PEACHES FOR MAD MOLLY

by
St even Coul d

Sonetime during the night the wind pulled a one-pointer off the west face of
the buil ding up around the 630th floor. | heard himscream ng as he went by,
very loud, like this was his | ast chance to voice an opinion, but it was al
so sudden that he didn't know what it was. Then he hit a m crowave relay off
542 ... hard, and the chance was gone. Chunks of himlanded in Buffal o Bayou
forty-five seconds |ater.

The alligators probably |iked that.

| don't know if his purchase failed or his rope broke or if the sucker just
couldn't tie a decent knot. He pissed nme off though, because | couldn't get
back to sleep until 1'd checked all four of nmy belay points, the ropes, and
the knots. Now if he'd fallen wi thout expressing hinself, maybe?

No, | woul d have heard the noise as he splattered through the rods of the
ant ennae.

St upi d one- pointer.

The next norning | woke up a lot earlier than usual because sonmeone was

pl ucki ng one of ny ropes,

adagi o, thrum thrum like the second novenent of Ludwig's seventh. It was Mad
Mol | y.

"You awake, Bruce?" she asked.
| groaned. "I amnow. " My name is not Bruce. Mdlly, for sone reason, calls
everyone Bruce. "Shto etta, Mlly?"

She was crouched on a roughing point, one of the neter cubes sticking out of
the tower face to induce the mcro-turbul ence boundary | ayer. She was dressed
in a brightly flowered scarlet kinmono, livid green bernuda shorts, a

sweat shirt, and tabi socks. Her belay line, bright orange against the gray
buil ding, stretched fromaround the corner to Mdlly's person where it vani shed
beneat h her kinmono, like a snake hiding its head.

"I got a batch to go to the Bruce, Bruce."

| turned and | ooked down. There was a danp wind in ny face. Sone |ow cl ouds
had come in overnight, hiding the ground, but the tower's shadow stretched a
| ong ways across the fluffy stuff below "Jeeze, Mdlly. You know the Bruce
won't be on shift for another hour." Damm, she had ne doing it! "GCh, hell.
"Il be over after | get dressed.”

She blinked twice. Her eyes were black chips of stone in a face so seaned and
browned by the sun that it was hard to tell her age. "Okay, Bruce," she said,
then stood abruptly and flung herself off the cube. She dropped maybe five
nmeters before her rope tightened her fall into an arc that swung her down and
around the corner.

| let out nmy breath. She's not called Mad Ml ly for nothing.

| dressed, drank the water out of my catch basin, urinated on the clouds



(seenms only fair) and rolled up ny bag.

Bet ween the direct sunlight and the stuff bouncing off the cl ouds bel ow the
south face was blinding. |I put ny shades on at the corner

Mol ly's nest, like a nmud dauber's, hung froman industrial exhaust vent off
the 611th floor. It was woven, sewed, tucked, patched, welded, snapped,
zi pped, and

tied into creation. It | ooked |like a wasp's nest on a piece of chronme. It did
not blend in.

Her pi geon coop, about two floors | ower down, blended in even less. It was
made of paper, sheet plastic, wire, and it was speckled w th pigeon droppings.
It was where it was because only a fool lives directly under under defecating
birds, and Molly, while nad, was not stupid.

Mol |y was crouched in the doorway of her nest bal anced on her feet |ike one of
her pigeons. She was staring out at nothing and nuttering angrily to herself.

"What's wong, Mdlly? Didn't you sleep okay?"
She glared at nme. "That damm Bruce got another three of ny birds yesterday."

| hooked my bag onto a beaner and hung it under her house. "Wat Bruce, Mlly?
That red tail ed hawk?"

"Yeah, that Bruce. Then the other Bruce pops off |ast night and wakes nme up so
I can't get back to sleep because |'mlistening for that damm hawk. " She
backed into her nest to let nme in.

"Hawks don't hunt at night, Mlly."

She fl apped her arnms. "So? Like maybe the vicious, son-of-a-bitchin' Bruce
gets into the coop? He could kill half ny birds in one night!" She started
coiling one of her ropes, pulling the line with short, angry jerks. "I don't
know if it's worth it anynore, Bruce. It's hot in the sunmer. It's freezing in
the winter. The Babs are always hassling ne instead of the How ers, the

Howl ers keep hassling ne for free birds or they'll cut me | oose one night.
can't cook on cloudy days unless | want to pay an armand a leg for fuel. |
can't get fresh fruit or vegetables. That crazy social worker who's afraid of

hei ghts cones by and asks if he can help nme. | say, 'Yeah, get me sone fresh
fruit.' He brings me applications for readmttance! God, I'd kill for a fresh
peach! |'d be better off back in the house!"

| shrugged. "Maybe you would, Molly. After all, you' re getting on in years."

"Fat | ot you know, Bruce! You crazy or sonething? Trade this view for six
wal | s? Breathe that stale stuff they got in there? Gve up ny birds? Gve up
nmy freedon? Shit, Bruce, who the hell's side are you on anyway?"

| laughed. "Yours, Mlly."
She started w appi ng the pigeons and swearing under her breath.

| looked at Molly's clippings, bits of faded newsprint stuck to the wall of
the tower itself. By the light com ng through sonme of the plastic sheeting in
the roof, | saw a picture of Molly on M. MKinley dated twenty years before.
An article about her second attenpt on Everest. Stories about her clinmbing
buil dings in New York, Chicago, and L. A | |ooked closer at one that talked



about her clinbing the south face of El Capitan on her fourteenth birthday. It
had the date.

| looked twice and tried to renenber what day of the month it was. | had to
count backwards in my head to be sure.

Tormorrow was Mad Mol ly's birthday.

The Bruce in question was Miurry Zapata, outdoor rec guard of the south bal cony
on the 480th floor. This neant | had to take the birds down 131 stories, or a
little over half a kilonmeter. And then clinb back

Even on the face of Le Bab Tower, with a roughing cube or vent or externa
rail every meter or so, this is a serious clinb. MIly's pigeons al one were
not worth the trip, so | dropped five floors and went to see Lenny.

It's a real pain to clinb around Lenny's because nearly every horizontal
surface has a plant box or pot on it. So I rappel ed down even with himand
shouted over to where he was fiddling with a clunmp of fennel

"Hey, Lenny. |I'm making a run. You got anything for Mirry?"
He straightened up. "Yeah, wait a sec.” He was wearing shorts and his clinbing
harness and nothing el se. He was brown all over. If | did that sort of thing
I'"d be a nel anoma farm

Lenny clinbed down to his tent and di sappeared inside. | worked ny way over
there, avoiding the plants. | snelled dirt, a rare snell up here. It was an
odor rich

and textured. It kicked in menories of freshly plowed fields or newly dug
graves. Wien | got to Lenny's tent, he came out with a bag.

"What' cha got," | asked.

He shrugged. "Garlic, cum n, and anise. The weights are marked on the outside.
Murry shoul d have no trouble nmoving it. The Chicanos can't get enough of the
garlic. Tell Murry that 1'Il have sonme of those tiny nuy caliente chilis for
hi m next week."

"Cot it."

"By the way, Fran said yesterday to tell you she has sone daisies ready to go
down. "

"Check. You ever grow any fruit, Lenny?"

"On these little |l edges? | thought about getting a dwarf orange once but

deci ded against it. | grow dew berries but none of themare ripe right now No
way | could grow trees. Last year | grew sone cantal oupe but that's too nmuch
troubl e. You need a bigger bed than | like."

"Ch, well. It was a thought." | added his bag to the pigeons in my pack. "I'lI

probably be late getting back."

He nodded. "Yeah, | know. Better you than ne, though. Last time | went, the
Howl ers stole all MY tomatoes. Watch out down bel ow. The Howl ers are claining
the entire circunference from520 to 530."

"Ch, yeah? Just so they don't interfere with ny right of em nent domain."



He shrugged. "Just be careful. | don't care if they want a cut. Like maybe a
clump of garlic.”

| blinked. "Nobody cuts nmy cargo. Nobody."
"Not even Dactyl ?"
"Dactyl's never bothered nme. He's just a kid."

Lenny shrugged. "He's sent his share down. You get yourself pushed off and
we'll have to find someone else to do the runs. Just be careful ."

"Careful is what | do best."

Fran lived around the corner, on the east face. She grew flowers, took in
sewi ng, and did | aundry. Wen
she had the daylight for her solar panel, she watched TV.

"Why don't you live inside, Fran. You could watch TV twenty-four hours a day."

She grinned at ne, a not unpl easant event. "Nah. Then |I'd pork up to about a
hundred kil os eating that syntha crap and not getting any exercise and |'d
have to have a permt to grow even one flower in nmy cubicle and a dispensation
for the wattage for a grow light and so on and so forth. Wen they put ne in a
coffin, I want to be dead."

"Hey, they have exercise roons and indoor tracks and the rec bal conies.”

"Big deal. Shut up for a second while | see if Bob is still mad at Sue because
he found out about Marilyn's connection with her nother's surgeon. Wen the
comercial comes I'Il cut and bundl e sone daisies.”

She turned her head back to the flat screen. | |ooked at her blue bonnets and

pansies while | waited.

"There, | was right. Marilyn is sleeping with Sue's nmother. That wll make
everyt hing okay." She tucked the TV in a pocket and prepared the daisies for
me. "1'mgoing to have peonies next week." | laced the wapped flowers on the

out side of the pack to avoid crushing the petals. Wile | was doing that Fran
noved cl oser. "Stop over on the way back?"

"Maybe," | said. "OF course I'Il drop your script off."
She withdrew a little.

"I want to, Fran, honest. But | want to get sone fresh fruit for Mad Molly's

birthday tonmorrow and | don't know where I'Il have to go to get it. 9
She turned away and shrugged. | stood there for a nonment, then left,
irritated. When | | ooked back she was watching the TV again.

-The Howl ers had clainmed ten floors and the entire circunference of the Le Bab
Tower between those floors. That's an area of forty neters by 250 neters per
side or 40,000 square neters total. The tower is over a kiloneter on a side at
the base but it tapers in

stages until it's only twenty neters square at three thousand neters.

Their greedi ness was to ny advantage because there's only thirty-five or so



Howl ers and that's a lot of area to cover. As | rappelled down to 529 1 slowy
wor ked nmy way around the buil ding. There was a bunch of themin hamobcks on
the South face, sunbathing. | saw one or two on the east face but npost of them
were on the west face. Only one person was on the north side.

I moved down to 521 on the north face well away fromthe one guy and doubl ed
my longest line. It was a hundred neter blue line twelve millimeters thick.
coiled it carefully on a roughing cube after w apping the hal fway point of the
rope around anot her roughi ng cube one conplete circuit, each end trailing
down. | pushed it close into the building so it wouldn't slip. Then I clipped
nmy brake bars around the doubled Iine.

The guy at the other corner noticed ne now and started working his way from
roughi ng cube to roughi ng cube, curious. | kicked the rope off the cube and it
fell cleanly with no snarls, no snags. He shouted. | junped, a gloved hand on
the rope where it canme out of the brake bars. | did the forty meters in five
junps, a total of ten seconds. Hal fway down | heard himshout for help and
heard others cone around the corner. At 518 1 braked and swung into the

bui |l di ng. The cl osest Howl er was still fifteen meters or so away frommny rope,
but he was speeding up. | |eaned against the building and flicked the right
hand rope hatd, sending a sinusoidal wave traveling up the line. It reached
the top and the now | oose rope flicked off the cube above and fell. | sat down

and braced. A hundred nmeter rope weights in at eight kilos and the shock of it
pul l'ing up short could have pulled ne fromthe cube.

They shouted things after me, but none of themfollowed. | heard one of them
call out, "Quit'cha bitchin. He's got to pass us on his way honme. W'l
educate himthen."

Al the rec guards deal. It's a good job to have if you're inside. Even things
that originate inside the tower end up traveling the outside pipeline. Ain't
no corridor checks out here. No TV caneras or sniffers either. The How ers do
a lot of that sort of work.

Murry is different fromthe other guards, though. He doesn't deal slice or
spi ke or any of the other nasty pharnoddities, and he treats us outsiders |ike
humans. He says he was outside once. | believe him

"So, Murry, what's with your wife? She had that baby yet?"

"Nah. And boy is she tired of being pregnant. She's, like, out to here. " He
held his hands out. "You tell Fran | want sonething special when she finally
domi noes. Like roses."

"Christ, Murry. You know Fran can't do roses. Not in friggin pots. Maybe day
lilies. 1'll ask her." | sat in ny seat harness, hangi ng outside the cage
that's around the rec bal cony. Murry stood inside snelling the daisies. There
were some kids kicking a soccer ball on the far side of the bal cony and
several adults standing at the railing | ooking out through the bars. Severa
peopl e stared at me. | ignored them

Murry counted out the script for the |load and passed it through the bars. |
zipped it in a pocket. Then he pulled out the provisions |I'd ordered the |ast
run and | dropped them itemby item into the pack

"You ever get any fresh fruit in there, Mirry!"
"What do | look like, guy, a mllionaire? The guys that get that sort of stuff

live up there above 750. Hell, | once had this escort job up to 752 and while
t he honcho | escorted was talking to the resident, they had ne wait out on



this patio. This guy had appl es and peaches and cherries for crissakes!
Cherries!" He shook his head. "It was weird, too. None of this cage crap." He
rapped on the bars with his fist. "He had a chest high railing and that was
it."

"Well of course. What with the barrier at 650 he doesn't have to worry about
us. I'Il bet there's lots of open bal conies up that way." | paused. "Well, |
gotta go. 1've got a long way to clinb."

"Better you than nme. Don't forget to tell Fran about the special flowers."
"Ri ght."

They were waiting for ne, all the Howlers sitting on the south face, silent,
intent. | stopped four stories below 520 and rested. Wiile | rested | coiled
nmy belay line and packed it in ny pack. | sat there, fifteen kilos of supplies
and clinbing paraphernalia on ny back, and | ooked out on the world.

The wind had shifted nore to the southwest and was | ess danp than the norning
air. It had al so strengthened but the boundary |ayer created by the roughing
cubes kept the really high winds out fromthe face of the tower.

Sonetime during the day the | ow cl ouds bel ow had broken into patches, letting
t he ground bel ow show t hrough. | perched on the roughi ng cube, unbel ayed and
contenplated the fall. 516 is just over two kilometers fromthe ground. That's
quite a drop--though in |ow wi nds the odds were 1'd smack into one of the rec
bal coni es where the tower wi dened below. In a decent southerly wi nd you can
depend on hitting the swanps instead.

What | had to do now was rough
I had to free ascend.

No ropes, no nets, no second chances. If | lost it the only thing | had to
worry about was whether or not to screamon the way down.

The Howl ers were not going to leave ne tine for the niceties.

For the nost part the Howl ers were so-so clinbers, but they had a few people
capabl e of technical ascents. | had to separate the good fromthe bad and then
out-clinb the good.

| stood on the roughing cube and started off at a run, leaping two neters at a
time from roughi ng cube to roughi ng cube to roughi ng cube novi ng si deways
across the south face. Above me | heard shouts but | didn't look up. I didn't
dare. The mind was bl ank,

letting the body do the work wi thout hindrance. The eyes saw, the body did,
the m nd coasted.

| slowed as | neared the corner, and stopped, nearly falling when |
over bal anced, but saving nyself by dropping ny center of gravity.

There weren't nearly as many of them above nme now. Mybe six of them had kept
up with me. The others were trying to do it by the nunbers, roping from point
to point. | clinbed two stories quickly, chimmeying between a disused
fractional distillation stack and a cooling tower. Then | noved around the
coner and ran agai n.

When | stopped to nove up two nore stories there were only two of them above
me. The other four were trying for nmore altitude rather than trying to keep



pace horizontally.
I ran alnost to the northwest comer, then noved straight up

The first one decided to drop kick me dear Jesus through the goal posts of
life. He pulled his line out, fixed it to something conveni ent and rappelled
out with big junps, planning, no doubt, to conme swinging into nme with his feet
when he reached ny level. | ignored himuntil the last mnute when | |et
nmysel f col |l apse onto a roughing cube. Hs feet slamed into the wall above ne
t hen rebounded out.

As he swung back out fromthe face |I |eaped after him

H s face went white. Whatever he was expecting nme to do, he wasn't expecting
that! | latched onto himlike a nmonkey, mnmy |egs going around his waist. One of
nmy hands grabbed his rope, the other punched with all my might into his face.

| felt his jaw go and his body went slack. He rel eased the rope bel ow the
brake bars and started sliding dowmn the rope. | scissored himwith ny | egs and
held onto the rope with both hands. My shoul ders creaked as | took the strain
but he stopped sliding. Then we swung back into the wall and | sagged onto a
cube astride him

H s buddy was dropping down nmore slowy. He was belayed but he'd seen what |'d
done and wasn't going

to try the airborne approach. He was still a floor or two above nme so | tied
his friend off so he woul dn't sl eepwal k and took of f sideways, running again.

| heard himshout but | didn't hear himnoving. Wen | paused agai n he was
bent over ny friend with the broken jaw. | reached an external exhaust duct
and headed for the sky as fast as |I could clinb.

At this point | was hal fway through Howl er territory. Of to ny right the

group that had opted for height was now nmovi ng si deways to cut ne off. | kept
climbi ng, breathing hard now but not desperate. | could clinb at nmy current
speed for another half hour without a break and | thought there was only one
other outsider that could keep up that sort of pace. | wondered if he was up
above.

| | ooked.

He was.

He wasn't on the wall
He didn't seemto be roped on
And he was droppi ng.

| tried to throw nmyself to the side, in the only direction | could go, but I
was only partially successful. H's foot caught nme a glancing blowto ny head
and | fell three neters to the next roughing cube. | |anded hard on the cube,
staggered, bunped into the wall, and fell outward, off the cube. The drop was
sudden, gut wenching, and terrifying. | caught the edge of the cube with both
hands, w enching ny shoul ders and bangi ng ny el bow. My head ached, the sky
spun in circles and I knew that there was over a kilometer of enpty space
beneath ny feet.

Dactyl had stopped sonmehow, several stories below nme, and, as | hung there, |
could see the netallic gl eamof sone sort of wire, stretched taut down the



face of the tower.

I chinned nyself up onto the cube and traversed away fromthe wire, noving and
climbing fast. | ignored the pain in nmy shoul ders and the throbbing of ny head
and even the stomach churning fear and sudden cl amy sweat.

There was a whirring sound and the hint of novement behind ne. | turned around
and caught the flash of gray noving up the face. | | ooked up

He was waiting, up on the edge of How er territory, just watching. Coser were
the three clowns who were trying to get above nme before | passed them | eyed
t he gap, thought about it, and then went into overdrive. They didn't make it.

| passed them before they reached the exhaust duct. For a few stories they
tried to pursue and one of themeven threw a grapple that fell short.

That left only Dactyl.

He was directly overhead when | reached 530. 1 paused and gl anced down. The

ot hers had stopped and were | ooking up. Even the clothesliners had nmade it
around the comer and were watching. | |ooked back up. Dactyl noved aside about
five meters and sat down on a ledge. | clinbed up even with himand sat too.

Dactyl showed up one day in the mddle of Hower territory. Three How ers t ook
the I ong dive before it was decided that naybe the How ers should ignore
Dactyl before there were no Howers left. He's a | oner who does a mi xed bag:
some free ascent, sone rope work, and sonme fancy nech stuff.

There was sonet hi ng about himthat made himhard to see, alnost. Not really,
but he did blend into the building. Hi s nylons, his clinbing shoes, his
harness were gray |ike the roughing cube he sat on. H s harness was strung

wi th gray boxes and pouches of varying sizes, front and back, giving his torso
a bul ky appearance, sort of like a turtle with long arms. He was younger than
I'd thought he'd be, perhaps twenty, but then I'd only seen himat a distance
before now. Hi s eyes | ooked straight at ne, steady and hard. He wasn't
sweating a bit.

"Why?" | said.

He shrugged. "Be natural, becone a part of your environment. \Who said that?"
"Lots of people said that. Even | said that."

Dactyl nodded. "So, like I"mdoing that thing. I'm

becom ng a part of the environment. One thing you should know by know, dude

"What's that?" | asked warily.
"The environnment is hostile."

| looked out, away fromhim In the far distance | saw white sails in
Gal veston Bay. | turned back. "What did | ever do to you?"

He smiled. "You nake it too personal. It's nore randomthan that. Think of ne
as an extra-somatic evolutionary factor. You' ve got to evolve. You' ve got to
adapt. Mano a Mano shit like that."

| let that stew for a while. The Howl ers were gathering below, inside their
territory. They were discussing something with much hand wavi ng and punct uat ed



gest ures.
"So," | finally said. "You ever wal k through downt own Houston?"

He blinked, opened his nmouth to say sonething, then closed it. Finally, al nost
unwi I I'ingly, he said, "On the ground? No. They eat people down there."

| shrugged. "Sonetines they do. Sonetines they don't. Last tinme | was in
Tranquillity Park they were eating alligator tail with Sianmese peanut sauce.
Except when the alligators were eating them?"

"Ooh "
"You even been down bel ow at all?"

"l was bominside."

"Well, don't let it bother you," | said as | stood up
He frowned slightly. "Wat's that supposed to nean?"

| grinned. "It's not where you were born that matters,” | said. "It's where
you die."

| started climbing.

The first hal f-hour was evenly paced. He waited about a mnute before he
started after ne and for the next seventy floors it was as if there was an
invisible fifteen neter rope stretched between us. About 600 he | owered the
gap to ten nmeters. | picked up the pace a little, but the gap stayed the sane
for the next ten floors.

| was breathing hard now and feeling the burn in ny thighs and arns. My

cl ot hes were soaked in sweat but ny hands were dry and | was in rhythm

cli mbi ng snooth and st eady.

Dactyl was also clinbing fast, but jerky, his novenents inefficient. The gap
was still ten nmeters but | could tell he was straining.

| doubl ed nmy speed.

The universe contracted. There was only the wall, the next purchase, the next
breath. There were no peaches, no birthdays, no flowers, and no Dactyl. There
was no thought.

But there was pain.

My thighs went fromburning to screaming. | started taking up sone of the

slack with ny arms and they joined the chorus. | clinbed through the red haze
for fifteen nore stories and then coll apsed on a roughi ng cube.

The worl d reeled as | gasped for the first breaths. | felt incipient cranps
lurking in my thighs and | wanted those nuscle cells to have all the oxygen |
could give them Then, as the universe steadied, | |ooked down for Dactyl.

He wasn't on the north face.
Had he given up?

| didn't know and it bothered ne.



Five stories above was the barrier-a black, ten neter overhang perpendicul ar

to the face. It was perfectly smooth, nade of netal, its welds ground flush. |
didn't know what was above it. There were runors about automatic |asers, arnmned
guards, and conputer nonitored imagi ng devices. |1'd worry about them when |

got past that overhang.

| was two stories short of it when Dactyl appeared at the northeast corner of
t he buil di ng.

Above ne.

It wasn't possible. | alnost quit then but something made me go on. | tried to
bl ank my mind and began running toward the west face, doing the squirre
hoppi ng from bl ock to bl ock, even though my nuscles weren't up to it. | al nost

lost it twice, once when ny mnd dwelt too much on how Dactyl had passed ne
and once when ny quadriceps gave way.

| stopped at the corner, gasping, and | ooked back. Dactyl was working his way
| eisurely after me, slowy, alnpst |abored. | ducked around and clinbed again,
until | was crouched on a roughi ng cube, the dark overhang touching ny head. |
peeked around the corner. Dactyl had paused, apparently resting.

| took off ny pack and pulled out a thirty-neter Iength of two-ton-test line,
a half-neter piece of ten-kilo-test nonofilanment, and a grapple. | tied the
nmonof i | ament between the heavier |line and the grapple.

| peeked around the corner again. Dactyl was noving again, but slowy,

carefully. He was still two- hundred neters across the face. | dropped down
two neters and stepped back around the coner. Dactyl stopped when he saw ne,
but | ignored him playing out the grapple and line until it hung about

fifteen meters below me. Then | started swinging it.

It was hard work, tricky, too. | didn't think | had the time to rig a quick
bel ay before Dactyl got there. At |least the grapple was light, three kil os at
nost, but as it swung wider and wider it threatened to pull me off at each end
of its swing, especially as the coner fornmed by the barrier concentrated the
wi nd somewhat .

Finally the grapple raised far enough on the swing away fromthe corner. As it
dropped to the bottomof its swing | began pulling it in. As the nonment arm
decreased the grapple sped up, gaining enough speed to flip up above the edge
of the overhang. | had no idea how thick the overhang was or even if there was
somet hing up there for the grapple to catch on. | held ny breath.

There was a distant clinking noise as it struck sonething and the rope

sl ackened. For an instant | thought it was droppi ng back down and I was scared
because | was already off balance and | didn't know how far Dactyl was behi nd
me. Then the rope stopped noving and the grapple didn't drop into sight.

| risked a quick | ook behind. Dactyl was still a hundred neters away. | took
t he rope and noved back around the comer, pulling the rope cautiously tight.
As luck would have it, with the line pulled over, Dactyl wouldn't be able to
see any part of the rope until he rounded the corner

It took ne two nminutes to tie the |lower end of the rope around a roughi ng cube
and then to two nmore cubes for backup. Then | recklessly dropped fromcube to
cube until | was three stories down and hi dden behind a Bernoulli exhaust

vent.

He stuck his head around the corner alnost imrediately. Saw the dangling |ine



and tugged it hard. The ten-kilo test line hidden above the barrier held.
Dactyl clipped a beaner over the Iine and | eaped out, alnost like a flying
squirrel, his hands reaching for the rope. He was hal fway out before his ful
wei ght hit the rope.

The ten kilo test snapped i mediately. | heard his indrawn breath, but he
didn't swear. Instead, as he arched down, he tried to twist around, to get his
| egs between himand the face as he swung into it.

It was only partially successful, slaming hard into the corner of a roughing
cube, one leg taking sone of the shock. | heard the breath |l eave his lungs in
an expl osive grunt and then he was sliding down the rope toward the unattached
end, grabbing weakly to stop hinself, but only nanaging to slow the drop

I rmoved |ike a striking snake.

| was already | ower down the tower fromwhere he'd hit the wall and took three
giant strides fromcube to cube to get directly beneath him Then he was off
the end of the rope and dropping free and nmy hand reached out, snared his
clinmbing harness, and | flattened nyself atop the cube | was on

For the second time that day | nearly dislocated nmy shoul der. Hi s wei ght
nearly pulled me off the tower. The back of mnmy shirt suddenly split. | heard
his head crack onto the cube and he felt |like a sack of dirt, lifeless, but
heavy as the world.

It took some tinme to get himsafely onto the cube and | ashed in pl ace.

It took even longer to get ny second grapple up where the first one was. It
seened nmy first attenpt was a fluke and | had to repeat the tiring process six
nore tinmes before I could clip ny ascenders to the rope and inchwormup it.

The buil di ng had narrowed about the barrier, to sonmething |ike 150 neters per
side. I was on the edge of a terrace running around the building. Unlike the
recreation bal conies below, it was open to the sky, uncaged, with only a chest
high railing to contain its occupants. Scattered artfully across the patio
were | ounge chairs and greenery topped planters.

| saw a small crowd of formally dressed nen and wonmen mingling on the west
terrace, sheltered fromthe northeast wi nd. Servants nmoved anbng themwith
trays. Cocktail hour anong the rich, the influential, and the cloudy.

I pulled myself quickly over the edge and crouched behind a planter, pulling
my rope in and fol ding My grapples.

The terrace areas unsheltered by the wind seenmed to be deserted. | |ooked for
caneras and IR reflectors and capacitance wires but | didn't see any. |
couldn't see any reason for any.

Above me, the face of the tower rose another five hundred neters or so, but
unli ke the faces bel ow, there were individual balconies spotted here and there
anong the roughing cubes. On nore than one | could see growi ng plants, even
trees.

| had nore than a hundred floors to go, perhaps 400 neters.

My arnms and |l egs were trenbling. There was a sharp pain in the shoul der Dactyl
had kicked, making it hard for me to lift that arm higher than ny neck

| nearly gave it up. | thought about putting down my pack, unbuckling ny



cli mbi ng harness, and stretching out on one of these |ounge chairs. Perhaps
later 1'd take a drink off of one of those trays.

Then a guard woul d cone and escort nme all the way to the ground.
Besides, | could do a hundred stories standing on my head, right? Right.

The sun was conpletely down by the time | reached 700 but lights fromthe

building itself gave ne what | couldn't nmake out by feel.. The bal conies were
fancy, sheltered fromthe wind by renovable fairings and jutting fins. | kept
nmy eye out for a balcony with fruit trees, just in case. | wouldn't clinb al

the way up to 752 if | didn't have to.
But | had to.

There were only four bal conies on 752, one to each side. 'Mere were the

| argest private balconies I'd ever seen on the, tower. Only one of them had
anything resenmbling a garden. | spent five mnutes |ooking over the edge at
pl anter after planter of vegetables, flowers, shrubs, and trees. | couldn't
see any lights through the glass doors leading into the building and
couldn't see any peaches.

| sighed and pulled nmyself over the edge for a closer |ook, standing upright
with difficulty. My linbs were |l eaden, ny breath still |abored. | could hear
nmy pulse thudding in ny ears, and | still couldn't see any peaches.

There were some green oranges on a tree near me, but that was the cl osest
thing to fruit | could see. | shivered. | was al nost two kil ometers above sea
| evel and the sun had gone down an hour ago. My sweat soaked clothes were
starting to chill.

Sonet hi ng was nagging nme and, at first, the fatigue toxins wouldn't let ne
think clearly. Then an inmportant fact swaminto nmy attention

| hadn't checked for al arns.

They were there, in the wall above the railing, a series of small reflectors
for the I/R beanms that 1'd crawl ed through to enter the bal cony.

Time to |l eave. Long past time. | stepped toward the railing and heard a door
open behind ne. | started to swing nmy leg up over the edge when | felt
somet hing stick me in the side. And then the universe expl oded.

Al the nuscles on ny right side convul sed spasnodically and | canme down onto
the concrete floor with a crash, slammng nmy shoulder and hip into the ground.
My head was saved fromthe same fate by the backpack | wore.

Taser, | thought.

When | could focus, | saw the nman standi ng about three neters away, wearing a
white khaftan. He was oder than | was by decades. Mst of his hair was gone
and his face had deep lines etched by something other than smling. | couldn't

hel p conparing himto Mad Molly, but it just wasn't the sane. Mad Mdlly could
be as old but she didn't | ook anywhere as nasty as this guy did.

He held the taser loosely in his right hand. In his left hand he held a drink
with ice that he swirled gently around, clink, clink.

"What are you doing here, you disgusting little fly?"



H s voice, as he asked the question, was vehenment and acid. H s expression
didn't change though.

"Nothing." | tried to say it strongly, firnmly, reasonably. It came out like a
frog' s croak.

He shot ne with the taser again. | caught the glint on the wire as it sped
out, tried to dodge, but too |late.

| arched over the backpack, my muscles doing things | wouldn't have believed
possi bl e. My head banged sharply against the floor. Then it stopped again.

| was disoriented, the roomspun. My legs decided to go into a massive cranp.
| gasped out | oud.

This seenmed to pl ease him

"Who sent you? I'll know in the end. | can do this all night [ong."

| said quickly, "Nobody sent me, | hoped to get sonme peaches."

He shot me again.

| really didn't think nuch of this turn of events. My nuscles had built up
enough lactic acid w thout el ectroconvul sive induced contractions. Wen
everything settled down again | had anot her bunmp on ny head and nore cranps.
He took a sip fromhis drink

"You'll have to do better than that," he said. "Nobody would risk clinbing the
out side for peaches. Besides, there won't be peaches on that tree for another
five nonths." He pointed the taser. "Wo sent you?"

I couldn't even talk at this point. He seened to realize this, fortunately,
and waited a few nonents, lowering the taser. Then he asked again, "Wo sent
you?"

"Cet stuffed,” | told himweakly.

"Stupid little nman." He lifted the taser again and sonething smashed himin
the arm causing himto drop the weapon. He stopped to pick it up again but
there was a streak of gray and the thud of full body contact as someone hit

hi m and bow ed hi mover onto his back

| saw t he newconer scoop up the taser and spin sharply. The taser passed over
ny head and out over the railing.

It was Dactyl .

The man in the khaftan saw Dactyl's face then and said, "You!" He started to
scranble to his feet. Dactyl took one sliding step forward and ki cked himin
the face. The man collapsed in a small heap, his khaftan making himl ook |ike

a white sack with linmbs sticking out.

Dactyl stood there for a nmonent |ooking down. Then he turned and wal ked sl owy
back to ne.

"That was a nasty trick with the rope.™

| laughed, albeit weakly. "If you weren't so lazy you woul d have nade your own



way up." | eyed himwarily, but ny body was't up to nmovenent yet. WAs he goi ng

to kick me in the face, too? Still, | had to know sonething. "How did you pass
me down there, below the barrier? You were exhausted, | could see it."

He shrugged. "You're right. I'mlazy." He flipped a device off his back. It

| ooked like a gun with two triggers. | made ready to junp. He pointed it up
and pulled the trigger. | heard a chunk and sonething buried itself in the
ceiling. He pulled the second trigger and there was a whi ning sound. Dactyl
and gun floated off the floor. | |ooked closer and saw the wre.

"Cheater," | said.

He | aughed and | owered hinself back to the floor. "Wat the hell are you doi ng
here?" he asked.

| told him

"You're shitting me."

"No. "

He | aughed then and wal ked briskly through the door into the tower.

| struggled to stand. Made it. | was |eaning against the railing when Dactyl
cane back through the door with a plastic two-liter container. He handed it to
me. It was ice cold.

"What's this?"

"Last season's peaches. Fromthe freezer. He always hoards themuntil just
before the fresh ones are ready."

| stared at him "How the hell did you know t hat ?"

He shrugged, took the peaches out of nmy hand and put themin nmy pack. "Look
I'd get out of here before he wakes up. Not only does he have a | ot nastier
things than that taser, but security will do whatever he wants."

He swung up over the edge and |lowered hinself to armis |Iength. Just before he
dropped conpletely from si ght he added somet hing which floated up with the
wi nd.

"He's ny father."

| started down the tower not too |long after Dactyl. Physically | was a weck
The taser had exhausted nmy muscles in a way that exercise never had.
probably wasn't in the best shape to do any kind of rope work, but Dactyl's
words rang true. | didn't want anybody after me in the condition |I was in,
much | ess security.

Security is bad. They use copters and rail cars that run up and down the

out side of the building. They fire rubber bullets and water cannon. Don't
think this makes them humane. A person blasted off a | edge by either is going
to die. Security is just careful not to damage the tower.

So, | did ny descent in stages, feeling like an old man tottering carefully
down a flight of stairs. Still, descent was far easier than ascent, and ny
rope work had me down on the barrier patio in |less than ten mnutes.

It was nearing midnight, actually lighter now that the quarter moon had risen



and the patio, instead of being deserted, had far nore people on it than it
had at sunset. A few people saw ne coiling ny rope after my |ast rappel.

i gnored them going about ny business with as much panache as | coul d nuster
On ny way to the edge of the balcony | stopped at the buffet and built nyself
a sandw ch.

More peopl e began | ooking nmy way and tal king. An elderly wonman standing at one
end of the buffet took a long look at me, then said, "Try the wontons. | think
there's really pork in them"

| smiled at her. "I don't know. Pork is tricky. You never know who provi ded
it."

Her hand stopped, a wonton hal fway to her nouth, and stared at nme. Then
al nost defiantly, she popped it into her mouth and chewed it with relish.
"Just so it's well cooked."

A white clad steward |l eft the end of the table and wal ked over to a phone
hangi ng by a door.

| took my sandwi ch over to the edge and set it down while | took the rope from
the pack. My legs trenbled slightly. The woman with the wontons foll owed ne
over after a minute.

"Here," she said, holding out a tall glass that clinked. "lIce tea."
| blinked, surprised. "Wy, thank you. This is uncomonly kind."

She shrugged. "You look like you need it. Are you going to collapse right
here? It would be exciting, but 1'd avoid it if | were you. | think that nasty
man call ed security. "

"Do | |look as bad as all that?"
"Honey, you l|look |ike death warmed over."

I finished playing out the rope and clipped on ny brake-bars. "lI'mafraid
you're right." | took a bite out of the sandwi ch and chewed quickly. | washed
it down with the tea. It wasn't one of Mad Molly's roast pigeons but it wasn't
gar bage, either.

"You'll get indigestion,"” the woman war ned.

I smled and took another large bite. The crowmd of people staring at nme was
getting bigger. Inmere was a stirring in the crowd fromover by the door. |
took another bite and another swi g, then swng over the edge. "W nust do this
again, sonetime," | said. "Next tine, we'll dance.”

| dropped into the dark, junping out so | could swing into the building. |

didn't reach it on the first swing, so | let out nore rope and punped ny | egs.
| came within a yard of the tower and swung out again. | felt better than
before but was still weak. | |ooked up and saw heads | ooki ng over the edge at

nme. Somet hing gl eamed in the noonlight.
A knife?

| reached the wall and dropped onto a roughi ng cube, unbal anced, unsure of ny
purchase. For a nonent | teetered, then was able to heave nyself in toward the
wal |, safe. | turned, to rel ease one end of the rope, so | could snake it down
from above



| didn't have it. It fell from above, two new ends whi pping through the night
air.

Bastards. | alnobst shouted it, but it seened better to let themthink I'd
fallen. Besides, | couldn't be bothered with any action so energetic. | was
bone weary, tired beyond reaction

For the next hundred stories | made like a spider with arthritis, slow careful
descents with lengthy rests. After falling asleep and nearly failing off a
cube, | belayed nyself during all rest stops. At one point I'msure | slept
for over an hour because ny nuscles had set up, stiff and sore. It took ne
anot her half hour of careful notion before | was noving snmoothly again.

Finally I reached Mad Mol ly's, moving carefully, quietly. | unloaded her
supplies and the peaches and put them carefully inside her door. | could hear
her snoring. Then, |eaving nmy stash under her house as usual, | clinbed down,
i ntending to see Fran and make her breakfast.

| didn't nmake it to Fran's.
In the half dark before the dawn they cane at ne.

This is the place for a good line like "they came on ne like the wolf upon the
fold" or "as the piranha swarm" Forget it. | was too tired. Al | knowis
they came at nme, the Howers did. At me, who'd been beaten, el ectroshocked,

i ndi gested, sliced at, and bone wearified, if there exists such a verb. |

wat ched them conme in dull amazement, which is not a suit of clothes, but an
amal gam of fatigue and astoni shed reaction to the last straw on nmy canellian
back.

Before 1'd been hurt and felt the need to ignore it. |I'd been chall enged and
felt the need to respond. 1'd felt curiosity and felt the need to satisfy it.
I'd felt fear and the need to overcome it. But | hadn't yet felt what | felt
NOW.

| felt rage, and the need to express it.

I"msure the first two cleared the recreation bal cony, they had to. They cane
at me fast unbel ayed and |I used every bit of their nmomentumto heave t hem out.
The next one, doubtless feeling clever, |landed on my back and clung like a
nmonkey. 1'd passed caring, | sinply threw nyself to the side, aining ny back
at the roughing cube two meters below. He tried, but he didn't get off in
time. I'mgrateful though, because the shock woul d have broken ny back if he
hadn't been there.

| don't think he cleared the rec bal cony.

I ran then, but slowy, so angry that | wanted themto catch up, to let me use
my fists and feet on their stubborn, malicious, stupid heads. For the next ten
mnutes it was a running battle only I ran out of steam before they ran out of
Howl ers.

| ended up backed into a cranny where a cooling vent formed a | edge sone five
nmeters deep and four neters wi de, when Dactyl dropped into the mdst of them
a gray blur that sent three of themfor a dive and two nore scranbling back
around t he edges.

| was over feeling nad by then and back to just feeling tired.



Dactyl looked a little tired hinself. "I can't let you out of ny sight for a
mnute, can I T' he said. "What's the matter? You get tired of their shit?"

"Right . . ." | laughed weakly. "Now I'm back to owi ng you."
"Mat's right, suck-foot. And I'mnot going to let you forget it."

| tottered forward then and | ooked at the faces around us. | didn't feel so
good.

"Uh, Dactyl."
"Yeah. "
"I think you better take a | ook over the edge."

He wal ked casually forward and took a | ook down, then to both sides, then up
He backed up again.

"Looks like you're going to get that chance to repay nme real soon," he said.

The Howl ers were out there-all of the Howers still alive---every |last one of
them In the predawn gray they were clinbing steadily toward us from al

sides, as thick as cannibals at a funeral. |I didn't think nuch of our chances.
“Uh, Dactyl?"

"Yeah. "

"Do you think that piton gun of yours can get us out of here?"

He shook his head. "I don't have anything to shoot into. The angles are al
wr ong. "

"Oh."

He tilted his head then and said, "I do have a parachute. "

"\What ?"

He showed me a gray bundl e connected to the back of his clinbing harness
bet ween batteries.

"You ever use it?"
"Do | | ook crazy?" he asked.

| took a nine neter length of ny strongest |ine and snapped one end to ny
harness and the other to his.

The Howl ers were starting to cone over the lip.

"The answer is yes," | said.

W started running.

| took two of themoff with me, and Dactyl seened to have kicked one man right
in the face. The line stretched between us pulled another one into the void. |

was falling, bodies tunbling around me in the air, the recreation deck grow ng
in size. | kept waiting for Dactyl to open the chute but we seened to fal



forever. Now | could see the broken How ers who'd preceded us, draped on the
cage work over the bal cony. The wind was a shrieki ng banshee in nmy ears. The
sun rose. | thought, here | amfalling to nmy death and the bl oody sun comes
up!

In the bright Iight of the dawn a silken flower bl ossoned from Dactyl's back
| watched himfloat up away fromme and then the chute opened with a dul
boom He jerked up away from ne and there cane a sudden, nunbi ng shock
Suddenly | was dangling at the end of a three meter pendulum tick, tick and
wat chi ng four nore bodies crash into the cage.

The wind took us then, far out, away fromthe tower, spinning slowy as we
dropped. | found nyself wondering if we'd | and on water or |and.

CGetting out of the swanp, past alligators and cannibals, and through the Le
Bab Security perimeter is a story initself. It was hard, it took sonme tine,
but we did it.

While we were gone there was a shakeup in the way of things. Between ny
trespassi ng and How ers dropping out of the sky, the Security people were
riled up enough to cone out and "shake off" sonme of the fleas. Fortunately
nost of the victins were How ers.

To finish this story up neatly | would like to add that MIlly liked the
peaches-but she didn't.

It figures.



