The
firmwas heavily fined, and all the special splices were ordered destroyed.

This did not sit well with Doc Radius. Like any devoted, obsessive,
mani festly brai n-warped artist, he had come to regard the new splices not as
mere work-for-hire, but as his personal, bel oved magnum opus. Wen the
destruct order cane down, Doc Radi us managed to make off with a single fetus.
A secret fetus not on the original workorder, but one he had been tinkering
with as a side project, tweaking its paraneters to his liking and esthetic



sense.

This was the seed that was to blossominto Krazy Kat.

Rai sed in eccentric isolation with only Doc R for a parental unit, freed
of the nmandated dietary |eashes or proprietary tattoons, Krazy Kat had turned
i nto a dangerous nononani ac. As soon as the Kat was mature enough to reason
after about a year of accelerated and highly illegal trope dosing, he had
fixated on the adnittedly high-handed and wanton destruction of his fell ow
fetuses. Only surviving nmenber of his aborted kind, the young Kat had gone on
to study the conditions under which splices of all types served and |ived
am dst human society. What the Kat found apparently sent him over the edge.
(And al though | nyself was certainly no cocktail-sucker, | had to adnit that
sone of the excesses and abuses docunmented here and el sewhere were
nauseati ng.)

At the age of five, Krazy Kat adopted the nanme by which the whole world
woul d soon know himand took a vow. He would devote his life to liberating
splices everywhere, wagi ng a no-hol ds-barred canpai gn to nake their "slavery"
obsol ete, too costly for human society to sustain.

Thus was born the Cultivar Liberation Front.

Al this information had cone to light shortly after Krazy Kat's first
unexpected and initially inexplicable terrorist excursion, the slaughter of
the board of directors of Hedonics Plus at their yearly nmeeting in Geneva. In
t he ensuing worl dwi de hunt for clues, the Tijuana branch of the Protein Police
found Doc Radius's trashed lab, as well as the Doc himself, simlarly
lifelessly trashed. (At the time | had still been a loner Pl, without access
to this hush-hush information.) Seem ngly, Radius had made the nistake of
objecting to all or some of his progeny's plans and had gotten just what al
humans deserved in the Kat's eyes. And although the Kat had thoroughly |ysed
all biomatter sanples connected to his person, he had not been able or
concerned enough to wi pe all the audiovideo material the Doc had |ovingly
accunul at ed over the years.

| studied a still shot of the mature Kat: over two neters tall, tailed,
one hundred kilos of rippling rmuscles under a tawny, nonbasal-striped pelt.
H s face was a sexy, oddly alluring, highly intelligent mx of panther, civet,
and hurman features, marred only by what | intuited was a pernmanent sneer
calculated to reveal a glint of sharp ivory teeth.

My specul ative agents popped to the surface, shattering the Kat's inage
with their signature netagrafix swirls. They had no insights into what Boston
could expect fromthe Kat, if he were indeed in town. He seened never to
repeat hinself, had no favored tactics or, ahem catspaws, being willing to
stri ke anywhere, anytinme, through or at anyone.

| dismssed the snippets and summoned ny partner, know ng the kibe woul d
al ready have assinmlated the sane data, in a fraction of the tine. Wiiting for
it to arrive, | studied the swirling, captured tornado in its tube. The
m croweat her's patternless patterns seemed to nock the chaos around ne. But
par adoxi cal |y, the border of chaos and stasis was where life flourished...

My partner arrived.

(The Turing Level Four kibes cane with a curious legal codicil. Just as
any fully enfranchi sed individual was legally responsible for the actions of
his or her immterial agents and denons, shards and partials, so was any owner
of a TL4 ultimately accountable for its words and deeds. Mostly, corporations
bore the legal brunt; but ampbng the Protein Police, the burden had devol ved to
the cops thenselves, as a cost-cutting neasure. If nmy TL4 did anything
contrasocial, it was nmy ass on the line. It was a big responsibility, al nost
i ke having a prodge. So | called ny partner "Sonny.")

Today Sonny was wearing a Hexcel Enforcer chassis: a body with an
armature of stonefiber bones, buckytube circulatory system nuscles crafted of
i mpolex and resilin, hide of super-sharkskin, distributed co-ganglia. Looking
like a lunbering grey rubbery giant, the chassis boasted a neckl ess human-1|i ke
head wi th nock sensory inputs designed to draw the deadly fire of any perp
stupi d enough to attenpt an assault on such a nonster. The rea



audi ovi sual - chenp sensors were conceal ed at various points around the body, as
was assorted weaponry. Slotted safely behind a tough protective abdom na
panel was the kibe platter itself.

Sonny spoke in a pleasant tenor voice that seenmed to enmerge fromits
arnpit.

"I assuned fromthe data that there was a certain need for overwhel m ng
force in dealing with the renegade splice. Was | in error, Peej?"

"No, not in error. But maybe just a wee bit premature.”

After convincing Sonny to change into a relatively inconspicuous, |ess
al arm ngly destructive chassis (a BASF nechani cal nodel nicknanmed "t he
Washt ub"), we hit the streets.

| had a destination in mnd: the offices of the SPCC. Chief Priestly had
mentioned them They were an obvi ous source of potential coconspirators for
the Kat, but | was alnost certain that 1'd get nothing out of them But
frankly, it was the only lead | had.

Wal ki ng through Boston's noi sy, hornone-hot streets, breathing the clean
exhaust of tuktuks, |I tried to do as the Chief had directed and use ny
putative crime-sensitive nose.

Detouring down an alley off Arlington, | surprised a pack of scavenger
ki bes trying to break into the Sinochem Hunpty Dunpster behind a bodyshop. The
pack of owner-less runaway ki bes needed certain organics for their maintenance
and frequently resorted to theft, as well as beggi ng.

They must have di sabled the Dunpster's flee-and-shriek circuits, for it
could only rock back and forth in place and hoot dismally as they attenpted
forced entry into its separation chanmbers.

Before | could react, Sonny was barreling through the pack, scattering
themleft and right. A battered, unsteady nutraceutical dispenser marred with
letterbonb graffiti toppled over, spinning its wheels uselessly. The rest
fled.

Sonny extruded a snaky tentacle and found a socket on the crippled
machi ne. He jacked in, and the renegade di spenser died.

"Anot her societal parasite termnated," Sonny declainmed with a trace of

TL4 pride.
"Yeah, great. Come on, Judge Dredd, we've got bigger fish to fry."
" Met aphor ?"
| sighed. Just like having a kid. "Yes."
"Filed."

After a stop at an open-air tol kuchki so that | could grab a snack of
biltong and camu camu fruit, we reached the Stuart Street offices of the NGO
known as the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Cultivars. After fencing
with a wary human receptionist, | was admtted into the offices of the
director, one Peej Jane G ahane-Ball ard.

Grahame-Bal l ard was a snmall woman whose skull was capped with pink
pi nfeathers. Cad entirely in shiny nonorganics, she was an obvi ous Carbaqui st
Reverencer, like 99 percent of the SPCC. She regarded ne with a | ook such as
an elderly splice nust display when confronted with the knacker: a m x of
fear, contenpt, and hatred. In her wall cycled a silicrobe animation of a

charm ng prodge and studly plug: scion and mate. | wondered if she'd offer to
i ntroduce themto Krazy Kat.
"Peej Grahane-Ballard," | said with all the respectful gravity |I could

nmuster, after flashing nmy credentials, "we have reason to believe that the
terrorist splice known as Krazy Kat has fled to our bioregion after the recent
thwarting of his plans in Chicago. Specifically, to the nmetroplex area. The
Unit for Pol ypeptide Cassification and Monitoring is counting on the
cooperation of all your menbers in the hunt for the crimnal. Should the
cultivar in question make any attenpt to contact your organization -- should
you even so much as hear a runor regarding that individual -- we insist that
you i medi ately notify us."

Grahame-Bal | ard had been doing a slow burn during ny speech and now



boiled over. "OF course! So you can rush out and kill him Wthout even a
pretence of justice!"

"Justice is a word that applies only to the enfranchi sed, Peej. Need
rem nd you that for splices, we have a parallel, neatly graduated system of
rul es, rewards, and punishnents, all fornulated scientifically over many years
by experts with efficiency and utilitarianismin mnd. Owmers are constrained
fromcruelty, abuse, and overwork, while splices are guaranteed food, shelter
and neani ngful enpl oynent."

"It's slavery, pure and sinple!"

"A word that has no application to any being other than a human, Peej.
The transgenics are property, plain and sinple, just like baseline mlk cows

or sheep.”
"Creatures with up to forty-nine percent human genes are property?"
"I didn't nake the |laws, Peej. | just enforce them™
She snorted. "And as for abuses -- why, | could show you the records of

things that woul d penetrate even that arnored skin of yours and rmake your
stupid failsafe heart go into fibrillation!"

| thought about sonme of the things | had seen. "I sincerely doubt that,
Peej . "

"Every one of us should be ashaned to participate in such a system Don't
you ever feel ashamed?"

"Not when |'m doing ny job, Peej."

Real i zi ng she was getting nowhere with me, G ahane-Ballard seenmed to
deflate. "And your job nowis to find and execute a noble creature who is
plainly the noral and ethical and sentient equal of you or ne...."

"Peej," | said, trying to keep calm "you have not seen the bl oody
results of that 'noble creature's' brutal actions. |I have."

"And who made hi m what he is? Mankind!"

| got wearily to my feet. "Peej, the Kat is one bad splice. | advise you

to use a |l ong spoon when you dine with him™"

"There are no bad splices, only bad owners.™

"I'f you say so."

Back on the street | was silent for a while, letting G ahanme-Ballard's
rifkinesque nmenmes percol ate uneasily through ny cortex.

After a few bl ocks, Sonny said, "W will now be staking out Peej G ahane
Bal | ard? Per haps you have surrepetitiously planted dustcans on her already?"

"What makes you say that?"

"Plainly you intend to catch her dining with Krazy Kat."

| had to replay the conversation in ny head.

"Met aphor," | sighed.

"Thank you."

| met Xuly Beth that night in Hopcroft's Cockai gne.

In reality, of course, | was back in our apartnent in Boston and she was
of f on assignment sonewhere up in the Arctic, twiddling with icebergs or
gl aciers or some other such pleasantly nonsentient and tractabl e phenomenon
W made it a point when she was in the field to nmeet at least four tinmes a
week at one virtuality site or another. Qur current favorite was Hopcroft's
Cockai gne, with its candy nountai ns and sodapop rivers, peppermnt trees and
cottoncandy clouds. (Al though |I couldn't imagine com ng here nmuch nore: not
only was the construx starting to reveal its shallowness, but lately it
rem nded nme too nmuch of the strange reality humanity was meki ng of baseline
Earth!)

W& were wearing our actual appearances, since we sawtoo little of each
other lately to be bored by our real shapes and faces. A privacy filter
i nsured that we were al one, despite the possibility that thousands of others
m ght be wandering the sanme construx.

Sitting next to me on a bonbon rock soft as a sofa, Xuly Beth was
finishing telling me about her day. "--so if this |latest remediati on works as
wel | as the sinulations project, the average sea | evel should start to drop by



a quarter-inch per year! \Why, we can probably start to repopul ate Bangl adesh
by the next decade!"

"Uh- huh, great..."

Xuly Beth brushed back her pastel-green, netal -threaded hair from her
brow, revealing twin baronetric bunps. Together with her current skin choice
of bl ocky macul ations, the bunps conjured up the inage of a gawky, |ovable
juvenile giraffe.

"You haven't heard a word |I've said, have you?"

"I"'msorry, Jewely-Xuly, really, I am It's just that this business with
the Kat is itching ne worse than a dose of cryptoshingles. It's not I|ike
dealing with your average crimnal, some two-fit hol opero or | eeson. There,
you' ve got soneone enbedded in a societal matrix. You generally have a good
i dea of what such a person wants and how he'll go about getting it. But the
Kat is a loner with no goal other than to cause as nuch disruption as
possi bl e. He could strike anywhere, anytine!l"

"And doubting yourself like this is going to solve the case?"

"No, | guess not...."

Xuly Beth donned a | ook of concentration, fingering her meteorologica
head bunps in the way she had when she was really puzzling sonething out.
After a mnute or so she said, "How can the Kat cause trouble? By hinself,
with a gun or a bonb, he's just another |one mucker. |If he wants maxi mal
damage, he's got to involve others. In Chicago he had to co-opt that posse,

t he Roaches, to carry out his plans. Even if he wants to rel ease sone deadly
vector into the general population, he's got to find someone to batch it for
him He's no crick or watson hinself, is he?"

"No, not as far as |I know ..."

"So if you just start shaking down all the crimnal sources of such
thi ngs, you're bound to run into a signal that |eads back to the Kat!"

| let out a sigh rather nore hopeful than not. "You're right, of course.
| shoul d have thought of that angle myself. Nothing' s hopeless. |I guess | was
just letting the magnitude of the case get ne down. Plus soneone | had to
i nterview today said some things that made ne wonder why | do what | do."

Xuly Beth stood up. "I knewit. You're just not thinking straight because
you're mssing your little weather-girl. Well, she has just what you need...."

Xuly Beth di sappeared, exiting the construx w thout even using a popup
menu. In a few seconds she was back

"I"'min my Sack, dear."

| didn't need to have ny arm-- or any other body part -- tw sted.

Breaking nmy neurolink to the telecosm | found nyself back in Boston.
took my Sack out of its maintenance rack, tickled it open, and clinbed in.

You could have a strictly neuro-induced orgasmin virtuality, but for
some strange reason -- maybe | esser bandw dth, maybe sonmething to do with
shel drakean fields -- it just wasn't identical with a Sack-admn ni stered
full -body experience.

Back in Cockaigne, Xuly Beth and I went into a naked-bodied clinch, fel
to the ground, and began to tear up the turf. Back honme and in the Arctic, two
Sacks were thrashing.

| was sure that if the Unit for Pol ypeptide O assification and Mnitoring
knew that a side-effect of the somatic up-grade they insisted | have was
hei ght ened orgasns, they woul d have deducted sonething frommy pay.

VWen the break finally came, it wasn't precisely fromthe crimnal front.
Rather, it was froman allied set of outcasts, self-exiled eccentrics despised
by the majority of consensusnened, post-reedpair citizens.

The | ncubat ors.

The I ncubators had figured in a previous case of mne, when | was stil
paired with K-mart. A new blight that affected only third-generation punptrees
fromHybritech had sprung up, and we suspected that the |Incubators m ght have
been sonehow responsible for it. They had never exhibited any such terrori st
i nclinations before, but |ike nobst despised minorities, they were perpetua



suspects whenever anything went w ong.

Since the netro relied on punptrees and their enornous taproots for its
wat er supply, there was imrense pressure fromthe adm ni sphere to crack the
case. So K-mart and | canme down rather hard on the Incubators at the tinme. And
what was worse, the misfits had been proven innocent, the cause of the new
pl ague eventually being traced to a mutant snmut that was able to prey on
hemati ¢ vegetation

So when, a few days after Xuly Beth and | had had our noral e-boosting
tal k and tel efuck, an anonymous denmon showi ng only bl and netagrafix delivered
atip that the Incubators had recently done a big job for a secretive client,
| was aware | wouldn't be wel comed back with open arns.

But | was used to that.

Sonny was wearing a Boston Scientific chassis shaped like a small tank
with multiple tentacles and spray nozzles. | knew the unit was effective, but
it |ooked ridiculous. Not that | cared, since the possibility of a real I|ead
at last had ne higher than a dose of Kiss-the-sky.

"Hey, Dalek," | said, "let's go visit sone pariahs."
Sonny |l unbered after nme. "Certainly, Doctor What."
"That's 'Wo.""

"The advantages inherent in the fuzzy logic circuits of a Turing Level
Four device necessarily involve the ability to conpromi se data in a creative
manner . "

The I ncubators had taken over an abandoned anti que petrol eum storage tank
on the waterfront. The property was currently contested and in |inbo, as the
| egal mess fromthe collapse of the petroleumindustry was still being sorted
out, sone decades after the fall. Sooner or |ater, the new owners would find a
use for the land and the squatters woul d be kicked out. But right now, it was
all theirs.

At the makeshift sphincter door in the side of the tank facing the
harbor, Sonny and | paused. "Stay out here and watch ny back,” | told the
ki be.

"An instruction with contradictory semantics which | amfully capabl e of
rationalizing."

| shook ny head ruefully.

Cl eaned up with Transcell Scrubbing Bubbles, the inside of the tank bore
little residual scent. What it did snell |ike was a conbination of nold,
decay, dirty bandages, and sick breath.

And one additional, puzzling underscent that | couldn't quite place, even
wi th my enhanced senses.

Dimy lit by scattered biol um nescent gl obes stuck here and there from
floor to doned ceiling, the interior of the tank was filled with a nockcora
scaf f ol di ng.

Fromthe organically fractal scaffolding hung the Incubators, in their
various slings and cocoons, |ike basal gypsy-noth larvae in their tents.

| boosted ny vision, but couldn't spot anyone down at ny level. So
shouted up, "Protein Police! Is Smallpox here?"

There was no answer, but | saw a shifting among the calcite girders. A
figure began to descend.

A lot of the menbers of the Incubators were i mobilized by their
per petual, nodified, nonconsum ng di seases. That's why | had called for
Smal | pox, who had been one of the relatively active ones last time. (They were
al I noncont agi ous, though. Their propathogen ideol ogy, however dognati c,
didn't extend to the point where they woul d have provoked a martyring backl ash
fromthe public.)

At last the clinbing figure reached the floor and began to approach
linping in rags. | could see that it was indeed the riddl ed and cratered
Smal | pox.

"What do you want ?" the pat hogen-host demanded. "Can't you just let us
cultivate our snallchain, |ow gnomc refugees in peace? Isn't it bad enough
that you high-gnonic inperialists have wi ped the gl obe clean of so many



i nnocent invisible lifeforns? Do you have to persecute our pitiful rescue
m ssi on too?"

"Listen, Smallpox, | don't care what you and Leprosy and Syphilis and
Measl es and Munps and Polio and all the rest of your sick crew do with your
own |lives. But when |I hear that you m ght be supplying contamnants to a
bigtine terrorist, that's when you' ve crossed the line."

Smal | pox cringed. "We didn't supply anybody with anything."

"Ch, no? That's not what | heard."

Smal | pox turned to | eave. "Go away,'
anyt hi ng. "

| grabbed the small man by his rags, picked himup, and stuck ny face
into his raddl ed visage.

he muttered. "You can't prove

"Listen, ny friend -- how would you like to be cured?"

Smal | pox bl anched. "You -- you wouldn't!"

"Try ne."

"You murderer!" He began to kick. "Al right, put ne down, I'Il talk."

| did, but kept alert for any funny noves.

"W have to earn a little eft somehow, you know, " Small pox began to
whi ne. "And not many people will deal with us. So when we were approached wth
this assignnment, we could hardly refuse. And besides, it was a technica
chal l enge right up our alley.”

"How s that ?"
"This character -- now, understand, | never actually saw him so
couldn't know he was a baddie -- kibes conducted the whol e busi ness -- anyway,

this plug wanted us to create a fast-acting, orally adm nistered prion-based
vector that would take up residence in the thal anus and upset the Llinas
function."”

| couldn't believe ny ears. The Llinas function was the evolutionarily
desi gned neans whereby the thal amus, the brain's master clock, bound al
sensory input and cortical responses into a coherent second-by-second gestalt
of the universe. Even the big cricks hesitated to ness with such a core
functi on.

"You're telling me that you've created an agent that will basically
destroy a person's tinebinding facility?"

"More or less. But all lifefornms are equal, and the prions will flourish
wi t hout actually killing their hosts.™"

Sonny must have been reading ny vital signs and detected nmy nervous
concern, because he burst in |ike a mechanical octopus.
"Peej, what's to be done?"

"Wap 'em"
Sonny's nozzles cane alive, and within thirty seconds the Incubators were
all enmeshed in sticky tangles. | called for a pickup and rel ayed what | had

learned to Chief Priestly.
And that was the end of the easy part.

The entire conpl enent of the UPCM as well as hundreds of representatives
froma dozen other bioregional and continental agencies, were now on the track
of the Kat. The next day, after receiving Chief Priestly's faint praise (and
i npl i ed condemmation for not sonehow suspecting the |Incubators sooner), I,
too, was back on the streets.

The night of ny discovery, | had net Xuly Beth in Cockaigne for what felt
like the last tinme. The candyl and had never seened shall ower. Postsex, as we
were silently resting, she said, "Be careful, won't you?"

"Sure. Don't | have Sonny to watch over ne?"

She | aughed. "Turing is spinning in his grave!" G ow ng serious, she
asked, "You still carry a poqgetpal, even after your upgrades, right?"

"OfF course. It's always smart to have a backup connection to the
net anedi um "

Xuly Beth fingered her bunps. "Good, good..."



The I ncubators had all been thoroughly interrogated w thout revealing any
further clues about where Krazy Kat was hiding. Sonny and | explored a half
dozen random possibilities w thout success. And all the tine, something in the
back of ny mind was tickling ny efferents.

Back at HQ | took precious downtine to stare at the tornado-nmandal a

And that's when it surfaced.

The odd scent in the tank.

I recognized it at |ast.

It was the scent of the Mats.

"Holy loas!" | said. "Sonny, come on!"

| didn't tell anyone where | was going, in case it turned out to be a
wild virus chase.

And as Doctor Varela would | ater show ne, maybe | unconsciously wanted a
one-on-one confrontation with the creature who had caused ne so nuch
frustration.

The UPCM kept a boat house on the harbor. | signed out a swath -- smal
wat erpl ane area twin hull -- and was soon zipping out to sea at a good speed.

"We checked out the Mats when our assignment was first given," protested
Sonny, wearing a Hughes chassis today that resenbled a nultil egged
Hal | uci nageni a out of the Burgess Shal e.

"I know. But that's not to say that Krazy Kat wasn't el sewhere then, and
on the Mats now. "

"Possibly. I wish | had been able to confirmyour hunch as to the origin
of that snmell."

"There was no time. Do you want to risk having those prions | oosed on the
human popul ace?"

"Then ki bes would rule Boston."

| stared at the robot, but on this npdel there was no expression to

interpret.
"A joke. O the type that partners make to each other."
"Ch. Ha-ha."

It took an hour to reach the Mats, out around the Georges Bank, but |
could snell thembefore |I could see them

The vast collection of cyanobacteria and di atonms carpeted severa
t housand square kil oneters of sea, |looking |like a mushy ectoplasmc rug,
floating neatloaf. Source of multipurpose biomass, home to a flourishing
ecol ogy of both basal and bi of abbed useful and edi ble creatures, the Mats were
cultivated for humanity by special -purpose, lowintelligence kibes.

One or nore of which the Kat must have subverted and sent to do his
bi ddi ng.

At the landward edge of the Mats, a small floating station anchored to
t he seafl oor served the rare human visitors: an OTEC power plant, a beacon, an
enmergency habitat.

We docked. | wasn't attenpting to be quiet, since there was nowhere for
the Kat to go or hide.
"Watch the boat,"” | told Sonny.

"Until otherw se needed."

| clinmbed onboard the gently rocking deck of the |onely, m docean
out post.

In the north, | could see curious storntlouds nassing in a previously
clear sky. But | couldn't spare any thought or attention for the weather. MW
whol e being was attuned to picking up the presence of the Kat. But so far
not hi ng.

That was why | was so surprised when, as | approached one side of the
platform his paw burst fromthe water and cl anped around ny ankl e.

He yanked, | went down, but not in, as | grabbed onto a stanchion
Feel i ng resi stance, the Kat expl oded out of the water and onto the deck. He
kicked, | rolled, found ny feet, and confronted himin a fighter's crouch

"Sonny!" | yelled.

"Comi ng, Pee--" said the Kkibe.



Then there was a spl ash

Two harvesters had cl anbered aboard the swath and dunped Sonny over board.
My partner had gone to swimwth the fishes. And he couldn't swim

That left me and the Kat.

| suppose | should have been honored to be one of the few humans ever to
directly confront the |l egendary splice. But instead | was scared into al nbst a
Bl anki e-wearing state. After the way he had so easily brought ne down, | had
to run an emergency mantra just to stay cool

Even dripping wet, fur plastered to his noble body, ears flattened to his

skul I, Krazy Kat | ooked every bit the Byronic anti hero. There was sonethi ng
regal and wild about himand, | could see how his i mage had captivated so many
to his doonmed cause.

"Gve it up, Kat, and | promise you won't get hurt,"” | bl uffed.

Hi s voice mxed purr and snarl, his whiskers twitched. "No, just
i mprisoned and reviled, nade to kiss ny inferior's boots!"

"Better to live than to die."

"Not on those terms!"”

"Your call,"” | said, then held ny palmout to himin a gesture |like a
traffic kibe's.
Anti personnel spray -- blistering, blinding, stifling -- Ianced out from

nmy exocrine glands and caught the Kat in the face.

Roaring, he launched hinmself at ne despite the pain. W hit the plates,
and | felt his teeth in my neck, piercing ny inbricated skin. My grip on his
shoul ders meant nothing to him

| guessed | was about to find out how good neo-goretex veins were.

Things started to get black, and I thought mny vision was going.

But it turned out to be the clouds above.

And as | |ooked in disbelief, all hell broke | oose.

Li ght ni ng, thunder, rain in buckets, then the final punch: a m croburst
of wind simlar to the kind that could and had | evel ed whole tracts of forest
i n pre-CGEF days.

The Kat and | were sluiced off the bucking station and into the sea.
Beneath the waves, | finally managed to break his hold -- or did he rel ease
me? In any case, | was free

| fought nmy way to the surface There was no sigh of the Kat.

Instead there was a fleet of approaching swaths, into one of which I was
soon uncer enoni ously haul ed.

We searched for the Kat with eyes and instruments and renotes for severa
hours, but of that bad, bad splice there was no sign. He had gone to feed the
hungry sea, or perhaps not. Though escape seemed i npossi bl e.

Before we left, we even nanaged to track clown Sonny and raise it from
the ocean floor. The ki be had been headi ng back on the bottomunder its own
power and probably woul d have made it, if its brick hadn't run down.

The first call | took after getting patched up was from Chief Priestly,
who di shed out her usual nix of puffery and abuse.

The second one was from Xuly Bet h.

"I'sn't d obal Positioning wonderful ?" she said, joyfully teary-eyed.

"And aren't | lucky to have a friend in high places?"

"The stratosphere, to be precise," said Xuly Beth.

MCGRECCOR
First published in Universe 3, edited by Robert Silverberg and Karen Haber
Bant am Spectra 1994.

1. The Tale of Peter Rabbit

Peter Rabbit stubbed out his cigarette on the rock upon which he sat,
sent the dead butt spinning with a flick of a stubby claw, and sighed.

It was night. The fragrant country air around himcarried cleanly the
noi ses of noncultivar life, poignant cries, lonely calls, sly rustlings.



Frogs, but no Jeremny Fisher

OMs, but no M. Brown.

Badgers, but no Tomy Brock.

Hedgehogs, but no Ms. Tiggyw nkle.

These, his fellow splices, were penned, not free to roam as was he.

Peter reached up to the tip of one long ear, the left. That ear had been
illegally docked two years ago, shortly after Peter's escape fromthe Garden
This had been the only way to renove the silicrobe owner-tattoon, the Warne
licensing mark, which had been injected at the Schering-Pl ough bi of ab
facility, on behalf of MG egor's genbaitch, before Peter was shi pped.
Afterwards, the ear had been regenerated. But the new part had al ways felt
foreign. Peter had a tendency to finger it when he was nervous, as he was now.

Hi s perch was high on a hill in the Lake District, near the village of
Sawrey, in the western bioregion of the European Community. Below, the village
was lit by the delicate gl ow of | ow photonic reradiants. To the south Peter
could see the grounds of the Beatrix Potter epcot, otherw se known as the
Gar den.

How | ong ago his life there seenmed.... He had spent only thirteen nonths
in the Garden, but it had felt like forever. The silly skits, the gawi ng EC,
NU, and CoPro tourists, the tasteless food -- Through ki nky proteins or rebe
pepti des, he had found hinmself totally unfit for his servitude.

The two years -- a fifth of his warrantied lifespan -- since his flight
into the arms of the CLF had been packed with activity. On death's very
doormat from |l ack of diet-supplements, he had stunbl ed upon the London nucl eus
of the CLF just in time. After the docking and the standard course of
trope-training and soma toning, he had been ready to play his part in
transgenic |liberation

He had participated in the infamus Corrida de la Mierte nmassacre in
Madrid during the first part of '31. He had hel ped slag the board of directors
of Hedonics Plus, the greedy human prokes, at their annual neeting in CGeneva.
He had been trapped in a shootout with the Brazz branch of the IM police in
the Jibaro maximall, barely escaping with his life. He had even assisted the
CLF' s |l eader, the legendary Bad Splice, Krazy Kat, in Chicago, as they sought
to turn the Big Eaters against the municipality.

In short, Peter had lived a full life in the past two years. The things
he had seen and done had nade hima hardened rabbit.

Yet now, contenplating the notion of facing McG egor again, remants of
his old factory conditioning surfaced, nearly rendering himhelpless as a kit.

He had asked for this assignment. But that didn't mean he had to relish
it.

Peter reached inside the pocket of his tarnished-brass-buttoned bl ue coat
for a dose of angst-banger and swallowed it dry. Tuggi ng at a whi sker, he
sought to focus his nmind on the task at hand. As the renegade splice watched,
the big hol osign outside the epcot wi nked out, and the last tourbus skinmed
of f.

Now t he only human (nmere 51 percenter that he was, he still legally
nmerited that status) left in the Garden was MG egor.

Now McGregor would begin to indulge in the "perks" of his position.

Now t he splices had cause to fear

Peter repressed his anger at the thought of what would be starting down
in the Garden at this nmonent. The bl ocker was kicking in, and it helped himto
be calm He could not enter the Garden until MG egor retired for the night,
some hours fromnow Till then, there was nothing to do but wait.

Peter Iit up another cigarette.

Filthy human habit.

But he would never live |ong enough to get cancer

2. The Tale of Two Bad M ce
McG egor | eaned on his cane, waving to the departing tour-bus in his
creaky, lovable-irascible, old farnmer way. Wen it had rounded the curve, he



ver bed of f the hol osign

Then he straight ened.

Standi ng erect, McGregor no |longer radiated an air of cantankerous
decrepitude. He seened to bulk out, filling his suit of sinulated brown
honespun with |inbs and torso powerful as one of the Deere-Col dstar
aut oharvesters that reaped the surrounding fields. The big white beard
cascading to his shirtfront | ooked conpletely incongruous now, as did his
spect acl es and cane.

O a sudden, with an uncanny how, MG egor tossed his cane skyward. It
soared higher than the chimey pots on H |l Top Farmhouse. Of cane the
gl asses and beard, as well as the clothes and hat. (The animatronic beard
craw ed a few inches, then halted.)

Reveal ed was a body whose torso was plated ventrally and dorsally with
tough overlapping armadillo-1ike scales. MG egor's arns and | egs were w apped
with nmuscle, like those of a dock-ape. His skull was hairless; silicrobe
patterns pul sated just under the scalp, synced el ectro-nyographically with his
extra cortical matter. H s genitals, retractable, were hidden

MG egor spun to face the darkened barn.

"Your act died today!"

There was no sound fromthe barn. Only a sublimnal enotional quivering
seenmed to emanate in cold waves fromthe structure.

MG egor stalked to the splices' after-hours residence.

He banged the bi g door open

The inside of the ol d-fashioned structure, which was not part of the
tour, was one | arge open space walled and floored with sean ess arbo-poly, for
easy cl eaning. D conpoz waste units stood out in the open in one corner. Cots
were placed dormtory-style along the walls, each with a small footl ocker for
what ever personal possessions the splices had been allowed to accumul at e:
curry conmbs and lininent; sweets fromthe G nger and Pickl es concessi on stand,
tossed to them by the patrons; a change of cl ot hes.

By each cot stood its occupant, at full attention.

The small est of the transgenics -- the nmice, the frogs, the squirrels --
stood on their altered hindlegs as tall as MG egor's waist. The next | argest
-- the rabbits, the dogs, the cats -- came as high as his shoul der

MG egor let the property sweat for a whole minute. Then he whirled and
pointed a finger at Pigling Bl and.

"You!"

Tears began to well fromthe pig' s eyes, runnelling to either side of his
snout. He dabbed at themw th the sleeve of his brown frock coat.

"Please, sir, nmy pig licenseis all in order...."
But McGregor had al ready rounded on another victim
" Puddl educk!"

Jemi ma' s beak opened and cl osed several tinmes in stupefaction, before she
could finally clunsily articulate, "My bonnet is tied, ny shawl is neat. M
bonnet is tied, ny shaw --"

At |ast McGregor settled on his real targets.

"Tom Hunca! Front and center!”

Tom Thunb and his mate Hunca Munca came shakily forward. The two mce
hung their heads wearily, knowing full well what was to cone and the futility
of resistance.

At this noment a fox appeared in the doorway. Fully as tall as MG egor,
the Garden's second-in-comand wore a brown suitcoat, vest, and cravat. He
carried McG egor's cane.

M. Tod, the fox, snmiled now, showi ng sharp teeth.

Wth the mce a foot or two from MG egor, he assailed them "Wen you
wr ecked the doll house at the three o' clock show, you broke a dish!"

Tom Thunb | ooked at Hunca Munca, and she | ooked at him Their relatively
smal | and shiny brown eyes caught the light fromthe ceiling fixtures. Then
t he mal e nouse spoke.

"W are supposed to break a dish. W discover that the hamis plaster. W



chitter angrily. | pick up the tongs. | hit the ham-"

"You broke the wong dish! You broke an enpty dish!"

"No, | amsure | hit only the ham-"

"Enough! G ve ne the cane!"

The fox, his bushy tail held stiffly erect, his claws clicking on the
floor, crossed to McG egor and handed himthe cane

MG egor twi sted the cane's top to Setting El even

He began to beat the m ce. The lightest touch of the cane sufficed.

They squeal ed and cried. Others anong the watching splices began to weep
too. But it was no use. The bl ows were unrel enting.

Hunca Munca had col |l apsed to the floor. Trying to keep her head | ow, she
rai sed her scut high.

MG egor's genitals began to energe

3. Appl ey Dapply's Nursery Rhymes

Gestation Jest

MG egor's mumwas a limted s crick, And her solo son was a pro's best
trick! She ran his specs on a mcro-fab, And bent her egg in the conpany's
lab! A few nmonths later the |lad emerged, Stylish toy of the maternal urge!

Par apar enti ng

Her smart card toted neganmiles on the Suborbital Express, As she did
thirty mnutes' work, Bangkok to Baltiscandia, Leaving once again, Mim spared
McGregor one thoughtless brief caress, Before passing himto a G ba-Gei gy
nurse -- nuch handier!

A Song of Youth

Nurse was a cocktail of 'possumand 'roo, Attentive, |oving, and sweet.

McG egor spent hours out of view, Pouched and on a teat. Wen older, his
mum began to feel H s education nust begin. Tropes and boosters and Digirea
Al were funneled in. One day he was living virtually, Wen sonething happened
unhear d- erous. The digiverse was suddenly, hurtfully Amok and truly rmnurderous!
El ectron fangs and claws raked the |ad, As the cuddly characters, all beasts,
Pi cked up crosstal k froma channel bad, Where kingfans held their gory feasts.
By the time he ripped away the set, McGegor was a neural weck. And worse, he
found his mouth all wet Wth blood from Nurse's neck! The rehab boys plied
their pills, And then pronounced himsane. But really McGegor's creepy ills
Were still hidden in his brain.

VWhi nper Wil e You Work

Now he's grown and wants enployment. Mght as well nmix work with
enjoyment! Digireal's fine (when it's not all bollixed!) But folks still crave
some solid frolics. 'Round the gl obe the epcots sprout--

Wat ch the classix acted out! What better place for MGegor to live Than
anmong those where he can stick his shiv!

4. The Tal e of the Flopsy Bunnies

Peter cane into the barnyard around three in the nmorning. The epcot had
m ni mal security, directed nostly against human intruders, the occasional |one
vandal or thrill-seeking nmetroplex posse. The system presented no chall enge to
the guerrilla skills of one who had trained with the Sequoi a Revenge Squad at
their canmp hidden in the Cascades. As for potential escapees, their biologica
tethers were deterrence enough. It was a rare splice who could sumon up the
courage to flee into a society where all authority was ranked agai nst him
where his very sustenance was a controll ed substance.

But it was Peter's task tonight to convince his conpatriots to do just
such a thing.

Hi || Top Farmhouse was qui et and dark. On the first floor lived M. Tod;
on the second, McGegor. Peter bristled at the thought of the pair. Wth |uck
he coul d acconplish his goals w thout ever encountering the wardens.



At the barn door, he paused. Sniffing, he found only fading traces of
McGregor's scent, sweat, and spune. But Peter's nose was hal f-ruined from
fags, and he hardly trusted it. Still, in conjunction with the w nking out of
t he Farmhouse |ights he had w tnessed, the evidence was enough

Possessed by an urge to mark this territory he was about to conquer
Peter slid his cock fromits sheath and pissed briefly against the door,
imagining it as MG egor's face. The earth absorbed the steamning urine
hungrily as Peter worked the |atch

The door creaked slightly as he slid inside.

The noi se was enough to wake Squirrel NutKkin.

"Krrrk, krrrk, krrrk! It's the old Peter, the old Peter!"

"Quiet, you sodding rodent! Ch, dam!"

Nutkin's cries had roused all the sleepers. Peter had hoped to wake a few
of the nore solid types first, those who in his judgnent had the nost
initiative and could help himdeal with the nore tinmorous and confused. Too
late for that now, though

Lights flared on. Luckily, the barn's wi ndows existed only as hol o tronpe

|"oeil. MG egor would receive no alert that way.
Al eyes -- big and wet, small and glittering, nictitating and
ni ght-seeing -- were fastened on him Peter let them absorb the full neaning

of his presence: a runaway splice had survived, even prospered.

The collie dog, Kep, was first to speak

"Why do you return? W have a new Peter now. Have you put yourself under
human control ? Where is your mark?"

Peter held hinself proudly erect. "I'"mno slave, I'ma free var, equal to
any proking fifty-oner. And I'mhere to set all of you free too. There's a van
with a driver just a mle off. W couldn't bring it any closer w thout being
detected, and we didn't want to mount a full raid if we needn't do so. Al you

have to do is follow ne, and by tonorrow norning you'll all be your own
masters. The Tailor of d oucester will unkink your chronos.”

Ner vous babbl e broke out anong the splices.

"What will we eat?" asked TomKitten

"Who will clothe us?" asked Ms. Tittl enpuse.

"What will we do with ourselves all day?" asked Sanuel Whiskers.

Peter was di sgusted. "None of your questions matter! Trust ne, the CLF
will see to all your needs. What matters is escape. Now "

Duchess, the bl ack dog, spoke. "How do we know the CLF can protect us?"

"We are powerful! Qur |leader is brave and wi se. Even now he plans a
power ful strike against the humans in Nova Engl and! W have many friends and
allies. The Ahinsa League, the underground arm of the SPCC -- Have you not
heard of Celesteville? The Anzani an governnent has deeded us a preserve, where
all splices may live freely. Those who do not want to participate in the armed
struggle may settle there. King Babar needs good citizens."

"You lie! You want to lead us to our deaths!"

Pet er turned.

He confronted hinself.

The repl acenment Peter stood next to his mate, Flopsy. Unlike the renegade
Peter, he was finely grooned and plunp, the buttons of his jacket al
poli shed. Every line of his furry countenance indicated how t horoughly he had
been indoctrinated in subservience by a supplier eager to redeemitself for
its defective nodel. Knowi ng the other rabbit was bound by his conditioning,
Peter held no enmity toward him And in truth, his attention was fixed nore on
t he seductive figure beside him

He had al nost forgotten what a beautiful doe Flopsy was. Her bib was
thi ck and creany, her haunches strong, her nose sexily noist.

Peter's years of self-sacrifice had included little time for romance.
Now, the nights he and Fl opsy had spent rutting together, enjoying the only
sol ace available in captivity, returned to himw th al nost punishing force.

Real i zing that he could not let the other rabbit spook the indecisive
sl aves, acting out of both expedi ency and jeal ousy, Peter hopped at the



cowardly rabbit. The substitute Peter raised his forepaws awkwardly in
defense. But he was no match for the martially trained outsider. In a trice,
muzzl e bl oodi ed, the other rabbit lay on the floor

The splices were stunned into silence. The hum of the ventilation system
sounded like a hurricane. Peter tensed hinself for further violence.

Fl opsy spoke, her eyes shining at the return of her first mate. "The neek
die on their knees! W walk on two legs! All power to the CLF!I'"

A chorus of acclamation gradually swelled. Peter was too proud to caution
them They woul d be gone soon anyway.

He put his armaround Flopsy, feeling the desire to cover her stir in his
| oi ns.

Qut in the world, her fecundity restored, they would breed free kits that
woul d make manki nd trenbl e!

5. The Story of a Fierce Bad Rabbit

MG egor, cradled in his organiformbed on the second level of H Il Top
Far mhouse, was dreaming. In his dream he was sitting in a confy squirnonomnc
chair, wearing a Digireal set, laniering virtuality. A dreamw thin a dream

The virtual -ware was a standard M crodelrey scenario, all reassuring
arcadi an sinplicity. McGegor's virtual self was five years old. He wal ked
hand-i n-hand with Nurse and Mum down shaded paths, butterflies flittering, the
scent of hay in his nostrils.

Suddenl y, from behind a shrub | eaped a giant animal, a slavering rabbit
with a mouthful of fangs! In an instant he was joined by another, and anot her

The rabbits grabbed his guardian and his nother, and began to bite their
necks and rend their flesh

MG egor screamed/twisted in his chair/withed in his bed.

The rabbits, finished with the Iifeless corpses of the adults, their
snout s incarnadined, turned on the little boy.

He bit his tongue/bit his tongue/bit his tongue, till bl ood
fl owed/ fl owed/ fl owed.

The nonitors in the bed finally kicked in, and the system adm nistered a
dose of RU 9000.

MG egor felt the killers' claws and snelled their neaty breath/pulled
off the Digireal set/awoke with a jolt.

The taste of his own bl ood was |ike sucking on an antique drycell
Sitting up, he spat red and the bed absorbed it. Then, he |istened.

The fadi ng echoes of noise fromthe barn drifted through an open w ndow
with the breeze...

VWhat the breeding fuck was going on with those vars? Was it sone argument
anong thensel ves, a fight over rut or sweet? He had warned them about excess
activity after lights-out. By arnie, he'd iraq and pakistan their worthl ess
hi des!

A thought came to him He spoke to the Farm

"Hll Top."

"Yes?"

"Any intruders?"

"The perinmeter sensors report the passage of no creature massing nore
than ten ounces."

Ten ounces? That was inpossible. The countryside was swarmng with
creatures bigger than that, their nightly runs cutting across the Garden
their bioparns programmed to register, yet not sound an alarm The sensors had
to be jiggered.

"Hll Top."

"Yes."

"Notify the Sawey dirty-harrys. W have a trespasser. Get ne a kil
cl earance. "

A hi gh-baud squirt down the optics and a squirt back.

"Secured. "

Not bothering to dress, MG egor reached down fromits wallrack a



bel | - nout hed gun with a magazi ne shaped |i ke an ol d-fashioned film canister
its alloy stock featuring oval cutouts as a wei ghtsavi ng neasure.

Downstairs, MG egor roused a gently snoring M. Tod. (Many splices,
their vocal apparatus nodified in the simwonb for speech, suffered from
attendant respiratory problens.)

"Cet your slagging withers out of bed. W've got a fox in the henhouse."

"A fox?"

"Don't take nme so fucking literally, you stupid trans. Now nove it or
lose it."

Leaving M. Tod to catch up, MG egor raced swiftly and silently toward
the barn.

The door was slightly ajar, its rimedged with |ight.

MG egor kicked it off its hinges.

Hi s extra wetware instantly processed the scene revealed to him as if it
were a freeze-frane.

Several splices crushed beneath the falling door. Al the rest clunped in
a | oose knot around two rabbits. A third rabbit Iying on the floor

The renegade Peter!

Lone bl ot on McGregor's record. ..

The scene went realtine.

The bad rabbit darted a paw under its coat. MG egor recognized a
Jumpstart shoul der harness. The pistol |eaped out into the rabbit's paw.

But McG egor had already fired.

A smal | packet burst against Peter's chest.

Faster than even McGegor's eye could follow, Peter was w apped from head
to toe in lvax netting, his pistol trapped against his body. He teetered for a
nmonent, then toppl ed.

MG egor wal ked confidently up to the trameled rabbit, the stunned
splices shakily parting for him

"Fucki ng Crusader Rabbit... What'll you do now?"

Not waiting for Peter's answer, heedl ess of the soreness of his own door
bruised Iinb, McGegor buried his foot in the var's stomach

6. The Tale of M. Tod

M. Tod, grunting on his foxy-smelling doss-pad on the first |evel of
H1l Top Farm was dreani ng

He was free, free to course the hills and valleys of the i menorial |and
in his ancestral unnodified form 'Cross brook and neadow he ranged, follow ng
the scents of friend and foe, mate and prey. The sun, the wind, the deep den
inwinter, these were all he required to be happy. His life was a fulfilling
conpl eteness in itself.

In this dream M. Tod had a nightmare.

Humans caught himand tied himto a rack. They bent and tw sted his |inbs
until he yelped with searing pain. Wien he finally resenbled his tornentors,
they rel eased himand gave himduties. To watch simlarly tortured creatures,
guard and chivy them In return, he was "rewarded": a suit of useless clothes,
cl oying food, the occasional hurried mating with an inported vixen delivered
by the Hedonics Plus van, synthetic chases of bl oodl ess quarry through the
thickets of his own brain....

In this nightmare, the days passed |like an eternal winter. He struggled
to return to his real life. Wth a vast effort he awoke--

Then awoke once nore, back into the nightmare.

Carrying a gun, McGegor was shaking himroughly. Was it norning al ready?
He could hear the tourists laughing at his antics. "Wo's been eating fromny
pi e di sh? Who's been using nmy best tablecloth? It nust be that odi ous Tonmy
Brock. And | ook, he's sleeping in nmy bed! I'll teach him-"

But no, it was not even dawn yet. MG egor was sayi ng sonethi ng about a
fox. He was the only fox here, wasn't he? Wiy couldn't the man | et him sl eep?
He was supposed to be allowed to sleep at night. At the training kennel the
teachers had promi sed himan easy life. They had cl ai med he woul d have a ki nd



master. But McGregor was not kind, far fromit. He hurt splices, seened to
enjoy it. And he forced M. Tod to aid him M. Tod worried about this. He did
not want to hurt anyone unnecessarily. You killed only to eat, in order to
survive. Hurting was not sport. Sport was frisking and mating -- Yet what
could he do? MG egor had to be obeyed.. ..

Now t he man was suddenly gone. M. Tod forced hinself to get up. He took
his coat down froma peg and donned it. "You nust not appear out of costume in
public...." Then he went outside.

The barn door was missing, light spilling out. This was not normal. M.
Tod snapped alert. Danger thrumred in the very air, as when the baying of a
pack of hounds was heard.

Cautiously, M. Tod poked his pointy nose around the enpty doorfrane.

McG egor stood above a rabbit in a net. The rabbit was gasping for breath
and ret chi ng.

As M. Tod watched, the splice naned Fl opsy made a nove toward MG egor
who swivel ed his gun toward her.

"You too?" said the nman.

Fl opsy halted. "You may stop us today, but you won't hold us forever. The
end of your rule is coming. There is a place where splices live free--"

M. Tod listened unbelievingly. Not privy to the whispered nightly runors
exchanged anong the barn-dwel |l ers, he had never heard of such a thing. Could
it be true? There was the presence of the bound rabbit to consider. Wiit, was
he the old Peter?

McG egor silenced Flopsy with a backhand across her nuzzle, rocking her
on her big feet.

"Anyone el se have sonething to say?" he denanded.

The splices all |ooked at the floor. MG egor |laid dowmn his gun. One of
Peter's ears, the left, protruded fromthe net. MG egor grabbed it and
effortlessly lifted Peter up to his feet.

"I've been waiting a long tinme for this--"

Peter had managed to regain his breath. Mustering all his strength, he
spat now into MG egor's face.

"Eat your own pellets, proke!"

McG egor howl ed and cl osed his hands on Peter's neck

Sonet hi ng snapped in M. Tod.

He | aunched hinself across the distance separating himfromthe struggle.

The inpact of M. Tod on the man shattered his chokehol d and knocked hi m
to the floor.

M. Tod scrambled atop McG egor.

"What--" was all MG egor had tinme to utter

Then M. Tod fastened his teeth in McGregor's reinforced throat.

Roaring, McGegor reflexively began to throttle the fox.

M. Tod did not let go. Though all grew black, though the sound of sone
celestial hunter's horn filled his ears, his powerful jaws remained fastened
tightly until he was dead.

But by then, so was MG egor.

7. Cecily Parsley's Nursery Rhymes

Ms. Tiggywi nkle freed Peter with her pinking shears. He surprised
hi nsel f by being able to stand on his own.

Hs throat felt Iike he had snoked a pack of fags in five mnutes. H's
| eft ear throbbed. When he had fallen, his pistol had gouged him Yet he had
never felt better.

Regarding the pair of corpses at his feet, Peter sensed words swelling up
unbi dden in him

“I'n the end, Tod was no quisling, but a true splice. And if man has
stripped us of our birthright, he has al so showed us the comonality of our
| ot. Fox saves rabbit, cat hel ps mouse, the lion lies down with the |anb.
Tod's death was not the first, nor will it be the last. But wthout our
further actions, it could be in vain. Conme, we nust flee."



Qutside, as the splices gathered 'round him | ooking nervously at the
world that awaited them Peter renoved a |letterbonb fromhis coat.

He threw the capsule at the barn

Shattering and splattering the wall, the intelligent silicrobe paint
formed a departing nmessage fromthe CLF.

We have a little garden, A garden of our own, And every day we water
there The seeds that we have sown.

BRAI N WARS
First published in New Wrlds 2, edited by David S. Garnett, London: CGoll ancz
1992.

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO BI OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070465/ 1275

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

The invasion is over, and I'mfine. Safe as a blastula in a bioreactor
in fact, here inside our risk bubble.

VWich is nmore than | can say for the eneny, Mom W pretty nuch turned
theminto sodai gomi in less time than it takes to flip a SQU D.

I"'mreally sorry | can't raster you face-to-face or virt you in Candyl and
and see you smle at the good news. | can alnost picture you nictitating that
way you do when you're happy. But for reasons of security, us zygotes (that's
just a friendly termthe officers have for noncons) don't have full access to
t he netamedi um W' ve been stripped of all our telltags and poqgetpals, npbst of

us for the first time in our lives. | feel plunb naked! We're limted to this
retro-jethro Tel eport bonovox line, | guess so no live Si-viruses or
GaAs-worms can slip in or out. And in fact, all these sending units have a TL1
Al chip in themthat will automatically erase any critical information from

the transm ssion. Like for instance, if | were to try to tell you that we're
stationed just north of CENSORED, or that our KIA s amounted to CENSORED, the
machi ne would sinply blip that part right out.

Works out just as well as the netanmedium | guess, what with CENSORED
ti me zones between us and all

Anyway, the inmportant thing is that our mssion seenms to be a big
success. Once again, the | M- has nanaged to intervene just intime to stop a
potential catastrophe.

"Il tell you nore in a while. But right now nmy main proxy, Penguin, is
calling me. Seens we have to use the sinorg colony to evol ve sone new expert
nmodul es they need by yesterday!

Your |oving guest-son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070465/ 1610

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

VWat a jangle-tangle! The brass-skulls and swel |l heads stopped by with a
crew of noahs fromthe GEF wanting to eval uate the oceani c/at nospheric
contam nation produced by this | atest Short War, and Penguin and | were kept
busy bendi ng nol ecul es during what shoul d have been our downtinme. (At |east
one of the noahs, a Xuly Beth Voll bracht, was nice enough to bring along a
dose of recreational tropes to share with us.) Anyhow, they finally finished

wi th us, and since Penguin wanted to go offline for a while, | thought 1'd
pick up ny transnmission to you where | left off.
Now, | know you and | have had our di sagreenents about the I M s

policies. Wy, sonetines you actually sounded like a rifkin or greenpeacer!
can remenber you saying, "l never got to vote for the Wrld Bank board." But



we all got to vote for the politicians who voted for them whether we hail ed
froma big polypax like the NU or the EC, or a little one |Iike our own
McMurdo, so we can't really blame anyone el se when the | MF does sonet hing we
don't particularly like. I'mthinking of the mess they nade in what used to be
Yongbyon -- the "Pyongyang Gang Bang" | renmenber you called it -- and the way
t hey handl ed (or nishandl ed) those renegade cricks and transgeni cs hidi ng out

in the Azores. The Atlantic will recover faster fromthat one than the IM's
reputation wll!

But those incidents took place before | joined, which youll recall was
right after the big command shakeup. My own unit was purged of all its
of ficers, and Cberjefe Ozal received a field pronotion, which he still holds.

I think you'd Iike Ozal, he's a smart, goodl ooking probe -- the NYC gals in
our pod all call hima "streetbeat ganete," which | guess is sone kind of

conpliment -- but he's not conceited. H s main philofix is music. He plays his
gawnal i tabs whenever he has a spare nmonent -- nostly thru earw gs, since no
one else really enjoys the holy Slanmmer wailing.

Anyhow, | can't say | feel any personal responsibility for any of the

| M= s previous goo-screw ng cockups (pardon the | anguage), and nothing |'ve
taken part in since | signed up has led me to regret ny decision

|"ve got to cut this short now, since one of ny proxies is waiting to use
the "vox unit. 1'll be right back

Your |oving guest-son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO1-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO BI OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070465/ 1918

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

Sorry about the delay. My buddy got an incoming 'vox right after he sent
his. It was a "Dear Juan," w shing hima nasty hasta |uego. Seens his target
had joi ned the antiwar novenent since he shipped out and now wants nothing to
do with "bloody inperialist nurderers"” like us. It took sone major tropes and
a lot of talk to cal mhi mdown.

| just can't understand these protestors, Mom It nust be that they don't
know what's really going on here. If they did, they'd realize we're just doing
what has to be done.

I"mreal proud of this operation, ny first nmajor action. W made the
eneny "cry onco!" faster than ribozynes. | wish | could tell you all about it,
since | understand the neta-nedi um coverage was sonmewhat limted. 1"l try,
and see what the chip lets thru

The | MF issued its unconditional surrender ultinmatumat 2300 hours on the
second of this month. By 2400 hours, when the eneny had still not replied, the
operation comrenced. First in were the smartskin bonbers, scranjets nostly
under Al control, but a few being gloved by pilots offshore in MHD subs. These
pl anes rel eased burrowers, antipersonnel mdges, thernites, core-borers, glass
masters, virtual ghosts, and CENSORED. The eneny responded w th Raid- Pl us,
bounci ng buckyballs, fractal shrubs, noletraps, CENSORED, and kal ei doscopes,
but were rmucho out-classed. There was never really any contest.

Hot on the first wave's heels, the APV's | oaded with transgenic troops
nmoved in for whatever close fighting m ght arise. The Fourth Wl verines really
di stingui shed thensel ves, as did the CENSORED. Once |-Cubed reported that
things were pretty much under control, approximtely CENSORED of us
fifty-oners went in, the only humans involved in the whol e shootup

VWen the enenmy's Al's conmitted silicide, we knew the | atest Short War
was history.

Mom 1'Il tell you now that what we found once we occupied the eneny's
territory -- in confirmation of the runors that pronpted the assault -- is
enough to make your cells netastasize. These guys had devel oped a whol e arnory
of aerosol - borne neurotropi c weapons which they planned to use shortly on
their imredi ate nei ghbors, and afterwards on whoever got in their way. O



course this is entirely against the Mnsk Conventions, which they are a
signatory to, and these gnomic jokers had to be stopped.

I don't imagine the next few days will see nuch excitenent. W' re just
riding herd on the civilian populace while the experts fromthe essays,
pel tsi es, beeves, and genbaitches -- Textron, Rhone-Daewoo, Toyobo, C ba-Kobe,
EVMBRAPA -- disnmantle the arnmanment aut of acs.

|'"ve got sone |& |leave coming up after this is over and expect to spend
some of it with you and Dad and Mon2 and Dad2 and MonSB.

Crank those photoharvesters up -- I"'mused to the tropics now

Your | oving guest-son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO BI OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 0325

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

We just stepped down from Fever Alert Status.

It appears that sonme autononous remant of the enemy is still
functi oni ng.

Most of us were sl eeping when our earwi gs gave the alarm | never thought
the words "perimeter breach!" could sound so chilling. W all scranbled into
our Affymax mllipore gear, praying that we hadn't catal yzed anyt hi ng

contrametabolic. Al nost before we could grab our high-kinetics and lyzers, the
"all clear" came thru. The tinmen and transgenics had neutralized the

i nvaders, who amobunted only to a handful of CGorilla guerrillas. Exanination of
t he corpses reveal ed nothing out of the ordinary -- except for one thing. The
vars had CENSORED incorporated into their bodies, right next to their

CENSORED. These add-ons were enpty, indicating they m ght have had tine to
spray sonet hing before bei ng snoked.

That something, they tell us, could be tine-delayed in its effects.

We're all just sitting around now on our hands while the ntcoys and
herriots go over us with their cell-sniffers and hornone hounds, squeezing our
virtual platelets for anything nonsomatic. So | thought I'd 'vox you this
letter.

Don't worry.

Your | oving guest-son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO1-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJURDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 0800

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear,

Can't find to refer to. Seemto have di sappeared from Made bad i nside.
Very bad. Hard to use common. Looks strange near and far. Because of made bad
up inside. Hopeful to fix. Exam ne, then create. Reassurring.

But -- partly running around crazy. Dangerous. Witch, shoot -- how?
Forget how to use w thout.

Sit still. Holding together, lovely and crying. Please don't cry. Can't
convey. Too frustrating to go on.

WIIl 'vox soon.

Don't worry.

Your | oving, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 1200

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

VWew Am | glad the past four hours are over!

My last transm ssion probably didn't nake a whole | ot of sense to you.



That was because | couldn't use any nouns! You see, everyone in the pod was
experiencing a sel ective aphasia, kind of a |anguage blind spot. A whole
category of | anguage had been effectively w ped fromour cortexes. O so the
bl ood-dusters tell us.

It appears that the trope the eneny hit us with was sonething brand new.
The experts have dubbed it a "nultivector reconbinant silicrobe." It resenbles
our own CENSORED, only several nagnitudes nore sophisticated

Apparently, the CGorillas discharged an aerosol of harm ess individua
conponents which were snmall enough to slip thru our mllipore gear. Once
i nsi de our bodies, however, the individual pieces intelligently assenbl ed
t hensel ves into | arger agents that headed straight for our brains.

The first indication we had that something foreign had penetrated us was
a sensel ess announcenent we all got thru our earwigs. It sounded just like ny
last 'vox: strings of verbs and particles with no easy meani ng. Wen | turned
to discuss it with ny bunkmate, Penguin (I haven't really told you much about
her yet, Mom she's a real old-fashioned target, with fewer than 20 percent
bodyrmods, and | know you'd get quite close to her, given a chance), we found
that we were limted to the sane bizarre |ingo too!

Needl ess to say, this kind of neural cockup -- a "cortical abortical" the
NYC posse calls it -- could have caused us serious trouble if the eneny wasn't
so well under control. Though even then, we'd still have the tinmen and
transgenics -- the splices weren't so strongly affected -- to protect us.
Still, how could we give them orders?..

Anyhow, the aphasia didn't stop our stormn' biobrujos for |ong! They
soon strung together a megabl ocker antagoni st consisting of a charge of
enhanced microglials and catalytic antibodies, along with CENSORED, which
seens to have wi ped the cerebral invader out quicker'n teraflops!

Al though there is a slimchance, they tell us, that the invader has
simply self-nutated according to plan

In any case, a Digireal conference on this bug is underway now wth
experts scattered around the gl obe, including |ast year's Gengi neering
Nobel i st, Doctor Sax, the guy who practically invented neurotropins.

So don't worry, Mom-- we're getting the best of carel!

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 1391

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Daring Hotel Mothballs,

The newest truest neural contradural manifestation in the inplication is
undersay they way to play can't shay. Too few too blue words are now becomn ng
excessi ve depressive stretches of |etches and | eeches and feel |ike ny head's
expl odi ng decoding. Broca's aphasia in Asia is a |lack of pack of parcel of
norsel of words and turds. But Wernicke's journey to neaning of seasons is to
produce unreduce of fibbing gibberish that makes sensel ess of relentless
squawk tal k. There appears to be a conponent histonic of dyslexia distance
i nstance ignorance, upon trying to witer communi hesitation

This stool shall pasture

Your | ouvre question, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 1450

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

The Wernicke's is over now It's pretty evident that the MRS agent is
stayi ng one step ahead of the juice they shot us with. | just hope the bug
isn't baltinmoring anything permanently into our genonmes. Right now, all it's
doing is making auditory hallucinations. They're kind of pleasant -- | heard



you talking to me just a few mnutes ago -- but tend to interfere with real
orders thru our earwigs. | notice that Cberjefe Ozal has notched his nusic up
to eleven. I'Il keep you posted. Hopefully, this'll be Iicked soon.

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO BI OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 1500

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

The whol e pod was sitting down at the rectangul ar surface rai sed above
the floor level with four posts, ready to dig into a del ayed nmeal -- reddish
obl ongs streaked with white marbling, cylindrical orange tapering tubes,
spherical crusted objects slit crosswi se and topped with a nelting square of
yel l ow organic matter -- when the newest trouble hit.

It seens that the bug in our brains has now produced a generalized visua
agnosi a. Nothing |looks fam liar. The sight of comron objects produces no
referents in our brains, enotional or intellectual. Everything seems an
assenbl age of basic, al nbst geonetrical parts, out of which nothing whole can
be synthesized, resulting in a generalized | ack of affect.

O so the Digireal experts tell us. It's kind of hard to tell exactly
what's wong fromthe inside.

Al I knowis that when | ook at what | assume is Penguin, | see a
stretched toroid with an irregul ar topography topped with filanents of varying
| engths. | assume she sees the sane.

It's hard to work up the enotion to confort a toroid, but | try ny best,
and so does she.

oerjefe Ozal has been fantastic thru all this. He never loses his
conposure, but always keeps the ovoid with the seven openings atop the
hori zontal broadening of his colum as cool as liquid nitrogen. He seens to
derive al nost superhuman strength and confort fromthe qawali buzz in the
shel | - shaped excrescences on the side of his aforenmentioned ovoid. | don't
know what we'd do wi thout him

| guess this bug is not going to be as easy to snoke as everyone first
assuned.

Vll, now |'mcontorting ny buccal orifice and fleshy red tasting nmenber
i nto phonenes that will signal an end to our conversation, which the flat grey
box that transcribes and transmts ny voice will insure that you receive.

Mai ntai n your honeostasis at a | ess-than-feverish anplitude, Mm (Not
too hard at McMurdo in July!)
Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 1829

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

The agnosia cleared up by itself.

It's been replaced by a real mld neuro-deficit.
Anusi ca.

None of our pop-tabs sounds |ike anything anynore.
This one's pretty easy to take.

Except for Oberjefe Ozal, who's killed hinself.
Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | M= MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P
RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl GSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070565/ 2105
TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,



Have | sent this message yet?

Wait a mnute, Penguin!

W seemto be suffering now from TGA, or transient gl obal ammesia. (At
| east we hope it's transient!) The herriots know that this kind of thing is
rel ated to danage on the underside of the tenporal |obes, so they hope to
squash the bug with a directed killer while it's busy there. Did | nention
that we've got TGA? For a while we can't |ay down any new nmenories. Mybe |
sent you a 'vox already onit.... Don't worry, long-termnenory is unaffected.
I remenber how wonderful you and the other Mns and Dads have al ways been to
me. | hope | don't let you down.

Wait a mnute, Penguin!

Have | sent this nmessage yet?

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO BI OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070665/ 0105

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

The TGA seens to be subsiding. W' ve been ordered to try to get sone
sl eep.

Everyone's receptive to that, but whenever we start to drowse off, we
experi ence these trenendously magnified myocl onic spasnms. You know t hose
little jerks your body sonetines gives just before passing into sleep? Wll,
these are the nothers of all such twitches, enough to knock you out of bed.

The ntcoys are circulating now with somifacients that should put us
under .

Hopeful Iy, when the new day dawns, this goo-screwi ng bug will have
exhausted itself.

Sl eep tight!

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070665/ 0800

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

We lost half the pod during sleep to N ghtrmare Death Syndrone, that
Thai / Fi | i pi no/ Khanpuchean tendency to flatline during sleep.

Unfortunately, the somifacients may have contributed to the high
nortality rate, preventing the sleepers fromjolting awake.

| don't know howto tell you this, so forgive ne if | just blurt it out.

Pengui n was one of the fatalities.

| almbst wish the agnosia was back, so | wouldn't feel so bad.

" m asking the new COto send you an adobe of her and ne thru the
nmet anmedi um

Just in case | don't make it hone.

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070765/ 1200

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

It's been twenty-four hours since the |ast manifestation of the invader.
The herriots are starting to feel safe about issuing an all-clear. And Doctor
Sax is standing virtually by in the wings with a last-ditch experinental trope
simlar to CENSORED which they're going to try if there's another flareup.

Keep your fingers crossed (webbing and all)!

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED



SEND: | MF MOBI LE NODE SYSO01-4591P

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO BI OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 070865/ 0300

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: K

Dear Host Mot her,

W' ve all received our shots of aldisscine, Doctor Sax's new trope,
despite its high LD rating.

There was really no choice after we all went body-blind.

VWat's body-blindness? | can inmagine you asking.

It's total |oss of proprioception, the multiplex feedback from your

muscl es and nerves, skin and bones, that allows you to tell -- nostly
sublimnally -- what your body's doing.
We're all isolated now in our heads |ike puppet-nasters whose strings

| eading to their puppets have been tangled, or like a tel efactor operator
who's lost his sensory feed. It's not that we can't nove our linbs or
anything. There's no paralysis. It's just (just!) that aside fromvisua

f eedback, there's no inherent sense of where any part of you is! You might as
well try to operate soneone el se's body as your own under these conditions.
It's not pleasant, watching your proxies tripping over their own feet, m ssing
chairs, their nmouths, the D-conpoz unit--

But you can get used to anything, | guess. And the experts are confident
that the aldisscine will stop any new deficits from poppi ng up
Anyway, |'mkind of glad Penguin didn't live to experience this. | never

got a chance to tell you, but she used to be a dancer in regular franch life.

The orders have finally come down from Brussels for our pod to be rotated
out. There's talk that if the body-blindness proves permanent, they'll try to
fit us all out with onboard stabilizer chips and nanosensors to simnulate
normal proprioception.

VWhat's one nore bodynod nowadays, huh, Mon?

Your |oving guest son, CENSORED

SEND: | MF OFFEARTH NODE SYS02- 9997

RECEI VE: MC MJRDO Bl OSPHERE

DATE/ HOUR: 071065/ 2400

TRANSM SSI ON STATUS: SOLAR NO SE | MPEDI MENT (*) = -10%

Dear Ho*t Mbth**,

As you might've guessed by the del ay between nessages, we've been
rerout ed.

We're in transit to CEN*****  where we'll get the best of care. They
di scovered that all surviving nmenbers of our pod are suffering from
degenerative neurofibrillary protein tangles simlar to those found in
sufferers of that extinct disease known as Al z*******x*  CENSORED is a kind of
sanitarium where an Al-human teamwaits to cure us.

They say the average stay at CENSORED is *** nonths, but could stretch to
**** years. Junpi ng genes! You could be in another synb-bonding by then
Anyway, | can't |ook that far ahead, as our prognosis is very ****,

Let me repeat that, in case these flares are interfering: we stand a ****
chance, not a **** one.

Unfortunately, | won't be able to take any incomng 'voxes fromyou for a
while, or even send any. Not that I'd be able to really appreciate themtoo
good anyhow. My brain seenms a little dull right now But they prom se us that
full metanedi umcontact will be restored as soon as it's appropriate.

But don't worry. You can al ways contact Brussels for updates.

Just ask for your boy, CENSORED

STREETLI FE
First published in New Wrlds 3, edited by David S. Garnett, London: CGoll ancz
1993.



Coney's master was a Virtuality Poet. And he was one of the best. Only
Pl anxty or Bi ngo Bantam coul d approach the depth and brilliance of his
conpositions, and rarely at that. So his master woul d al ways tell Coney,
especi al |y when he was under the influence of a trope such as Egoboo or Megl o,
which left himprone to recite aloud his own reviews, conplete with
nmel odramatic fl ourishes of the crepey folds of velvet skin that hung like
batw ngs from hi s underarns.

"'Hopcroft's latest cortex-vortex is a cell-stunner! Visit to the
Mushr oom Pl anet opens wi th Tenniel's hookah-smoking Caterpillar greeting the
percipient with a blast of aromatic snoke. Wen the cinnanmon cloud clears, the
perk finds herself on the Mushroom Pl anet of the title. Fungi lifeforms in
startling variety exfoliate and enfold the m nd-travel er, who can navigate the
construx with nore than the standard ten degrees of freedom thanks to
Hopcroft's truly creative use of CoCenSys's Infini-Tree Fabware. The poet's
signature use of lush textures and his snorgasbord-gorgeous fal se-col or
palette all contribute to a synapse-shattering experience -- especially if
you' re simultaneously running a coprocessor such as Cell Smartz, as this |ucky
perk was! Wth this 'strux, Hopcroft delivers on all his past prom ses and
establishes hinself as the poet of his cohort.""

Throwing the flimsy across the room (to be quickly retrieved by a Braun
Door Maus), Coney's naster woul d spread his batlike nenbranes wi de and excl ai m
"' The poet of his cohort!' Did you hear that, Coney?"

"Yes, Peej Hopcroft, | heard.”

"It's all gush, of course. But true gush. | amthe nmpbst acconplished poet
of nmy clade. There's no disputing it, is there, Coney?"

"No indeed. It is just as Peej Reviewer said."

Most likely then -- especially if the tropes were wearing off -- Coney's
master would, at this point in the ritual, collapse into a convenient
organi form chair (sonehow he was never so distraught as to land on the floor),
drape his head with his fleshfolds, and begin to weep.

"But what good does it do ne, Coney? This crass society does not respect
poets, nor does it honor themw th rewards material or spiritual. It never
has, and it never will. | aman acquired taste, and then only anong a few The
mass of ny fellow citizens are Philistines, plain and sinple. Siouxsie
Sexcrime is their idea of poetry! How can such a sensitive soul as mine endure
it, Coney? Ah, but my life is hard, Coney -- harder than a stupid transgenic
like you could ever inmgine. | can barely scrape together enough ecus to pay
my Digireal fees. And nmy art cannot be rushed! This is why I am forced much
too often to play the lusty gigal oad gigolo!"

Coney knew enough not to interrupt at this point. He would wait with the
pati ence of his kind for the tearful poet to finish his performance.

"Yes," Coney's naster would inevitably begin his peroration, "I, the
RAM baud of my cohort, nust make ends neet by crawling for pay into the Sack
wi th | ascivious starfuckers, eager to boast to their witless friends that they
have enjoyed tel edil donics with another ii-do tarento whose art they cannot
even begin to appreciate!™

At this juncture Coney would venture a comment he hoped woul d bol ster his
master's self-esteem and spare hinself a collar-jolt.

"Peej Hopcroft only does what he nmust, to further his art.”

If he had by now downed a trope such as Zesta, Coney's master would sigh
extravagantly and agree. (OQtherw se, the dreaded neuronic zap m ght be
forthcom ng, along with the adnonition "not to overstep your splicey self with
comment s about things you couldn't possibly comprehend.")

Tonight -- a nmild June evening stochastically certified to be rainfree --
much to Coney's relief, his stock phrase served its intended purpose. The
fam liar scene which he had just endured for the nth time played itself out
happily for him

"Yes, little Daewoo Dunbunni, we all do what we nust, don't we? Even
peddl e our arse for the sake of our ars."



Coney had no idea what this |ast statenment meant, but was only too happy
to nod his synpathy.

Rising to his feet, Coney's master now said, "And that's why | need you
to do your part to make this latest sordid virtual assignation a success, dear

Coney. | have here a new trope called Omax-O It was given to ne by one of ny
fans, a sensitive young plug who works at Xomagraf. It's not available to the
hoi polloi yet. He promises me that it will make this digitryst so thrilling

for my client that she'll gladly double ny Fee. |I'mcounting on you to deliver

it to her within the hour. Her nane is Frances Foxx, and this is her address."

Coney' s master handed hima craw ypatch and a silicrobe calling card. The
card flashed an address in the far west end of the city.

Laboriously tracing a nmental map, Coney sought to conprehend his
assignment. Finally he spoke.

"This place is quite far. May | take the train?"

"Don't be silly. The train costs eft. The whol e point of tonight's
dreadful exercise is to earn ecus, not spend them And besides, the maglev
isn't safe for splices, not since those horrid razorboys, the Transgenoci des,
started haunting the tubes. No, you'll have to walk. You' re a speedy little
splice, or so the factory clained. Surely you can cover the distance before
Peej Foxx and | are scheduled to crawl into the Sack together."

"But it is night out there.”

"So?"

"To make the best tine, | will have to cross the Soft Sector. In the
dark."

At the thought of such a passage, Coney horri pil ated.

Hi s master seenmed to experience no such somatic dread

"You force me to repeat myself. so? No one there will pay any attention
to you. You're small and insignificant."

"This is the problem"”

Coney's master waved the splice's concerns away. "You're exaggerating the
difficulties just to extract sone concession or luxury fromnme. Very well, at
the conpletion of your little chore, you nay experience one of ny sonnets.

Per haps you could dimy appreciate Dance of the Cold Mons."

"Thank you, Peej Hopcroft. Something like extra rations would be very
nice. But | would give up everything just not to go. Perhaps you could--"

"What!" thundered Coney's nmaster. "Leave ny wunder kammer and subject ny
preci ous body to the gross physical biosphere? How dare you suggest such a
t hi ng, you inpudent trans!"

The hand of Coney's naster noved toward the keypad in his hip.

"Sorry. Sorry. Sorry," said the smart-door, which had failed to open fast
enough for the splice scrabbling at its manual override handl e.

Coney's civicorp had recently bred a Pedl unb systemto repl ace the
antique sol ar-powered |ight-standards. By night, small swarms of gnat-1ike
silicrobe aggregati ons hovered darkly outside every building waiting for
pedestrians to energe, whereupon they flared up with sufficient candl epower to
illuminate a sphere some four nmeters in dianmeter. Anchoring thensel ves above
t he individual's head, they would acconpany the traveler to his destination
then await new service.

Wth his soft personal corona fluctuating in response to those of all the
other citizens and splices abroad that night, Coney set off toward the West
End.

This initial stage of his journey fostered in Coney no trepidations.
Patroll ed by teans of Parke-Davis Ofisimans and Scheri ng- Pl ough Deputy
Dawgs, hi s nei ghborhood was a pl easant one, a m xed-use zone of shops,
resi dences, and zero-light autofacs, and he was intimately famliar with it.
And the few errands that had taken himto the Wst End had reveal ed that
district to be equally unthreatening.

No, it was only the dread territory in between the two zones t hat
terrified him



The Soft Sector.

Striving to master his emotions, Coney recited a trigger-mantra he had
been taught at Daewoo.

"Tensi on, fear, care, nowhere. Tension, fear, care, nowhere--"

Hypot hal ami ¢ changes spread throughout his central nervous system
| owering his heartbeat and respiration. Soothing neuropeptides washed his
br ai n.

Sonewhat relieved, Coney dug in his bellypouch for the card with Peej
Foxx's address. Perhaps with a clear mnd he woul d see sonet hi ng about the
chore that he had nissed.

But a second perusal only confirnmed what he had known fromthe nmonment his
mast er gave himthe assignnent. There was only one way to deliver the dose of
trope on tine, and that was to cut across the interdicted streetlife habitat.

Repl aci ng the card against his skin, next to the all-inportant
crawl ypat ch, Coney increased his pace.

A clutch of zarooks, ragazzi, and chats sauvage stood on the corner of
Artery Nine and Orange Capillary, hanging out by a trope bar whose silicrobe
i cons of synaptic junctions exchangi ng nol ecul es fl ashed green and purpl e.
Heady-nmental nusic spilled out fromfloating silicrobe speakers. Big Skulls
and Pi ebal ds predoninated in the crowd, with a smattering of Ml es.

"Swap protocols, little splice!" yelled one. "Were you off to so krebby
fast?"

"Stop and share a dose of Heavy Wonderful," call ed another

"Yeah, you'll feel like you were born a pure-gen!"

"Peej Splice, if you please!"

Coney knew enough not to heed these bad ones. Although not as violent as
the razorboys, they would |ike nothing better than to divert himfromhis
duties and nmess up his factory paramneters.

Hurrying away, Coney was followed by their jeers and | aughter, and the
soft wheezes of the Ml es.

Wthin a few bl ocks of the Soft Sector, Coney began to grow nervous
again. So intent on chanting his mantra was he that he failed to notice the
whir of wheels behind him

"Buy a refreshing Pepsi-plus, citizen? It's the pure charles!"

Coney junped and whirl ed.

A nmobil e smart-vendor, battered and splashed with Liquid Lingo grafitti,
had rolled up on his tail. The autorover |ooked conpletely disreputable,
per haps even a rogue.

"I amnot a citizen," said Coney cautiously.

"Ch, excuse ne. My biosensors have been mal functioning since | took a

spill. But rest assured, ny product is still fresh! Wuld you care to purchase
a cup, whatever you are?"
Coney straightened his back righteously. "I am a genuine mdline Daewoo

transgenic, bearing fully fifteen-percent hunan genes. You are sinply a
machi ne, a kibe."
The soda-vendor's voice assuned a plaintive tone. "Yes, you are right.

And an unl ucky kibe at that. Unless | can sell nore soda, | cannot apply for
repairs. But the longer | put my repairs off, the nore decrepit | get and the
less soda | sell. It is a vicious circle."

"Sois life. In any case, | have no eft."

"No eft! You have wasted mny cl ock-cycles!™

"I't was you who approached ne!"

The crazed machine let | oose a warbling siren. "Thief! Thiefl Al
concerned citizens, nine-eleven the harrys!™

Fear building up in him Coney sped off.

In less than a minute he was out of hearing of the vendor's calls for
hel p and within sight of the Soft Sector

He rested a noment, until his heart had sl owed.

A wide bare ringroad separated the city fromthe zone of interdiction
Cars zipped along its lanes in one direction only. On the far side of the



road, the Soft Sector blooned in luxuriant splendor, a lush jungle of
constantly shifting artificial overlapping ecol ogies hundreds of acres in
extent, its armature crunbled buil dings that had | ong since been ceded by the
civicorp to the uncontrolled but corralled biorenegades. Here ended up all the
fail ed experinments of amateur fabricators and nalicious chronpsartors, all of
society's self-malformed dropouts, all escaped splices and faulty silicrobe
colonies, as well as sone seem ngly autocatal yric creatures no one outside the
Soft Sector had ever encountered.

There were no conventional physical barriers such as fences or ninefields
to keep the inhabitants of the Soft Sector penned up

I nstead, the periphery was patrolled by Micro2phages.

Coney saw one now.

The towering gel ati nous mass was easily as big as a baseline el ephant.
The negami cro hunped itself along, leaving a wet trail of |ysing exudate,

i ntent on ingesting and devouring any living organismthat tried to escape.
Not far behind it trailed another, and another behind that one.

Coney's knees felt as weak as boiled water. He knew that the guardians
were progranmed not to bother anyone entering the Soft Sector. But how was he
to escape on the far side, assunming he survived his transit?

For a monent, Coney actually considered abandoni ng his suicidal mssion
Then he recalled his dietary | eash and the | ocked collar around his neck which
woul d be quite capable of delivering a killing G oPos-beaned signal anywhere
he hid....

Setting a trenbling foot onto the road surface, Coney eyed the traffic.

At the right nonment, he darted across, incurring only one shouted warning from
an angry Mercedes.

Safely reaching the marge of the Soft Sector, Coney was briefly startled
when his pedlunps left him fleeing obediently back to the civicorp proper

In the next second, he was treated to a broadcast courtesy of silicrobes
enbedded i n the pavenent that erupted at his presence.

"Attention! You are alnost within the Soft Sector! Be advised that under
rel evant civicorp statutes, you are permanently forfeiting all of a citizen's
rights and privileges by so entering. Any transgenics spotted within the Soft
Sector by aerial patrols will be assunmed to be deranged and will be subject to
i medi ate | ethal Factory Recall. Attention--!"

Coney cl osed his eyes and ran.

The Macro2phages nade a slurping, sluffing noise as they crawl ed their
circuit. They snelled of yeast and baseline human sperm |In his blind dash,
Coney brushed the tacky | eadi ng edge of one.

The Iysing agent burned through his fur, etching his skin with a tracery
of pain and urging himto greater speed.

And then he was past it, safely inside the Soft Sector

Panting, crouching in the shadows beneath a bush, Coney watched the
nonster nove on.

What relief--

Toot hy mandi bl es pincered his waist in a painful grip. Coney screaned and
struggl ed to break free.

He only succeeded in twisting partially around, at the cost of raw
abrasi ons around his mdriff. But his new posture was enough to reveal what
hel d him

It was an army-surplus Squi bb dung beetle big as a car. Evidently quite
old, its antennae were broken, its carapace brittle and fragnented. A parti al
SNEG si |l i crobe serial nunber flashed on one mandi bl e.

The huge ailing battlefield scavenger had plainly mstaken Coney for a
cor pse.

Beating on its jaws with his paws had no effect; even in its decrepitude,
the big splice was still awesone. Linping froma mssing | eg, the dung beetle
carried Coney off.

VWen it reached an appropriate patch of bare earth, the dung beetle began
to dig. Once it had excavated a deep hole, it placed Coney in it.



Coney dared not stir, unsure of how the beetle's damaged wetware woul d
treat a noving corpse

Wth instinctive efficiency, the beetle covered Coney up.

Then, in a scratchy grow, it began to recite the Syncretic Church's | ast
rites:

"Qur Jah who art in Allah's N rvana, hallowed be Her nane...."

It was rather pleasant to lie buried under the | oose friable soil after
the Snow mlitary beetle had |eft. For the nonent, enough air filtered
t hrough and Coney was safe fromharm Ancestral nenories of warm nusty burrows
t hronged pl easantly through his brain.

VWhy had splices ever been created? Their life was only endl ess suffering,
all at human behest. Wuldn't it have been better to remain a dunb brute than
to be granted just enough feeling and intelligence to realize how niserable
one's situation was?

It was al nost enough to make a | oyal splice side with that nmad
transgenic, Krazy Kat, and his crew. If only the | egendary splice would show
hi nsel f again. Could the runors of his death really be true?..

Voi ces penetrated to Coney's grave.

"What' cha think the Snowy found, Art?"

"Can't say till we dig it up, Ick. Can't say."

Coney pressed his back into the earth, desperately willing hinself to
sink into the ground.

Soil began to be scraped aside.

Pushi ng up, gathering his | egs beneath him Coney burst forth in an
expl osi on of cl ods.

He staggered, found his feet, began to run--

Sonet hi ng sharp | anced his back

I nstant paral ysi s!

Coney dropped like a smartbonb from a scranj et

Lying on his side, his mnd racing, his body transforned into that of a
M nitel poupee viande, Coney watched two pairs of bare feet approach. One pair
bel onged to a big human; the other belonged to a child, or dwarf, and seened
barely to touch the ground.

Hands lifted Coney up

He saw his captors.

The big one was seem ngly a baseline human, save for one appendage: a
long, flexible, jointed scorpion's tail arching over his shoul der, a drop of
venom still glistening at its sharp tip.

The other, smaller one was equipped with fluttering wasp w ngs sprouting
fromhis shoulders and a stinger enmerging fromhis coccyx.

Bot h were naked save for clinging pubic clanshells, their bodies |aced
with streetlife scars.

"Ni ce supper, huh, Art?" said the wasp one. "Nice supper!"

The scorpion studied Coney with less avidity than his partner. "Not so
fast, Ick. This is a neo fresh fromoutside. There could be sonme other use for
him W could trade himor something."

"But |I'm hungry, Art!"

"Listen, let's get the roast hone and decide then."

"Ckay, Art. You're the boss."

The scorpion hoi sted Coney over his shoulder and they set off down the
crunbling remants of a paved path.

Coney knew he was doonmed. Lacking the spirit even to curse the cupidity
of Peej Hopcroft for sending himhere to die so ignom niously, he began to
drift off into a protective nental predeath fugue.

The snell of a large body of water came vaguely to Coney's sensitive
nostrils.

"Quiet now," urged the scorpion in an undertone. "W don't want to wake
Nanor . "

"Yeah, that fucking Nanor--"



Water sprayed the trio. The next second, a newconer stood beside them
scal ed skin over slabbed nuscles, w nged heels, pinniped ears.

"That's 'Prince fucking Nanor' to you," said the Submariner insouciantly.

Tossed to the ground, Coney |landed with a thud on his back.

Dropping into a crouch, the scorpion | ashed his tail nenacingly. "GCet
him I1ck!" he called, but the dimnutive waspnan was al ready ai rborne.

Prince Nanor seened untroubl ed by the aggressive dual attack. Waving,
darting, avoiding the poison barb, he quickly latched on to the scorpion's
wrist. There was a crackl e of onboard capacitors discharging and the snell of
burning flesh; the big man coll apsed. Wthout even | ooking backward, the
Subrmariner flung an armup and grabbed the wasp's ankle as he made ready to
pl unge his stinger. Scorched neat, and the wasp fell.

The merman now cane to Coney. Bending over the splice, he laid his hands
on either side of his head.

Expecting death, Coney felt only a gentle thrill along his nerve endings.

"You're carrying sonmething you think is inportant,"” said the Submari ner
after half a mnute. "The Pangolin should know about this. Let's go."

Hoi sting Coney up under one arm Prince Nanor raced deeper into the Soft
Sector with a fleetness only wi nged heels could bring.

Wthin mnutes, the Submariner and his burden stood in a coldtorch-1lit
clearing before a throne crudely assenbled from junked cars. Surrounding the
throne was a host of malforned creatures, beaker-born and bioreactor-spawned.

At op the sham throne was the Pangolin.

A huge polynod with cascades of living arnor plates down his back and
linbs and a chromed skull, the Pangolin brandished three thick claws -- one
opposabl e -- on each hand in place of fingers.

"What do you have there, Nanmor?" resonantly booned out the inperious
ruler of the Soft Sector.

"An outsider, a messenger bearing something of value."

"What ?"

"I don't know. He's paralyzed, and my SQUI DS only picked up the genera
drift of his thoughts."

"Well, let's wake him"

Qut fromthe crowd stepped a Medusa. Nanor transferred Coney to her
Li cki ng sorme of the splice's sweat with a burred tongue, she pronounced,
"Scorpion toxin. |I've got just the trick."

Hi ssing, one of her headsnakes quickly fastened its fangs into Coney's
runp.

As fast as he had frozen, he nelted back into freedom

Set on his trenbling | egs, Coney tried to chant his mantra, but not a
word of it remained.

"Can you speak now, splice?" roared the Pangolin.

Coney wanted to faint, but couldn't. "Y-y-yes."

"What are you carrying?"

"It's a new trope, Peej Pangolin. It's called Omax-O. It's to be used
during virtual sex. It's not for sale yet. | don't know nore than that. |
swear on ny nmanufacturer's warranty!"

"Hand it over!"

"But, Peej Pangolin, ny errand--"

The Pangolin ripped a polycarbon strut off a chassis and began to clinb
down from his throne.

Coney hastily dug the crawl ypatch out. Prince Nanor took it and passed it
to the Pangolin.

"We' || match and batch this by dawn. By tonorrow night, it'll be on sale
t hr oughout the whole civicorp. | owe you one, Nanor."
"That's a lock. Well, 1've got to wet nmy gills. Stay sharp!"

The Submariner placed the tips of his ten fingers approximately two
centimeters apart: a burst of sparks arced and crackled in the air between
them G unts and exclamations issued fromthe nore inpressionabl e nenbers of
t he audi ence.



After the merman had gone, the Pangolin turned to Coney.

"Now, little splice, I wish you no harm Shall | relieve you of your
collar, so that you may join ny court and live free?"

Coney consi dered the proposal. Never to be forced to run another errand
for Peej Hopcroft, nevernore to truckle or scrape--

On the fringes of the crowd, a |eering frogface caught Coney's eye. A
mout h wi de as a manhol e opened in a hideous toothless smle. Coney shuddered.

"No, thank you, please, Peej Pangolin. | only want to go hone!"

"Very well. | understand that our style of freedomis not for all. You
will be escorted to the border--"

"But without the trope | was supposed to deliver, I'll be whipped!"

The Pangolin smled. "I'lIl provide a substitute. Medusa! Fab me a dose of

N-fear in a craw ypatch."

Wthin mnutes, the court crick had the trope ready. The Pangolin
noti oned to Coney, who approached tinorously.

"Several hours of denon-stuffed hell. Your master will never know what
hit him"

Rel uctantly, Coney took the substitute. "But it's not for--"

"Enough! Begone!"

Two | ynxmen hustl ed Coney away.

Shortly, they stood on the edge of the Soft Sector. Coney could snell the
Macr o2Phages nearing, hear their slurping advance.

"Pl ease, please, friend cats, don't let these nonsters strip ny bones!"

The | ynxmen | aughed. "The shuggoths? W' ve got themtrained not to hurt
anyone we don't want hurt. Watch!"

Letting | oose a piercing whistle, the Iynxmen called out, "la, ia,
tekeli-li!"

The guardi ans ground to a sudden quivering halt.

One | ynxman sl apped Coney's back. "Run now, before we think tw ce!"

Coney ran.

Once he was far, far fromthe Soft Sector, he stopped to consider what to
do. A clock told himthe hour granted for his errand was tw ce gone. But he
could think of nothing to do except try to conplete it.

Wthout any further trouble, he found Peej Foxx's apartment. Building
security allowed himin upon seeing her card. Her smart door |ikew se opened
for him

I nsi de stood Peej Foxx, coyly groom ng her bushy tail

And besi de her was Peej Hopcroft!

Coney's master |ooked at his servant with ultimte disdain. "So, you
finally made it, you filthy worm after forcing me to come out on my own, into
filthy unnodul ated at nospherics! If | didn't value Peej Foxx's favors so
highly, | don't think |I could have nerved nyself up to such a trying
excursion! | was a fool ever to entrust such a vital errand to a furball such
as you. Wiy, just look at you! You're a disgrace to ny househol d!"

Coney turned toward a mrror.

He was covered with gravedirt. There was a bare raw ul ceration on his arm
where the shuggoth had brushed him Dried blood crusted his mdriff fromthe
beetl e's enbrace. Hi s back ached from being tossed to the ground by the
scorpion. Hs swollen ass stung fromthe snakebite.

"Yes, Peej Hopcroft is right. | ama ness. But it was only--"

"Silence! Were is the trope | gave you?"

Coney dug out the crawl ypatch. "Here it is. But | do not think--"

"You are not neant to think! Just give it to ne!"

Coney handed the cl ose of N-fear over

"Luckily, 1 had a second patch which | brought with ne. The |ovely Pee;j
Foxx has already applied it to her charming skin. |, therefore, will use this
one."

Coney's master pressed out the activation pattern on the patch and
applied it to his arm It cramed until it found a vein, then settled down.

"Ni nety-second del ay, nmy dear. Just |ong enough for us to slide into our



Sacks, whereupon we shall neet in virtual heaven."

Two wrinkled circuit-skinned and SQUI D- st udded bags | ay on the soft
floor, one end of each agape. Coney's master and Peej Foxx each worned into
his and her own sem -organic Sack, which sealed up behind them and tautened
into shape, flowing into orifices, and nol di ng around organs.

Coney wat ched his master's Sack.

VWen the violent, highly nonerotic tw tchings began, he headed hone.

The | ong way round.

AFTERSCHOOL SPECI AL
First published in Amazi ng, June 1993.

"My poohs are so slouch!"

The phemes just spilled out |ike someone had tripped nmy gates. At first,
I was shocked. But then | felt good.

Bef ore today, | would' ve rather gone wiggly with a var than admt the
truth in front of anyone except Jinx. But sonehow -- right here and now --
everything | ooked different. | was sick and tired of sticking up for ny
si mpl ex parental units, especially when they wouldn't |let me have what |
want ed.

The class was taking a break frominvirting with CADaver, the
human-anatomy virtuality used mainly to train feldshers. W were all | ounging
around in the spleen, wearing our secondary identities. The school had a
contract with McrobDisney, so we were forced to wear their patented inages.
Everyone hated it, but the trope dosers clainmed it was for our own good. The
theory was that no nega-eft spoilboy or churlgirl would be able to run better
grafix than someone el se, so we could concentrate on studying instead of
showi ng off. Al so, sone of the ids2 that kids liked to use outside of schoo
were so ciccone or freddie that you' d spend all your classtime creanmin' or
screamn'.

So | was in ny usual Daisy Duck, and Jinx was wearing CGoofy, and the rest
of the class was all cutesy bluebirds and dwarves, mice and fish, Pinocchios
and bal |l eri na hippos, all clogging the virtual |ynmphoid tissue of this
"important component of the reticul o-endothelial system' (or so lectured the
tutor-turtle, whom everyone was ignoring).

Every once in a while, someone would reach out and snag a passing red
bl oodcel | and pox it under his or her nose. W had found out the rusty snell
could really bend your | adders |ike the best sanbgon or konpot.

We had been di ssing our respective poohs, as kids will, when | had found
nmysel f spitting out my comment. | guess | didn't fully realize till then just
how much nmy poohs had been quenching ne.

Ri ght on cue ny best proxy, Jinx, spoke up

Now, | mentioned that Jinx was wearing Goofy, but | should add that,
havi ng found out how to tweak the petafits that constituted his suit, he had
retrofitted onto it an enormous set of black-skinned balls and dong. It was
ki nda sad, seeing as how they were the only ones he woul d ever have until he
became an adult, but | supposed virtual sex organs were better than none.

So Jinx said, "Just how slouch are they, Arnie?"

"They're so slouch,” | shot back, "that they make the Bogd Gegeen | ook
i ke Siouxie Sexcrime!"

Everyone got a laugh out of that, imagining the eternal godboy of G eater
Free Mongolia tricked out like our favorite tel edildonics star

VWen the hoots and hollers died down, Honeysuckl e spoke up

|'ve al ways hated Honeysuckl e. Her poohs I et her have these really
gl ansl am Xorma tits two years ago, whereas ny chest has yet to even bud
naturally, which is the only way with poohs like mne that 1'll ever get any
boobs, short of turning twelve and becomi ng franchi sed. Mre than anything
el se, this was why | guess | had expl oded and called my dunb ol d poohs sl ouch

In keeping with her primary id, Honeysuckle always wore the Little



Mermaid. Only she too had twi ddled with her image, so that the doe-eyed
cartoon transfection sported inpossible macro-tits on which the seashell cups
had dwi ndl ed to ni ppl e-caps.

Now, | watched all the whychromes -- including my very own Jinx -- hang
on her every word.
"That's because your poohs are Tee-Enms!" jeered Honeysuckl e.

| winced at the dig. It was not sonmething | could deny. Everyone knew ny
dads bel onged to the Transcentenni al Mderationists. They even had their own
hour on the metanmedium Keep It Sinple, Stupid, with Alvin and Cal vin Arneson

In the face of all the |aughter Honeysuckle's coment caused, | found
nmysel f having to stick up for my dads, and it was awfully difficult, since
didn't really want to and felt like a total hypocrite.

"My poohs may be retro-jethro KISS-asses,” | said, "but at |least they're
not bl ack science boryokudans |ike yours!"
Everyone got silent as cell-death. My reference to the illegal underworld

origin of the wealth of Honeysuckl e's surface-respectabl e poohs was ultra
| oosh and faroosh. But | couldn't just sit there batting off phagocytes and
et her run ny dads down. | mean, it was all right for me to do it, but not
her!

Honeysuckl e' s cartoon gaze grew as slitted and nmean as that of a Secret
Service pantherine confronted with a suspicious character feinting at the

Worl d Bank Managing Director. | knew | was truly on her shit list now and
wonder ed how wi se it had been to sass such a nasty girl.
"Well," she said, her voice dripping |ysozynmes, "the duck can quack!

suppose you think it's all spidersilk and hornone sodas, having poohs |ike
m ne. You don't know what it's like, every night half-expecting the crick-cops
or Protein Police or the | MF to bust down the door and boot us all!"

It was hard to feel sorry for Honeysuckle as she sat there on a spongy
mass of |ynph, flicking her flippers and flaunting her chest, so | didn't even
try. "You can have anything you want--"

"What does that have to do with being happy! Suppose you could have
anyt hi ng you want ed? Wul d you al ways be happy?"

"Wy, sure..."
Honeysuckl e assuned a venonous snile. "All right, then. Wat do you want
nmost? C non, tell us, and I'Il give it to you. I'll see to it that your

Wi | dest dreans cone true."”

Sonehow the grounds of this battle had shifted under ne. How we had
gotten fromthe respective nerits of our parents to who had the happier life
eluded ne, and | didn't |ike the change. Sonehow, | found nyself on the
def ensive and was really uneasy.

VWhat could |I say, in front of Honeysuckle and all ny friends? Al |
really wanted was a pair of nice unassum ng noderat e-sized boobs and maybe
some basal whychrome genitals for Jinx. But | was too enbarrassed to say so
So instead, | blurted out the first thing that came to m nd

"I'd like, um-- a spike!"

Honeysuckl e 1 aughed. "That's all? Qut of anything you could have, you
choose a crumy, soilin' spike?"

Jinx intervened then, and | sent a silent thanks his way.

"What's the matter with a spike? They're really peppy! Plus they're so
new, hardly anybody's got one!"

Honeysuckl e huffed. "Ch, | suppose you'd |like one too?..

"I wouldn't mnd one. But they cost nore than a bucket of brains. And
besi des, you need your pooh's chop to get one planted...."

Now Honeysuckl e adopted that |'ve-swall owed-every-trope-ever-nade tone
she frequently used, which always got under ny skin |like a stitchbug.

"Well, | think they're sinply as tawdry as sparkl eskin, and frankly I'd
rather wear chitin! But if you two | arvae want spikes, | suppose I'll just
have to get them for you."

Bef ore Honeysuckle or Jinx or | could say any nore, the tutor-turtle
i nforned us that recess was over, and we had to get back to work.



| couldn't really concentrate on the rest of the lesson. Al ny bul bs
were firing doubletime, trying to inagi ne what Honeysuckl e intended to do for
-- or to -- Jinx and ne.

Finally, the tutor-turtle told us to get ready for the phase-change out
of virtuality, and the next thing |I knew, | was back in my Sack, which was
already withdrawi ng its squel chy threads and tendrils.

| tickled it open and emerged into the classroom

Al the other kids were clinbing out of their Sacks too, their faniliar
faces and fornms a wel cone sight after so nuch microdiz nutrasweet. Mbst of

them-- all of them except poor old ne, in fact -- sported various

ki ddi e-noddi es: tails, scales, and pointy nails, manes, veins, and extra
brains. | was the only one whose poohs wouldn't |et her have even the sinplest
little gill-slit or sixth finger -- never mnd tits -- all because they

believed in some weird principle of "somatic integrity."

Honeysuckl e was brushing her perfect calico hair and eyeing nme from her
perch on the corner of a smartdesk with the raptorial | ook of an execucondo's
security bird. I wanted Jinx beside ne before she could say anything, but he
was still struggling to get out of his sack, last one as usual. | went over to
hel p him

Jinx's sack was undergoi ng sonme bizarro kind of peristaltic reaction, and
| had to pet its control ganglia till it calmed down. Jinx always had sone
kind of trouble with his interface bag, because its parms weren't set up for
his peculiarities.

At |ast, though, the two of us got it open, and Jinx energed.

There was nothing to Jinx bel ow his abdonmen. H's body sinply ended a few
centimeters below his navel. He | ooked just |ike he had been sliced in half by
some mad magi ci an.

His bottom-- or ventral side or whatever you want to call it -- was
capped with a tough protective |Immunol ogi ¢ nmenbrane |i ke sharkskin that was
integral with his regular epidernms. This nenbrane handl ed all his netabolic
wastes, so that Jinx never had to pee or shit.

The way Jinx got around was on his knuckles. H s hands and supernyofi bri
bi ceps were massive, and his knuckles well calloused. Suspended fromthese
pyl ons, he could either swing his torso forward, rest on it, then shift both
supports, or he could sort of fall forward fromleft to right hand.

Jinx had been born this way. H s poohs were third-generation spacelings
whose ancestors hadn't seen much need for deadneat |egs in zero-gee, and so
they had bid the chronosartors snip and transcribe until the result was ny
proxy, Jinx.

Hi s fol ks -- nonmenklatura of Asgard -- had sent Jinx to Gaia -- to our
school -- for what they insisted was a superior educational experience.
(Al t hough, what with tropes and the digiverse being equally accessible and
high-quality practically anywhere, | failed to see exactly what benefits they

were conferring on him unless it was the dubious Gaian social life or
hi gh-status eft expenditure.)
VWen | first got friendly with Jinx, | asked himtwo questions.

"How cone you don't ride, um a prosthocart, nmaybe |ike the dol phi nboys
use?"

"Because |'mnot a cripple. I"'mconpletely normal, for a spaceling."

| didn't argue the point, even though only baseline scantlings |ike ne
rate the sem derogatory word "normal." Maybe the word meant sonet hi ng
di fferent on Asgard. Instead, | asked the second question

"I imagi ne your colony cooks new nmenbers in sonme fancy ductwork."

"Yeah. Repligen wonbs with i-Stat endonetriunms and Ares-Serono
pl acent as. "

"But how do you -- | nean, what do you do when--"

"How do we get wiggly?"

"Well, yeah!"

"It's all virtual. That's the one thing | don't |ike about honme. | keep

wi shing I had -- had |l egs and a cock! | even dream|'m wal ki ng soneti mes. ..



"It's probably feedback from Gaia's norphic fields, the human subset. You
felt it out in space, but it's even stronger here. Like they say, "Ain't no
shield against the field, cuz it dwells in the cells.""

"I guess."

Now, as | helped Jinx to a "sitting" position, nmy reverie was brought to
a harsh end by Honeysuckl e's sashaying, tit-quaking approach. She stopped a
nmeter or so away and addressed nme while ignoring Jinx -- except to insult him

"I'f you're done hel ping that knuckl ebuster, I'd Iike to finish up our
l[ittle business matter."

Honeysuckl e ran a flicker-screen thunbnail across a seam bi secting her
bare mdriff, opening up a possum pouch. Fromw thin, she deftly filched a
flashcard and handed it to ne.

I noticed that Honeysuckl e's nail screen was runni ng the Mandel brot set,
and everything suddenly felt as strange as one of the set's renoter precincts.
Wth nervous fingers | flexed the still-warmcard, and its silicrobe

nmessage blinked at ne.

THE G GNOVE' S CAVE

1040 BUGHOUSE SQUARE

(RIDE THE RED ARTERY TO NODE TEN, OR TAKE SLI DEWALK SEVEN)

Somatic and gnonmic alterations of all types. Deletions, insertions, and
i nversions. Col eopterics a specialty. Fully bonded and licensed by the BDC

| flexed the card again, and Honeysuckle's totipotent famly chop showed
up, the sem -infamus Rancifer icon

Honeysuckl e leered. "That'll get you and your friend anything you ask for
fromthe G Gione -- including tits, if that's what you really want."

| stiffened right up, but managed not to change ny expression -- | hoped.
| knew the whol e class was watching and |istening.

"No, | want a spike."

"Me too," said Jinx in a conradely way, although |I could sense that he
was havi ng second thoughts just |ike ne.

"Pardon me, but |I'm sure neither one of you knows your efferents from
your afferents. But if you both show up tonmorrow with spikes, 1'll have to
admt you've got plenty of testo-estro."

And with that, Honeysuckle turned her back on us as if we had ceased to
exi st.

The teacher called us to return to our studies then, and so | couldn't
tal k anynmore with Jinx.

Needl ess to say, the rest of the four-hour school day noved slow as a
crawl ypatch. Wth Honeysuckle's card in my pocket, | couldn't concentrate on
pl ectics or cladistics or kundalini or behavioral pragmatics or even |unch
(And they were serving ny favorite that day too: deep-fried free-range croc
with null-cal Ben and Jerry's for dessert.) Al | wanted was to be finished
with classes, so that Jinx and | coul d decide what, if anything, we were going
to do with the magic flashcard.

At last -- of course and however -- we were free.

O as free as any eleven-year-old ever is in this ageist society!

Jinx and | met at our usual place, beneath the towering forty-foot
paul owni a tree on the edge of the school yard. We had hel ped to plant the giant
when it was just a tiny seedling two years ago, on d obal Arbor Day, and it
had been our special spot ever since.

If Jinx had had feet, he probably woul d have been kicking the dirt. As it
was, he exhibited his nervousness by picking bark off our tree.

"I don't know about you," ny spaceling proxy said when | canme up to him
"but | can't think straight. Wat do you say we bind sone satori and just sit
a mnute?"

"Now you're firing! | hear the Chromatin Cafe has that new |line of Archer
Dani el s-M dl and tropes on tap...."

"Then what are we waiting for? Let's go!"



So with Jinx swinging hinmself along as | anbl ed, we made our way to the
Chromatin Cafe.

We were supposed to be reporting to our separate afterschoo
apprenticeships. Jinx to his nafta boss at the Mercosur Mart (he was training
to run an entrepot for Asgard) and me to the local branch of the Shel drake
Institute, where | was trying to grok norphic field nodul ation

But if we were indeed going to be spiked, then mssing our work stints
woul d be the |l east of our transgressions.

The CC was only half a klick fromthe school, so we didn't bother wth
the slidewal ks. It felt good to use ny muscles after so nmuch virtua
nonexerci se, and | knew Jinx felt the sane.

Soon we were inside the sodaparlor with its ol d-fashi oned decorations,
primtive PET-scan printouts, and NVR i mages of brain-gl ucose uptake,
flickering on ancient crackly |l owres nonitors.

"Two Joshu Juices," | said to the poptate kibernetica behind the counter
presenti ng Honeysuckle's flashcard. If she didn't pay for anything el se, at
| east she'd pay for our drinks.

"Make mine a Potala Punch,"” counternmanded Jinx.

"The order is two Joshu Juices and one Potal a Punch," said the ki be.

"No. One of each.”

"The order is one Joshu Juice and one Potal a Punch.”

"Fl ame on!"

"This is an assent?"

"Does the Goddess use tanpons?"

The poptate churned its heuristics for ten seconds, then began to brew us
our sidechains.

"Want to sit by the pond?" asked Jinx, after the drinks were nixed.

"Sure."

| carried the juices, and we found an enpty bench on the grassy narge of
the small ornanental pond. Two or three baseline ducks were paddling in the
reeds, and I was rem nded of ny dunb id2 and Honeysuckl e's sexy one.

| plopped down on the syalon seat, and Jinx used his strong arns to | ever
hi nsel f up beside ne. Sitting together like this, his head nearly on a |evel
with mne, it was easy to forget his lack of |egs.

We clinked our glasses, and | quoted the ADM jingle

"' Peace of mind--'"

"'--for a nudollar ninety-nine!'" finished Jinx.

W downed our brews and waited for the effects.

The tropes had been expertly reverse-engi neered froma sanpling of
medi tati ng monks: in the case of Jinx's drink, fromthe nmnd of the Dalai Lama
hinself. In a mnute or so, the world took on a shimrering translucence, and
felt connected to the whol e universe. Nothing mattered, but everything
counted. Al my problens were non-existent.

Staring out over the perfect pond, | saw the surface ripple in the
m ddl e, then break to reveal the finned back of an airfish making the
phase-change into the second half of its life.

We had just studied the specs on these splices, and they rushed into ny
brain in perfect arrays.

Having filled its flotation bl adders wi th hydrogen broken out of the
wat er and revanped its physiol ogy, the airfish was now ready to live in the
at nosphere. It would subsist for a few nonths on airborne m crozooa, spore
and pollen, all the while sucking | owlevel ozone fromthe air and
concentrating it in a different bladder. Rising higher and higher, it would
eventual |y burst at around 15,000 neters, the |l ower edge of the ozone |ayer,
releasing its cargo of reactive nol ecul es where they would do good, not harm

Hi ghly unsl ouch. Truly nonfactorabl e gol dstar-plus cytofabrication. |
definitely wasn't down with the kids who'd try to shoot the O3-suckers with
flashlights just to watch the hydrogen nini-expl osion

Jinx spoke up with deep significance. "The airfish is born, becones
adult, does its work, then dies."



Wthout satori tropes, Jinx's words probably don't nean nmuch, or else
sound ultra-sinplex. But | can't tell you what they neant to me then. They
seened to encapsul ate our whole situation in a nutshell.

"We're 'fish too," | answered. "But we're also nore than 'fish."”
"You're bright as a three-alarmsolar flare, girl!"
| knew then that | |oved Jinx and woul d al ways be with him

At that very monent, as if in confirmation of our |ove, another couple
wandered in to sit on the bench next to us.

The woman wore Systenix neat, a Great Mther soma-type. Dressed only in a
grass skirt, she had a double line of small breasts running down her torso,
and her hips were broad as the | ake behind the Yell ow R ver dam

Her companion's silicrobe trademark told me he was racked out by Cell pro.
And what a superstring raster he was! Hawkheaded Horus, noble fal con plumage
mant | i ng his shoul ders.

Jinx and | |ooked on in nmute admration for several mnutes. In the mdst
of our trope-induced satori, the couple seenmed |ike heavenly visitors. Even
after the glamour had worn off our vision, they still |ooked negatrunp, if

nmerely human

I gnoring us, the adults quaffed their drinks. (Horus's pointy birdtongue
was ul tra-uptake!) The brews must have been sone ki nd of aphrodelix, since the
coupl e soon started into sonme heavy petting. Horus's |oincloth quickly becane
atent, and I got awfully jealous and sad at the same tine.

"Jinx," | pleaded irrationally, "let's use Honeysuekle's card to get the
noddi es we' ve al ways tal ked about, then run away together!"

Jinx held my hand. "Arnie, think twice. Putting legs on nme is no sinplex
patch job. 1'd be laid up for days. W couldn't travel very far even in a
hired scar car without leaving a trail even a senile augi e-doggie could
fol | ow.

"Honeysuckl e woul d be pissing prostaglandins at the theft of her card.
And then our poohs -- or yours anyway -- would snatch us back, and the next
thing you know, we'd be wearing obedience collars |ike sone splice! No, the
only thing to do is to hold out for a year. It's not such a long tinme...."

Jinx spoke with the voice of reason, and | knew what he advocated was the
only sensible course. Still, my whole soul rebelled at the notion of going on
with our boring lives w thout doing sonething, especially when we'd have to
face all our cohort tonorrow.

| stood up. "I guess the only thing left to do then is to get spiked. At
least it'll show our poohs we've got wills of our own. And it should shut
Honeysuckl e right up. Are you in a dedi cated node?"

Jinx boosted hinmself off the bench, thunping onto the grass. "Does a
carebear sit in the pedwards?"

| laughed. "G Gione, here we cone!"

Sli dewal k Seven was only a one-block stroll north of us, so we chose that
transport over the Arteries.

If you pulled out a length of your intestines and slit it |ongw se, you'd
expose the velvety microvilli lining, the zillions of little fingers that
propel food through your gut. You'd al so have a pretty good nodel of a
sl i dewal k.

The sturdy silicrobe mcrovilli of the slidewal k propelled anything
pl aced atop them al ong at a steady 5kph. (You could ride the network
cross-continent in just a nonth, if you wanted to spend your vacation that
boring way, like many slouch oldsters did.) Each invisible finger was rooted
in place, yet flexible enough to pass on its burden to its neighbor. (In
constant notion, the slidewal ks conveyed a visual inpression simlar to the
waveri ness of heated syal on pavenent. And if you rode them barefoot, they
tickled almost sublinmnally.) Different lanes had different built-in
directional orientations, for two-way travel

The Anmgen motto -- "Taxis, not taxis" -- was spelled out right in the
subst ance of the slidewal ks. | renenbered having to have ny dads explain it to
me when | was little, since | never knew that "tax-us" could al so be



pronounced "tax-ease," or even what they were.

Jinx swung hinself deftly onboard with the other passengers, vars, Kibes,
and citizens, and | had to stutter-skip to stay with him | wasn't usually so
awkwar d, but guess | was kind of nervous about our plans, even though I
t hought | had convinced nyself it was the only way.

As if sensing ny unease, Jinx tried to nmake me laugh. "Did you ever
downl oad any reductionist paradigmfiction where the author tried to inmagine a
systemlike this and came up with mles of rubber belts on rollers?"

Jinx's trick worked, and |I laughed like a hyena splice. "That's not true.
You' re yanking ny rods."

Jinx held up one hand. "Parity-plus, Arnie. 1'll give you the urals, and
you can see for yourself."

| chuckl ed sone nore. Those ancients -- where were their heads at?!

Before too I ong, we were di snounting at Bughouse Square.

The t hrongi ng Square al ways rem nded me of an old-tine carnival mn dway
you mi ght see on sone historical channel of the netamedium |ines of garish
boot hs and arcades, peopled by touts and vendors under gaudy silicrobe
si gnage. The centerpiece of the Square, the original Chiron Bughouse, | ooked
positively postnodern, next to the nore recent exotic additions to the
neat mart.

Here you could find a chronosartor or genebender or sinple trope doser
who woul d perform any possible alteration on your somatype or genotype -- for
a price. If you had the eft, you could be snipped, ripped or zipped; punped,
stunped or trunped; strobed, |obed or probed; prinped, skinped or pinped,;
vented, scented or denented.

| stood for a minute or so bathing in the scary, alluring, surrea
circus, until Jinx tugged at the hem of ny doublet.

"Let's find nunber ten-forty, before we change our minds."

Tracki ng round the Square, past the TATA Box and the Prinordium past the
Organell e Store and Radi o Shack Biocircuits outlet, we soon cane to the
G Ghone' s Cave.

Its facade was all fractal -npdel ed grocrete stalactites and stal agnmites
fram ng an irregular entrance curtai ned by environental ribbons.

| |l ooked at Jinx, and he | ooked at ne. Taking his hand, | tried to be as
brave as ny truncated spaceling.
"Let's get spiked," | said.

And we went through the ribbons.

My dads told ne that a decade or two ago there was a rage for somatypes
nodel ed on the characters in sone old reedpair fantasy novel, sparked by a new
virtuality rendering of the work. So for a while all you saw on the streets
wer e bobbits and snorks and snpgs, or creatures with some such nanes.

| figured the G Ghone nust have nodel ed hinself on a troll or dwarf or
some other runt fromthat book. Hi s big blue eyes, capped by furry brows, were
nearly on a level with Jinx's, and the G Ghone was standi ng on his bandy | egs!
Two tufts of snowy fluffaduff sprang from behind his ears and decorated his
ot herwi se bare skull. He wore a | eather bib apron over a Wndskin suit, and
hi s hands were nore nassive than Jinx's.

To have maintai ned the sane outdated | ook all these years made ne think
he was a conservative, slowmle kind of guy, and | instantly felt better to be
putting nyself in his brawny hands, so reassuringly simlar to ny proxy's.

"Children," the G Gione runbled, "how can | hel p you?"

"W're here--" | began, then stopped.

A thrid-vid display had come on at our arrival, and now, cycling through
a display of the G Gionme's wetwares, it had reached the boobs.

They were so beautiful. Conical or nelony, brown or creany, drip-nippled
or virgin-tipped, they were like taunting nirages in ny personal desert.

It was all | could do to turn back to the G Ghonme and beg, "Please, shut
that off." Wth nmy luck, the next thing shown would be a variety of the cocks
Ji nx | acked.

The proprietor conplied, and | could breathe.



"Thank you. W're here to get spikes."

The G Ghone's professional snile never wavered, but | could sense
somet hing tightening inside him

"You have your parents'--"

"We've got this," | said, and of fered Honeysuckl e's card.

Taking it, the G Gione flexed it back and forth with a nonconmitta
expression, but | could see nudollar signs in his eyes.

"Peej Rancifer lent you her card w thout, ah, duress?..

| tried a haughty sniff |ike Honeysuckle used. "OfF course. W're the best
of friends."

"There shoul d be no problemthen."

"I hope not," | said, as the G Gione's words made ny knees go watery.

"Pl ease, be seated."

VWen Jinx and | were side by side, the G Gionme activated the display
again. But this tinme it ran through the various nodel s of spike.

By the second rep, we had made up our nminds.

"Il take the Staghorns,"” said Jinx.

"And 1'Il take the Coral Cage."

"Very fine choices, both. The placenent of each differs slightly. The
Staghorns are inplanted in the frontal region, whereas the Cage tends nore
toward the tenporals.”

The G Ghone had donned gl oves whil e he was tal king and now squeezed from
a tube a line of paste. He approached Jinx and rubbed the goop into his skull
up front.

Then he did the same to nme, nore toward the m ddl e of ny head.

Carefully peeling off the gl oves and dropping theminto a D G ade- Al |
unit, the G Grone said, "A mx of topical anesthetic and bonenelt. It takes a
few nmonents to work. | shall debit Peej Rancifer's card while we wait, if you
have no objections.”

When he was done with that, the G Gilone went to a cabinet, from which he
renoved the spikes.

| had never seen the things except on the netanedium where they were
al ways filtershot real sexy, so | was unprepared for how i nnocuous they | ooked
inreal life: just a pair of square-ish, pointy, drab -- well, spikes, like
the kind you might find hol ding down reedpair railroad ties.

Next from the cabi net cane a shiny chrone-handl ed, rubber-headed mallet.

And with this, the G Ghone drove the spikes into our heads.

I couldn't feel anything, even when the spi ke penetrated ny dura nater
That G Gnome was sl ouch-negative! He had that single tap down perfect.
Naturally, | should have known that Honeysuckle and her famly would patronize
only the best.

Next, the G Ghone sl apped craw ypatches on our arms and began to |l ecture

us.
"These are nutraceutical supplenents. You' re going to need them The

spikes will be utilizing some of your body's energy to grow. Even with the

patches, you'll want to stoke up with sonething |ike Genzyme Carbpr ot

afterwards, to nake up for the loss."
Now | could hal f-feel ghostly invasions of ny cranium R ght on cue, the
G Ghome expl ai ned, "The spi kes are grow ng osteo-anchors, as well as

paraneurons that will interface with yours. That's how they're able to contro
the color and pattern changes that reflect your noods. Once the endogrowth is
done, the exogrowth will begin. Let me get a mirror."

The G Ghone wheeled a digital mrror into place and turned it on, just in
tine.

The exogrowt h, the visible part of the process, was starting.

Fromthe single spike centered in Jinx's head, a pair of antlers began to
devel op, magnificent self-simlar branchings.

From m ne a rough coral stal k shot straight up. Wen it reached a hei ght
of about eight centineters, it began to overspread into a gorgeous latticework
unbrel | a.



Jinx and | watched ourselves and each other admiringly in the mrror,
while the G Grhonme snmil ed benevol ently on

By the time the growth was finished, we were already adjusting to the
novel weight of our new accessories. Jinx's antlers al nost doubl ed his height,
whil e ny cage had stopped at nose level like a living |ace veil

"How do | |ook?" asked Jinx, his antlers flaring a crinmson | knew from
nmet anedi um shows neant excitenent.

"Very muskophal l'i ¢! How about ne?"

"Brain coral goddess!"

The G Ghone cl apped his hands together, and we knew he was eager for us
to | eave

"I"'mglad you're pleased. Renenber, renoval is a rather nore
ti me-consum ng and costly process.”

"Ch, we'd never want to get rid of them " | said.

On the way out, Jinx had a little trouble with the door-ribbons catching
on his rack, but aside fromthat, everything went superstring.

Until we got home, of course.

Jinx came in with me, and ny poohs just lost it.

I will never ever forget the sight of themthat day. They kind of scared
even me, their own daughter, who should be used to them

My dads are biol ogical brothers who were in the same | M- assault unit
during the last Short War. They were lying in a trench together, under eneny
fire, when a shell was |obbed in on them

The weapon contai ned sone weird parazyne that no one's ever quite figured
out yet. What it did was to fuse ny dads together everywhere they were
touching, as well as introduce a |lot of collateral damage and changes, right
down to the mtochondrial |evel

The bonescrapers patched them up as best they could. Ironically, they had
to use a couple of bulgy renmora-cords to join themeven nore synbiotically,
since Alvin and Calvin had to share a | ot of cytokines to stay alive.

VWen they were denpbbed, their experiences led themto join the
Moder ationi sts, for whomthey becane instant and effective spokesnen.

| came along as a teratom.

My dads kept devel opi ng these squel chy growths all over their bodies,
whi ch the boni es kept renoving. One of the growths had nore than usua
basel i ne human structure to it, and ny dads got the idea that it would be nice
to turn it into a daughter. It cost a lot, both in eft and in conprom se of
their noninterventionist principles. But they were really kind of lonely, and
| guess the Moderationists finally relented on the dogna part.

Naturally, 1'mglad they did.

So anyhow, there ny Sianese dads stood, |inked by flesh and renora-cords
straining fit to burst, shouting their heads off at ne and Jinx, whose spike
growm hs were turning green with contrition and purple with sorrowful anger at
how i nnocent kids |ike us always got quenched in the end.

To make a long story short, we had to get rid of the spikes (but not
bef ore everyone in our cohort saw us with then), and Honeysuckl e's parents had
to pay for it all, and she had her estrogen shut off for a nonth, and Jinx, ny
darling Jinx, got sent back to Asgard.

But | really amnot worried. Like Jinx said, a year is not such a |ong
tine to wait till we're franchised.

And after seeing me with a spike, there wasn't much resistance fromthe
poohs a nonth later, when |I pleaded one last tinme for tits.

And they're froma nuch classier vendor's |line than hers!

UP THE LAZY Rl VER
First published in Science Fiction Age, Septenber 1993.

1. Muscle Fatigue
Flying northwest, parallel to the interface of the R ver Seven banksi de



forest and the mani cured savannah, across which herds of null-sophont
cultivars roamed peacefully, Norodom Dos Santos grieved for his hyperfluid
char ge.

Normal Iy, River Seven appeared fromthe air as a thick two-toned viscous
snake, subtly pulsing in controlled opposing flows. Constrained by its nostly
basel i ne geophysical channel, two-thirds dirty quicksilver grey and one-third
matte black, it resenbled a stripe of gel like the squeezings froma tube of
anti que toot hpaste.

Today, River Seven |lacked its usual luster, seened lifel ess and
dispirited, victimof the unexpl ained changes Dos Santos was speeding to
i nvesti gate.

" m personi fying the River again, Dos Santos mldly chided hinmself. \Wat
woul d Master Trexler think of such inprecision in one of his students?

After all, even dead, Trexler still exhibited all those old personality
traits which a Turing Level Eight platformwas capable of emul ating, and one
did not care to disappoint him

Transferring his Synergen-grown craft to kibe autopilot (a sinple TL4),
Dos Santos resolved to abandon sentimentalismfor work. Pronpting his higher
centers into mcrosleep, he freed up paraneurons to run deep plectic
sinmul ations of the River's failure.

M dway through the third evocation, disaster struck

Propul sion nmyofibrils ripped away fromthe [ eft COi ber-pol ysaccharide
lattice wing with a sound like a cleaver through a slab of I|apinovine.

The abnormal sound instantly reawakened the River Master's ful
awar eness.

Wth a sinking feeling, Dos Santos realized his | adybug was goi ng down.

The sudden threat to his |life triggered a criticality flash that cascaded
across his Sphinxco wetware nods: this mssion was deeper than a sinple repair
call....

Dos Santos knew better than to try to west control away fromthe kibe

unit under emergency conditions -- although a gut response still jerked his
hands toward the control ganglia. Instead, he quickly snugged the
wrist-dangling gloves of his mllipore survival suit on, effectively disabling

hi s CamNeur o digiface.

The kibe unit spoke as the gl oves seal ed thenselves, and by then it was
too late to do anything even if he had known what to do.

"I amsorry, Peej Dos Santos, but conditions require your inmrediate
i mobi |ization."

Nodul es studded around the sides of his organiformchair burst |ike spore
capsul es. Conpressed sonmatropic |ianas sprayed out, wapping himin an sticky
bi ol astic net.

Qut the w ndscreen, Dos Santos could see the Iine of jungle on his left
rising up and around like a wall.

Dos Santos barely had tine to utter the start of a prayer to the goddess
of his Canspanic ancestors: "Holy Mary Kannon, Hi ghest of Dakinis--" And then
he felt the dose of Sandman perfuse his skin...

The birds resuned their singing slowy. The |oud crack of a damaged
branch finally giving way stopped them again, but they quickly found their
mul tifarious voices once nore.

One fauxvian called out over and over in a raspy human voice: "Shop here,
shop here, shop here...." An escaped urban adbird..

Fronds of orange foliage starred with orchidenias |lay across the intact
single crystal wi ndscreen, obscuring Dos Santos's view of his new
surroundi ngs. As he struggled to free hinself fromthe safety restraints, the
ki be unit spoke.

"Pl ease all ow me, Peej Dos Santos."

A fine mist dispersed fromthe | adybug's ceiling, dissolving the vines:
Catal ytica Calmbalm At the same time, Dos Santos felt various aches and pains
he had hardly realized he was feeling di sappear, as the nist was recogni zed



and allowed in through his smartsuit.

He clinmbed out of the chair, suit slick and hair danp, and stood
tentatively on the canted floor. The craft seened stable.

"\What happened?”

"The left wing suddenly | ost all haenocyanin flow, and the tissue
i medi at el y degenerated bel ow the functional threshold. Probability of
spont aneous failure, point one percent. Probability of maintenance error
thirty percent. Probability of deliberately induced failure, sixty-eight
percent. .

"Wait. Abnormal protease traces registering.... Revised probability of
sabot age, ni nety-ni ne-point-six percent."

"Sabotage..." muttered Dos Santos. "But why?"

"I have no answer to your question, Peej Dos Santos. However, despite the
overwhel mi ng evi dence of noncul pability, | amrequired by law to supply you

wi th the metanedi um address of nmy manufacturer, should you wish to file a suit
agai nst them Synergen is a wholly owned subsidiary of the Prinordi um Chaebol
Tel ecosm address is At-primkay--"

"Forget it." Dos Santos began to gather equi pnent and supplies from an
over head ovoid | ocker. "How far are we from our destination?"

"Contact with G obal Positioning s navsats remains firm and | have us
| ocated within the standard three-meter deviation. Machine Lake is

approximately fifty klicks to the north. However, | managed to set us down
only a hundred yards from Ri ver Seven."

"And We're still on the upstream bank?"

"Yes."

"Good job."

"Thank you, Peej Dos Santos. | hope you will take ny actions into account

in the event of any possible lawsuit."

"Don't worry, there's not going to be any legal action. It's plain that
whoever stopped the River doesn't want me coming to investigate. There'll have
to be a purge of all the splices on the maintenance crew back at the base.™

"Organics are inherently less trustworthy and nore liable to be
conprom sed than kibernetika, if | may say so."

Dos Santos cracked the | adybug's hatch, and warm wet air blew in past a
curtain of banboon.

"Where are you going, Peej? |'ve sent out a distress call and received an
acknow edgenent. Wuld it not be wise to wait here?"

"How do | know all the other 'bugs haven't been tanpered with too?
could wait for days. No, I've got to finish ny mission. I'mtoo close nowto
wait. And the River can't stay down nuch | onger."

Patting his left breast pocket, which held the vital vial of Instruction
Set which would repair the River, and adjusting the bandoliers that held his
Intratec splat-pistol, extra lysing cartridges and ot her equi pnent, Dos Santos
pl aced one booted foot over the sill.

"I must protest, Peej. Under Regul ati on Two-Ten of the Riparian
Admi ni stration Handbook--"

"Listen," interrupted Dos Santos. "Wo's the R ver Master here, you or
ne?"

Sonehow t he TL4 ki be managed to sound wounded and resigned. "You are,
Peej . "

"Correct."

"May | make a suggestion, then?"

"Certainly."

"At |least let me acconpany you. | am nore capable than your |owl evel
suit assists. Also, if you are termnated and | am |l ater recovered, | shall be

able to make a full report.”

"What a cheerful notion."
"I amsinmply trying to fulfill ny autofac-inplanted inperatives,
Peej...."
"All right."



Dos Santos stepped to the console and ejected the kibe, a featurel ess
silver wafer the dianmeter of a hockey puck, but only half as thick. Fitting it
flat into the appropriate sticktite slot on his harness, he turned to | eave
t he di sabl ed I adybug.

"I amnow fully integrated with your suit sensors, Peej. They are of high

quality."

"I have a feeling we'll need them" said Dos Santos. "Activate ny retina
di spl ays, please.™

"Done. "

Dos Santos's peripheral vision filled with translucent shimerstats, and
he stepped tentatively into the jungle.

2. I nfoslam

The first report indicating that something was seriously wong with River
Seven had cone a nere twelve hours ago, emanating fromthe kibe unit
capt ai ni ng one of the numerous fl oating autof acs-cum general -stores that
supplied the indigenous Riverside popul ation. The unit, a mere hundred klicks
from Machi ne Lake, had nessaged that the River's downstream velocity was
decreasing radically, dropping toward anci ent baseline val ues or bel ow, probes
| aunched into the upstream side, however, still registered normal val ues.
Conti nued updates reveal ed a steady decline in the force of the artifica
current.

VWhen ot her reports fromfurther downRi ver began to flood in -- a tourist
vessel , a passenger ferry, a fleet of sport skimers and striders -- it becane
obvious to Dos Santos that River Seven -- his River -- was dying.

Natural ly, he had been in Lagos on official business at the worst
possible time. Had the trouble found himat his normal post -- his HQ on the
shores of Machine Lake -- he would have been at the source of the problem and

able to take i mMmediate action. As it was, a long trip back had been necessary
first.

Now, knowi ng that his craft had been sabotaged, it becane obvious that
the attack on River Seven had been tinmed to take place in his predictable
absence. ..

Toward the unexpected abrupt end of his flight, Dos Santos knew that the
downstream portion of River Seven nust have been approachi ng total shutdown.
The death of the current, as he had plotted it in Lagos, had been propagating
faster than the current itself, a shut-down nessage of sone unknown sort,
passed fromone flagellumflailing silicrobe to its neighbor, and then to its
nei ghbor' s nei ghbor, thus outracing the physical flow as a sheer information
vave.

The continued functioning of the upstreamthird of R ver Seven was
expl ai nabl e by the deliberately engi neered | ack of comruni cati on between the
two currents. Only along the nearly 2000 klick I ength of the
upstream downstreaminterface, where a thin layer of specialized downstream
silicrobes perforned an el aborate ciliary doesy-doe with a matching | ayer of
upstream silicrobes, exchanging energy in a friction elininating dance, did
any m xing occur. And the inconpatible nature of the two currents, designed to
avoi d command snafus, had apparently succeeded in keeping the upriver current
alive alittle |longer.

But the ultimate source of upriver silicrobes was the downstream current,
and the death of the smaller, still functioning portion of R ver Seven was
i nevi tabl e.

From the feedstocks of Machine Lake were born all the silicrobes which
conpri sed 50 percent by volune of the downstream Ri ver Seven channel. (The
ot her half of the downstream channel was the traditional H20 fromtraditiona
sources: feeder streans, rainfall, underground aquifer connections. The
m ssing volume of water had been | ong ago diverted for human consunption.)
From Machi ne Lake the silicrobes exited, mngling with the available water in
a synthetic gunnetal -colored broth. (Nanosmall, the silicrobes were of course
i nvisible individually, presenting an honbgenous appearance en nasse.)



Programmed to churn downstream at a steady speed, each maintaining a constant
di stance fromthe downstream shore and its nei ghbors, the silicrobes carried
the water molecules along with themfaster than nmere gravity ever had.

At the nmouth of River Seven, the fingerlike delta around Port Harcourt,
the downstream silicrobes were triggered by the increased salinity and by info
from @ oPos navsats, undergoing the transformation into upstream silicrobes.
Separating fromtheir partnered water nol ecul es (which continued out to sea as
of yore), the upstreamsilicrobes nade a coherent U-turn and headed back
W thout H20O partners, they needed a virtual channel only half the size of the
downstream one to make their way back to Machi ne Lake and resorption. Upstream
speed was 80 percent of the downstream current.

Except today.

3. Big Middy

The last chunky frondtree fell to Dos Santos's flashlight-machete with a
sound like a watermelon hitting the floor fromtabl e-height, and sticky juice
propell ed by xylem c pressure sprayed his face and nillipore suit. Then he
stepped out of the jungle and onto the staymown vetiver turf of R ver Seven's
upst r eam bank.

"Peej -- suit bladders are now full with purified water, and any further
dermal suit-contamination will have to be exosonically evaporated.”

"Fine, fine," said Dos Santos absentm ndedly, his entire concentration
basal and add-on, devoted to his ailing w de River

The bipartite line of hyperfluid was dramatically sick

Consi der the nore di stant downstream si de.

Fromits border with the upstreamvirtual channel all the way to the far
bank, the downstreamtwo-thirds of the River was a stagnant dove-grey stripe.
The deactivated silicrobes, apparently still remaining in suspension, now no
| onger contributed any nmotion to the flow and in fact hindered the water
nmol ecul es fromresum ng even their old basal speed. The downstream wat erway,
until so recently an efficient Riverroad upon which mllions relied, was now a
turbid slurry.

Dos Santos | ooked to the left, downstream but focused his gaze on the
nearer third of the R ver, the upstream channel

This portion of River Seven was still functioning. Being conposed of pure
silicrobes, it was matte black in color and stood out sharply, its border
still cohesive, fromthe downstream ness. But this normal appearance was

m sl eadi ng, and Dos Sant os knew- -

Wth a sharp intake of breath, the River Master spotted it.

The failure wavefront.

He wat ched hel plessly as the killer disinformation propagated swiftly
upriver, soon reaching his position and passi ng unstoppably on

Behind it, silicrobes went offline by the hundreds of trillions. The
bl ack stripe instantly began to extend irregular fingers of darkness into the
downstream portion of the River, silicrobes flow ng "backwards,"” and from
greater concentration to | esser as the now unthinking River -- fornerly
consi dered an actual entity of Turing Level One -- attenpted to honobgenize
itself according to dunb physics.

"Damm. Damm, damm, damm!"

Monent ary hopel essness washed over Dos Santos. He had dedicated his life
to Riparian Adm n, out of a love for these great semliquid, sem-intelligent
transport machines. For the past fifty years, he had worked sel f-sacrificingly

on the Rivers of the world, the large and the snmall. River Ei ght (the old
Vol ga), River Three (the old M ssissippi), R ver One-Oh-Four (the old Ganges),
River Twenty-Nine (the old Nile), even River One (the old Amazon) -- First as

apprentice, then as journeyman, finally as Master, he had |ovingly tended

t hese sinuous creations of humanity that snaked across the donesticated gl obe,
carrying mankind's freight and travelers, hosting its recreations, bathing its
pilgrims. And never in that time had he experienced such a thing as this
horror: the death of one of his charges.



It felt like he imagined the death of the never-met pairbond proxy and
hypot heti cal zygotes he had never permitted hinmself to indulge in would have
felt. There was a hole in his soul

Anger and a determnination for revenge replaced the hopel essness. Dos
Sant os woul d nmake someone pay.

And Ri ver Seven, he vowed, would |ive again.

He advanced to the edge of the banking, which sloped away steeply to the
River, a forty-five degree stretch of crunbly red clay, and scranbl ed down.

A rush of snall dislodged pebbles tunbled down to the River surface and
sat atop the high-density gel-like silicrobe liquid, each rock centered inits
own surface-tension dinple.

The ki be sounded al armed. "Peej Dos Santos, you do not intend--"

Dos Santos reached the marge of the R ver and squatted down. The pebbl es
were drifting downstream

"Quiet! If you want to be useful, prepare to analyze sone telenmetry."

After peeling off both gloves, the River Master inserted his hands into
t he stagnant silicrobe soup.

The shimrerstats boiled with nmetagrafix in the corners of his eyes, fed
by the subdermal mnycotroni x digiface sensors in his fingertips. Tapping the
feed, the kibe added its verbal interpretation

"It appears that the River has been contamnated with a dose of
hi gh-vel ocity instruction ribozynes based on the standard stepdown routines,
but with subtle alterations that are not readily decodeabl e. The silicrobes
are nerely offline and apparently undamaged. If we could denature the invader
it would be a sinple nmatter to restart the River--"

Dos Santos stood. "We'll have to do it fast, though, and that neans
getting to the facilities at Machine Lake. Not only do we have to worry about
the possibility of further attacks, but there are systemconstraints as well.
Eventual ly, the 'crobes are going to drop out of suspension and settle to the
bottom A restart under those conditions would be chaotic. We'd kick up enough

particulates to clog the whole delta and probably kill off all the lifeforms
as well. And if the m xing of upRiver and downRi ver 'crobes continues, the
vortices that'll formon a reboot will be orders of magnitude | arger than
normal --"

The ki be interrupted. "Speaking of vortices, Peej, here comes a Vortifish
Hunter right now "

4. O d Man River

The coracle glittered nacreously, catching glints of African sunlight, an
upturned halfshell with rippled, purpled rim (Its original seedstock, highly
nodi fi ed of course, had been the chanbered nautilus.) Large enough to hold two
basal humans, it now contained only one sophont, a cynocephali wearing a |oin
covering of plaid clothtree fabric.

Oiginally the cynocephali -- or Anubians -- had been bred and rel eased
only along River Twenty-Nine, the old Nile. Part tourist attraction, these
bi pedal dog headed sophonts had been designed to occupy a new top niche in the
food chain. So successful and popul ar had they proven that no River today,
some ten Anubian generations later, was w thout them

The furred humanoid splice stood at the rear of its tiny craft, the
tiller that controlled the steering jets in its paw. It sailed m dway down the
former upstream channel whose bl ack syrupy conmponents were now usel essly and
slow y headi ng downstreamwith all the rest.

The smal |l vessel was plainly bearing toward Dos Sant os.

As the craft drew nearer, Dos Santos coul d nake out further details,
i ncl udi ng grown-bone spears racked across the bow And as the | one sailor
expertly beached its craft, Dos Santos recogni zed the tattoon icon beneath the
skin of one canine ear as the mark of the Hyena Tribe of Vortifishers.

"Peej Human!" barked the splice, showi ng sharp teeth webbed with saliva.
"Qur River dying!"

At that nonent, the ki be announced, "lnconing transm ssion via d oba



Telesis for the River Master."

"Accept."

The pl easant femal e voice of his Fon apprentice, |soke, whomhe had | eft
behi nd i n Lagos, sounded in Dos Santos's right ear |ike a beacon froma saner
wor | d.

"Nor odoml The saboteurs have been pi nged and popped! They were
greenpeacers calling thensel ves the |zaak Walton League. Only ten human

menbers, but they managed to kill several Rivers and disrupt half the world's
gross shi pping tonnage! Dai |chi Kangyo has just issued an estimate of five
billion tine dollars worth of |oss. But the crickcops and the I M bl ueboys are
certain they' ve slagged themall! You shouldn't have to worry about anot her

di sruption.”

As al ways, hearing |soke's eager voice and realizing his responsibilities
to her, Dos Santos tried to i magi ne how Master Trexler woul d have responded.
"That's wonderful, |Isoke. But we're still left with the problem of getting
Nurmber Seven up and running."

"Can't you just dunp the Instruction Set into the River right where you
are?"

The Master patiently explained to his apprentice about the need to
denature the ribozynme contam nants with the Machi ne Lake equi prent first.

M xing the Instruction Set with the contam nant would sinply produce
undi fferentiated gl op

"What can we do then? You were right about the remaining | adybugs being
sabot aged just |like yours. The RA has no other transports available. W can
hire a private thopter or borrow a government one, but it'll take hours to get
to you, even fromthe closest point. You re deep into the | owtech preserve
around the Lake...."

Dos Santos considered the Vortifisher standing before him The splice's
nout h gaped open, tongue hanging as it panted nervously. Miscles beneath its
spotted coat tw tched.

"I think I have transportation. It's slow, but it's worth a shot. Send
out a flier as backup, though. Tell it to |look for me on the River."

Signing of f, Dos Santos addressed the Hyena.

"Can your boat make it to Machi ne Lake?"

The Hyena smiled. "This is good boat. Humans nmade this boat. Never stops!
Eats River and spins tail, all day. Fast, fast, fast!"

"How fast?"

Thi s question brought a frown to the cultivar's canine face. After
pondering a nmoment, it answered. "See that clo'tree? Here to there, ten
breaths. "

"Twenty knots," interpol ated the kibe.

Dos Santos hissed. "Two hours or nore to the Lake! It'Il have to do
Let's go."

Dos Santos and the splice pushed the beached coracle off, then junped in.
The Hyena prodded control ganglia on a hunp near the tiller, and the organic
notor cane to life. An intake on the bow fed silicrobes -- online or off, it
mattered not -- to the org-engi ne which broke them down and stole their ATP.
The thick, whiplike macroflagellumat the rear of the craft soon had them up
to full speed.

"W stop at ny village and tell pack where | go."

Dos Santos opened his mouth to argue, then thought better of it. The
splice's teeth, not to nmention its spears, gave the River Master pause,
despite the conforting presence of his Intratec pistol. Although
human- desi gned, this was no collar-wearing donestic cultivar, but a wild one,

with the freewill to fend for itself. Although it was now friendly and relying
on the human to repair the River, its attitude could easily change. Unl ess he
wanted to kill this one out of hand -- a repugnant choice -- he would have to

conprom se. ..
"Al'l right. But we can't waste tine."
"CGo very fast. Mate and cubs nust know, or fear."



Splices and their pretensions to humanity! Just what he needed now...

Dos Santos dropped to a crouch in the seatless boat. Trailing a hand in
the River, he and the kibe used the tine to work up the formula for the
denat uring compound that would destroy the toxin. Al seenmed clear, except --
there were still strings of nysterious purpose in the contam nant. ..

After sone time, the Vortifisher village appeared in a clearing on the
upst r eam bank.

Al t hough the pure silicrobe medium of the upstreamthird of the River was
lifeless, the downstreamtwo-thirds, with its nmx of water and 'crobes,
supported an entire ecosystem of engineered |ifeforms. Near the top of the
food chain was the Hyenas' main sustenance, the vortifishes.

The interface between upstream and downstream channel s was normal ly an
orderly zone of increasing and decreasing speed gradi ents, thanks to the
programred interactions of the two types of silicrobes. However, chaotic
factors, pattern seeds, occasionally caused whirlpools -- vortices -- of
| esser or greater dinmensions to butterfly into exi stence. These were dealt
with by the various species of vortifishes, |arge, powerful, w de-nouthed
organi sns who derived their sustenance from gobbling the rogue silicrobes (and
only the rogues), destroying the vortices in the process.

It took skill and luck and courage for the Hyenas to ride their snall
boats to the very edge of the vortices and spear their prey, but the
cynocephal i nmanaged quite superbly -- as they had been engi neered to do.

Retreating through | ayers of shinmerstat w ndows, Dos Santos focused on
the vill age of podhuts. The bank was thronged with wel com ng Hyenas, hunters
brandi shing their spears, nothers carrying up to four nursing babies in
speci al slings.

Suddenly, the villagers began to scream and gesture, expressions of fear
on their faces.

The Hyena throttled down until they stood still. Dos Santos turned to
| ook out to mi dRiver

A huge vortice was formng

"Peej, this is inmpossible. Silicrobes do not cone online by thenselves--'

Dos Santos | oosened his splatpistol inits holster. "It's happening,

t hough. "

Sonet hi ng, sonme form was beginning to rise up out of the vortice.
"Fishes nibbled at its base without effect.

Matte bl ack, the figure was plainly formed out of silicrobes. But the
' crobes were agglonerating in ways they had never been designed to. Flow ng,
shifting, rearing upward in a colum thrice the mass of a man, they obviously
sought to express sone programred form

At | ast they succeeded.

An ebony Neptune towered out of the River. Seaweed hair, serene eidolon
face, clanshell beard, nassive arnms and chest, fish tail bel ow the waist.

The River had materialized its nobnotone god.

"It's an autocatal ytic set," whispered a horrified Dos Santos.

He had heard of such things arising, back when the Rivers had been in
their prototype stage. Feedback anbng rogue conponents bootstrapped primtive,
self replicating A-life out of the isotropic soup

But this was different. This was planned by the Walton League, their ace
in the hole, something vastly nore dangerous.

Dos Santos squirted off an alert to |soke as he raised his pistol and
rattled off a full clip.

The intelligent bullets, |oaded with instantaneous |ysing agents, found
their mark, but w thout apparent effect. Dos Santos had known that the |ysing
agents woul dn't work agai nst nonprotein A-life, but he had been hoping the
bull ets woul d disrupt the thing's coherence. Instead, they had passed
harm essly through

Now t he autocat began to advance purposefully across the River toward the
coracle, seeming to ride on its tail, but in actuality propelled by silicrobe
flow, much like a slidewal k. The thing's actions were so intent, it nust



regi ster somewhere I ow on the Turing scale, perhaps even as snart as the River
itself had been--

The spl ash of the Hyena pil ot junping overboard distracted Dos Santos. He
turned to do the sane--

Too | ate.

Nept une had himin its arns.

Dos Santos's face was pressed into the greasy bulk of the autocat's
chest. He was blind, suffocating--

Then he began to sink into the creature.

H's own River was killing him a hot darkness extinguishing his life.

And on top of everything else, his suit had gone crazy.

The contents of the system of flexipunps and thin, biolastic water
reservoirs in his clothing were shifting, pooling in one place, at his left
breast. The concentrated lunmp of water swelled, pressing into his flesh and
the bone beneath it. He tried to scream but couldn't. Wuld the fist of water
punch through to his heart--?

Then he felt the overstressed reservoir burst outward, scores of

needl e-1i ke mcrojets exiting through the suddenly dilated nmillipores
concentrated in a patch of his suit.
Suddenly he fell, landing in the coracle, which rocked crazily, but

stayed afl oat.

Inactive silicrobe streans dribbled off him He coughed out what seened
like lungfuls of the stuff, blew gobs out his nose. Finally, he could breathe.
Wth a shaky hand, the Ri ver Master cleaned the goop fromhis eyes.

Nept une had vani shed, deliquescing back into the River. Al that renained
were a few random pseudopods and tentacles that wiggled inmpotently, then
col | apsed.

Dos Santos | ooked at the hole in his suit.

The reservoir that had filled and burst had been directly beneath the
vial of Instruction Set, which was now nowhere to be seen. Presumably, the
shattered vial and its contents had destabilized the autocat.

The kibe's tone could only be described as self-satisfied. "Rather
ironic, Peej Dos Santos, that the creature was stym ed by water, don't you
t hi nk?"

"Hunh. "

"I've broadcast our encounter to the Masters of the other damaged Rivers,
Peej. They should be able to handle their own autocats nore safely than we.
Aren't you glad | asked to acconmpany you now, Peej?"

Dos Santos held his head. Al the waste, all the work that yet |ay ahead
-- Well, at least he was alive to tackle it.

"Yes, yes | am kibe."

"And if | may renmind you, Peej--?"

Dos Santos | aughed, somehow sensing what was coming. "No | awsuit, kibe, |
prom se."

Dl STRI BUTED M ND
First published in Interzone, April 1995.

Al his life, Geenlaw had felt inexplicably cheated, an itchy sensation
simlar to contracting a virtuality virus, sonmetines |ocalized in his chest,
sonmetines in his head, occasionally even disrupting the hypertactility of his
long slimnultisegnented fingers. Something invaluable and irreplaceabl e had
been stolen fromhim he was convinced, although he could name neither the
prize nor the thief. O rather, he had had different suspicions of varying
certainties over the course of the past century, one succeedi ng another as the
circunstances of his life changed.

Greenl aw was one of the few nenbers of his cohort gestated and birthed
the ol d fashioned baseline way. Neither |Incyte Yoot Chutes nor splice
host mot hers of even the redoubtable Possumcultivar were acceptable to his



parents, hardline Viridians both, their philosophy the source of his very
nane. Thus G eenlaw had entered the world at an extrene di sadvant age, conpared
to his already wetw red, chonskied peers. Wiy, he hadn't spoken his first
words till after a whole six nmonths of strictly neohomeopathic trope dosing!

So of course for a tinme it had been easy to blane his parents, Soil and
Sunfl ower, for any failures he encountered in his schooling and anong his
peers. One counsel or, an Andy Panda, had even confirmed these sentinents in so
many words, offering to file a retroactive punitive suit on his behalf, a step
G eenlaw felt sonehow disinclined to take.

But Greenlaw s harsh feelings toward his parents had evaporated when he
attained his mgjority, and Soil and Sunflower, honoring the nost extreme of
Viridian tenets, had undergone voluntary euthanasia, offering their future
resource-consunption-units back to a generally unappreciative rich world.

Unfortunately, they left the twelve-year-old Geenlaw with few nonetary
resources. To escape the lite-servo class he had been born into and finance
the further trope doses that he hoped would Iead to a good job in the synbol
anal ysis class, he was forced to rent out his personal wetware, a resource
whose val uabl e deepest structures were still unduplicatable, even by qubitic
processors.

At schedul ed tinmes each day, a certain portion of his brain's
conput ati onal cycles was placed in an online pool available to anyone with a
project and sufficient eft. The precious tinme lost to him spent as part of a
wor | dwi de parallel processing network, caused himto focus his resentnments on
all those better off than he, leading to a brief flirtation with the
Pl us- Fourierists.

The inevitable disillusionment arrived with the Plus-Fourierist-sponsored
assassi nation of the entire Executive Council of the Wrld Trade Organization
and Greenlaw s distaste turned toward politics in general. By this point he
had gotten his first job, at Ml ecular Tools. The conpany had paid for severa
somati c and cellul ar enhancenments, his first sartorizations. And there he had
fallen in | ove.

Her name was Anenone, and at first Greenlaw was afraid she was Viridi an
al t hough that woul d have been hard to reconcile with her job as | eader of MI's
Santa Claus project. But he |learned that her floral name sinply followed a
famly tradition. Relieved, he had surrendered his heart for the first tine.

Greenl aw, youthfully eager, wondered why it took so long for themto have
sex. But he eventually | earned: Anenone was a maff, a fully functioning
hermaphrodite, with a female | over whose consent to Greenlaw s inclusion in
t he nenage Anenpne had been courti ng.

The sight of the two of themin his bed surprised himone night when he
returned home. Anenone's peculiar genital arrangenments, dilated and tunescent
under the basal wonman's ninistrations, aroused in himViridian prejudices he
hadn't known existed, and he fl ed.

Years woul d pass before he could feel easy around wonen, who becane the
latest culprits in his search for what was mssing fromhis life. He buried
hinself in his work, progressing rapidly, noving fromone firmto anot her
I nnovir, Hemazyne, BioCogent. Finally, a valuable commodity, he had settled in
at Procept. There, he had finally net his lifemate, Stromm, bel oved afferent
to his efferent. She of the coarse nottled pelt and seductive prehensile |ips
and nipples, syrinx-trilled | aughter and witty chatter. H s and his al one, her
m nor nmods acceptable to the nore sophisticated nan he had becone.

Happy in his work and his home, Greenlaw s unease had subsi ded somewhat,
al though it never quite vani shed. The hapless child born to Soil and Sunfl ower
had been essentially replaced by a new sel f-made construct.

Then, after satisfying decades of personal advancement, decades in which
hi s work had hel ped change the world, easy decades which had lulled himinto
al nrost forgetting the nysterious theft of his birthright, had come the
ultimate tragedy, which Geenlaw cane to believe he had been proactively
intuiting all his life. Atragedy the ultimte blanme for which was
frustratingly diffuse and shared



W1l d nmocklife had devoured G eenlaw s native bioregi on

nj ectively and inclusively viewed, these were the victins and spoils of
t he pl ague:

A sprawing infrastructure neasured at 1.2 x 10 to the fifth power
plectic units (on the revised Santa Fe scal e).

Ten million citizens of both Peej and Haj status.

Uncounted vars froma thousand controlled nmixes, as well as innunerable
illicit sports, volunteers, and devol ves.

Thirty mllion multiformKkibes of varying turingity.

And finally, unreckoned teratonnes of biomass and inorganics, both basa
and sartorized.

Subj ectively and sel ectively, G eenlaw nmourned these:

His lovingly grown zonehome. Hi s entire chronocohort, however mnuch they
had teased himas a child. H's proxies and splices. Those of his senisentient
splinters and shards and sni ppets which had been unable to scatter thensel ves
safely el sewhere across the tel ecosm

And Stroma, the one wonan he had ever been able to love, so alluringly
bez kompl eksov, as his Snowy friends m ght say.

Cone, all gone. Yet still nockingly there, parading about in their
charade of daily life. Active unknow ng ghosts, sinulacra transfigured by the
mass of rogue silicrobes known as the Urblastema or -- by those who still had
the energy for poetic coinages -- the Panpl asnodaenoni um

And the ultimate irony: it was Greenlaw s job to stop such things from
happening. During the infiltration and ingestion of his own region he had, in
fact, been hal fway around the gl obe, supervising the defenses of another
bel eaguer ed metr opl ex.

Greenl aw was good at his job. Hi s efforts had been successful. The
assault on the antipodal NewZee plex had been repelled, its citizenry saved.

As if any of that mattered to hi m now.

The cordon sanitaire around G eenlaw s contani nated bi oregi on was staffed
partly by nenmbers of his own comensal crada, the DizDek team from Procept.
The teamer in charge was one Haj Banbang, with whom G eenl aw had often worked.

Movi ng away from his organiformflier parked on the outskirts of the
encanprent, with 'crobe-attenuated sunlight painting the scene around himin
nmut ed hues, G eenlaw strode now toward the conmand nexus of the defense. One
of his personal kibes, carrying a | arge sealed bip container, obediently
trailed him

Am dst the organi zed activity of Procept kibes, vars, and commensal s,
Bambang stood, his seeningly unfocused stare revealing that he was obviously
busy scanning his retinally displayed shimerstats. Sensations of tension and
hope were nearly tangi bl e here, thought G eenl aw.

As Greenl aw approached, Banmbang brought his awareness back to prinmary
reality, catching sight of Geenlaw in the process. The Indoasian's broad
ci nnamon face winkled in a mxture of respect, happiness, and just a trace of
war i ness.

"Peej Greenlaw," said Bambang respectfully. They threw signs at each
ot her, hyperarticul ated hand-fl exures of |ineage and association. "Good to see
you. Are you perhaps comng to take comand?"

Greenl aw si ghed. Duty, professional jealousy, they seemed so unreal
now. . . .

"No," he answered, "not at all. I'msure you' re doing a fine job,
al t hough | haven't tapped any status reports since the announcenent of the
engul frent. No, this visit is strictly personal.”

In his habitual gesture of relief, Banbang fingered the Procept tattoon
that rotated on his cheek, nanoneters below his epiderms

The i nnocent gesture sent Greenlaw s linear thought processes into a
chaotic whirl. Suddenly, for the first time in his long life, he saw the
ubi qui tous | oyal silicrobes that formed Banbang's tattoon -- and his own, for
that matter -- as the actual nonsomatic invaders that they were.

Was the Urblastema nerely a tattoon on the surface of Gaia?



No. For unlike an obedi ent assenbl age of silicrobes, it was intent on
devouring its host.

And we did it to ourselves, thought G eenlaw ruefully. | hel ped every
step of the way. No one else is to bl ane.

Onboard Xaos Tools wetware | ocated in the bul ge of his encephal ocel e cane
online, and the nonlinear vortex of enotions and thoughts danped agreeably
down. Wthout the nod's invaluable aid, G eenlaw suspected, he would have been
a grief-racked casualty in sonme Hunana House by now.

"Personal ?" echoed Banbang. He tickled up a fresh datum "Ch, yes, |
see.... M condol ences, Peej Greenlaw. May the principles of the First
Sel f-Organi zer be of confort to you now in your hour of distress."

Greenl aw waved the of fered sol ace away, as useless in its own fashion as

his parents' Viridian principles. "I was never a true believer, Haj. And it
woul d be nmost ironic now for me to worship that principle which, nore or |ess,
has stolen away fromne all | once cherished."

"But Peej, surely you cannot repudiate the sacred principles, despite
their perversion by the Ublastema...."

Banbang broke of f, sensing that theol ogical fencing was highly unsuitable
to Geenlaw s current nood. He changed topics.

"Wuld you care to survey our defenses, Peej? W have a continuous |ine
of shuggoths patrolling the entire perineter to deal with macroscopic surface
assaults. The entire atnospheric colum above the afflicted zone is saturated
with killer assenblages in the submcron range, as well as shoals of
airsharks. Additionally, we've established positive-flow wi nd curtains and
backup pressure fronts, with the help of G obal Met. As for the subsurface
nmeasur es--"

Greenlaw interrupted. "That was the route by which the Urbl astema
attacked, wasn't it?"

Banbang appeared enbarrassed. "Yes indeed, Peej. Apparently, after the
defeat of the Urb at Chiplex, a small remant portion escaped deep
under ground. Unknown to us, it had devel oped neans of encysting itself against
a magma environnent. Qur nopup survey unfortunately stopped at Region D Prine
of the lower mantle. Consequently, the Ub was able to utilize nagna veins as
a neans of travel, surfacing well away from anywhere we expected it to
appear."

"And what of contami nation of the |ithosphere in general ?"

"Mbdel s are still being growmn in many sinorg spheres, of course. But the
best guess is that no wi despread infection of the crust yet exists. The
Urb-seed was small and weak and seened to spend very few cycl es doubling
itself. Thank the First for the imts of one over e-squared! For some reason
it appeared intent on breaking through to the surface as soon as possible. A
desire to deal with us unpredictable lifeforns first? Perhaps underground
conditions were not optimal?..."

Despite hinself, Geenlaw found his curiosity piqued. "That just doesn't
make sense. It could have remai ned hidden safely for years, building itself up
i nto an unconquer abl e mass. Converting the globe fromthe inside out, it could
have taken us conpletely by surprise. Instead, it tipped its hand by a
premature assault. Frankly, I'mbaffled."

"Perhaps luck was sinply on our side."

Greenlaw sniled wyly. "Another superstition | find hard to credit."

Banbang erected a cold facade enpl oyed usually only wth nonconmensal s,
becom ng completely professional. As if to indicate that Greenlaw s options
were linmted, he said, "Shall we tour the defenses then?"

"I think not. | have other plans."

"May | hear then?"

"Certainly. They are contained in a single sentence."

"Wich is?"

"I"'mgoing in."

Banbang's eyes widened to their utnost. Five whole seconds passed by
Greenl aw s onboard cl ock before the Indoasian found it possible to speak.



"Madness! Even if you're intent on committing mel ancholy suicide, is it
al so necessary to contribute your corpse and talents to the Urb?"

"Spare ne the nel odramatics, please. | have no intention of dying. | wll
be using a new fal seskin whol ebody sheath which is imune to infection. O so
the crada assures ne."

Banbang consi dered. "Even so, is it proper for one of our senior
operatives to risk his life in a field trial?"

"I have an additional goal, the personal matter to which | referred.
intend to bring back a piece of ny mate."

Banbang understood at once. "She had no offsite storage of splinters or
shards then? She was never godelized or fredkinated? Not even a snippet?
see. Too bad."

Greenl aw nodded. He had tried many tinmes to convince Stroma to all ow
herself to be neurally mapped, but she had al ways refused, |aughingly
regardi ng such measures as paranoi d and unnecessary.

Banbang continued. "So nothing of her mental patternings remains outside
the clutches of the Ub. And you wish to replicate her. But you know we cannot
allow you to bring an Urb-seed out. The danger is too great."

"It will be contained within an onboard vesicle of the sanme inperneable
material. Conpletely safe. And Procept approves. They would like a captive
pi ece of the Ub to experiment on."

"Allow ne to confirmall this, Peej."

"Perm ssion granted."

Banbang went unfocused. Wen he returned, his dour expression was
overlaid with respect and awe.

“"May | personally escort you to the borders of the zone, Peej?"

"I't would be ny pleasure, Haj."

Grateful for the sheer essential humanity of his commrensal, G eenlaw
i mpul sively stuck out one of his |ong-fingered hands for an ol d-fashi oned
shake.

As Banbang gripped Greenlaw s proffered hand, a wave of disorientation
and deja vu swept over Greenlaw. For |engthy seconds, Geenlaw felt as if he
were reiterating a scene he had lived through a hundred times before. The
ground seened to shift beneath him the world whirl, and, startled, he broke
cont act .

"Are you wel | ?" Banbang asked, plainly concerned.

Greenl aw felt onboard compensators swing into action. Primary reality
stabilized.

"I'"ve been existing on mcrosleep for a week," G eenlaw expl ai ned. "But
can go another few hours."

Banbang threw a sign acknow edgi ng Suprenacy of Somatopsychic Autononmny.

The two nen, acconpani ed by Greenlaw s single kibe and Banbang' s whol e
devoted flock, began to walk toward a |line of what appeared, at this distance,
to be a range of white hillocks, curiously wavering.

The nen passed a squad of Sinochem Assault Beetles and Dar Mol Scout
Graffes. A crew from Becht el - Kanemat su- Gosho was supervi si ng ki bes who were
[ aying lines of buckytubes that would carry circul ating superhot plasma: its
rel ease would be a last-ditch suicide defense

As the group drew closer, the hillocks grew | arger and | arger, resolving
t hensel ves into separate entities. Finally they towered over the humans, nore
like living nountains, nobile indeed.

Twenty meters tall, bloated, white as paste, each topped by a
normal - si zed human rider who appeared dwarfed, the shuggoths shluffed noisily
along in their continuous patrol, flattened ellipsoids massing as nuch as two
basal bl ue whal es api ece, separated fromeach other by only a quarter
body-l ength. A danp soil odor typical of mycotronic creatures filled the air.

Fromtime to tinme feelers and pseudopods erupted fromthe shuggot hs
upper surfaces at random to sanple the environment.

"An inpressive sight," comented Greenlaw. "Although how the Urbl astena
regards themis a matter we mi ght specul ate on."



Banbang bristled. "Your remark snells of defeatism Peej -- if | may be
frank. | understand your distress, but we have a duty to crada and humanity to
mai ntai n our professionalism The Ub, after all, is not invulnerable. As you
wel |l know, it relies on speed and bulk in its attack. If we can overwhelmit
on either of those two fronts, then we stand a chance. Even as we speak, vast
quantities of the new petahertz di zdeks are fl owing down the feeder lines to
the reservoirs of the splash-cannons you can see here. Soon, we wll repe
this incursion, as we have all others."

"Leavi ng behind an ocean of disassenbl ed, deconstructed slop. Plenty of
raw feedstock. But not what was once here. Not what the Ub consunmed. The
peopl e and trees and hones. Never that."

"I"'msorry, Peej. But we will rebuild. And repopulate. If that is any
consol ation to you."

Greenl aw sighed. "l suppose it will have to be. But enough talk. | w sh
to enter the zone now Kibe -- the box, please.”

The obedi ent mechani sm opened the Iid of the medi um sized biopoly
container it held.

Reveal ed was what appeared to be an undifferentiated mass of thick
semliquid like mercury, silvery and reflective

"You mentioned speed as a defense, Haj Banmbang. Here you see the ultinmate
in that line. This fal seskin presents no stable nolecular identity onto which
the Ub can latch. Entirely chaneleonic. It shifts through a thousand random
cellular identities a second, its surface a kal ei doscope of antigens, while
still maintaining its large-scale integrity. Unable to |l atch on | ong enough to
unriddle the nature of its victim the Ub is frustrated and cannot usurp and
convert the material. Nor, obviously, what it protects."

Greenlaw turned to the box and plunged his hands in.

The liquid ran up his arns like twin snakes swal | owi ng.

In seconds, Greenlaw was sheathed conpletely in silver, his eyes and
mout h reduced to mild depressions, his nose plugged, his ears capped.

The kibe closed the lid on the enpty box.

Banbang eyed the argent, statue-like formof his senior comensal
Pl ainly, the Indoasian was running a search through sone little-accessed data
trees.

Banbang spoke. "Md to late twentieth century. A medium called
‘comics'..."

Operating now entirely on inner metabolic reserves, tapping sensory feeds
that ranged fromsatellites to the anal og-vision of the fal seskin itself,
Greenl aw sni |l ed at Bambang's expression, the falseskin flowing over his parted
lips |like a seanl ess menbrane.

"Exactly. | need only what | believe the reedpair authors called
stick' to appear conpletely in character.” Geenlaw s words resounded
normal ly, transmitted by vibrations of the falseskin. "Now, can you afford to
sl ow those creatures down just a bit?"

"Certainly. But only for seconds."

A wave of decel eration propagated cl ockwi se around the neckl ace of
shuggot hs, counter to their direction of travel

Greenl aw tensed his | eg muscles, the fal seskin |ikew se respondi ng,
increnenting his norrmal abilities.

A gap opened in the |ine.

At enhanced speed, without a final goodbye, G eenlaw sprinted for the
openi ng.

And was t hrough.

The real mof humanity and its obedient creations was behind him

Now, there was nothing but the Urb.

And, nmost horribly of all, it was a domain of utter normality.

Greenl aw found hinmself standing in an orchard of fabric trees, the line
of shuggoths a full half-klick behind him

The scene was the essence of peace. The broad bl ack | eaves of the fabric
trees waved peacefully in the perpetual wi nd from outside. Long draperies of

a



fabric hangi ng down fromthe underside of the secretory branch-nodes rustled
gently, tartan and paisley. Judging fromtheir |length, they had apparently
just been harvested, for they did not even touch the ground. A chorus of
insect |life reached his shielded ears. Fromthe underbrush bolted a basa
rabbit, followed by a sinuous baseline snake.

No aberrations.

Yet utterly false.

Suddenly, Geenlaw felt the ground i mredi ately beneath his soles cone
alive. He did not nove. Soon, the probing of the nock soil subsided.

He hadn't realized he had been tensed against the attack until it ceased.
Initiating a relaxant cascade within hinmself, G eenlaw nmoved toward the
cl osest tree. Stopping next to it, he lashed out at its trunk with a kick

"Urb! Wake up!™"

Unnaturally, the curtains of fabric noved quickly to envel op him
tasting, seeking to analyze and convert. Again, he did not resist. After a few
seconds they slowy, reluctantly withdrew

A pair of bark lips formed on the trunk of the "tree."

"What are you?" said the Ub in an i nnocuous tenon

Greenl aw spoke with a bravado he barely felt. To be actually conversing
with this nonstrosity surpassed all rational thinking.

"Your doom Urb. Your extinction."

"You are small, alone, unsupported. No tiny systemso isolated can be
self-sufficient for long. Soon you will have to come out of your shell. Then
shal | be you, and you ne."

The I'ips were subsumed back into the tree, and the conversati on was
clearly at an end.

The Urb did not sound concerned. Did it understand enotions, threats, and
bl uffs? What had it retained of the mllion human personalities and nmenories
it had swal | owed? How much had been integrated into the core of its being?

Greenl aw knew that the original biological codings of the converted
i nhabitants of his region -- animal, var, human, plant, and virus -- no |onger
exi sted as such. The original proteins and nucl eoti des and parabases had al
been converted to crafty rogue silicrobes identical to those that had mnutated
and escaped a dreadful five years ago. The sane applied to all the unlucky
i norgani cs of the region, down to an unknown dept h.

| sot ropy reigned.

The ul ti mate nonocul ture.

The orchard, the grass, the rabbit, the snake, the very crust: all these
wer e now conposed of Urb-stuff masqueradi ng as what it had consuned. The
simul ati on was perfect and conplete until exam ned on a nol ecul ar | evel. Had
G eenlaw, for instance, chosen to break off a branch of his recent
interlocutor, to his ears it would have snapped convincingly, to his nornal
vision it would have reveal ed typical grain and texture, oozed the requisite
sap.

The Urb, as best they understood, was able to draw directly sonmehow on
the ultradense original information stored in shel drakean nmorphic fields for
its disguise. The tenplates of all that it had engulfed were available to it
for instant replication. A feat currently beyond human abilities.

VWet her a captured piece of Ub-stuff would allow Greenlaw to retrieve
fromthose selfsane fields the information patterns of his mate, Stroma, was
not certain. He had only the tentative prom ses of his crada that such m ght
be possi bl e.

Sone of the norphic specialists clained that any portion of Urb-stuff
within his reach here in the orchard woul d have sufficed for his purposes.

O hers felt that the stuff formng the sinmulacrumof his wife would naturally
resonate nost strongly with the patterns he sought. Greenlaw did not quite
know whom t o bel i eve. Perhaps the wi sest course would be to snatch and run
now, attain the safety beyond the shuggot hs.

But his protective sheath seened to be working as prom sed.

Any know edge he coul d collect mght help the defenders.



And he did so want to see Strona.

Even her ghost.

The Urb had been right about one thing, however. His tine here was
limted by his inner reserves.

Moving swiftly, Greenlaw soon left the orchard far behind.

A busy road presented itself. Traffic crawl ed, hopped and skittered,
bound in one direction toward Greenlaw s residence in a |uxurious nei ghborhood
of tree towers and zonehomes on the outskirts of the plex.

Fal se, all a sham G eenlaw kept reninding hinself. He felt the
neo- enoti on known as sehnsucht, a wave of |onging for the unattainable, nixed
wi th nostalgia and grief. Harshly, he danped the neonpte signal down.

Stepping into traffic, Geenlaw halted a two-rider tunbl ebug.

The driver was a slimfellow wearing the tattoon of the tel ecosm
mai nt enance crada.

"What's your trouble, Peej? And why the envirosuit?"

Greenl aw played the Ub's gane. "I can't explain now. May | have a ride?"

The cryptohuman formed of Urb-stuff hesitated realistically before
agreeing. "Certainly. Hop aboard.™

Greenl aw clinbed on the tunbl ebug, and, after allowi ng a cargo-crawler to
pass on the left, its driver took off.

Greenl aw remai ned silent for the trip -- which took less tinme than
runni ng woul d have and conserved his resources as well -- and the driver
seenmed reluctant to initiate conversation

Was the Ub toying with hin? All it would take to defeat G eenl aw woul d
be to immbilize himin any of a hundred different ways until he either
suffocated or opened up. Was the Ub (whose notives no one had ever fathoned)
so intent on its sinulation that it could not react to G eenlaw s unique
presence?

There was no certainty. None.

G eenl aw settl ed back into his seat.

Finally, they arrived at his destination, the periphery of his
residential district.

Greenlaw turned to the driver. "If | were to ramny fist into your chest
ri ght now and squeeze your heart to Urb-pulp, you'd die horribly, I'msure,
and quite convincingly. But what would you really feel ?"

The Ub did not relax his role. The cryptohunman assuned a | ook of terror
"Cet -- get out! |I'msending a nine-eleven instantly!"

G eenl aw di smount ed and wal ked away.

Down noonti me-enpty streets, past Urb-children playing on U b-grass,

Ur b- augi e doggi es wat chi ng over them..

One final turn brought himface to face with his hone.

Fromthe inside, the falseskin absorbed his tears.

G eenl aw enter ed.

Stroma | ay on an organi form couch, her pelt |ustrous, nothing conceal ed.
Her | anguid arns reached up for him her nipples curled convul sively.

"I was just wi shing you were here," she said, her voice a knife through
G eenl aw s ears.

He knew then he had to put an end to this dangerous gane.

Taki ng one of Stroma's offered hands, G eenl aw snapped off her left index
finger.

There was no shout of pain, no scream

The Urb had chosen to shut down the pseudo-Stronma and mani fest itself.

"Again, you' ve failed," said the Ub through Stroma's |ips, her wounded
hand "bl eedi ng" profusely onto the couch

Al nost against his will, Geenlaw said, "How so, U b? And what do you
nmean, 'again'?"

"This is approximately the five-hundredth time we have run this sequence,
and still you persist in hating ne."

Greenl aw | aughed. "So, you do understand bluffing! A fine attenpt, Urb.
But now I'm | eaving."



G eenlaw turned to go.

"No. Stop."

Greenlaw s |l egs were no | onger under his control. He found hinself forced
to turn, to face Strona.

Her finger was restored. Greenlaw s hand uncl enched by itself, and the
fragment he held dropped to the carpet, there to be absorbed.

H's voice at least still seened his own. "I -- | don't understand. How
did you get past the fal seskin?..."
Stroma syrinx-laughed in her famliar manner. "Silly! | amyour suit."

Wth her words, his silver falseskin nelted off him and di sappeared.

He stood unprotected agai nst the Urb.

"And |'myou too," added Strona.

At that instant, he knew it was true.

Informati on had just flooded into him explaining the ache of his
vani shed birthright at Iast.

Three centuries ago, the Ub had conquered all.

The nysteriously unfollowed w nning strategy Greenlaw had outlined to
Bambang had i ndeed been i npl emented. Lurking deep inside the globe, the

Panpl asnmodenoni um had built itself up until it had erupted unstoppably
ever ywher e.

And now- -

"And now," said Stroma tenderly, "l try to understand everything | am
Gai a, whose still-living nolten center | encyst, was incredibly

i nformati on-deep and i nfornmation-dense. To neasure Her in your ol d-fashioned
plectic units would require an exponent |arger than the nunber of atons in the
uni verse. The only way for nme to grasp Her has been to recapitul ate Her whol e
hi story since Her formation, on an accel erated scale. The endgane, though, is
particularly puzzling. This incident with your mate, for exanple -- Very
deep. "

Greenl aw sat down wearily on the couch. Stroma put her arms around him
He flinched, then forced hinmself to rel ax.

"What of your puppets, Urb, when you' ve parsed it all?"

"Not puppets. Bel oved components, say rather. \Were you never grateful and
kind to your own cells? Eventually, | believe I'll withdraw, grant you rea
free will -- almpbst without Iimts. Allow you all to forget | even exist.

Modi fy nyself so that no trace of me can be detected even on the subnol ecul ar
| evel . Be content to dwell beneath the surface of things. Your species, after

all, will be a nost useful vehicle for nmeeting others.™

"t hers?"

Stroma | aughed. "But of course. After all, this is not the only planet in
t he gal axy."

Then Stroma turned toward him -
And the Ub gently and sincerely kissed itself.



