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If the conversation had been offline and spoken, neither of which was possible
within the working systens contained in the adiamante hull of the G bson, the
words woul d have followed old patterns, patterns based on the spoken words

t hat sel dom echoed within the bul kheads and networks of the Vereal ship.

"Are you certain?"

"It's Add Earth, all right. The geography is within parameters,” answered the
cybnav, but since all the crew nenbers—especially the line mari nes—were cybs,
her tag on the net was nav, navigator, subcomander, or, |less frequently, her
gi ven nane.

"The DNA has the sane base across all the sanples,"” added the environnental
officer. "And there was no hostile reaction to the sanplers.”

"They were scanned,"” interjected the weapons controller

"I don't like those terns—base, within paraneters. Does the DNA match or
doesn't it? \What about the geography? A planet doesn't change that nmuch in ten
t housand years, does it?" asked Commander G breal, know ng the answer, but
seeking, as do all those of human DNA-type, confirmati on of the obvious.

"There have been what | ook to be deliberate genetic manipul ati ons, sone
subtl e, some not so subtle," signaled the envoff to the G bson's comander
"Certainly not enough to account for the reputation of the place as the planet
of death."

"\What about viruses, bacteria, that sort of thing?" G breal knew the answers,
agai n, before he received them

"The former colonies were pretty clear about that. So were their records.

What ever the effect was, it wasn't anything known to their medi cal science.
People died in full clean-suits and arnor, in extrene trauma, and w t hout any
formof radiation, or any other trackable internal or external cause."

"OfF course, there aren't any real records or tissue sanples left." Gbreal's
wor ds snoked across the net with the bitterness of aqua regia. "Wat sone
peopl e won't believe. Healthy bodies just don't die."

"\What about tel epathic auto-suggestion?" asked the envoff.

"Anot her runor lost in time. No one's ever been abl e—not even the dem s—to
master tel epathy. Anyway," added the commander, "that was thousands of years
ago, and the old colonies have sent traders and envoys w thout harm for
generations. They don't stay long, but their technol ogy doesn't approach
ours—er that of the old Rebuilt Hegenony." The commander snorted soundl essly,
and his disgust colored the net with brown and the unsnel |l ed odor of animal
def ecations. "Technol ogy? Structures?"

"There aren't a lot of visible structures, except for those hundred or so
energy concentrations—and that nass of ruins east of the nmountains in the
m ddl e of old NorAm+that's what the records call it." The nav projected
laffodils across the web with her words.

The laffodils wilted under the image of a blazing sun. "No other ruins? Just
the one set?"



"There's the Great Wall —but we knew about that—and the non-tal ki ng heads.
There may be snaller sets, but nothing else that exceeds two hundred neters.”

"Two monunments, one set of ruins, and one-hundred-plus energy
concentrations—that's it?"

"Wthin the system paraneters so far, ser

The sense of exhal ed breath flooded the net, and the nav wi nced at the gale
that whistled through the circuits.

"What are the energy concentrations?"

"They |l ook to be a conbination of transport hubs, service naintenance and
manuf acturing centers—wi th sone transi ent housing."

"Everyone's there?" Gbreal's words |lashed |like a | aser along the net
channel s. "The whol e popul ati on within some hundred encl aves?"

"Not a chance. There's al nost an energy web across the planet. It's hard to
tell, but there seemto be a |ot of independent energy generation points."

"So they've really regressed, have they?"
"Decentralized, anyway," tenporized the nav, rubbing her forehead and blinking
back the water jolted fromher eyes by the violence of Gbreal's slashes

t hrough the net.

"Do we go in openly?" Gbreal's |ashed words honed back toward the weapons
of ficer.

"Way not? If they're hostile we can flatten those centers, and that should
| eave them hel pl ess.” Weapons projected fire and flames, and the ice of the
de-energi zers. "It | ooks straightforward enough.”

"I't won't be," countered the nav. "They ruled this part of the gal axy once.
You saw what their fleet did to Al-Mratoros."

The image of the satellite of Mratoros three flashed across the net—a shining
pol i shed sphere, lifeless after nore than scores of centuries, a sphere
bat hi ng an uni nhabited planet in brilliant silver noonlight.

"That was then; this is now They' re coasting on the glory of a technol ogy and
power that's long since faded. The asteroid cities are dead, and the

at nosphere of Mars is |eaking back into space. No society has ever nmaintained
its power for that |long."

"Not even us." No one owned to the thought that crossed the net.

"We' ve regai ned our heritage," the commander added, "and we' ve avoi ded t hem
for too long, just because of something that happened mllennia ago." The

conmmander flicked his order at the commofficer. "Send the signal."

The sane nessage went out in rmultiple forns—begi nning with conpl ex variwave,
then comm | aser, UHF, VHF—all using the old protocols fromthe days preceding
The Flight.

It was a sinple nessage

"The Exploration Fleet of the Vereal Union greets you. W request the



opportunity to neet with the appropriate authority to discuss resunption of
contact between our peoples. Please respond.”

Less than a stan passed before the variwave response cane.
"This is Od Earth, Deseret station. . ."

As the transm ssion echoed al ong the net, the cybconm and MYL-ERA ran the
anal ysi s.

"A high power, tight beamtransm ssion," observed MYL-ERA, her net projections
cool and sharp-edged, w thout enotional overtones.

"They know where we are."
"Not that difficult."

"In less than a standard hour—to receive, analyze, discover, find us, and
frame a | ogical response?" asked the conm offi cer

"A high degree of efficiency," agreed MrL-ERA

"Too high," nuttered the comm officer offline and under her breath. "Far too
hi gh. "

"Still the same old demis, as arrogant in their know edge as draffs are
imuobile in their ignorance," added G breal

Nei t her MYL- ERA nor the comm of ficer responded.
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| sat at the circular cedar table | had made nearly a half-century earlier and
stared out across the pifions, |ooking beyond the m st at everythi ng—and
nothing, as | had for a string of uncounted nornings.

The age-polished tinmbers still lifted the steep-pitched ceiling above me, and
the wide wi ndows still adnmitted the Iight, and the white, hand-plastered walls
held still held that Iight.

| sniffed, catching the faintest of fam liar scents, and | swall owed and
| ooked back at the pifion-covered hills to the northwest.

Morgen was dead, and there wasn't nmuch nore to be said. Nothing changed

t hat —ot all the |inkages we had shared or the ability to block her pain, to
enjoy the last days as she had grown weaker. Nor had all the rationalizing
hel ped, not about how much | onger she had lived than could have any draff or
cyb—not that Earth had any cybs left since The Flight.

She was dead. A half-century together had not been enough. Her soul songs were
not enough. If only athanasia were possible, athanasia of the body and not
just of songs so painful they ripped through ne, so beautiful that | stil
listened—and wept within nmyself, if only.

Yet | did not wish to follow her—and | did not want to remain, either. So

wat ched the pifons, my thoughts floating out with the greedy jays, the spunky
junkos, and the perpetually frightened jackrabbits. Beyond those nore
traditional auras |ooned the darkness of the vorpals and kaliranms and the



protective enptiness of the sanbur.

In that |inbo, because | could not or would not decide, | answered the inlink
when it chined in my skull

"Ecktor."

"Crucell e. The cybs are back. | thought you might |ike the charge." Crucelle's
t houghts were clear, with the practice of centuries, along with the pul sed

i nformation on the cyb fleet, the dozen shielded ships that glittered power in
t he underweb and overspace and the multi-formtransm ssions that they had
beamed at each locial point on Earth. Behind the information was the sl ender
red- headed presence of Crucelle hinself, a formal red-bronze dagger of a soul
and behind Crucelle was the ever-hovering soul -shadow of Arielle, swirling
stormangel on his |inknet.

" NB?"
"Someone has to be Coordinator." The thought words reflected the tenpered and
honed edge of a formal blade: sel domused, but always ready.

| understood the unpul sed thoughts. Soneone . . . and Crucelle had Arielle.
Rhetoral had El anstan. Even old Mthres had Dmetra. Coordinators took the
risks. And with Morgen gone, | could certainly afford the conpensatory tine
that would follow, assumng that | didn't follow the unwilling precedent of
many Coordi nat ors.

"And |'mthat soneone?"

"l could ask around.

| understood that as well. "The cybs? Mght as well be nme. Thanks."
"Thank you."
"Hello, Arielle," | added as Crucelle finished.

"I told you he would accept."” Her words carried the whispers of the wi nds,
wi nds that could have dwarfed the great storms that still swept the mghty
west ocean. Wnds, not the singing bells of dawn and tw light that | needed.
"He needs a chall enge bigger than his pain."

Crucell e snorted, or that was the sensation that | received. 'You did; he
does, and he will."

"Have they said what they want?" | ignored Arielle's net-flashed snile

"Not yet," answered Crucelle, his phrases as precise as though transnmtted on
a print screen. "They're scanning the locials, alnost as if they can't figure
out why we have so few di scerni bl e instances of technology. W have a little

ti me before responding.”

Arielle stormghosted out of the shadowlink with the hint of a wi nk and
another smle as | thought about the cybs.

"They're after revenge, obviously."

"El anstan opts for conquest, but I'd picked revenge," agreed Crucelle. "In
what form though?"



"Revenge isn't revenge if the victimdoesn't knowit. That's why the call."
"They could be cautious."

"What did they ask for?"

"Here's the whole transnmission.” Wth the short nmessage al so cane the

i nformation on the multiple sending nmethods, including those that had
scranbl ed nmore than a few draff datanets.

"Just a nmeeting . . . requested with the hint of inmense power. Twelve ships
each two klicks long, each with an adia-mante hull." | found my |ips pursing,
and recall ed Morgen's phrase about sealed |ips being unable to kiss. | shook
ny head.

"I felt that headshake." Crucelle |aughed. "Cearly, the nythol ogy of death
hasn't stopped them wunlike the rel eased systens."

"OfF course not. They're brilliant, rational cybs, and they haven't changed in
mllennia."

"There aren't as many of us now as there were then," Crucelle reninded ne.
"Twel ve adiamante hulls indicates there are nore of themand a significant
technol ogi cal and industrial base. You don't create adiamante in a snall

| ocial . What do you suggest ?"

"Agree to their meeting to begin with. Let me think about the rest of it.

"You're hoping to find anot her way?" Even his question was fornmal -dagger
shar p.

"Who woul dn't ?"

Who i ndeed wouldn't? If Od Earth indeed needed to return to being the planet
of death, the costs on all sides would be high, perhaps too high. That was

al ways the risk posed by the Construct. | sighed as | broke the Iink
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The norning after Crucelle linked, | was up early, as always. Wth Mrgen's
soul songs soft-pealing through my mind, | wanted to hold her, talk to her, not
to her images. Wrds and songs and nmenories . . . they were better than the
enptiness of nothing. | did not call up a full-body holo, nor had | ever,

especi ally not since her death. Life is whol e-body, not net-inmages, and that
was sonet hing the old cybs had never understood—and sonething | feared had not
changed.

Nor had | opted for deep-soul thought-reality, for I was too rmuch an intuit to
accept such a shallow construct, and too rationalist to let nyself be
decei ved, no matter how wel cone such sel f-deception m ght be.

Instead of continuing with nenmory, | turned on the burner for the kettle, a
smal | luxury, and ate a pear, one of the |last ones off the tree in the side
garden, firmwith a hint of tartness in all its aeneous glory. Then | toasted

anot her slice of heavy honemade bread. The nai ze was hol di ng out, despite ny
i ncreased appetite for carbohydrates, and that was fine. Between the firin
cells, the solgen, and joba stocks, | had plenty of power.



Then, again, between the cybs and the duties of being Coordi nator, the power
stocks for the house were scarcely likely to be a problem Coordinator duties
carried both a conptinme burden and a hefty adm n offset credit—and every bit
of that offset was usually earned. | shook my head.

The kettle began to boil, and | brewed, in the ol d-fashioned way, a cup of
tea, wondering absently if tea would outlast all our heritages and worries.
Then | sat and ate and sipped ny way through two cups, letting the steam
wreat he ny face between sips as | held the cup two-handed bel ow ny chin. The
crunchi ness of the few sunflower seeds in the bread was another remninder of..
what? | wasn't feeling that phil osophical, but they tasted good.

Coordi nator? Agai nst the |argest fleet seen since the Rebuilt Hegenony? As
Arielle had said, it was definitely a challenge, but not bigger than Mrgen's
deat h—ust different, and ny | oss nade ne the best candi date. Wnderful

| ate a second slice of toast before |I left the table and dressed for

exerci se: yet another formof escape fromreality, an escape created by

sei zing the nonent so tightly that the reality of the past faded—while | ran
at | east.

The sun hung unrisen bel ow the eastern mountains as | stepped out of the house
into the gray light. Fromone of the top branches of an ancient pifion on the
sout heast side of the long hilltop, the gol den eagl e—+he one with the

sel f-concept/image of "Swift-Fall-Hunter"—Iapped into the dawn, then glided
into the shadowed sil ence of the west gorge over the scattered nel eysen trees
t hat remmined. Although the dw ndling nel eysens continued to clean air and
ground and spread their pervasive faint orange perfume, the scent usually
didn't reach the house.

As Swi ft-Fall-Hunter vanished, | smled and stretched each leg in turn
placing it on the waist-high pile of hand-sawn deadwood, gradually stretching
and | eaning forward, avoiding any rocking notion. | had left the bow saw

i nsi de—no wood gat hering when | needed to think. Besides, | had enough

deadwood, and Morgen had been the one who really liked the fire in the antique
cast-iron stove that dated back centuries or |onger

The breeze carried the scent of cedar and juni per and pifion, the air barely
danp fromthe quick evening rain of the night before. A light dusting of snow
had covered the higher nmountains to the east, and to the north the Eskl ant
Peaks glittered white, as would the hills around ne before nuch | onger.

| finished stretching, straightened the | oose sweat clothes, checked the
razored blade in the sheath, and wal ked al ong the path toward the western end

of the ridge. A brilliant blue pifion jay squawked, then a second, and both
fl apped upward, followed by the rest of the small flock, as they swirled
downhill to light on another broad-branched pifion, high enough that they would

not be easy prey for a vorpal

After a quick glance back at the thick brown walls that merged with the
hillside and the one partly open wi ndow, | began to run, letting my mnd
free-associ ate on the thought of the cybs—ef the comi ng neeting in Parwon.

As always, the lines of dial ogue spooled through ny nets, al nobst independent
of moving | egs and breat hi ng.

Di al ogue |ine one: The cybs seek an undefined goal, probably revenge cl oaked
in sonething, and are human enough to make it nasty, if given a chance. Ad
Earth has no ships with adi amante hull s—er any other kind of warship

hul | sHust twenty to thirty mllion talented demis. What do the cybs want in



their revenge? Synbolic atonenment? Destruction of Earth's remaining dem s?
Acknowl edgrment of their superiority and that they were treated wongly?

What woul d Morgen have sai d? Enter soul song one:

"My songs for you alone will flow
at ny death none but you will know
cold coals on black stove's grate, ash-white
faintest glinrers for winter's night. "

Dul ce, dulce, with the snoothed gold of a perfect pear, the gold hair of
mountain dunes at twilight, and a funeral bell across the hills of Deseret.

Fi ghting the i mages, the ghost sense of silky skin I could no | onger touch, |
ran harder. | used all ny other senses, full-extended, because ny eyes blurred
and burned, and | skittered thoughts toward the cyb-ships, the twelve

adi amante hulls, hard and black in the void-wapped nielle, that darkness
deeper than bl ack

Downhill to the right, a jackrabbit thunped and junped sideways behind a
cedar, another ancient twisted trunk that felt as though it dated to the
Rebui | di ng. Above, Swi ft-Fall-Hunter circled, his eyes on the jackrabbit.

Di al ogue line two: Are the cybs people or aliens? Does it matter? No matter
how deeply we feel, nor how much we try to develop a picture of an alien, or a
concept of one—those concepts and descriptions are just humans masqueradi ng as
aliens . . . unless you believe that intelligence, as we define it, has as its
goal survival —+n which case there are no aliens, only humans with different
shapes.

The jackrabbit darted to a halt under a pifion beside a washed-out scrub brush,
and Swift-Fall-Hunter circled to the east on wings that spanned nore than four
nmeters. The gol den eagl e sought other prey, gliding silently over the valley

t hat had once held, anong other things, a | ong-ago town. Now only scrub and
cedar rose fromthe red clay.

| kept running, westward, away fromthe vani shed town and away from history.

Di al ogue line one: Mdrgen, norning, nmorning in my twlight, what woul d she
have said? Certainly sonething to the effect that revenge is human, all too
human, and therefore a fitting vice to be overcone, except she woul d have said
it, thought it, nore gently . . . something like, "The cybs have human vi ces,
too, Ecktor. ..."

Not |ike that, either, | realized, as | started down between the hills,
concentrating on putting nmy boots evenly between the rocks and depressions.

Not even with the net and her songs could | construct what she m ght have said
to the unexpected, like the return of the cybs.

Sone denmis run naked and barefoot, but that takes body-nbds, even if they're
natural calluses, and that was carrying naturality to extrenes—sonet hi ng
tried not to do. | could sense ny oxygen demand rising, both physically and
t hrough the selfnet. My lips curled, and | forced my legs to stretch out
despite the disconfort.

Di al ogue line two: No aliens—not even the cybs? Next you'll be saying there's
no di fference between virtual -net real and whol e- body real

Cont hesis one: Is there a difference between reality, synmbolic reality, and
representative/virtual reality? One mght as well ask whether there is a



di fference between wonen, pictures of wonmen, and mannequi ns dressed as wonen
or soul songs of bel oved wonen.

Soul songs of bel oved wonen . . . bel oved woman.

I ran with the breeze, breathing heavily, setting each foot in harnony, mnd
out ahead and scouting the trees and the path, relaying the information to ny
body. The scent of the nmeleysen | eaves to the northeast drifted into ny
nostrils, and | stepped up the pace.

Conthesis two: | don't have one.

As | panted up to the top of the next hill to the west, the breeze

strengt hened, cooling ne, and bringing the slightest acrid scent of a distant
vorpal . My hand touched the knife, and ny lips curled, but no vorpal would
cone after me, not with ny luck

As | kept nmoving across the hilltop, dodging rocks and cedars and juni pers,
t he cool ness did nothing to unscramble the thoughts and enotions within.

Fi ne excuse for a dem | was, unable to break free of the hold of the past,
the hold of the menory of floral essence on bare skin, the hold of.

Too bad the cybs had forsaken integration in favor of crystalline clarity. |
al nost | aughed at that, and had Morgen been there in nore than soul song,
woul d have.

Instead of staying on the path, | turned due south and darted this way and
that downhill and through the pifions, trying to avoid any spot where | m ght
have run before. The soil wasn't cryptozoic, even away fromthe nel eysens. It
just hadn't ever been that fertile, although it was richer under the trees and
around the pal e blue-green of the sagebrush. Lava takes mllions of years to
degrade in a dry climte, and the sagebrush hadn't been working on the black
stone anywhere near that |ong.

| kept running, and the pressure of the physical shut down ny interna
di al ogues.

When | slowed to a fast wal k near the top of the next rise, | was breathing
heavily, and sweating. Through the trees to the north, | could see the
grassl ands and the humrocks of the prairie dog town, rising above the
chest-high and browned grasses. Swift-Fall-Hunter circled, then passed on

| ooking for easier prey.

The sourness of nmy sweat and the panting confirmed that |I'd neglected ny

physi cal condition nmore than | should have. Wth the sl ow ng down, sonething
froma pile of rocks caught ny eye and senses—ather, the absence of sonething
di d.

Under another old and tw sted cedar, among the |ichen-covered dark gray rocks,
| urked a chunk of darkness—a bl ackness that swallowed Iight, that turned
seeking eyes fromit: a curved fragnent of black adiamante. | squatted,
letting ny fingers ease the adi amante up

How | ong had it rested there, inpervious to age, to deterioration, to anything
but the mighty lines of force that had sheared it into a snooth-sided and
round pol ygon whose exact dinmensions still eluded the eye?

| lifted the adiamante, a relic of the great confrontati on between the dem s
and the cybs that had led to the Rebuilding. Neither warm nor cool to the



touch, neither seeking nor rel easing heat, the snooth bl ackness—heavi er than
har dwood, |ighter than iron, and stronger than anythi ng nade by man before or
since—ay in ny hands.

After a noment, | replaced it in the rocks and strai ghtened up
Adi amant e—harder than the di anond from which its nane had been derived, and
virtual ly usel ess except in a handful of applications |ike arnmor and

spacecraft hulls . . . and, | supposed, swords, except no one had ever
squandered that rmuch energy to forge an adi anante sword. Once forned, you
couldn't mll it, work it, or change it, and only a gigawatt |aser, a

sun-fired particle beam or a nucleonic knife could cut it.

And yes, it had taken a full asteroid conplex to create it. | supposed the
conplex was still out there, beyond the night, fusactors cold, waiting for the
resurgence of the Rebuilt Hegemony that could never conme, or some future
rebuil ding of AOd Earth necessitated by the workings of the Construct—and ny
failure. | shivered at that thought.

Under the tree lay a fragnent, a faraway neteoric fragment that had dropped
fromthe sundered skies of The Flight. | let it lie, wi shing the cybs had been
wi se enough to let the hard fragnents of their past lie. But, being cybs, that
was exactly what they could not do, not when for themnet-reality was equal to
whol e- body reality.

After a few nmonents of deep breaths, | began to run again, back through the
trees, away fromthe adianante. | circled slowy north and uphill, back toward
t he past.

As | stopped outside the house, close enough to hold the conment, | pulsed a

link to Crucelle, who answered as though he had been waiting.
"Any further thoughts?" he asked, red-bronze man-dagger waiting for use.
"The ell stations . . . they need to be powered up. Isn't that El anstan?"

"Il tell her," Crucelle volunteered, and | let him shaking nmy head at the
t hought .

"Me, too," he answered ny unspoken concern. "There's no guarantee that we
could put Earth back together again. We alnost didn't last tinme, and the
Jykserians weren't nearly so strong."

"Letting them destroy the locials? Wuld that be enough?" Arielle's
stormcurrents pul sed darkangel -1i ke.

"That woul dn't give them enough revenge, | suspect,” | pul sed, sensing
Crucelle's nod even before | finished. "People who feel they're right, and
who' ve been humiliated . "

"They'll want to reduce us to a bl oody pul p?"

It was my turn to nod.

"So what do we do now?" he asked.

"We' || need to concede whatever it takes to get their mar-cybs ..." | stopped.
"No . . . that will just encourage themto act inmrediately. G ve them ful

access to the locials. Treat them as honored guests, but not too honored, as
if they were not quite equals.”



"That's true enough.™”

"That's al so the problem They're sitting in orbit with enough power to nmake a
| arge mess, and they're |ooking for an excuse to do it w thout any
under st andi ng of the repercussions.”

"I think they understand,” interjected Arielle. "They just don't care. If we
use force to stop them then we fuel another m |l ennium of cyb-based

t echnol ogi cal devel opnent. At the end of that devel opnent, they'll have

devel oped devices that will nova an entire system or worse. |If we surrender
they'Il find an excuse to conmit some range of atrocities or try to sterilize
t he whol e planet. The Construct forbids either, in any case."

"Li ke the way the Construct forbade what our forbearers did to Al -Mratoros?"

They both wi nced. That nmenory had not faded, though it was not ours, nor our
doing. And that wince said all there was to say about why we woul dn't break
the Construct, no matter what the cost.

"Either way," Arielle concluded, "that's our payback for using power in
forcing The Flight."

"Thanks, Arielle,"” | flipped back

"You are nost wel conme, puissant mage Ecktor. And Coordi nator," she added
ironically.

| continued to concentrate, but nothing new or original came to mind. |
finally concluded, "We're still left with the fact that O d Earth is the

pl anet of death where only dems and draffs can live. Proving that could be
hard, if they still fit the typical cyb profile.”

The sense of a nod followed fromArielle, along with a sigh and a frown.
"That's going to be hard. 1'd estimate a twenty percent nortality, maybe as
high as fifty percent for those in direct contact."

| sent back a shrug, not a disinterested one, but a resigned one. So far,
didn't have any alternatives.

For a nonent, stillness dropped across the net like a niellen shroud, and
coul d understand that.

"You're breathing hard,"” Crucelle finally responded.
"I ran a while."

"How far? How | ong."

"Not quite thirteen klicks ... in half a stan . . . but I'mnot in shape, and
| was scranbling through the woods." If | had been in better shape or followed
the path, | could have done close to twenty klicks in the sane tine.

The di al ogue box in ny head pointed out that while I could run fromgrief,
runni ng wasn't going to solve the cyb problem It hadn't mllennia earlier
and it wouldn't now

<<< |V



Two before upper entry."

The warning clipped across the I ander's net, and the nav checked her
restraints.

"It's all superstition,” snapped Commander CGorum his words strong enough to
flex the net. "That's why |'mhere. To show that it's just that. To | ook at
Ad Earth and its demis logically and factually."

"To send down the head nmarcyb does seem|like overkill,K "
pilot.

poi nted out the second

"Someone with an overview has to see these people—f they' re stil
peopl e—before we act. That neans ne or G breal."

"Marines are nmore expendabl e. Not nmuch better than mar-cybs.” No one owned the

t hought, cold and direct.

"There's not likely to be any expense." Gorum | aughed. "Besi des, Henslom or
Ysslop or any of the majers could do the job. The dem s retreated fromall the
systens of the Rebuilt Hegenony. As soon as one systemrevolted, and then

anot her, they just folded. Then they created this nyth of A d Earth as the

pl anet of death as a | ast defense. Because the denmis still had a fleet then
everyone bought it. It was a handy excuse for the old col oni es—they didn't
have to fight a war that woul d have been costly. So they went along with it.
There aren't any nedical records that show anythi ng because nothing really
ever happened. "

"What happened to O d Earth's fleet?" asked the I ander's second pilot. "It was
never broken."

"Same thing that happens to all old fleets,"” answered the nmarcybs' chief.
"Fell apart and di sappeared. You don't maintain weapons, you don't have them
when you need them"

"What about the shuttle craft we spotted?" asked the nav. "The one heading for
that asteroid in the stable orbital position?"

"What about it? It's a nickel-iron asteroid. Energy dead even on EDI | evels,
bot h underweb and overspace ..."

"Al - Mratoros," snapped the nav.

"That was at least two mllennia ago. At |east."

"And that asteroid up above us had to have been noved there."

"dd technol ogy," answered Gorum

The net crackled, cutting over the interchange, and pins shot through the net

and the cybs as the | ander sl ashed deeper into the ionosphere. Except for the
static, the net was still.

<< V

| should have run up to Parwon to watch the cybs bring down their wel com ng
groups in landers. You don't land a two-klick-long interstellar ship on a
pl anet, not even a cyb-ship with an adiamante hull. In the shape | was in,



didn't even try to run the distance. | should have, but | didn't.

| rolled out the small flitter fromthe hangar attached to the back of the
house, then ended up spending nmore tine on maintenance than it would have
taken to run up and back. A strand of sandy hair on the second seat didn't
hel p ny nood, but spending nmore effort on cleaning the already spotless
turbine exterior did.

The flitter was one of my |uxuries—hydrocarb fuel ed, and that neant a speci al
refining nodule for the joba processor—plus a few stans a week doi ng
screen-pushing at the Deseret locial to conpensate for ny toy and the
technol ogy that supported it. Plus growi ng the joba, and that neant regul ar
flights south to the Fireo Desert.

The flitter itself wasn't especially advanced—depl oyabl e rotors and turbi nes
integrated into a lifting body—but it was dependabl e.

After a last check, including the knives and the rest of the survival kit

stowed under the seats, | pulled on a one-piece coverall over ny browns,
donned the |ightweight helnet, and strapped in. Again, | could have had a
flitter with automated restraints and a full-sound-insulated hull, but that

woul d have had nme working half ny life at Deseret in arduous heavy
mai nt enance.

Under the tinmeless thwop. . . thwop, thwop of high speed rotors, | held the
flitter steady on the ground cushion, then dropped the nose fractionally,
letting the flitter build up speed as | eased it down the | ane that ended in
the dry snye of the creek. Before the point where the snye joined Kohl Creek
the Iifting body was functional, and | turned the flitter northward, crossing
t he higher grasslands and the prairie dogs and flicking a pul se through the
transmitter to Deseret station to | ock our track into the traffic scanning.
There was anot her new burrow conpl ex on the north side of the prairie dog
town. Before long the nountain vorpals would be raiding again, and the
kalirams would be waiting for the vorpals' return

For all ny maintenance efforts and dependabl e technol ogy, the faintest scent
of hot netal and lubricants tickled ny nostrils. So |I cracked the vent val ves,
and the whistling cold air removed the odors, and nost of the heat, fromthe

t wo- pl ace cockpit.

| leveled off in the green zone, high enough to allow the safety seats to work
with the rotors depl oyed, and t hwopped northward. The trip was too short to
retract the rotors and go hi gh-speed, as | would have on a trip to the
Cherkrik ruins or the Ellay |ocial.

No nore than ten klicks north of the house, splotches of snow showed on the
north sides of the cedar- and pifon-covered hills. A small herd of sanbur
grazed in one of the fire-neadows, and, despite the stolidity of conposite and
nmetal around ne, | sensed a cougar slipping through the pifions toward the
rui si nes.

The sanbur scattered at the sound of the flitter. Beyond the fire-nmeadow was a
| arge stand of neleysen trees, thriving as they detoxified yet another remmant
of either the Chaos Years or the decades that precipitated The Flight.

Then the flitter thwopped over a stand of ancient cedars, their age seeping
into the cold blue sky, and |l eft sanmbur and nel eysens behi nd.

Parwon was |l ess than fifty klicks north, but even the | ower meadows on the
south sides of the hills around the locial, and the shaded spots in the |anes,



bore traces of snow.

After pulsing the station, | linked monentarily with the net, and began the
descent. | could have flown the easy way, linked with the pilot nmodule, but I
used the ol d-fashioned stick and collective controls the whol e di stance,
though | did have to link in the overrides for safety purposes on the
approach. The transnet didn't even flicker—that's how snoothly | slipped the
flitter onto the apron beyond the tower, and that smooth an approach woul d
have been hard even for a dem whose collateral was transport.

The wi nd gusted around nme while | secured the craft. | peeled off the coveral
and folded it onto the seat before | sealed the flitter and wal ked across the
permacrete toward the white spire that rose out of the oval locial |anding
bui I di ng.

My eyes flicked up, along the invisible approach beamthat the |Ianders would
fol | ow down.

Cybs. Wy now? Were they really bent on revenge, or was | projecting the face
of a grimhistory on people who mght be far different fromthose who had
forged that history?

The rushing sound of a shuttle penetrated my introspection, and | gl anced
toward the slender tower that contained the beacons and a single controller. A
second craft—a standard magfield shuttle version—settled right before the
tower as | neared. The door dilated, and three figures stepped out: Crucelle,
Arielle, and Rhetoral —a redhead, a dark brunette, and a blond. Rhetoral was
the blond, tall and inperious, a genetic throwback in appearance, and,
unsurprisingly, very nuch a rat-conp. If Crucelle was a formal dagger, then
Rhet oral was an anci ent | ongsword.

After the three cleared the shuttle, the pilot air-taxied the flitter toward
one of the north hangars. Arielle led the way as the three wal ked toward the
t ower.

W net by the east portal.

"El anstan?" | asked Rhetoral. Elanstan was his soul-synmb and had hair so bl ack
it was al nost nielle—that was what | renmenbered, anyway. They were al nost as
cl ose as Morgen and | were—er had been

"Bringing up the ell stations." He w nced.

So did |I. Although they were maintained in stand-down, the ell stations hadn't
been used since dispersing the Jykser-ian Armada. Despite their pleasant
appearances and their all-too-human origins back with the ancient Longships of
Nor Am the Jykserians had minds as alien as any found anong the stars—er on

A d Earth. Had that outl ook been created by radiation? O by econom cally

i nfl uenced genetic self-selection? They had wanted to trade for technol ogy and
refused to understand that sone knowl edge was not for sale.

O course, once again, we—eur ancestors-had paid a heavy price, but not so
heavy as the Jykserians. Unfortunately, the cybs of the Vereal Union appeared
to have hi gher technol ogy and a grudge, and we had the Construct, and the
interaction could easily lead to catastrophe for us all.

"Who el se?" | asked.

"Some of the senior locial coordinators will be at the Hyberniumto add
presence." Rhetoral grinned, a snmle warner than his cool appearance.



W had | earned over the generations. Too nany apparent functionaries, and
those who visited O d Earth received the inpression that we |ived on past
glory. Too few, and the inpression was contenpt. The senior coordi nators

swel l ed the ranks, offered historical observations, and were excellent

l'i steners.

"Why—besi des pity—did you outlink ne for this?" | asked Crucelle.

"Because there are only a handful of conp-intuits. You' re rare, and the
Counci | thinks the combi ned outl ooks will be needed."

"So do I," added Arielle, nmidway through Crucelle's words, her smile flashing
in my eyes and through the close-1link, her dark eyes both warm and concer ned,
yet behind that concern was the cold rationality of a first class rat-conp,
and the power of the untamed storm

Rhetoral just nodded, pale blue eyes as cold as the snow on the nountains
over| ooking the locial station

wondrous! The three of themhad put Od Earth's future on my shoul ders as a
rehab project.

So | was rare? Rare, like an extinct ratite lost in the Die-Cut, one of the
ones too fragile for the DNA to fossilize and too unknown to nmixfill a
genesplice. Rare, like a conmp child born in a draff famly. Rare, like an

enote froma long line of rat-conps.

Rare, like all of those, that was what Crucell e had sai d—and so had ny old
tutor Mthres. | was rare, a dual mnd, conp-intuit, and that was why | was
all mxed up. O course, ny empte scal e was bel ow dem -norm and that bothered
nmy mnot her, but Mrgen had had nore than enough enpte-intuit for the both of

us.

"Here they come, ready to reclaimtheir heritage—as if they knew what it was."
Crucelle's words were dry, and underscored by the runbling whistle as three

bl ack dots grew i nto snmooth and ponderous wedge shapes that bore down on the
locial fromthe north

As | watched the three heavy | anders caress the pernmacrete and roll ever nore
slowy toward us, | scarcely felt rare, only ol d—ot that any of us, even
Morgen at the end—ooked ol d, except in the depths behind our eyes.

The | anders were big—fifteen meters high and nore than two hectoneters |ong
and nmassi ng who knew what —and bl ack. Not the deep darkness of nielle, but
bl ack—pl ai n, ugly bl ack, black scarred by scores of atnospheric transits.

Once the orbit-to-ground craft had runbled to a stop and a handful of cybs had
begun to disenbark, | wal ked across the permacrete toward the figures bel ow
the first lander's ranp, a perfectly human and normal set of notions that
carried me toward the cybsens officers. | centered on the cyb with the nost
nmetal and one of the higher ENFs. The matched and glittering netal dianonds on
each shoul der of the antique-appearing mlitary blouse had to signify a
certain position, as if any rigid structure ever conveyed anythi ng nmeani ngf ul
except the ability to exert power over those lower in the structure. Power

wi thout norality is disaster; norality w thout power is useless.

The brown-haired and brown-eyed commander—ever two neters tall—-+ooked down at
me with eyes as soulless as any nech processor. After a nonent, he spoke in
rusty Anglas, his voice with the raspiness of a netdweller who sel dom



exerci sed the joys of speech. "I am Commander Gorum of the Vereal Union. It is
a pleasure to stand here on A d Earth."

"Liar," flicked the netline fromArielle.

"It's called diplomcy," came the silent rejoinder from Crucelle.

"l am Ecktor, current Coordinator." | al nbst choked on the title. "This is
Crucelle . . . Arielle . . . and Rhetoral."

Crucell e bowed slightly, as did the others at their names.

"We greet you and hope your visit will prove fulfilling,"” | continued.

"You're as bad as he is," commented Arielle on the net.

"How m ght we help in your visit?" | added, ignoring Arielle.

For a nonent, the commander paused, and | caught the pul ses of information

bet ween him and the | ander and the stocky brown-haired woman behind himand to
his left, informati on boosted through the flat, short range net repeaters on
their belts. Before long, | thought | would probably be able to deci pher the
protocol s, but that would have to wait. | kept my expression one of mld
interest as | waited for the commander's spoken response.

"Cbviously, we have little data on what happened to O d Earth after our
ancestors . . . departed, except for sone vague details about the rise and
fall of the Rebuilt Hegenony we obtained fromthe i ndependent systens." The
tall commander forced a smile. "Mre detailed informati on woul d be wel cone. W
woul d also like to see what we can of our ancient hone."

"So you can figure out how to conquer or destroy it," came Arielle' s netline

comrent .

"Mllennia of information . . . that will take some tinme." | smiled, again

i gnoring, for the noment, Arielle's words, although | agreed with the thoughts
behi nd them "Perhaps we could begin at the Hybernium w th both refreshnents
and general background." | pointed out the structure, its dome visible. It was
scarcely nore than a few klicks fromthe old landing field we still maintained
at the Deseret locial for the released col oni es—and for the handful of
strangers that had straggled in fromacross the stars after the collapse of
the Rebuilt Hegenony, strangers arriving in everything from standard
shift-junmpers to bussard ranfleets to solar scows. They all cane, and | ooked,
and departed—ene way or anot her

"You seek to avoid providing detail s?" asked Gorum snoot hly.

"Ask, and you shall receive," | answered, disliking his extrene suspicion
whi | e understanding it. "But sonmetines the details nake nore sense if there is
a framework to which they can be attached.”

Goruminclined his head ever so slightly.

As he paused, | inquired, "Mght | ask of your coll eagues?"

The faintest frown flicked across Gorum's brow before he answered. "This is
Subcommander Kenra."

The sandy-haired cyb subcommander nodded briskly. | conceal ed a wi nce, or
hoped | concealed it. The woman | ooked far too much like the sister Mrgen had



never had.
"Careful ," cautioned Arielle, net-voiced in silence.

"This is Oficer Mylera." Gorum nodded toward the sl ender brunette with the
slightly flat black eyes.

Wth relief, | turned to the nodest appeari ng worman, w thout revealing that |
had al nost i medi ately determned that Myl era was MYL- ERA, the physica
construct/extension of the Vereal fleet's net intelligence. Rhetoral refrained
fromcomrenting, and | didn't have to worry about Crucelle or Arielle.

"Maj er Hensl om and Majer Ysslop." The two marine officers glanced at me with
the sane flat eyes as MYL-ERA's construct, but their blankness cane from
wariness and training, unlike the bl ankness of their troopers. A quick conm
burst flicked between them

"Greetings, majers," | answered, bow ng slightly.
"Greetings," answered Ysslop, the voice polite and even.

Al 1 got fromHenslomwas a curt nod, and a sense of chill as his eyes
focused on ne, as if to freeze nme in his personal databanks.

Qut of the five, two were information specialists of one sort

or another, | suspected, and three were cyb mlitary__a fair indication of
what we faced.

"It is a pleasure to neet you all," | said. "Mght | ask, just for the
record,” interjected Gorum "who speaks for AOd Earth."

"Ecktor does," Rhetoral said, with a cold snmile in nmy direction, a smle that
made hi m seem as antique as the slender |ongsword he personified. "Thank you."

"Any others in the landers who m ght w sh refreshments or just to stretch
their legs are certainly welcone to join us at the Hybernium W have nore
t han adequate transportation,"” | offered. "Thank you."

Agai n cane the sense of a shared net-1like conference before Gorum added,
"Perhaps a few others would benefit fromyour hospitality.”

"They would certainly be welcome.” Wl conme: as if the greeting reception were
al nrost |ike an ancient pavane, stately and formal, except the dance woul d be
for information.

Nearly twenty additional cybs, all junior marine officers, clinbed into the
el ectroshuttles. That left close to two hundred of the nmarcybs on the
shuttles, with a few officers, but since | was being diplomatic, | didn't

mention their presence to Gorumor his officers. The four of us and the five
seni or cyb officers took the last shuttle. Major Henslomwas the last to
board, and his eyes had never stopped scanning the locial station, as though
he had neasured it every way in which he could.

The veridiumtinted vehicle slipped along the curving lane silently, past the
mul ched and bedded gardens covered with smatterings of snow, past the long
adm ni stration building that | ooked |ike an antique subnmarine rising out of
the sea of browned grass.

As the shuttle glided up to the Hybernium s wi de and open porticos—enpty of



peopl e in the chill —Subcommuan-der Kenra asked, "Wy is the structure called
t he Hyber ni unf"

"I't nenorializes the dangers of the long winter," answered Arielle.

Anci ent chronicles were nore her specialty than mine, and | renained too
absorbed in nore personal recent history, an absorption not aided by the
subcommander' s vi sage.

A puzzl ed | ook crossed Subcommander Kenra's too-familiar face and vani shed.
"Way is it here? Because this is where visitors [and?"

"Actually, there's one at every locial," | said.
"Locial? I's that another name for your small cities?"

"Alocial isn't really analogous to a city," | tried to explain. "It's a
regi onal |ocus for services and support systens."” Wth that, | could al nost
sense the mental click in the Mylera construct. "This is the Deseret | ocial
but the center area is called Parwon."

' You have considerabl e housing in such locials,” said Mylera. "But the power
usage reflects a higher per individual consunption fromsingle units outside
your locials."

That was probably so, since nost draffs lived in locials or near them but I
avoi ded a direct answer. "Cenerally, there are econom es of scale in the
locials."”

"Do your nore affluent individuals live outside the |ocials?" pursued Myl era.

"There's probably a greater percentage outside the locials,"” | agreed, "but it
takes certain necessary skills to live outside a locial."

"The Hybernium" canme the words from Dvorrak, |oud enough to halt the
conversation. Dvorrak was a painter, old-style, but he worked as a shuttle
driver for his conptine.

| nodded to himas | stood on the pavenent and the others stepped down. He
sm |l ed sadly, then eased the shuttle back toward the underground mai nt enance
bay.

After leading the way up the hardened Navaho sandstone steps, | stopped at the
top of the wide stairs and pointed at the inscription over the main entry
portal: "Lest we forget the lessons of the Long Wnter, and the | onger spring

"W have no record of a long winter." Mylera's voice was nearly flat.

"It was the result of the events that led to The Flight." "The Flight was nore
like a forced exile," pointed out Gorum "and all too many cybs did not
survive the freezers." "Perhaps," | acknow edged, "but thousands of nillions
died on dd Earth."

"I see no graves or nenorials," said Mylera flatly. "If we had attenpted such
we would still be erecting them" Rhetoral comented, "and all of AOd Earth
would be little nmore than a cenetery.”

"Or a crenatorium" added Arielle. 'Your forebearers |oosed the small stars
and t he deat hsnmoke. "



The commander started to speak, then closed his mouth with a snap

| stepped through the open archway. The first three hol os—each taller than the
cyb commander and tw ce as wi de—showed scenes from El | ay, Hughst, and Londn
captured in full depth and color right before The Flight. The one from Hughst
depicted lines of cybs marching toward a line of antique ground-to-orbit
shuttles, shuttles alnost as |large as those cyb vessels we had greeted. Behind
the figures rose lines of snoke, and the haze of death that covered the

bl ood-red skies that had been the visage of heaven for all too |ong.

"Why are these here?" Gorum snapped, turning fromthe holo at his el bow.
"To remind us of what led to the Long Wnter," answered Arielle, her spoken
voi ce gentle, but her dark, alnost black, eyes hard.

"Let us go on," suggested Subcommander Kenra.

Frowns crossed all of their faces as they passed the next set of inmages, where
the ice and snow covered all but the tallest of the ruins, those buil dings
hal f-melted |ike wax, then frozen there.

The ot her cybs had already arrived, and, according to their orders, had
gathered in groups like ravens, each group encircling one of the senior |ocial
coordinators to pick away information as if it were carrion flesh.

"Your inages are disgustingly vivid," conplained Crucelle over the |ink
"Sorry," | apologized silently.

At the table covered with pressed and pale green Iinen in the center of the
receiving area were bottles, open and cl osed, containing a range of beverages,
crystal goblets, several insulated containers filled with ice, and plates with
fruits, nuts, cheeses, and crackers.

Santucci, one of the senior locial officials, stood near the west wall before
the I ong case that held the replicas of the original Paradi gns, but her eyes
were gl azed over, and | could sense she had called up the inage of Duffery
fromthe nenory chip in stone beneath. He'd died in a clinbing accident
several nonths before Mrgen, caught off-guard by a kali-ram It's so often
the stupid things that are fatal. | swallowed as | watched, then turned away.

Crucell e | ooked at nme again, pulsing as he did, 'You get to nake the wel coning
speech to this lively crowd."

| nodded.

I only had to clear nmy throat slightly, and, suddenly, everyone was |ooking in
my direction, as if each had been waiting for just such a noment.

"Welcome to Od Earth . . . except for those of you who were already here.
You just get to enjoy the refreshnments.”

Not much of a laugh, but there was sone slight rel axation
"W wel cone those of you who cone fromthe far Vereal Union. May your visit be
bot h pl easant and enlightening to us both." | gestured toward the table.

"Enj oy the refreshnents.”

Slow y, the hum of conversation rose again, and, as | turned, | realized that



| stood al one. The cl osest individual was the cyb-construct Myl era, and
doubt ed that was exactly by chance.

| eased back to the table and chose a goblet of Earthflame. Only a handful of
the clear goblets with the snoky red fluid had been touched, while the goblets
with the clear white wines of Snoma had nostly vani shed into the hands of cybs
and dem s alike.

The Earthflane seared ny palate for a nonment, and | let the liquid slip down
my throat, with its olfactory hints of autumm | eaves, fragrant coals, and ice.

Then | turned, glowing as | did because ny browns contained |utinin-bearing
cells, though the mnute flares of light were just bel ow the visua

recogni tion threshold, a design developed to create a sense of glow ng. So
glowed as | carried nyself across the polished |ight-polarized stones of the
Hyber ni um where each departed soul flickered pul ses of reason fromthe chips
i tbedded beneath, allow ng any passerby to pause and converse—all net-to-net,
of course.

Soneday there would be a chip for ne, | supposed. There was a chip for Mrgen
in a stone on the floor to the left end of the wi ndow that gave a panorana of
the eastern peaks. | avoided that part of the Hybernium

Santucci still remained fixed before the case, an exanple of just why I
avoi ded the north side of the | ong eastern w ndow.

| wal ked toward Myl era, the cyb-construct who glittered

wi th a subdued harshness in the energy web as truly as | gl owed inperceptibly.
She waited and watched, the spider—or the spider's scout—waiting for the

prey.

| bowed slightly as | stopped and before | spoke. "Oficer Mylera, the
conmander never mentioned your duties and functions."

"He did not," answered the cyb-construct, an apparently perfect biologica
replica of a cyb. "I ama liaison and i nformation specialist.”

Li ke so many cub statenents, it was true and m sleading all at once, but |
inclined ny head slightly. "Your specialty?"

"Gat hering whatever information is necessary." Her voice was not quite so
harsh as that of the true cybs, an apparent contradiction that anused ne.

"Al'l information can be necessary at sone time or another," | countered, ny
own net assessing the web that surrounded the construct.

"That is certainly so," was the neasured response.

No |inkage pul sed fromher, and | paused, after another sip of the Earthfl ane,
letting ny ears detect what they could, but Mylera's breathing and tension
| evel s remai ned rel axed, a certain sign that she was a construct.

Gorum linked with the subcommander beside him through the small repeaters,
since their net did not function away fromthe | anders. The words, | ow powered
as they were, were strong enough for ne. "Involution was the destiny of the
dem's, involuting until their brains had navels and their navels brains."

"Yet each is said to have the ability to inmmobilize or incinerate a score of
draffs,"” answered the one introduced to nme as Kenra, the one who vaguely and



di sturbingly resenbl ed Mrgen.

| wanted to snort. W couldn't incinerate anything, not nentally. That didn't
mean we didn't have abilities, but they certainly didn't include physica
pyr omancy.

Yet over ny irony, because of the cyb's resenblance to Mdrgen, a fragnent
drifted through nmy internal dial ogues, unbidden

" gol den autum that will see no spring,
for whites flakes will gown ny grace,
and jewels of ice will frane ny face . "

Kemra coul d have worn ice, so cold was her face, so frozen those green eyes,
so chill her distanced words.

"Sai d? Runors and nore runors," groused the heavily nuscled cyb conmander

"You find theminteresting?' asked Myl era/ MYL- ERA, noting ny abstraction and
absent attention.

"Al t hough they said nothing," | lied, forcing nmy concentration fully back
within the Hybernium "their posture reflects a growh of rumor, a runor | am
sonewhat anused at."

"Most rumor has truth at its base," Ml era/ MyL-ERA pointed out. "But a tense
posture does not nean runor."

"We try to avoid runor and face what we believe to be fact. That can be

difficult if runors are nore attractive than fact." | shrugged and lifted the
gobl et .

Myl era nodded, then added. "Since you are interested in directness, | do

beli eve the commander would like to discuss sone . . . technical details wth
you. "

Al most as she conpleted the statement, Gorumwas at her el bow, the
prof essional soldier's snile upon his lips, the kind of smle | w shed to keep
absent fromdd Earth. "I could not help overheari ng—

"The openi ng you asked O ficer Mylera to make?" | asked politely.

"Cbviously, it was easier that way." He spread his free hand in a gesture
meant to be disarnming. The other held an untouched gobl et of Whitespring.

Behi nd hi m Subcommander Kenra drifted toward us, also carrying a gobl et of
VWhi tespring, still untouched, the crystal rim shimering and virgin.

"Techni cal detail s?" | asked.

Rhetoral drifted into our circle, far less obtrusively than had Gorum a faint
sm | e of amusenent vani shing as he listened, blue eyes intent. H s goblet of
VWhi tespring was half full.

"Personnel details," Gorumcorrected. "W woul d appreci ate the opportunity for
the majority of our crews to see Ad Earth, but that would require sone
billeting space."

| nodded, waiting. Across the room the cold Majer Henslomslowy studied the
wal I's, detail by detail, as if committing the entire Hyberniumto nmenory.



VWhile listening, | could al so sense Crucelle's efforts with the nonitoring

equi prent, and Arielle's presence flitting across the upper net. | hoped they
could get solid ENF records, and the information they needed—nformation we
m ght all need before it was over. | trusted they wouldn't do sonething to

alert the cybs.

"While we could create planetside quarters in some vacant place ..." Goruml et
the words trail off. He finally took a sip of Whitespring.

"There are no vacant places on Ad Earth," Rhetoral said evenly.

"I find that difficult to believe." Gorumturned, and his hard eyes fixed on
t he rat-conp.

"I't has been difficult to bal ance the ecol ogy," Rhetoral pointed out.
"After so many mll ennia?"

"How much space do you need?" | asked to forestall the debate. One way or
anot her, Gorum want ed enough marcybs on Earth to take over a locial. "Enough
for fifty, one hundred, of your people?"

"You're going to let them have a guest quarter section?" asked Crucelle on the
net.

"OfF course," | snapped back, my mouth shut as | waited for Gorumi s response.
"Qur ships are large, and our time is limted," the commander tenporized.
"Three hundred?" | asked innocently.

"Five hundred woul d be optinmm"

"That will take a few days," | nused, "but we could clear a guest quarter bloc
for them" O course, the differential credit and conpensatory tine and ot her
assorted incentives would take generations to bal ance out, but it was better
than letting themdrop heavy equi pment or clean up an additional ecol ogica
Ness.

"I woul d appreciate that," Gorum said evenly.

I met his eyes. "I understand."

"I'f we could I ook over the location |ater he pressed.

"Al'l of the guest quarter blocs are quite convenient to all operations of the
locial and the landing station.” | smled. 'You nmay choose which bloc suits
your people.”

The faintest touch of a frown crossed Subconmander Kenra's brow, but the
seni or conmander only bowed. 'You are graci ous and hospitable, and we are
pl eased to see that time has warned your receptiveness toward those of our
per suasi on. "

"Qur hospitality, anyway." | offered an honest and rueful [|augh

"Are many on Od Earth |ike you?" asked Gorum nore conversationally, as if al
he had wi shed to acconplish was earth-side | odging for the narcybs.



"Probably no nore than all those in the Vereal Union are like you."

"I think that the commander was curious as to whether differing . . . outlooks
remai ned on A d Earth." The sandy-haired subconmander lifted the gobl et
and sniffed the bouquet. "This snells very good."

"It is. | tend to prefer the stronger rem nisces of Earth-flame." | took a
sip, slightly surprised that nmy goblet was less than half full, and paused
within nyself, easing up nmy nmetabolic |evel, before answering. "W don't have
any cybsensers, except those who visit. Oherw se, the range of 'outlooks,' as
you rephrased it for the commander, is rather wde."

"That's a general statenent," observed Gorum

"We don't keep statistics on the inclinations and ability levels of everyone
on Ad Earth, Commander. You'll certainly see dem s and draffs, and peopl e who
have inclinations in between, and people who have the inclinations of

nei ther."

"Do draffs have dem offspring?" pursued Gorum

"They al ways have, and always will—just as sonme denis have draff offspring.
am certain that you know the genetics as well as | do." | inclined nmy head to
t he subconmander. "Both of you."

"So why are there no cybs?" asked Kenra, her goblet still untouched.

"Being a cyb is not a question of ability, but inclination. You should know
that as well." | paused, but only enough to signify that the subject was

cl osed. "Where have you visited before this . . . pilgrimage to A d Earth?"
"A nunber of the forner colonies . . . past nenbers of the Rebuilt Hegenony."
"Did you see Sybra-the wi nter planet?"

"No. Fromour records, it is sonewhat renoved,"” answered Kenra.

"I understand there's so much ice that even fromorbit it glitters.™

"Have you been there?" asked Gorum

"No. Few of us on Ad Earth travel much any nore, Comander. Wuld you care
for nore Whitespring?"

"I's that what it's called?" asked Gorum 'Yes. It's one of the standard Snomm
wi nes." The conmander and subcommander exchanged gl ances, and | got the
clicking feel fromMlera. Wnes hadn't traveled to Gates—f Gates were stil
the head of the Vereal Union

| wanted more Earthflame, but refrained. Instead, | reclaimed a bottle of
Whitespring and refilled the commander's goblet. The wel comi ng reception had

hardly begun, and I knew it would be | ong—+ong indeed. Holding in a sigh,
smi | ed.

<<< VI

Society is based on norality.



Morality rests on consensus and requires the use of power to renove those who
wi Il not accept that consensus.

The continued exi stence of a shared norality rests on the forbearance of every
single individual within a society fromclaining the entire fruit of his or
her | abor.

A society's ability to achieve consensus is inversely proportional to the size
and complexity of society, to the degree of technol ogical advancenent, and to
t he speed of internal comunications.

The nore conplex a society's framework, the shorter the existence of that
i ncarnation of a society.

Power cannot be nmaintained and effectively exercised without a nmoral structure
accepted and practiced by all because power attracts the corruptible and
because corruption destroys consensus.

Certain individual s are born incapabl e of forbearance; so are certain
cul tures.

Thus, continuation of society rests on: the willingness of each individual to
accept the shared values of the society; the willingness and the ability of
those in power to renove those who do not support the norality of the society;
and the willingness of all to limt the size and conplexity of society to the
scope of consensus required.

—Fhe Paradi gns of Power

<<< VI |

For a tine that next norning after the cerenbny at the Hy-bernium wel conm ng
the cybs of the Vereal Union, | sat at the old cedar table, |ooking out at the
[ight snow, sipping tea, and thinking about the cybs—and what they wanted.

Most of those who | anded had been military, and their fleet was clearly
designed for destruction and conquest. As Crucell e had seen, action along
those lines was not likely inmediatel y—not until the cybs were convinced they
could act without undue costs or until we had been sufficiently huniliated—er
bot h.

Wth a sigh, | slipped into the overnet, seeking Crucelle out.

"Now what ?"

"Have they picked a guest quarters bloc? You did make me Coordi nator,
remenber ?"

"We're doing that now They'll take the south bloc, it |ooks like."

| received the inmage of the larger bloc of |ow quarters m dway between the
station and the locial center.

"Rat her |uxurious for marcybs. They are what we cal cul ated, aren't they?"
Sonetimes even a good comp-intuit needs reassurance, and | did.

"Fairly close. They've avoi ded genetic synpathetic resonance by ensuring a
wi de variation in base stock, but they're marcybs, all right. Neurotrained in



every weapons system and standard tactics, then field exercised to a sharp
edge. That's probably one reason they want them on the ground.™

"It's hard to believe they'd go to such lengths."” | gave a mental shrug. "But
it doesn't look |like they've changed."

"No. Wayneclint was too dammed generous," Crucelle opined.
"The resonances?" | asked.

"We're working on it, but we've only got the theory. It's been a long tine,
and . "

The whol e business with the nmarcybs was nasty and di sgusting, but | didn't
have nmuch of a choice in options until Crucelle and his team were done, and

there was no point in arguing over where a few hundred marcybs were | odged
with twel ve adiamante hulls orbiting Od Earth.

"El anstan?" | asked, to change the subject.
"She's finished with the initial phase, but. "

"I know." And | did, even w thout the net equivalent of Crucelle's sigh
"Rhetoral has gone to join her."

| understood that, too.

"Are you going to rejoin us this norning?" continued Crucelle.

"Do | need to?"

"Probably not."

"Then | won't. I'll be there later and when we turn over the space to them
I"mnot going to have nuch free time after today."

"No," Crucelle pul sed back, "but, since you will be here then, | wll |eave
such a happy event to you. K gaio estimates that we'll have the area cl ean the
day after tonorrow. '

"That will w pe out a lot of back conptine."

"One of the few benefits," cane back over the net, with the hint of a grin.
"Ch . . . the Coordinator's office has been cl eaned and refurbished for you.

Your nane is already on the door—+n heavy netal letters."

| repressed my own sigh. The last thing I had wanted was to be the
Coor di nat or.

"l heard that."
As | left the net, |I refocused nmy eyes on the falling snow. A raven sat on the
dead pine near the west end of the clearing. Wth a shake of wi ngs and a spray

of snow, he was gone.

Wth a last sip fromthe green mug, | stood, then wal ked toward the w de doors
on the west side of the house.

The snow kept swirling out of the north as |I pulled on the wool jacket and the



cap knitted by Morgen's nmother. She'd only died a year before Mrgen, and
had nmore physical keepsakes from her than from ny soul nate.

After stretching on the stones of the porch, under the overhang of the roof, I
pull ed on ny gl oves, fastened the knife in place, and glanced out into the
flakes. Swift-Fall-Hunter was nowhere in sight, and the raven that often
perched on the pifions when he was absent had not returned.

| turned and | ooked into the clouds that shrouded the Breaks. It was a | ong
run up the canyon, especially carrying weapons, spectacul ar as the Breaks
were. But the upper canyon was the hone for both vorpals and kalirans, and
never felt totally safe relying just on internal defenses against either
Sonetimes the vorpals hunted in packs—ot that a | one one ever hesitated to
take on anything that provided nmeat, frominjured kaliranms to unprepared
humans, but the vorpals formed up in packs nore when they raided the prairie
dog towns.

| turned back to the west where a thin carpet of snow covered the open spots
bet ween t he pifions and cedars, but the ground was dark under their branches.

Soul -song fragments cascaded through the silence, the notes within ny brain,
unheard by even the sharpest of ows on the stillest of frozen nights.

"My songs for you alone will flow

at ny death none but you will know

cold coals on black stove's grate, ash-white
faintest glinmers for winter's night.
This nmonment is ny last time to sing. "

Wth her words and voice echoing in ny thoughts, | stepped into the ankl e-deep
powder and began to run. Despite the heavy boots, ny feet still slipped on the
sl opes.

| ran to the northwest, down the Iong slope fromthe hill crest out into the
valley flats, past the creek and out into the nel eysen trees, where the warner
ground still melted the small flakes and slowy built a ground fog that
circled up and around the nel eysen trunks like the white msts of spring and
fall.

A junble of white lay under the outer reaches of the nel eysen trees
i ntertwi ned outer branches, black-barked beans that formed a thin canopy over
the soft and hot-|eaved soil even in wnter

No mist rose fromthe white Iines, as would have with any snow t hat reached
the ground unnelted. | refocused, straining slightly, and nodded to nyself as
| sl owed.

The twi sted white bones under the cold-fluttered nel eysen | eaves m ght have
bel onged to a sanbur, or some form of rui-sine, perhaps a white-tail, but no
rui sine healthy enough to breed true. The link-strength of the nel eysens
orangi sh spice scent had been enough, and the scent-trapped sanmbur had either
eaten some of the thin | eaves in desperation, and di ed quickl y—er starved.

The genetically flawed animals were few now, and I'd only seen a handful
trapped by the trees' power—npstly jackrab-bits, and those m ght have been
natural off-sports. The back net-records contained i mages of neleysen groves
strewn with white. | shivered, thinking that even the orange spice couldn't
have conceal ed that nmuch death stench

In the windless chill, the heat fromthe trees was pal pable, like a curtain,



but heat or no heat, the jackrabbit prints circled away fromthe grove, and
followed their tracks, swinging toward the north.

| began to sweat even nore, fromthe running, fromthe wool jacket, fromthe
ground heat of the nel eysen roots, for a dozen reasons, but | forced ny
strides back into a | onger pattern

Intime, the first of the hills leading to the iron m nes—m nes wor ked- out
and recl ai mred without visible evidence | ong ago—+ose before ne, a nixture of
white sl opes and dark cedars and pifions.

Sensing the ruisine trail, | turned, panting, and kept running, ny boots
jolting unevenly on the hard ground, the sweat pouring down ny hot face and
cooling as it flowed.

"This is nmy last nmoment to sing.

| pushed away the song and sent ny perceptions out, trying to sense
somet hi ng—anyt hi ng.

And 1 did.

Even from beneath the snow | coul d sense another fragment of adi anante, |ess
than a dozen neters ahead and to ny right. Adiamante—al nost indestructible,
shattered only by those forces that sundered both planets and the very ships
that once sundered planets and their satellites.

My legs slowed, glad of the respite, as | edged toward the unmarked spot.
Had | really sensed it?

After brushing away snow and digging around, | found it—a snmall oval scarcely
bi gger than ny fist, neither giving nor taking heat, neither holding or
di spersing col d.

For sone reason, | slipped it into ny jacket pocket, trusting to ny intuit
senses that there was sonme reason for the action

| turned back downhill, noving nore slowy and cautiously through the
i ncreasi ngly heavy snow.

Di al ogue one: Another chunk of adiamante. . . . Wiy now? Why had | been able
to sense it—as opposed to sensing eagles or ravens or jackrabbits? They were
living beings, and that was something that adiamante certainly was not.

Coi ncidence ... or a rem nder that the hardness of the past refused to stay
buried or ignored? O had |I always been able to sense the hard darkness of the
past and refused to acknow edge it?

Di al ogue two: Who ever | ooked for adi amante? The fragments were usel ess, and
pai nful rem nders of the |l essons that had been so hard to | earn, |essons whose
exi stence the cybs still refused even to acknow edge.

Back on the flat, | kept running, heading southeast back to the house, back to
menories, and the netlink that would update nme on the cybs, and the twelve

adi amante hulls that orbited well above the heavy gray clouds of a too-early
wi nter.

<<< VI |



The O d Draff's Tal e

In the low and still-too-near old days before the snmall stars scarred the
fields to ashes, before the |ands snoked, and before the ice wal ked the world,
there were many types of fishes in the sea, and many animals that roamed the
forests and plains and hills, and birds with all colors of feathers that
roosted and perched and strutted.

But there was only one kind of human. Sonetines that kind was nman, sonetines
worman, sometinmes child, but for all the nanes, they were the same. Sonme were
taller, and sone were shorter, or thinner or thicker, and sone spoke Angl as,
and some N ppin, and sone Mandi. But they were the sane. That is, they al

t hought in the ol d-fashi oned manner, and their thoughts stayed inside their
heads.

-Their thoughts stayed inside their heads. -

Yet into that |ow and not-so-far-off tine were born the fathers of the cybs
and the denis, the dreaner Krikwats, the doer |bmer, and the nighty Gates.

Ibrer, with wire and di ode and sol der and chip, nade the first cyb. It was not
a good cyb, for it was of netal and ceramic and wire, and it was not really
alive. It could count very fast and conpare pictures of things, if a human fed
those pictures into its head. And it was backwards, because it could only

cal cul ate. People could see its calculations, but it could see nothing that it
was not told, and its calculations stayed within its nmetal head.

-lIts calculations stayed within its nmetal head.-

Then came Gates, and he asked, "How can | make this cyb hel p hunans?" Because
no one answered him he answered hinself, and his answer was, "I will build
something that will help the cyb think." So he did, and he built an invisible
soft-web that gave the first cybs conmands on how to turn calculations into

t houghts. At first, it took all sorts of different softwebs, and the way the
nmetal cybs thought was very, very slow Their thoughts were very, very sinple
and very, very strong, and those thoughts stayed within their webs and neta
heads.

-Their thoughts stayed within their webs and netal heads. -

Then came the Interl eaves, and they took the unliving cybs and nmade t hem
smal l er and smaller, and they extended the webs of Gates so that humans coul d
think their conplicated thoughts as quickly as the nechanical cybs could think
their sinmple thoughts. Anmong the first was hal fjack, and he died, and yet he
did not, and his circuits wound through A d-Cty unto the generations.

Soon there was no telling where the thoughts of the human ended and the

t hought s of the machi ne began, and the new human-cybs sent their thoughts
along the wires and circuits and around all of Ad Earth, and they began to
i nsi st that everyone send thoughts and ideas along the fibrelines.

-They insisted that everyone use the fibrelines.-

But sonme did not want to open their mnds to all who prowed the circuits, and
some could not, and still others said that the new cybs were no | onger even
human. Ot hers, such as the sons and daughters of Krikwats, used the metal cybs
t hat spun thoughts on the webs of Gates to prod and peer within thensel ves,
and they unwound their souls and the very cells of their bodies. Then they
rewound t hem back into helices, but they rewound thensel ves tighter and



straighter than they had been, and sonme of the thoughts and cells were left
out side their bodies.

"Now what shall we do with what remains outside us?" asked the one called
Neverte

"Let us weave theminto an invisible net to link us together," answered her
sister Sebine, "for together we can sense what is happening before it occurs
and hear what is said before the words are spoken.”

They did, and, for the first time, their thoughts ran outside their heads,
wi thout wires and circuits and fibrelines.

-Their thoughts ran outside their heads. -

They were the first dems, and that was the begi nning of the new world, and
t hose who knew what had happened were few, and those who did not were many,
and they were those who would soon be called draffs. And the thoughts of the
old draffs, as is yet proper, still remrained inside their heads.

-The thoughts of the draffs still remained inside their heads.-

Soon, where once there had been only one kind of human, there were now three,
and fearful halfbreeds as well. There were the cybs, who w el ded the
fibrelines like whips, and the dem s who wal ked free of the fibrelines but
shared their thoughts beyond the reach of the cybs. And there were the draffs,
who kept their thoughts to thensel ves.

There were hundreds of scores of demis, and millions of cybs, and nillions
upon mllions of draffs in those days. And the demi s planned and ordered, and
t he cybs organi zed and directed, and the draffs worked. Thus, the denmi s becane
as well-off as all the kings of the ancient days, and though the cybs were
like lords, they were not happy.

"You have risen on the work of the cybs and shared nothing," said the cyb
| eader Greencross to the great dem Wayneclint. 'You nust divide your riches
with the cybs."

"W have struggled strong and hard to obtain what we have," answered
Wayneclint, the great coordi nator of the demis. "W have toiled long and | ate
into all the nights of the years, and we have inproved the ot of all those in
the worl d.

W have reduced illness and nade the w | derness bl oom W have reclained the
sea. You have foll owed our advice and profited, yet you are not satisfied."

"We, too, have worked hard," said Geencross. "W have fired the fibrelines of
the world, and our brains have burned to help you, but you are rich, and we
are not."

"The draffs work hard, also," said Wayneclint. "Wy have you not shared with
t hen®?"

"Because they do not fire the fibrelines of the world, and they do not burn
their brains into the evening."

-The draffs do not fire the fibrelines of the world, nor do they burn their
brains into the night.-

The nore the two tal ked, the angrier and angrier that G eencross becane, unti



sparks flew fromhis fingers, and the blue gl ow of power fromthe nets
shrouded him and he said, "If you do not share willingly, then you will share
unwi | l'ingly, but share you will."

"Yet you refuse to share with the draffs, and you chastise us for failing to
share with you." Wayneclint |aughed, and his voice was gentle.

"It is not the same!" insisted G eencross.
Wayneclint sniled, but he said nothing, and Greencross becanme angrier yet.

The next day, G eencross decided to punish the demis for their arrogance, and
he changed the noneynets so that no dem could obtain credits or coins through
t he bank-nmachi nes, nor woul d any of the doors to the cybs' buildings open to a
demi, nor could the demi s use the skimers and flitters or even the
undersurface ways to get about the great cities. Nor would the food stores
sell them provi sions.

For days there was confusion as the denis becane hungrier and hungrier, and as
their children grew weaker, and the smle across G eencross's face grew
broader. And he waited for Wayneclint to share . . . and he waited, and his

t houghts of victory crossed the fibrelines to all the cybs.

-And his thoughts of victory crossed the fibrelines to all the cybs. -

The draffs waited, their eyes turning to the seal ed buildings of the cybs and
back to the hills beyond the cities where the denis waited behind their walls.

Then, in a space of hours, the m ndblazes began, l|ines of firepain that seared
every cyb linked to the fibrelines. The cybs shriveled in pain, and they
grovel ed, and they died.

-They shrivel ed, and grovel ed, and di ed. -

But before they died, they sent orders along the fibrelines, to the ancient
war machines, to the powerbl ades hanging in the skies, and the mushroom shaped
sl edges of death. And the small stars fell across the |land and broke it. And
the fields were carpeted wi th ashes, and deat hsnoke rose fromthe ash heaps
that had been great cities.

The very next norning, the doors to the few buildings of the cybs that yet
stood fl ew open, where there were buildings still left, but none remai ned

wi thin but corpses. Even G eencross was a corpse, with his broad snile burned
into his face, and over all the world there remained but scattered handful s of
cybs.

For every hundred souls that had been draffs, cybs, or denms, but a handful
remai ned, and few i ndeed were cybs.

Then, before the ashes settled or the small stars ceased falling, Wayneclint
gat hered the remai ni ng cybs and chastened them and stuffed theminto the

| ongshi ps and cast theminto the darkness of space. And he told those who
remai ned on A d Earth, "Trust not your thoughts to the fibrelines or to the
machi nes, for all who seek to chain humans with cybnets shall perish as

t hese. "

-Al'l who use cybnets shall perish.-

And of the draffs of that time? Mst died, and those who |ived were those who
kept their thoughts safe within thensel ves, and waited, as we still wait, our



t houghts safe within us.

-Qur thoughts are safe within us.-

<<< | X

| 'd flown up to Parwon early that norning, keeping the flitter |ow over the
val | ey under the high and featurel ess gray clouds. A few sanbur had scattered
at the sound of the rotors, but sone had not, and that bothered ne. Wre ny
flitter trips too common, so comon that they were accustomng the deer to the
aircraft despite ny attenpts to vary ny flight path?

Even after all ny maintenance efforts, the odor of hot metal and oil crept
into the cockpit, and | ended up flying in a flitter filled with very cold and
fresh air.

Anot her dusting of snow covered the Esklant Peaks to the north, but the
flattened nountains to the east of the locial center had no new snow. Sone of
the red rocks were show ng through, as were the patches of darkness that
represented the nel eysen groves.

After securing the flitter on the side of the Deseret |ocial tower away from
the two bl ack | anders where the cybs were already unloading, | wal ked the
three klicks to center Parwon, at not quite a run, but nore than a fast
stroll.

The wi nd gusted out of the north, and the ground was hard underfoot. Two
ground shuttles whined past ne toward the [ anding station, and both drivers
waved. Though | knew neither, | waved back and kept wal ki ng, past the nearly
full-klick band of the | ow bungal ows where the adm n draff famlies |ived,
past the cingpl exes that housed the singles on conpensatory duty of some sort,
past the residential transient blocs, and across the park toward the Deseret
adm n building. Mdst of the functions were bel ow ground, in spaces far |arger
than the three-story structure in the northwest corner of the park

The shouts of children playing cane fromthe school west of the adnmin area,
and | smiled. Yslena had gone there, oh so |ong ago, before

| shook ny head. She had her own life, and that was what she had chosen, three
continents away, although she was certainly warm enough when we netlinked, or
got together all too infrequently.

The Coordinator's office was on the top level of the admin building. Qutside
the office was a cedar-paneled waiting roomw th two | ong wooden benches
backed up against the inside walls. Guarding the door to the office was a
cedar-framed and covered consol e station where Kei ko sat. The faintest hint of
flowers filled the space, though none were in evidence.

Kei ko smiled as | wal ked in, though she'd certainly known the mnute |I'd
touched down at the station. Her teeth shinmrered white against her dark olive
skin and bl ack hair. Kei ko was acting as the Coordinator's aide and
receptioni st—though A d Earth never had a Coordi nator except in times such as
these, or a receptionist. Certainly, she really didn't need the screen and
keyboard i nput before her, but visible technol ogy al ways seenmed to di sarm and
reassure people, and we needed someone to remain as a |link-point while the
wor |l d unravel ed.

"Greetings, Coordinator." Keiko's voice was deep and snooth, revealing nothing



she did not want di scl osed.

| tried not to wince at the title, and ny eyes flicked to the cl osed door to
the office, and the three-centineter-high brass letters.

COORDI NATOR ECKTCR DEJANES
The letters were very shiny, like a vorpal's eyes, and about as soull ess.
"The cybs have | anded," she said.

"I saw them and | probably should go over to the residence bl oc—be a presence
on site.”

| opened the office door. An antique cedar desk, seem ngly as broad as the

| andi ng dock of an equally antique battle-cruiser, surveyed the seanl ess
expanse of w ndows that overl ooked the park and of fered a panorama of the
eastern peaks. The Deseret landing station spire was visible to the left side
of that expanse.

| turned back to Keiko. "Later, I'Il need a shuttle to EIl Control. Just ne."
| could have set up the arrangenents, but Kei ko was there, and before | ong
woul dn't be able to handle it all, not the way things were headed.

"Yes, ser. Is it safe to | eave the cybs unattended?"

"It is right now Before long, it won't be." My guts told ne | needed to
actually check out the feel of the ell station, although a cyb would have
cal l ed naki ng a non-conputed decision illogical. But Iife wasn't yes-no,
on-of f. Life was shades of gray, and rainbows not in the order of the
spectrum Qur bodi es have al ways known nore than our m nds have acknow edged
t hey knew.

For a few nmoments, | wal ked around the enornous office, past the low chairs
and mat chi ng green uphol stered couches, before eyeing the | eather sw vel.

A long bl ack cloak was draped carefully on the coatrack in the corner by the
door. | stepped back and asked al oud, although I could have used the net,
"What's this?"

"It's a cloak. Arielle left it for you. She said you needed sonet hing
dramatic.” There was a slight hint of laughter in the snooth voice.

Dramatic? The cybs probably thought we were all too dramatic, dark villains of
the evil past. | lifted the heavy fabric, my fingers sliding over the snooth
red lining. It was dramatic all right—+ed and bl ack. Fresh bl ood and cold dead
ashes. The cybs woul d | ove that synmbolism

After resettling the cloak on the rack, | tried the swivel chair behind the
desk. It squeaked as | sat down, and the odor of well-kept old | eather rose
around ne, bringing back the sense of earlier times. | got up and tried it
again. It still squeaked.

"Kei ko. "

"I"ve already asked for sone oil from maintenance." She had: |1'd caught the
energy pul se of the request that she'd flicked off at the second squeak

The desk had drawers, two on each side, and they were enpty. They'd stay that
way. Accumul ati ng paper was hard on the ecol ogy and hard on whoever had to



maintain and read it. Besides, the growmh of documents generally reflects the
lack of trust in a society. No paper trail can make someone accountable. Only
sel f-assunption can. Too nany societies had used paper as a substitute for
accountability. So far, we'd avoided that nistake. W'd made | ots of others,

t hough, and | wasn't certain that nanmi ng ne Coordinator hadn't been yet

anot her m st ake.

Qutside the wi de wi ndows, snow flurries swirled for a few mnutes, then
subsi ded.

Wth a sigh, | stood and | ooked toward the east side of the park, in the
general direction of the residential bloc that the cybs woul d be occupyi ng
shortly.

"Don't forget the cloak," Keiko pronmpted. "Arielle said. . ."

"She probably said that the imagery was inportant, didn't she?" | retorted.
Crucel l e thought the straight demonstration of power was the key. They were
both right, which was probably why they'd pushed ny name through the Consensus
as Coordi nator. There have only been el even Coordi nators, and that's if you
count the nythical Wayneclint. Maybe he existed, but we'd have had to invent
himif he hadn't.

'Yes, ser." Again, there was the hint of |aughter conceal ed behind the snooth
nodul at ed tone.

I took off ny jacket and used the straps to fasten the cloak in place, not as
heavy as it seened. | hung the jacket on the wooden rack and headed for the
residential bloc.

Kei ko gave ne a nock-mlitaristic salute as | left.
"You better be careful. 1'lIl institute conscription, and send you after the
cybs.”

“I'"1l be right behind you, ser.
"Such confidence. "

"We all have great confidence in our |eader.” The white teeth flashed in
anot her smle.

| got the enphasis on "leader." That's the problemw th bei ng Coordi nat or
You' re expected to lead fromthe front. "I appreciate it."

By then I was downstairs, but | could feel her grin over the net.

When | stepped outside the admn building, the wind was gusting and swirled
the cl oak away fromny body, and it carried the odors of distant neleysen and
not - so-di stant snow. | resettled the cloak around ne and wal ked toward the
sout hern residence bloc and the cyb troopers. Despite the chill and the wi nd,
| didn't even need to junp ny netabolic rate; the cloak was warmer than | had
expected. That bothered nme, because it neant Arielle had made it to be used
and worn. She was dead serious about nmy wearing it as a sort of badge of
office. | trusted her conprehensive and calculated logic, but it underscored
the nature of the Coordinator as not only | eader but target.

| reached the residential bloc just before the ground shuttles arrived and had
barely gathered the cl oak back around me when out of the first ground shuttle
stepped a dozen or nore of the marcybs, their dark green dress unifornms crisp,



mat chi ng dark green berets in place. None wore heavy jackets, just dress

bl ouses that could scarcely have broken the wind, but the chill did not seem
to bother them Their eyes, no matter what color, were flat, |ike mechanica
scanners that m ssed not hing.

None bore visible weapons, but each carried a large and |l ong kit bag that
could and probably did conceal conplete ground combat kits. | had few doubts
t hat additional equiprment would arrive with each Vereal Union |ander

Studyi ng each marcyb as he or she enmerged was Majer Hensl om cold green eyes
flicking fromone figure to the next, occasionally nodding. The entire process
was silent, and I could sense that a portable netlink had al ready been
established in the housing bloc to suppl enent the personal short-range net
capability of the belt units the marcybs wore.

They formed up in rows, by squads or whatever their organizational units were
called, each with the nearest corner of a kit bag precisely fifteen
mllineters fromthe toe of each marcyb's right boot. In front of the group,
silent, stood Majer Henslom waiting.

The ot her maj er—Yssl op—waited by the doors to the residential bloc. Her eyes—+
realized Ysslop was fenal e—were colder than the internmittent swirls of snow
That | hadn't sensed her sex the first tinme | had encountered her indicated to
me exactly how alien the cybs really were, or at |east some of them were.

On the short side avenue—rensic—a couple with a single child between them
wat ched as the first group of marcybs wal ked briskly into the building. The
worman shook her head, and the nan | ooked at the cybs. Al the cybs were

short - haired, whether nen or wonen, all with eyes that saw and did not see.

The draff couple shivered, and | understood why. Cold were the cybs, col der by
far than the supercool ed nechcybs that ran our owmn A d Earth, colder than the
heart of an antique supercon |line or deep space beyond the Cort. And hot was
their hatred—hot as the gaze of a kaliram-and their scarcely conceal ed desire
to weak vengeance upon A d Earth.

Yet what could | do, under the power paradigns? W had retained the ability to
apply force, but applying it in anticipation against the cyb-ships would be
costly. More inportant, it would invalidate the Construct.

Then, | reflected with a twisted smle, allow ng our destruction would al so
i nval i date the Construct.

Anot her group of marcybs stiffened, then peeled off, and began to file into
the residence bloc, their measured steps automatically transform ng the
buil ding into a stagi ng barracks.

I glanced back at the couple who had crossed Frensic and were wal king slowy
across the park toward the Statue of the Unknown, their breath trailing them
like white fog. The dark-haired boy between themturned his head and gl anced
back toward the uniformed cybs, but his nother tugged on his hand, and he
finally | ooked away.

The figure on the red stone pedestal could have been anyone. The scul ptor had
caught the agony of a soul caught in mndblaze and fire. | always had thought
of the statue as the "unknown draff,"” and nost demis did, but a good
percentage of denmis had died in the mndblazes, as well as cybs and draffs.

As another file of marcybs straightened, | swirled the niellen cloak back
enough to reveal the red lining and wal ked through the irregular snow flurries



to Maj er Henslom
He nodded, brusquely, as | stopped a good meter from him

| waited, faintly anused smile in place, listening in on his tactical net.

the | ocal headhonch . . . scanning ne .

be nice to him Henslom.
" silly in that black cloak, like a nmelldramhero . . . vacuous grin .
what do | say ..."

| ess the better snapped a nearer transm ssion, probably from
Maj er Ysslop. "He can't be as vacuous as he seens, and that means he's
dangerous. "

"Hin? | could take himapart in nmonents, even w thout weapons,"” Henslom
net - answer ed.

"You m ght be surprised, one way or the other."
"Stuff it, Ysslop."
"Your farm Senior Mjer Henslom™

| wanted to sigh, even as | was willing to acknow edge Majer Ysslop's
pragmatic insights. The nore | heard, the nore likely it seemed that nothing
had changed over a millennium Then again, despite all the growth in
abilities, basic human enotions never changed. The bottomIline was al ways
force. The problemfacing me was that the cybs didn't seemto recognize the
di fference between force and viol ence.

That was the basis of the SoshWars, back before The Flight. The Mascs relied
on violence, and the Fens didn't understand that social controls represented
force as surely as the violence of the Mascs. Even millennia after The Flight,
the cybs seened to carry sonme of the Masc heritage.

"Greetings, Majer," | offered verbally. "Is there anything el se in which
m ght provi de assi stance?"

"Rati ons?"

"Food? W can provide supplies to the central kitchens, and cooks, if you
like. Whuld that be agreeabl e?"

"The supplies would be fine." Then he added, in a transm ssion to the |ocial
fiel d—and probably fromthe [ ander to the orbiting ships, given the delay in
responses, "No way |'d trust their cooks."

"They m ght nmake the food edi ble," snapped Yssl op.

"Enough! " growl ed a voice after a short del ay.

"I will make the arrangenments,” | prom sed and offered a very slight bow
bef ore turning.

Behind me, the marcybs continued to march into the residence bloc. | waved
down a shuttle. | didn't know the dark-haired driver, but she knew ne. "Were
to, Coordi nat or?"



"The landing field."

"The field it is, and we'll be picking up nore of their green-coats."
"CGreencoats?" | hadn't heard the term before.

"That's what Ser Dvorrak called them and it stuck. He has a way with words."

| sat down, glad to be out of the wind. Even with the cloak, it took energy to
stay warmin the cold. The shuttle was enpty except for the two of us.

"Cold out there, and getting colder.” The draff driver wore a heavy | eather
jacket with the golden kaliramfleece out. The jacket represented a very brave
soul , a great obligation, or both.

"l think so."

She gl anced at ne, both in the mrror and the screen, several tinmes as the
shuttl e whi ned back toward the landing field before finally asking, "Are they
goi ng to make troubl e?"

"I think that's what's on their mnds," | said frankly. Anything el se would
have been untrue, and even a draff would have known that. That she was a
shuttle driver trusted with carrying marcybs indicated intelligence, and that
meant she was a draff by choice, not fromlack of ability.

"Why don't they just have a nice visit and go back where they came fron®"
"We're working on that." | shifted my weight on the seat.
"Good. \Were do you want of f?"

| looked for the shuttle, and finally located it about fifty meters east of
the base of the tower. "By the tower is fine."

The driver nodded to nme as | slipped off. | watched the ground shuttle whine
northward along the landing strip toward the remnai ning marcybs that waited
am d the scattered light flurries of white that blurred the sharp bl ack edges
of the landers that had brought the greencoats to A d Earth

The craft that waited for me on the permacrete was as dissimlar to a cyb

| ander as a demi to a cyb. Less than thirty nmeters long, white, the top of the
forward cockpit no nore than five meters off the pernmacrete, the nagdrive
shuttle |l ooked Iike a toy conpared to a cyb | ander. The side door slid open
and | stepped into the small cabin behind the cockpit.

"Coordi nator." The short-haired redhead in the plain gray junpsuit nodded.
"I'mLieza."

"Ecktor, Lieza," | corrected. "I'monly Coordinator for now"

The shuttle pilot smled briefly as if to dispute me, but only said, "Do you
want to sit back there or up here?"

"Up there, if you don't nmind."
She nodded agai n, and her eyes bl anked as she went full-net. | took off the

cloak and folded it into a square that | put into a | ocker before | strapped
into the other cockpit couch. As | settled in, | studied the display screens,



far sinpler than those on board the cyb landers, | was certain.

Appropriate technology is only one key. The cybs couldn't use nagfield
drivers, not even on their landers. Even if Gates had a magnetic field as
powerful as that of Ad Earth, and the cyb's honme planet probably didn't,

ot her planetary and sol ar magnetic fields vary, and there usually isn't enough
power concentration in the outer fringes of nost systems. Fusactors al ways
wor k, but they're heavy and require a conparatively high anmount of fuel. You
can't take a ship underspace in high dust densities, and that means traveling
out syst em bef ore un-derspaci ng, and that requires concentrated energy
generation systems—fusactors or the equival ent.

Magfield drivers tap existing energy flows, above and bel ow t he nornspace web,
whereas fusactors create an energy flow to be used.

After checking the door and seals, Lieza returned to the pilot's couch, and
brought the taps on line, using the electric drivers in the wheels to prope
us out to the end of the buried gui deway.

Whil e Lieza would handle the piloting, nmuch as I would have enjoyed it, | did
follow the |linkconm the pul sed bursts so quick that even the best of the
cybs' equi prment couldn't have detected the conmmuni cations, even had they known
the nethod and t he standi ng wave nodul ati ons.

"Deseret Control, this is MagPrime, ready to lift for Ell Control this tine."
"Cleared to lift, maintain one eight zero until clear of the zone."
"Stet."

The nodified mag-induction systemthat was far snmoother than any of the
alternatives had the shuttle's lifting body airborne within a few hundred
nmeters, but Lieza held the shuttle down as the speed built, until we reached
the end of the guideway. Then we angled up so fast that | couldn't have seen
Kohl Creek even if 1'd had one of the exterior scanners focused there.

The hint of ozone inevitably rose with the continued operation of the magfield
shuttle, one of the few drawbacks for some, though |I didn't find the odor
obj ecti onabl e.

"Clearing zone this time. Turning to ell intercept radial."
"Stet, MagPrine."

The magfield shuttle swept eastward, pressing nme back into the copilot's
couch. The hull insulation didn't totally danp the roaring whistle that
continued to build, and static crackled through the net as we clinbed, not
wi th the sudden accel eration of an old-style rocket but with a continuous
two-plus gee force that |lasted far |onger than the chem cal rocket jolt.

"MagPrine, on Ell Prine radial. EIl Prime, do you copy?"

"W have you, MagPrine," answered El anstan, soundi ng husky and full-voiced
even on direct netlink despite the link static, a shield to acconpany Rhetora
t he anci ent | ongbl ade.

"Stet."

"Take care of your passenger," |inked El anstan, thinking protection even to
others, the dark-shield always, the shield to cone.



"I"ll take as good a care of this one as the last."

| had to grin, since Lieza's |ast passenger to Ell Prine had to have been
Rhet oral .

"You can take better care of this one."

| grinned at that. Elanstan was sonmewhat possessive, near the end of the
perm ssi bl e range, since possessive tends to slide into control

The net interference faded, and once we cleared the upper atnosphere, Lieza
dropped the accel eration and switched the screens.

The main screen showed a dark blob that woul d have been hard to pick out had

t he shape not been enhanced by a soft yellow screen-highlighting. As the inmage
grew, | had to admt, again, that EIl Prinme didn't |ook inpressive—ust a
three-klick chunk of nickel-iron filled with |linked fusactors, shielded enough
that the Vereal fleet's EDIs wouldn't show nore than a satellite power system
i n operation.

"Just a chunk of iron. Right, Coordinator?"

"Absol utely. An observational station of no interest whatsoever." | tried to
keep ny tone light, since we certainly hoped the power of those shiel ded
fusactors woul dn't be needed.

The far left screen, a representational screen, showed EIl Prine and the rest
of the orbital asteroid stations in |umnous blue, and the twelve orbiting
adi amante hulls of the Vereal fleet in brighter green

"There they are, our friends the cybs." Lieza's hands flicked, although she
could have used the net, and the Vereal ED readings appeared on the far right
screen—each ship generating and using nore power in hours than a |ocial used
in weeks.

"Do they track you?" "Every tine."

That figured. The cybs were doubtl ess paranoid and then sonme, but they'd find
little threat in one apparently | ow powered asteroid station, or in the
apparent navi gati on beacons on the other asteroid stations. Wen one sees
l[imted technology in use by a rising power, one assunes greater technology is
either reserved for warfare or still being devel oped, but when one behol ds
such limted technology in use by a once-great enpire, one assunes that
greater technol ogy has been | ost or abandoned. And that's usually the case.
Usual |l y, but not al ways.

The ell station inage grew until it filled the screen. "Ell Prine, MugPrine
begi nni ng decel and approach."

"We're standing by. Commence approach when ready."

Then | was pressed into the couch for what seened a short eternity, followed
by near weightl essness as the magshuttle slid into the |ocking tube w thout
even a shiver—anot her advantage of the system-and we eased to a stop snoothly,
but all the nmetal of the asteroid severed ny netlinks. The small shuttle
shivered with the hiss of forced warmair entering the |anding-Iock tube.

"Be just a nonment, Coordinator,"” said Lieza warmy.



| unfastened ny straps and stretched before standing in the enhanced point two
gees of the asteroid station and reclaimng ny cloak. | just draped it over ny
arm Who needed a cloak inside an asteroid station? Getting rid of heat was
usual |y a bigger problemthan staying warm

"Al'l right," said Lieza, as she cracked the shuttle's |ock

The station air was warm not unpleasantly so, but warmer than the winter air
of Parwon, with the hints of ancient ozone and oil and netal heated and
reheated for probably all too long. Wth the air cane a resunption of the
netlink, repeated by the ell station

"How I ong will you be?" asked Lieza as she followed nme out of the shuttle.

"I don't know," | admtted. "Hours. Not nmore than a day, |'d guess, but that
j ust depends."

"Then 1'11 seal up the shuttle."
She linked with the ship's system and the hatch slid shut.

As we turned, Elanstan stepped forward out of the main corridor into the Iight
of the high-arched docking/unl oadi ng area. "Wl come, Ecktor." Her hair was as
dark as the nielle of nmy new cloak. Her smile was warm and she | ooked like a
frail elf of ancient tinmes, a frail ness that conceal ed the power behind the
appearance, the solidity of a shield. | alnbst |aughed at ny antique

nmet aphors, but | preferred themto nore nodern ones.

"Thank you. | hope | won't disrupt your efforts.”
"I"'mglad you came." A wy half-smle crossed her face. "Not all Coordinators
have taken their duties personally enough to inspect an ell station."

"Call it ny intuit background. | can't factor in what | haven't seen and
felt."”

"You haven't been here before?" asked El anstan as we took the main corridor
toward the center of the station's md-|evel

"Not under these circunstances. |'ve done stand-down nmaintenance, but it's not
the sane thing. Power nakes a difference, and that's something people don't
understand." As we passed the first set of side corridors, dark and unused,

sl owed, sensing the energy that flowed in and thought the solidity of the

ni ckel -iron above and around us, tied into the un-derspace in mnute
filaments. "Were's Rhetoral ?"

"He's in the center. | feel better if one of us is there." She shrugged her
thin shoul ders. "W've had the basic systemfully up for only three days. The
renptes still aren't operating on Delta and Kappa. Rhetoral just got back from

putting Gamma on |ine.
ne.

She turned to Lieza, then refocused her black eyes on

| grinned at the pilot. "You can tag along, or do whatever el se you want to
do. I'mjust poking and prodding."

"Sl eep sounds good to ne,"
can get it."

Lieza adnmitted. "In this line, you take it when you

' You know where everything is," said Elanstan, "better than | do."



"Let me have a few minutes' notice, Coordinator. That's all." Lieza gestured
down the glowstrip-lit passage. "W're going the same direction."

According to the schematics, Ell Control had been laid out on three

| evel s—dpper, mid, and | ower—that sliced through the m ddle of the asteroid.
The | ocks were on mid-1evel, on what corresponded roughly to the "equator,"

al t hough the asteroid was shaped nore like a | oaf of bread, and the | ocks were
where the heels woul d have been.

Every twenty neters, or so it seenmed, we passed a door—occasionally seal ed
hat ches, but usually just doors. | couldn't sense net-based operations behind
the doors, but if the records were correct, Ell Control had once been the
central operations focus for the starfleets of the Rebuilt Hegenony, and had
humred with activity. Those years were |long, |ong past.

W slipped down the corridor in gentle and near-effortl ess nmovenents, our

i ghtened steps whisper-echoing on the hard permapl ast that coated the

snoot hed netallic ore beneath. The walls were similarly coated, and our words
echoed as well as our steps, alnost |ike ghosts of a far-distant past.

| tried not to nove too quickly. Wight m ght be twenty percent of normal, but
mass and inertia remained, and trying to stop in | ow gee had broken all too
many |inbs throughout the history of satellite installations. Plastic-coated
ni ckel -iron remained hard in | ow gee.

"Are they still cybs?" asked El anstan. Her voice sounded preternaturally | oud
in the silence, and she lowered it as she added, "The way the |egends say?"

| shrugged and, not being quite reaccustoned to | ow gee, nearly lost ny
bal ance and careened toward the corridor wall

"Careful ,"” warned Lieza with a touch of concern in her voice.

"Hard to say," | answered as | straightened. "I have this feeling that they
aren't going to see nmuch besides what they want to see."

"Ch . . . that could be difficult."”

That was the understatenent of the mllennium
"Here's where | leave you two." Wth a raised hand in half-salute, Lieza took
a smaller side tunnel that slanted at an angle of thirty degrees to the right
of f toward one of the quarters sections. While there were several hundred

al nost | uxurious apartnments there, not to nention the thousands of bunks in
the | ower-1evel caserns, only a handful had been used in centuries, although
all were maintai ned.

El anstan and | continued noving along the main corridor toward the contro
center, past the closed doors that contai ned who knew what. |'d studied the
| ayouts for quarters and systems, not the plans for the entire station
Finally, | asked.

"Are all those roons enpty?"
"Mostly. There are several dozen storeroons with enough dried and seal ed food
to feed a fleet for a decade, if you want to call fortified and enriched

sawdust dating fromfive mllennia back 'food." "

"I't's still nourishing?"



"The ancients were good at preserving just about anything, except taste and
t hensel ves." El anstan tossed her head and her short niellen hair sprayed away
from her face

Ahead, | could see an area of brighter |ights.

"That's the central hub," Elanstan pointed toward the increased illum nation
"We're stopping here." She touched the |ockplate for a hatch on the |left side
of the corridor, and | followed her through the adi amante-arnored doubl e

| ocks.

"I thought you'd be here." Rhetoral rose fromthe central console as we
entered and the inner door hissed shut behind us. "Do you want the board? O
do you want something to eat first?"

"Both. A quick scan of the board, then sonme food, and then an in-depth
i mrer sion."
"Typical intuit," laughed Rhetoral, through the net, his anusenment enhanced by
El anstan, and even by Lieza, from wherever she was.

"Damed conps,"” | conplained, even as | eased into the control chair and
spread nmy senses through the | ocal net.

The upper channels and the outer beam guides felt chill, sluggish, but that
was to be expected. We couldn't heat the unused conponents too quickly, not
wi th decades or nore between power-ups.

My nental fingers flipped through the maintenance files. A m ni mum of anot her
two days before all the systems were close to optimality—except for Delta and
Kappa. Even for the online systens, a week or nore would be better. 1'd
suspected as rmuch. W just didn't use the old systems that much.

Even through the nmultiple links, | could snell the age of the nassive,
web-1inked, not-quite-in-real-space systens, and | wondered how | ong before we
woul d again have to rebuild and reconfigure them

My head swam and little white spots danced across ny nental screens.
"Ecktor!"

| broke the connection and | ooked up at El anstan and Rhetoral. "How about sone
f ood?"

"It's about time you had sonmething to eat. You look |like a cyb ghost."
"That good?"

At |east they grinned. But | worried. Twelve big adi amante-hul |l ed warshi ps was
a lot for an ancient systemeven one as well-designed and redundant as this
relic of the Rebuilt Hegenony—and we needed every station, one to match each
of the Vereal ships. | still wanted to do an in-depth, conmp-like analysis, but
that needed to wait for bodily nmaintenance.

"Once there was a conplete recycl ed hydroponi c bi osphere here," said El anstan
"but it would have taken so nuch effort to get it back in place that we didn't
bot her. What we have is pretty linmted."

"Not so limted as starving," | quipped back as | stood. My eyes watered, and
a few nore white spots danced across ny field of vision



"I"'mnot sure," groused Rhetoral, his blue eyes glum "Goat cheese as solid as
ni ckel -iron, dried fruits with the consistency of antique synthetic rubber—=

"Please," | said. | didn't want to hear his |ecture about how the ancients had
actually sweetened and fl avored synthetic rubber and chewed it. Chew ng the
same stuff that you put on groundcar tires?

"We've got the old nmess roomoperating,” Elanstan said. "The hardest part was
defrosting the water supplies.”

She turned right when she left the control center, toward the central hub.
foll owed. Rhetoral seal ed the hatches behind us. Despite the innate shielding
provi ded by the bulk of a nickel-iron asteroid, the Rebuilt Hegenony had al so
encased the control center, the broadcast and reception nets, and the power
and defense systens thenselves in a double |ayer of adi amante—about tw ce the
protection provided by the hulls of the Vereal Union's fleet. | could fee
both Rhetoral's and Elanstan's links to the center, and their apprehension

"Does one of you want to stay on the board?" | finally asked.

"No ... so long as we're both in the hub area," she answered.

"Not so long as we've got the Coordinator with us," qui pped Rhetoral

"Thank you."

Fifty meters farther along we reached the circular chanber that represented
the center of the station's main |evel. Eight corridors angled fromthat
poi nt .

| paused to study the diorana displayed in the arched dome. The holoed reality
left ne | ooking up at snow covered peaks, and firs and pines that noved in the
wi nds under a deep blue sky, as if | were in a deep nmountain canyon.

The faint sound of falling water caught nmy ear, and | turned to study the |line
of silver that sprang fromthe dark rock. A hawk of some sort | had not
seen—ot that nmany hawks were left on Od Earth—ircled a white throne peak

pl at eau.

The heat of the sun beat down on ne, and the scent of a river and pines wafted
across ne.

After a noment, Rhetoral said softly, "Amazing, isn't it?" It was amazing, on
two counts. First was the technical skill involved in creating such a vivid
representation, and second was the ancient arrogance that full-body reality
could be duplicated through mere technol ogy.

"Yes, it is amazing." But | shook ny head. We continued straight through the
hub anot her hundred neters along the corridor, where El anstan paused and
asked, 'You haven't been into the ness here, have you?"

"No," | admitted. "This part was closed off the tines | worked on the net
antenna and the power systens."

She smled and pressed the |l ockplate. 'You might find this interesting, then."

Rhetoral smiled back at her, and | caught a shared sense of anusenent that
passed between them



Agai n, after stepping through the |locks, | swallowed. The walls of the ness
were apparently paneled in polished dark wood, and rich green vel vet hangi ngs
surrounded the wi ndows that displayed a hillside vista of a city—but no city |
had ever seen. Three tables were actually placed within bay w ndows that
seened to display a continuation of the city view

Each of the dozen tables was preserved and polished wood, and the chairs were
uphol stered in the velvet-like fabric. | |ooked back at the |ock, but from
within, it appeared as a thick wooden door. My eyes traversed the room taking
in the hundreds of details: the pressed pale green linen tablecloths, the rea
silver utensils on the single table set for eating—the one in the niddl e bay
wi ndow.

After stepping toward the table, | picked up a knife. It was cool, heavy, and
felt like real silver. | fingered the cloth. Not cotton or linen, but
somet hi ng snmoot her, yet still woven.

"How?" | asked.

"Inert pressgas,"” said Elanstan. "The physics are conplex, but it uses a
convection system where the cooling of the gas to close to absolute zero
creates heat and circulation. ... | can't say | understand it, but all you
have to do is seal the place, and start the system Once it's sealed, it's
good for twenty or thirty mllennia."

My eyes drifted back to the center bay w ndow t hat displayed the city and the
har bor bel ow.

"Sit down," said Elanstan. 'You don't have to worry. There's a full-circuit
net repeater here. W've checked it out."

At that noment, as | sank into the chair with the velvet-like cushi oned

arnrests, | hadn't even considered the net repeater. My eyes went back to the
wi ndow across the table fromme, where a huge watership slipped out toward the
sea toward a massive cabl e-supported bridge that crossed the nmouth of the bay.

I recogni zed that ancient scene—pre-collapse Sfrisco—but only because of sone
hol os of the great bridge that had been buried in the Iocial records. It had
been years ago, before I'd even net Mdrgen, and |I'd wondered then at the need
for such a massive bridge. The bridge and the city were | ong gone. Between the
faults, the small stars, and the sl edges of death, the area' s topography only
faintly resenbl ed what it had been

Then the nusic began, and, once nore, the sounds were sonething | had not
heard before. Oh, we have pianos, and strings, and woodw nds—but no one put
them together like that, and few play so well, and not in such unison. My eyes
wat er ed.

"It's dangerous to experience this," Elanstan said dryly, seating herself in
the chair to ny right. "W mght actually want to return to the high-tech days
of the ancients.”

I'd forgotten she was there, but shields don't glitter and shimrer, only
protect.

"The sustenance doesn't measure up to the setting," Rhetoral added, setting
two | oaves of bread, a | arge wedge of cheese, and a bow of nixed dried fruit
in the center of the table. He turned back toward the dark wood counter on one
side of the room returning with three crystalline goblets and a pitcher of
water and sitting on nmy left.



"Inpressive, isn't it?" he asked after he sat down. "I think dangerous is nore
appropriate,” | said after | cleared ny throat. "Luxuries are always
dangerous." The two exchanged gl ances.

"Ecktor, these weren't particularly luxurious. MIlions of people could hear
that kind of music or purchase furnishings like these," said El anstan

It was nmy turn to feel patronizing, but |I tried not to sound that way. "I

meant societal luxuries. Wiat is the total resource bill if everyone, or even
mllions of people out of billions, can purchase hundreds of small | uxuries?"
"Ecktor. . . this nmusic was laser-printed on a plastic disc ten centineters

across. That's scarcely a huge resource bill."

| thought for a mnute, but | had to access the net for the cal cul ations, and
| could see themboth frowning as the silence drew out. "Let's say . . . one
di sc per year for every person on the globe. Before the collapse, there were
eight billion people. If we assume that one of those discs weighs 25 grans,
one di sc per person per year requires tw hundred thousand tonnes of plastic.
That's a million tonnes of plastic every five years—just for a little nusic."
| lifted the synthetic cloth. "How about one of these every two years for a
fam |y group—early one billion famly groups getting a half kil ogram of
synthetic fabric annually ..."

"Ecktor, it wasn't the luxuries that led to the chaos years and the coll apse

and flight," pointed out Elanstan. "It was necessities. Taking your own

mat h—+f you gi ve everyone just one set of clothes a year, they would have
needed to produce nore than four mllion tonnes of fabric annually."

"But they didn't do it that way," | had to counter. "In NorAm nost people had

ten to twenty sets of clothes, and with five percent of the world' s people,
Nor Am and the I nd-Bloc were using al nost eighty percent of the world's raw
materials at the end. That's the problemw th luxuries. That's why we weight
conptime so heavily for goods above mdline."

"Somet hing got lost here," Rhetoral said dryly. "I'mmnissing the point."
| had to think. What had my point been? Then | shrugged. "I can't think. |
need to eat." | cut off a chunk of cheese and a thick slice of the heavy bread

and took a bite of each

W all ate for a while, and ny head cl eared sonewhat. After several nouthfuls,
| filled the inpossibly fragile-looking and al nbst indestructibl e armagl ass
gobl et and took a long swall ow before setting it on the pale green tablecloth.

earth's last reign and rain .

Morgen's words danced in nmy thoughts, and | tried to fit it all together as |
ate another slice of cheese.

"I'n non-Construct societies, |luxuries becone necessities,” | announced. "Then
they can't be denied, and the resource requirenents override ecosystem bal ance
requi rements. "

"Maybe ..." nunbl ed Rhetoral through a nouthful of bread. "Have to think about
that."

"It doesn't matter," said the dark-haired El anstan. "W have to get the system
runni ng, and we can't produce these any nore, and I'll enjoy themwhile



can.
"She has sonething there," | said to Rhetoral
"She usually does."

| studied the wi ndow, where the huge ship had al nost di sappeared beyond the
Sfrisco bridge. The whole setting still left me unsettled, as if it were a
wi ndow on the past that | found hard to believe had ever existed.

I looked fromthe routinely exquisite automated workmanship of the goblet to
the tasty rich bread and the strong and tangy cheese and then to the silky
t abl ecl ot h.

W' d opted for solid basics, but I could see the appeal of luxuries. | smiled
wyly. Then, the bridge, the city, and the ancient ship all were gone, and had
been for millennia. Only a few tinme-preserved relics remi ned, and those only
because of the Construct.

Morgen had been right.
" and though the sun will blaze our tears,
our joys will last the endl ess years."

In the end, only what each of us could hold endured, and only while we
endur ed.

<< X

The cross-connection of the main net conference aboard the G bson provided the
officers with a backdrop of flickering flanes and nuted red lights.

"Why did you pick the inferno idea?" asked Commander |deom neo, the executive
of ficer.

"Because hell is preferable to where we are right now, " snapped Conmander
G breal, each word a fiery bullet.

"Toil and trouble ..." The words whi spered from nowhere.

"Status," continued G breal. "The dem s have already billeted a full arned
conpany of marcybs. Their | eader watched the billeting, w thout any reaction
of the sort that would be expected if they were fully know edgeabl e. Mjer
Yssl op believes this Coordinator Ecktor is aware of the weapons already

| anded. Maj er Hensl om di sagrees. "

"Trust Ysslop." The veil ed words appeared from nowhere.
Li ghtnings rattled the net, and, in his seat, Comander |deoni neo rubbed his
battered forehead.

"Subcommander Kenr a?" asked G breal

"W can detect no overt buildup or change in gl obal power sources or
distribution, with one exception. The dem s seemto be naking an effort to
rebuild their satellite navigation system" observed Kenra. "They still have
two stations that aren't online."



"Wuld it help in a ground war?" asked G breal

"Wwuld it help? Wuld it help to have a systemthat could probably drop an HE
war head on the focal point of a laser? O a hovertank?" Gorum s sarcasm oozed
both heat and the redness of blood across the net.

"It wouldn't take that long to knock out those beacons," noted G breal
"Longer than you think, ser," answered the weapons officer. "Every one of
those stations is buried inside an asteroid—a big lunmp of solid nickel-iron.
They probably have retractabl e backup antenna gri ds—saybe even use the whol e
surface as a broadcast web."

"So . . . that would make the nav systens an early warning device as wel | ?"
mused G breal. "Not quite so open and trusting, are they?"

"They are dem s." Kenra's words were edged in frost, and cold fog drifted
across the net, hissing as it struck the flanes and hot rocks.

"Anal ysi s?" asked G breal

"The denmi | eader showed a marked physi ol ogi cal reaction to Subcomrander
Kenra, " announced MrL-ERA

"It wasn't significant,"
significant."

observed the nav. "Certainly not statistically

"Perhaps not," reflected G breal. "But, according to the construct's
nmeasurenents, he was the only one who showed any reaction. Any insight would
be better than none."

"Just bl ast the place," snapped Wapons.

"Qur mssion was also to reclaimany advanced technol ogy possible.” Gbreal's
words held the chill of absolute zero. "It's hard to reclai mwhat you' ve
destroyed, and I'd just as soon not be the one to nake such a report to
CybCen. "

"You need a navigator. No one else ..." began the sub-conmander

"Mpj er Lyans has al nost the same qualifications as you do, Subcommander. And
their | eader, Coordi nator, whatever they call him isn't likely to entertain
the majer. So you nmust." G breal's words slithered across the net with the
fanged om - nousness and sibilants of the | egged snakes of Gates.

"Just because | resenble someone who triggers a reaction?" "What el se do we
have to exploit?" Leering i mage of a naked woman with spread | egs.

The flash of power and lightning runbled the net, and three overrides tripped.

"I magery was excessive," announced MyL-ERA over the speakers. "Overrides
tri pped. Repairs are conmenting."

"Touchy, isn't she?" rasped Ideom neo in his sel domused voice to no one in
particul ar.

"Conference ended," nuttered G breal. H s fingers went to his tenples, and his
eyes glittered in the privacy of his stateroom

Subcommander Kenra uncl enched her teeth and nmassaged her forehead, her eyes



flickering aft to where she knew the weapons of ficer |ay dazed. "Teach him.
teach themall."

<<< Xl

A cold mst drifted out of the north as | hurried down Jung toward the adnin
buil ding, glad that | had | anded at the |l ocial before the weather closed down.
| still hated letting the systemcontrol the flitter: the sign of the true
dem , | supposed, worried about systens controlling people. O course, cybs
didn't believe in people, and put nore faith in systens.

| wi ped the danpness off my forehead as | crossed the park. To ny left, across
t he browned grass, droplets of water had beaded up on the statue of the
unknown draff. | hoped | didn't end up like him but there weren't nany
guarantees the way the cybs were behavi ng.

"Coor di nat or?" asked Kei ko's snooth voi ce through the net.

"I"'mcomng. |I'mconing."

"Mpj er Henslomis here, waiting for you."

"What does he want?" Whatever the cyb majer wanted, | wasn't going to like it.

"He says he has sonething to discuss with you, not with your lowy
subordinate." The hint of a white-toothed smile followed the words.

"He didn't say that."

"He m ght as well have." Kei ko | aughed, a | augh unheard by Majer Hensl om
"I know. They're worse than Coordinators.” "Not much." The | augh was nore
pronounced. "I'mcrossing the park now. "

When | got to the admin building, | hurried, but not to the extent of taking
the stairs two at a tine.

Hensl omwas waiting, in greens so snooth they could have cone froman antique
metal press. | inclined ny head to himand gestured toward the office. "Cone
in, Majer."

He stood stiffly on the other side of the broad desk as | peeled off ny
j acket —bi son | eat her.

"Sit down." | notioned to one of the green chairs and dropped into the sw vel.
It creaked, as | expected. "Wat can | do for you?"

Hensl om sat as stiffly as he had stood, at attention on the front half of the
chair, watching me as if | were sone denon fromthe past.

"Coordi nator Ecktor . . . the majority of our troopers have not been

pl anetside in nmonths. Sone have not been off their ships since we left Gates.”
Hensl om s voice was harsh, as if he had been told to ask nme. He woul d have

rat her demanded. "W appreciate your assistance in billeting the first five
hundred, but we have several tinmes that number of troopers.”

| fingered ny chin. "W're a small society, Majer. |I don't see how we could
billet another five hundred troopers—that was what you had in mnd, wasn't it?



Not in the Deseret locial. W night be able to work sonething out in Ellay."
"El | ay?"

"That's the | ocial west of here, about thirteen hundred klicks. W could
probably open another residence bloc there in the next few days." | spread ny
hands. "It's not as though we had | arge enpty dwellings or antique hotels. The
resi dence bl ocs function nore as tenporary housi ng, and sone sections are |ike
guest houses for people visiting friends or famly, but we don't travel that
much here. Coming up with space for a thousand extra bodies in one | ocial

isn't that easy."

"We could bring down tenporary billets,"” said Henslomflatly.
"That's not feasible. W're still trying to get the ecosystens bal anced. "

"A few t housand people couldn't do that much danage." H s voi ce was
di sbel i evi ng.

"We'd rather not risk it. There's a great deal you need to find out about Ad
Earth before you make statenents |ike that. Renenber, unlike Gates, A d Earth
suf fered unbelievabl e ecol ogi cal damage. We're still expending close to sixty
percent of our societal resources on ecosystem mai nt enance or rehabilitation.”
| paused, then added. "Reforestation was an early and conparatively easy
acconpl i shnment, but even after all these millennia, in some areas nore than
ten percent of the trees are nel eysen groves."

Hensl om | ooked bl ank
"Sorry. Meleysens are bioengineered trees which detoxify soil. They literally

di e and deconpose once there are no unnatural chemical organics and certain
heavy nmetals left in an area."

He still | ooked unconprehendi ng.

"Mpjer," | said softly. "Think about it. If nore than five mllennia after
reforesting was initiated we still have ten percent of some forests with areas
of high toxics levels, just how stable is the ecol ogy? W still have

unbel i evably high nutation rates in many species, and sone totally new species
that have evol ved."
"I see," he said. | could tell he didn't.

"I"1l begin arrangenents to vacate a residence bloc in Ellay. W'll try to
have it available in three days."

"I had hoped—

"Mpj er. W have to nove several hundred people.” |I forced a smle. "Is there
anyt hi ng el se you need?"

"Your head ..." That was subvocalized, and | ignored it.
"Not now. " Henslom stood. "Thank you. | will tell Commander G breal that we
can | and another five hundred troopers in Ellay. He will be pleased. W can

work out nore arrangenents later.”

"Let me know what you need." | wasn't promising, just saying I'd listen if
asked.

| got the barest of nods.



After the majer left, | linked to the net and tried to connect with Locatio. |
probed his index, but there was no response. | hated using the voice-storing
feature, but sometinmes there was no option. "Locatio, this is Ecktor. The cybs
have requested additional earthside billeting for their marcybs. In order to

ensure continued harnony as the cyb visit to AOd Earth progresses, |I'd like to
request that you nmake avail able a five-hundred-person residential bloc for
that purpose. This will have to be done by the day after tomorrow. You're

aut horized to grant conptine credits, tenporary housi ng upgrades, whatever is
necessary. Thank you." Then | went out and told Keiko.

"How many marcybs do they have stacked up on those ships?" she asked, bl ack
eyes glancing toward the hall and the open staircase down which the majer had
departed in his stiffly fluid strides.

"Five thousand, |'d guess, fromthe design and conparative analysis."

"Enough to create a ness, but not enough to take a planet."

"They don't want a conquest," | pointed out, "but a reason to slag A d Earth
It's hard to avoid giving themthat reason."

"That's an understatenent."”

| yawned.

"Do you want sone tea?" she asked.

"I could use it, if you wouldn't mnd."

The office seened enpty, but it was i mense enough that | coul d have had the
entire representative Committee of the Consensus around the desk and it stil
woul d have felt enpty

The park was filled with gray mst, and droplets forned on the outside of the
of fice wi ndows, then condensed into gl obules that ran down the glass in random
tracks.

"Your tea, Coordinator."

| tried not to junp. So distracted and unfocused had | been that 1'd not even
heard her enter. "Thank you."

"They don't nake it easy." In a black junpsuit and with her black hair, she
was probably the cybs' nightmare version of a demi. She nodded in the genera
direction of the south residential bloc where Majer Henslom's marcybs were
boarded. "That's why you're Coordinator."

"Such a vote of confidence."

"No one has ever been that fond of whoever was Coordi nat or—not until nuch,
much | ater."

"Like | said ... a great vote of confidence."
She smled briefly, then left, her steps silent and graceful

A faint trail of steamwafted up fromthe pale brown nmug that sat on the
m ddl e of the desk.



After drinking half a cup of Keiko's royal blend—that was enough to wake up a
hi bernati ng bear—+ connected into the uppernet and pulsed a link toward El
Control. "Elanstan?"

"She's on Kappa, Ecktor." Sonehow, Rhetoral felt nmore tightly wound, and

could al nost sense the chill of angry blue eyes. "Do you want me to twi st the
[ink there?"

"No. That's fine." | tried to keep my words easy. "Howis it goi ng?"

"The rest of the systemis warmng, slowy. The online stations will be above

ni nety percent by tonorrow "
"That says you've still got problens with Delta and Kappa."

"El anst an says Kappa will take three or four days. She's not talking about
Delta. | suppose you want everything on line tonorrow?"

"W have sone time, but | had to agree to vacate another residential bloc.
This one's in Ellay."

"Do you think it's a ploy?"
"No, Henslomwas told to ask ne. He didn't want to. The cybs haven't quite
figured out how to proceed. | think they expected outright hostility, and our

wel come has upset some of their notions."

"That won't last long." He | aughed harshly.

"You're right, but I'Il take all the tine they'll give us. Keep nme up to
date.™

"W owill."

After the link cleared, |I swallowed the rest of the royal blend, too quickly.

Then | wal ked to the wi ndow and stared southward across the park, where
sunl i ght was beginning to break through the gray m st. Patches of blue
appeared in spots, especially to the south.

"Ecktor! Some Coordinator you are!"

The words burned through the net, jolting me upright in the green swi vel that
squeaked sharply with nmy startled novenent.

"You didn't even have the courtesy to consult with me before this . . . the
request." Each of Locatio's words burned |ike red-hot iron spears.

"It wasn't exactly a request, honored Consensus representative," | offered
snoot hl y.

"I know that! You're the Cormittee's representative, not its dictator!"

I swal | owed before answering. "Under the Coordinator's charter, there are no
[imts on ny actions, except ny imediate renoval. The Committee coul d
probably even send nme to one of the swept isles, Locatio. But a Committee
can't respond fast enough, or assess the changing situation. | did what |

t hought best." Maybe so, but | was beginning to sweat as | responded. Had
done right?

"Letting another five hundred of those nonsters back on O d Earth? Displacing



hundreds of our people? Wthout even consulting those nmpost affected?"

"Quilty as charged—except that | have to consider the alternatives. Crucelle's
team hasn't cone up with a viable blazelink. The satellite systemisn't fully
on line, and there are twelve adiamante hulls in orbit, and each one generates
as much power as all of our locials together normally. I'mtrying to purchase
time as cheaply as possible. Do you have any ot her ideas?"

The silence stretched across the link. | w ped ny forehead.
"It's still high-handed. Couldn't you have at least said that you' d |l et them
know?"

"The one advantage we possess is nyth—the nyth of dem wunity and deci siveness.
If | wander around |ike a demented cleft cow, | give that up."

'You have an answer for everything, Ecktor."
| wished | did.
"I"l1l be talking to you later."

The faint hissing vanished with the Iink, and | rubbed ny tenples. Talking
with Locatio in person was difficult; Iinking was al nost inpossible.

A knock on the hal f-open door got nmy attention, and | notioned Kei ko in.

"While you were on the net, the majer sent a force | eader over here. They're
not happy with the food supplies. They claimthey need nore ani mal protein."
Kei ko rol I ed her dark eyes.

I frowned and went into the logistics net, trying to track sonmething | thought
I'"d seen. After a tineless instant, | found it. Keiko was still there when I
shook ny head. "There." | passed the data to her. "The m dpl ai ns bi son herds
are above eco-norm See if the Kaysta locial can cull what we need."

"I"'mglad we're not in Afrique. You' d have soneone culling rhions." This tine,

she offered the thought without a snile

I winced. Rhions made vorpals ook small and mild, but rhion meat was good.
" Coor di nat or " The snooth oiliness of the netlink betrayed K gaio's
presence even before her signature-link identified her. "Locatio just
contacted me."

Kei ko nodded to ne and slipped back out of the office, graceful and silent.

It had to be the mddle of the night in Kelang, but K gaio was as unruffled as
she al ways sounded or appeared. That m ght have been one reason why | wasn't
confortable with her. No one was that calmall the tine, and | wondered what
inner fires stoked her

"I could sense the firebolts fromhere," | offered with a | augh

"He was sonewhat agitated, and he asked me to intercede on his behalf, or
nore properly, on behalf of the Ellay locial." "I"'min a difficult position
K gaio," | pointed out. "There are twelve adiamante hulls in orbit, janmed
wi th weapons rem ni scent of the Rebuilt Hegenmony, and our systemisn't fully
operational yet."



"Do we really know that they have such capabilities?" "They have enough power
generation ability to nmove those hulls fromstar systemto star system
They' ve got portable net capabilities, and nultiple conm systens and channel s.
| wouldn't want to assunme that they don't have mat chi ng weapons capability.
Wul d you?"

"No. When you express it in that fashion, Ecktor, | can understand your
concerns. Still ... it mght be useful to know nore ..."
| smiled. "I agree, absolutely, K gaio. That's why it's inportant to let them

put nmore troops on the ground, and to keep them separated. We're far better
off with five hundred marcybs in Ellay and five hundred in Deseret than with a
thousand in one locial."

"You continue to convince ne that you are the right person to be Coordi nator
Ecktor. You may tell Locatio that we have spoken." Wth that, she was gone,
leaving me with the dirty work of relaying her nmessages to Locati o.

My stomach growl ed, confirming the fact that | hadn't eaten since right after
dawn. Keiko smled as | left the office and headed downstairs to the snmall
cafeteri a.

Two draffs in blue singlesuits | ooked away as | stepped inside the archway and
toward the serving bar. | tried to ignore the | owvoiced comments as | took a
basket of greens, with cheese.

" Coordinator . . . say . . . lost soulmate and doesn't care . . . what
cost..."

" nice enough . . . when ... on conp-duty . "

" better tech than any cyb ..."

"Cyb type cane out of his office . . . looked like the Coordinator had chewed

himup like a vorpal would ..

hope we don't get.

As soon as | gave ny code to the termnal, | left the cafeteria and took the
basket back to the office. Keiko shook her head.

"Everyone's specul ating," | explai ned.
"W don't have Coordinators that often.”

"I't's not as though |I'm Wayneclint."

"You're the first since himwho's had to deal with the cybs," she pointed out.
"Could | have some nore tea?" | asked, inposing nore than |I probably shoul d
have.

The rest of the afternoon went better, or at |east nore snoothly, despite the
endl ess |inkages on the logistics for clearing the Ellay residential bloc, the
repeat ed questi ons about the bison requisitions, the maintenance queries about
El anstan's authorization to requisition all manner of el ectronics and subchip
assenblies, not to nmention several dozen less pressing itens that got to ne
simply because, as Coordinator, | represented a new and hi gher authority to
which nore routine matters could be appealed. | turned them all back, because
that wasn't ny business, but even denials took tine.



Late that afternoon, as | took off into the wi nd, heading north, the dark snow
clouds were rolling southward toward Parwon. | turned the flitter south,

rotors thwopping their way through the cooling skies, glad to be away fromthe
locial, if only for a few hours.

After another light dinner, | decided that | needed nore exercise, sonething
to get my mind off both the past and the rapidly approaching future.

The gray of twilight had begun to fade into the faded nielle of early evening
as | trotted westward under a noon that would likely be covered before the
evening was fair begun. A few tattered |eaves fluttered fromthe linbs of the
three pear trees at the western end of the garden, and sonething small and
furry scuttled through the | eaves under the spreadi ng pifion that marked the
begi nning of the endl ess hectares of restored | ands.

The rustle halted with the soft whuft, whuft of w de wings. Downhill and to
the north passed a great spotted ow, her two-neter wings partly folded by the
time | saw her outline vanish belowthe tree line. Exit sonme rodent, probably
a giant field nouse.

| laughed softly and stretched out ny stride, letting the cool air flow past
my face. It had been a | ong day, and Loca-tio's inane protests had been the
wor st part.

| didn't run all the way to the neadows. Even had | been in good shape, just
to get there would have taken nost the night. But the neadows were on ny nind.
|'d studied the reclamation records for the area around the house, years back
just out of curiosity, and had been surprised to discover that at some ancient
tinme, there had been a massacre—not of Amerindians, but of old Caucasi ans,
somet hing | ess conmon anpbng such sites. Not nuch had been left but bones
bearing the marks of firearms, but there had been plenty of bones—and
remmants of a nmonunent, but the inscription had been weat hered out of

exi stence and the rec teans had reconstituted the stone.

Morgen had cl ai med the place had a haunted feeling. 1'd always felt nel ancholy
there, and the cyb arrival triggered sonething. Were we to be the attackers or
the victins? Either choice nmeant deaths.

My steps had shortened, and | forced ny stride into a | onger pattern as
paral l el ed the dry depression to my left.

A dark tower of fur growed fromthe hill to nmy right, three-plus neters of
young bl ack bear, and | growl ed back, the kind of grow that acknow edged her
claim presence, superiority, while skirting the area. Over any distance
could have outrun her, so long as | didn't get within the first fifty nmeters
where her sprint could have caught ne, but there wasn't nmuch sense in
provoki ng anyt hi ng. Besides, the bears pretty much kept the vorpals away in
the hilly areas that weren't out and out nountains. And the young fenale on
the hill probably was nore interested in plastering shut the giant

bunbl ebee- hi ve entrances with the nmud she slopped fromthe rivulet running
fromthe spring.

| didn't know what plants the bears plastered inside the hives, but whatever

it was, the bees would eventual |y abandon the hive and | eave the honey. Mbst
bears cultivated a few hives that way, and one sonetines took a few pears from
the tree at the end of the ridge, but only on the side away fromthe house,

and only when |1'd taken the flitter

Sonetimes | wondered if they'd eventually inherit the earth—+f we managed to



| eave theman earth to inherit.

| kept running, nore slowy now that the nmoonlight was fading as the first
tendrils of the clouds seeped southward across the sky and across Luna
herself. When | got to a clearer spot on the trail, | squinted, and sure
enough, could see that thin and short black line on the moon's surface that
was all that remmined of the ancient |inear accelerator that had stretched for
nore than two hundred klicks.

| studied the pifion forest gently rising in front of me, then shook my head
and turned back toward the house, trying to ignore the fatigue in ny | egs and
t he nunbness in my soul

<<< Xl |

Qut si de the wi ndows of the Coordinator's office, the snow had stopped falling,
but the sky remmined gray. Gray, |ike ny nood.

Delta and Kappa stations renai ned i noperative, despite two nore shuttles ful

of equi pment and a hal f-dozen technicians. El anstan and Rhetoral sounded
haggard and stressed. |ngehardt fromthe Nor Am mai nt enance depot had called ne
agai n, and he sounded haggard and stressed, and wanted to know if Elanstan's
priorities for inmmediate shuttle Iift were that urgent. H s voice got even
nore ragged when | told himthat if he could find a way to do it faster, he'd
better.

Cyb commander Gorum sent a witten message confirm ng Hensl om s request for
billets for another five hundred marcybs, and asking us to consider another
five hundred after Ellay. 1'd forwarded that through the link to the
representative Commttee of the Consensus, indicating | would stall on the
third increnent.

"Ecktor?" The persistent voice bored through the uppernet.

'Yes, Locatio?" Leaning back in the swivel, | waited.

"We're still having trouble ..."

"So aml. | don't have answers from Crucelle. W can't get the necessary
system equi pnent al oft to the ell stations, and the cybs are already pressing
me for nore planetside billets. No, |'mnot granting any nore yet."

"I told you this would happen. You give in to them=

"I never wanted to give in. We're not ready. Do you think I |ike this charade?
W have to show some sign of cooperation because they're | ooking for
noncooperati on as an excuse to power up all that destructive hardware."

"Ecktor? Can't we have anot her day?"

"No." He might get it, but if I told himthat inmediately, he'd just be asking
for another day by tonorrow

"K' gaio won't like this."

"I"ve already talked to K gaio, and she told ne to tell you that she felt |
had a | ever on the situation. Link with her if you want."



"She said that?"
"Absol utel y—+n her very polite way."

"Why did you contact her? That's a way of circunventing the Cormittee."

"Locatio, she linked with ne—at your request. | made no effort to contact
her."
Wth the nonentary silence, | added, "I'm doing the best | can under the

circunmst ances, and | appreciate your cooperating under difficult conditions.”

It took nore pleasantries, but | finally disengaged w thout giving in, and
wi thout telling Locatio that Crucelle still hadn't given ne an answer on the
ENF resonance issue. No sense in having Locatio |linking to us both.

The problems woul dn't have been even fly bites for the old Rebuilt Hegenony,
but the econonic and social pressures created by the conflict between power
and the principles of the Construct had forced the inplosion of the Hegenony
in a handful of centuries. The Construct was unforgiving, and so were the
Power Paradigns. OF course, the cybs hadn't managed to figure those underlying
principles out yet. No culture does when it's young, and when it's old enough
to understand it's usually too |late. W'd been | ucky—ucky, and willing to pay
the very high price. At tinmes, | hated the Construct, but it had one big thing
going for it. It had worked for a long, long tine.

"A cyb subcommander to see you, Coordinator." Keiko's words came through the
net, as snooth and polished as always. "A Subcomuander Kenra."

Kemra—the cyb officer who resenbl ed Morgen. She was all | needed.
"I"'mhere." | stood and wal ked to the hal f-open office door

"Coordi nator." The sandy-haired wonan in the dark green

uni form of the Vereal Union stopped nore than a neter

short of ne, not surprisingly since the cybs |ike nore physica

space than nmost cultures. She inclined her head stiffly.

" Subcommander. Pl ease cone in."

She did, and | closed the door, then notioned to one of the uphol stered green
chairs. She took the one facing both the door and the w ndows, sitting down
somewhat stiffly, though not in the rigid way Majer Henslomhad. | eased into
the chair at the other end of the | ow table and studied the cyb. She stil

| ooked far too much like the sister Mrgen had never had.

"You' re the navigator?"

"I'"'m Kenra."

"What do you want ?" About sone things, |'ve never been good at sayi ng not hing.
"Information. Background on what's happened on A d Earth. A general feel for
your culture." Her voice was harsh, husky, al nost hoarse, because she spoke so

little.

| nodded and asked, "Wy you?"



"Why not? The Fleet doesn't need a navigator while it's in orbit." She
shrugged, and the gesture was half-faniliar

Why her? Had the cyb construct picked up ny reaction? Probably, and that
showed just how dangerous the cybs were, despite their arrogance. | forced
nyself to wait.

"I studied old Anglas, and nav work isn't exactly solar-flash right now " she
concluded in a professional tone, one that woul d have done justice to Mjer
Yssl op.

She didn't want to be in the office, and that bothered ne, although

certainly understood the feelings. | didn't really want to be in the office,
ei ther.
Still, pleasantries were necessary, and | linked to Kei ko. "W need sone of

the Selastiorini, fruit, crackers, something to go with it. Two gl asses."

"So friendly already?" Kei ko asked, the hint of raised eyebrows follow ng the
wor ds.

"Quite formal," | pul sed back

"I can barely even sense your netlinks," Kenra said.

"l asked for sone refreshnents, that's all."

Anot her swirl of snowflakes fluttered past the w ndows, and Kenra shivered
slightly. I was nore than warm enough

"It's cold here."
"Col der than Gates?"

She pursed her lips. "Not necessarily. W have cold polar regions, but all our
popul ated areas are in warmtenperate areas."

"We have locials in warmtenperate or tropical locales. It's just that Deseret
isn't one of those. Some of us like the seasonal changes. |f someone |ike

K' gai o becones Coordi nator"—+ shrugged—the wel coning | ocial would probably be
Kel ang. It's warm and danmp there."

"How did you get to be Coordinator? We really don't know anythi ng about how
Ad Earth's society has evolved. It's been a long tine." Kenra tried a snile
and | wi shed she hadn't. She was worse than | at dissenbling.

Kei ko knocked perfunctorily at the door and entered with a tray containing a
bottle of chilled Selastiorini, tw glasses, sliced winter apples, and
alternating thin white and red cheese wedges. Even carrying all that, her
steps were graceful and silent, her black hair perfectly in place.

| stood. "Thank you."

Kenra al so stood and nodded.

Kei ko set the tray in the mddle of the table. "It wasn't a problemat all,
especially for such a distinguished guest." She smiled charmngly, the way I

wi shed | could, and | could tell she didn't like Kemma at all. Wth a nod to
me, Kei ko slipped out of the office and cl osed the door



Since the wi ne had al ready been uncorked, | poured two gl asses of the
Sel astiorini, and handed Kenra one.

"What's that?"

"Wne," | answered, recalling that she had not even touched the Witespring at
t he wel comi ng reception

"I's it poi sonous?"
"Hardly. Ethyl alcohol content is about twelve percent, and the various
si de-contam nants make it flavorful +0 those who wish to taste it." | took a

smal | sip.

Her face went bl ank—a bl ankness that signaled a retreat to the hard-wired nets
and the repeater or data bank worn on her wi de uniformbelt.

"Wne—that's sonething we lost in The Flight—the grapes, not the techniques,"”
she said after a nonent, the expression/possession returning to her face. "A
smal | amount won't affect nme . "

"And your net will sense if you have nore than a small amount,” | finished
with a smle.

"Your aide out there doesn't |like ne."

"Mpst people on AOd Earth are wary of cybs,” | pointed out, "just like you're
all wary of dd Earth."

"It's not that." Her eyes were direct, too direct, too |like Nborgen.
| forced a shrug.

' You never said how you becane Coordinator.'
the Sel astiorini.

She took an infinitesiml sip of

"It's sinmple enough. The Consensus chose ne."
"What is the Consensus exactly, sone sort of representative body?"

"That's cl ose enough, although . . . that's not it exactly, either. Locials
and regi ons have Consensus representatives, and the representatives are the
ones that make the choices.” | wasn't ready to explain all the checks and
bal ances, and the exponential conpensatory tine required. | al most shuddered
at how many years it would take me to work of f havi ng been Coordi nator. Then
took a small sip of the w ne.

"Did you seek the position?" she probed.

"Hardly. It's not the sort of position anyone seeks—and anyone who did woul d
be suspect."

"How do you get good | eadership if no one wants the job?" She sneaked anot her
sip of the Selastiorini.

"Fear." | laughed. "People accept the positions, if they're good, because they
fear the alternatives if they don't do their best. It doesn't always work, but
it works better than anything else we've tried." | decided agai nst nentioni ng

t hat Coordi nator was a sonetinme position. This tine, while waiting for her



response, | put a wedge of the red cheese on an apple slice and chewed both
slowy, letting the two tangy tastes and differing textures bl end together

Kenra took exactly what | did, but only nibbled at the edge of each, and we
sat in monentary silence. The sky lightened as the high clouds outside

thi nned, and | saw the sunlight on the top of the eastern peaks, but only for
a nonent.

"It's hard to believe that you' ve elininated the power-hungry in your
society," she finally ventured after licking her |ips and npoistening themwth
another small sip of the Selastiorini.

What she neant was that the cybs continued to think of the denis as
power - hungry. That mneant nore troubl e because the entire chaos that preceded
The Flight occurred because the cybs had possessed an inflated i mage of their
own indis-pensability to society and the universe.

Hell, no living creature is indispensable to anyone or anythi ng—except to
hi nsel f or a newborn of fspring

"We've nanaged to deal with the problem™ | finally answered.
"We'd be interested in the details."”

"I't's sinmple enough. We devel oped a phil osophical credo and applied it
consistently. W accept that norality, power, and consensus are the
under pi nnings for any society and work to maintain all three in balance. Trust
and nutual respect are, in a way, the nortar that hold the other three

t oget her . "

"Every nodern society has tried that, and nost have failed," the cyb navi gator
poi nted out.

"Actually, if you look at history, you'll find that npst gave lip service to
them but few ever applied them The problemw th nost past societies was that
they insisted that either control or freedomwas the paranount requirenent of
soci ety, and neither works."

"Still the sanme old dictatorial denmis, | see." Her tone was ironic, rather
than bitter.

"Hardly." | forced a |laugh. "W offer great freedom W just don't place it
first. The first freedomin primtive society, after all, is the freedomto
starve or die. Most cultures rejected that freedom They also rejected the
freedomto kill others." |I took a sip, a |longer one than |I should have, from

the goblet. 'Yet they proclaimed freedomas the central tenet of their
cultures. The first goal of a culture is survival, both short and long term A
culture that is too pernmissive or too restrictive cannot survive, nor can a
culture that cannot agree on its norality. That's where we started." | set
down the gl ass.

"I's this great philosophical credo set in print sonewhere? It would be ..
interesting to study, if it isn't too technical."

"We call it The Paradi gns of Power. There are seven or eight paragraphs,
that's all. 1'll get you a copy in the next day or so." | wasn't about to give
her the Construct, because the cybs would have totally m sunderstood it. |
coul d have had Kei ko get a copy of the Paradignms while we were tal king, but
the nore | could stall her, and the cybs, the better, because we needed tine
to get the full station systemup and running. The defense system woul d work



wi t hout the Delta and Kappa stations, but both the strain and potenti al

casual ties woul d be higher. Besides, the nore time the cybs spent on Ad
Earth, the greater the possibilities of avoiding actual armed conflicts. At

| east, that was what Arielle calculated. | wasn't that convinced of the conps
anal yses. My own intuition said the cybs wanted an out and out battle no
matter what. Either way, we needed tine.

"You don't have one nearby?"
"The Paradi gns were devel oped centuries ago—actually longer. Wile it's
accessi bl e through all the nets, hard copies take a bit |onger. W avoid

paperwork, and there's actually not a printer in nmy office.”

"I suppose it's in everyone's interest to take sonme time in feeling out the
situation.”

| grinned. "Absolutely."

She took another small sip of the Selastiorini. The |level of the w ne had
hardly dropped at all, and her dry lips had barely smudged the rim of the
goblet. "Why do all the AOd Colonies call Earth the Planet of Death?"
"That dates back to the Rebuilt Hegenony, when A d Earth was nore
uncontrolled than it is now That's one reason why we left the Cherkrik

ruins."”

"Those are the ruins on the other side of the nountains northeast of here?
From when do they date?"

"Fromthe period of The Flight. It's still sobering to tour them"

A long pause foll owed, and her eyes glazed. | could pick up the general sense
of a relayed conference, including disagreenments, but | couldn't catch the
details, and | had a hard enough tinme |ooking blank as | strained to cross the
barriers between the net systens.

"Could | tour them-say, tonorrow?" The green eyes remai ned hard.

| frowned for an instant. "If you w sh."

"W can take one of our |anders."

That was a bribe of sorts, letting me have a chance to see their technol ogy,
and an inmplied and fal se hint of cooperation, but |I snmiled. "Fine."

"You never did answer mny question about the Planet of Death."

"I guess | didn't. Qur forbearers used their abilities to create an inpression
t hat prol onged habitation on O d Earth wasn't healthy for those not born
here." | laughed. "W've never bothered to correct that inpression, since
sonetines it still isnt."”

"Way isn't it?"

"The ecol ogi cal balance is both nmore fragile and nore hostile than woul d have
been the case without the disruptions of the time of chaos. Mking the
environnent | ess hostile would increase the fragility, nmaybe push it into a

degrading spiral. So we live withit."

"That's a general statenent. How about sone detail s?" The green eyes flashed,



with an inpatience simlar to Morgen's, though Kenra's words were far harsher
t han Morgen woul d ever have used. The simlarity/dissimlarity contrasts were
di sconcerti ng.

| swal | owed another gulp of wine, and refilled my goblet, tweaking up ny
nmet abolic rate before answering.

"I don't know what your records show about the ecology of Ad Earth,” | began
i gnoring her inpatience, "but generally, that ecol ogy was diverse and conpl ex.
Take predators. Nor Am had a range of predators, large cats |like the present
cougar, anphi bian predators, canine-rel ated—

"Cani ne?"

"Ancestors of the dogs." Dogs were extinct, a casualty of the nodified

Thi meser virus that w ped out wol ves, dogs, coyotes, and even sone of the
rodent species like beavers. "That left a | ot of ecol ogical niches, and there
were nutations that stabilized before we really got the nel eysen program

goi ng. So our biggest predators are the bears, vorpals, the kaliranms, and the
cougars, and they're all—except maybe the bears—a | ot nastier than anything
that preceded them The bears are just smarter. W' ve seen a gradual increase
in size anong a nunber of the arthropods, and the rodents that survived are
al so bigger and tougher, and nothing seemed to stop the snakes. Scorpions and
red centipedes attack in groups or packs, and they can be fatal unless you're
carrying antidote kits." | didn't nention that such fatalities referred
generally to drafts and outsiders.

"Perhaps a visit to the ruins will be even nore useful than I'd thought."
Kemra's fingers touched her chin, one gesture | didn't recognize. After a
pause, she cleared her throat. "Unlike some of the other denis, al nost
back-to-the-soil types, you seemto |like technol ogy—er not dislike it," she
said. "Don't you fly a flitter?"

"I have a flitter." |I wondered where they'd dug that up, although it wasn't a
secret. Maybe she'd just been on one of the cyb landers when |I'd touched down
at the locial.

"Why don't nore people?"
"It's tinme-consum ng."

She shook her head, as | knew she would. "Air travel of alnpbst any sort is
faster."

"We compute total tine in all uses—anufacturing, nmaintenance, net support—-and
then require conptinme in locial support.” | grinned. "It's anmazing how nuch
technol ogy proves not to be tine-saving when the user has to pay fromhis or
her own time and resources."

Kenra frowned.

"A great deal of time-saving technology is designed to save time for the user
but not for all of society. Some technol ogy is necessary—redi cal devices,
energency transport, food processing—but a lot is just netal gadgetry for
those with resources and power. W' ve made an effort to downplay that."

"Even you?"

| lifted my goblet. "I've been spending five to ten stans a week pushing
screens and handling routine maintenance here at the locial. If ny bal ance



gets too low, I'Il do satellite maintenance. That's all work that has nothing
to do with being Coordinator."

"You can't tell me that conpensates for all your personal technol ogy."
"Probably not," | admtted, "but the system seens to work."

" You sound suspiciously like an ethizard."

| winced. An ethizard was the last thing | was or wanted to be. People who
live their lives strictly by ethics are even worse than peopl e who accept
becom ng Coordinator. "lI'm scarcely that pure.”

"No." And she | aughed, actually |aughed. 'You couldn't be Coordinator."

| rose. "Speaking of which . . ."

"You need to do sone Coordinator-type work." She also rose and snot hered a
cough. Her voice was even nore hoarse.

"Your voice could use a rest," | suggested. "Wien would you like to depart
t onmor r ow?"

"Ten hundred | ocal ?"

"That's fine. I'll nmeet you at the locial tower." | wal ked her to the door and
opened it.

Kei ko was studying an al nost bl ank screen, then | ooked up as Kenra wal ked past
t he consol e.

The navi gator then turned back to face ne. "Good day, Coordinator. | will see
you tonorrow. '

"Tormorrow," | agreed.

After Kenra vani shed down the w de ol d-fashi oned beam steps, Kei ko raise her
ri ght eyebrow, and both dark eyes fixed ne. "Did | hear sonething about a
ruins tour?"

"You did. I'mtrying to buy time. They're even supplying transport on one of
their |anders."”

"Don't you worry about that?"

"Personal ly, yes, but kidnapping or killing a Coordi nator would certainly
qualify as an attack under the Construct."

"For your sake, | hope they aren't that dense."

"You and nme both." But | had to wonder. It might be a lot better if the cybs
did kidnap or kill me—better, at least, for Ad Earth.

I wal ked back into the enpty office with the door open behind ne. The cl ouds

had dropped over the nountains again, |eaving the day as gray as it had begun

and | needed to get a progress report fromEl anstan. And talk to Locatio or

someone about the arrangenents for the Ellay locial. And check with Crucelle

and Arielle about the marcyb vulnerabilities and the marcyb officer profiles .
and .



A swirl of snow flicked across the south wi ndow and was gone. | |ooked at the
tray on the table and took a deep breath.

<<< Xl |

Finally, after another quick nmeal snatched fromthe cafeteria and vorpal ed
down at my desk, | managed two |inkages with El anstan and Rhetoral, with one
to I ngehardt sandwi ched between. But Delta and Kappa stations were still not
on line, and woul dn't be. Elanstan was hol di ng somet hi ng back, but | coul dn't
tell what.

After the second link with EIl Control, | wal ked back to the w ndow and stared
into the late afternoon, down at the browned grass of the park, then toward
the white spire of the locial tower.

| took a deep breath and nentally reached for the |ink again.
"Crucel | e?"

"Yes, Ecktor?" | could al nost sense the warnmth in his green eyes, even over
the net.

"This is your very friendly and very worried Coordinator. Wat can you tell ne
about the el ectro-neural -resonance of the cybs and marcybs? Are they the sane?
Is a repetition of the pre-Flight blazing possible?"

"I can answer one question so far. We're having to operate at a distance,
renmenber. W don't exactly have a cooperative subject in a |aboratory."

"I know that, but you've been around them So has Arielle. You had the whole
wel com ng reception for data collection."

"Ecktor . . ." There was the inpression of a sigh. "W have a great deal of
data. W also have a great deal of garbage. Mking sense out of it is

somet hing el se. W also are having trouble with the equipnent in the
residential block—enough that | can say that there's a significant ENF
differential between the marcyb troopers and the officers.”

"So the marcybs are constructs?"

"They're totally biological, but there have been some significant changes.
W're working on it. That's all | can say."

"Ecktor," added Arielle, "it isn't easy. W're skirting the Construct to do
this, because this kind of observation inplies mstrust, and that doesn't make
it any easier." The storny darkangel projected currents of frustration and

det erm nati on.

"l understand. Let nme know. "

For a tine longer, | stood at the w ndow, enjoying the al nost inperceptible
flow of cold air off the glass as | watched draffs and dem s wal k the paths of
the park bel ow. One or two | ooked back at the adm n buil ding, but nost just
wal ked.

Thr ap.

At the tap on the door, | turned. Keiko stood there, trim nuscular, black on



bl ack.

"I"m |l eaving now, Coordinator, unless there's anything el se you need."
"I"'msure there is, but I don't know what."

That got a brief and white-flashed smle.

"I"ll leave it on the system [|'Il probably go straight to the tower tonorrow
for the ruins tour. If anything should happen, let K gaio know, and dunp the
entire Coordinator bank on her. She's stand-by Coordinator."

"I hope not hi ng happens.”

"So do I."

She inclined her head and was gone.

Next came what |'d put off—-a system by-system check of the naintenance status
of the locial hardening and defense enpl acenents and systens, beginning with
Deseret.

When | reemerged fromthe maintenance net an hour later, 1'd noted and fl agged
nore di screpancies than existed in routine reports, and the extra conptine for
t he supervisors involved wasn't going to set well. Then again, unnecessary

casualties wouldn't set well, either

| took a deep breath and sl umped back in the green swivel. It squeaked | oudly
enough that | w nced, then took another deep breath.

The sky remained gray, with swirls of intermttent snow M soul remained
gray, with swirls of internittent ice. Before |long Parwon woul d darken, its
lights alnost the only sparkles in the night for klicks and klicks—+the

i ndi vidual illum nations of isolated dem households |ost in the vastness of
De-seret.
I was hungry, and | didn't want to cook. | also didn't want to eat cold cheese

and bread, ny usual escape from preparing sonething.

So | closed up the office and wal ked down the steps to the main level. The
wind swirled around nme as | stepped fromthe admin building into the incipient
twilight and headed west toward Dhozer's. A scattering of wet brown |eaves |ay
across the tan grass of the park, and the air snelled of danp |eaves,
evergreens, and soil .

Two coupl es wal ked ahead of ne, conversing, while two young girls walked in
front of them sonetinmes skipping, sonetines |lagging until the adults al nost
wal ked into them Then the children would skip ahead, only to repeat the
process. The six of themturned right, crossed Jung (the street that bordered
the front of the admi n building), and strolled down the wal k besi de Hamrur ab
Lane.

Dhozer's wasn't nuch nmore than a converted cingpl ex seven hundred nmeters from
the adm n building. According to Dhozer, nost of his food was "authentic
Graecian.” Wiile it was tasty, | had nmy doubts about its authenticity.

A gust of col der wi nd whipped through ny hair as | reached Dhozer's,
foreshadowi ng the clear if col der weather headed our way. | stepped under the
over hangi ng eaves. The pair of bronze urns and the shielded tapers flanking
the dark carved front door were the only indications of a conmercial



est abl i shnent.
| was earlier than nost diners, and Dhozer greeted ne hinsel f.

"Ecktor, or is it Coordinator Ecktor now?" His short-cut black hair curled in
ringlets, and set off his pale olive skin.

The restaurant snelled of wood snmoke, cooking oils, and spices, and the warm
air inside was humid, a relief after the cold danp outside. Metabolic contro
doesn't always make you feel better

"Ecktor is fine. It's better for longevity."

"Who wants to |ive forever?"

For soneone who hadn't been too sure about living at all, | realized with his
comment that |iving forever sounded better than the alternatives faced by nost
Coordinators. "That's not a problem Coordinators don't,"” | answered with a

| augh.

"Then you should try the braised stuffed lanb. | don't nake it that often, and
you should taste it."

"I'"l1l think about it." I got the corner table, warned by the wood-burning
fireplace. Despite Dhozer's suggestion, the lanb was out. The last time |I'd
had | amb—and it was costly, since sheep have to be raised close to the locials
and put in barns at night—+'d felt stuffed for days.

H s daughter, nearly Yslena's age, brought the crusty wheat bread and the
olive oil and filled nmy glass with the pine-flavored wine that | couldn't
believe had lasted for mllennia. Wy would anyone contani nate wi ne that way?
For all ny conplaining, though, I had to admit it went with the food Dhozer
served.

| dres | ooked at ne.
"Il have the dol nades and the soup."

She nodded and slipped away, and | dipped the bread in the bal san c vi negar
and olive oil mx. Wile the ancient G eeks may have marinated and stuffed

grape |l eaves, | doubted that they used fire peppers, brown rice, and ground
bison to fill the | eaves. Then again, who woul d questi on Dhozer? Most of what
had been Greece that wasn't underwater was still being recovered. Not many of

t he anci ent G eeks or Mhamredans had survived the Chaos Years, when no one
cared how many different ways they killed each other or what they did to water
and food supplies.

Dhozer used nore spices than | had in all ny cabinets, but |I didn't use nore
than we'd been able to grow, except for salt and bl ack pepper, and that
amounted to a double handful at nmpst. Eating at Dhozer's was a |uxury, because
diners paid for it essentially by trading conpensatory service tinme. Sone
draffs, especially, piled up conptinme just for such |uxuries.

The problem w th having currency is that any society that controls it
eventual |y debases it and taxes it. Any society that doesn't control it wll
still have it evolve, and then the currency becomes pegged to outside

i nfl uences—i ke the scarcity of precious netals, colored seashells, or |arge
circular rocks with holes in the nmiddle.

Qur conpronise was sinmple. W tied transactions to real goods and services. |



had a conptime bal ance on the screens. If | provided an hour of adm nistrative

screen service, | got five credits. If | provided an hour of sonething Iike
comm satellite maintenance, | got forty. The credits cane fromthe system not
fromthe recipient. Likew se, for each hour | used the flitter, | |ost
twenty-five credits to the system and that didn't count fuel or parts, or the
time and skill for repairs | couldn't do nyself.

O course, the system depends on honesty, but in the end, any system does, and
we just threw out those who proved they were dishonest. Surprising what that
does for honesty.

"You did not want the |anb?" asked Dhozer, appearing silently by ny shoul der
"Too rich," | said, after finishing a bite of the warm and crusty bread.

"The dol mades are good." His tone inplied that they weren't nearly so good as
the | anb.

I waited.

"What will the cybs do?"

"I don't know." That was true, but not good enough for the restauranteur
"What do you think they will do?"

| took a sip of the retsina, a small sip, before answering. "They want revenge
for The Flight. They have not indicated how they plan that."

"Always the Construct, is it not?" he asked with a sigh

" Al ways. "

"Apity."

"Yes." | thought so, too, but not so nuch of a pity as having no Construct.

He nodded and refilled the wi ne glass, although the | evel of wi ne had barely
dropped, and then slipped away.

My eyes flickered to the replicated bronze shield and crossed spear, and then
to the black and white crater that had never been used for wine.

Dhozer had recl ai med some of his heritage, and I wondered how nuch the rest of
us had lost. Were we better off without the | egends and nyths, and the

bl oodshed out of which both had grown? But the nyths hadn't died away, except
anong the ol der dem famlies.

When | was young, we'd lived right outside the Bouthba |ocial on the ocean
where it rained all the time. At the tinmes when the northeast rains poured
down, nmy nother told stories, just like all draff nmothers did, | thought. W
father had often smiled, not an unsynpathetic smle, while she told of strange
little people and pots of gold at the end of rainbows. But there had been a
darker side to some of those stories, too.

Once nmy nother told ne an old, old story about Lyr, an ancient Sidhe god. She
said that she told nme because, before there were dem s and cybs and draffs,
there were | egends and myths, and that sone of those nmyths were real. She
never said which were, and when | asked her, she'd only answered that they al
held truth, and that 1'd have to find out which held which truths, because



once | was a denmi, |'d have to understand. She knew from the begi nni ng where
was headed.

| didn't renenber rmuch of the story about Lyr, except three things. First was
that he was the god of the sea with horses |ike sea-serpents that pulled boat
chariots through the stornms. Second, was that he wasn't a big tall god, and he
| ooked like a little old man. Last was that he went out of his way to put down
heroes. | wondered if that part got added because ny nother didn't care nuch
for heroes.

"Storms on the sea—they don't care whether you're a hero or a coward or a
draff or a dem. Wen the clouds clear and the sea is flat, none | eaves
footprints. Nor does Lyr. The gods of the land, they tear up the ground and
| eave mountains and hills and canyons, but for all the violence on the sea,
it's unchanging. The only thing the sea changes is the land."

Now, Yslena was working for Lyr, so to speak, and ny parents had been dead for
a decade, and Morgen was gone, too. Tinme was |like Lyr, too, | thought as I
took a sip fromthe refilled w neglass. Not many left footprints on tine or on
the water.

I dres brought the salad, with the strong-tasting goat cheese and the tangy
dark brown olives. | wondered what cow cheese might have tasted |ike, but
there were so few cattle left that 1'd never had any.

"Do you think they will try to destroy all the |ocial s?" Dhozer appeared and
added a touch nore wine to my gl ass.

"They could; they could try anything."

"A pity they have learned so little." He replaced the olive oil and vinegar
with a fresh dish, and added another quarter-|oaf of bread to ny basket.

| nodded as | took another bite of sal ad.
"You should try the leklavi."

"I should eat the dol mades before |I consider sonething that rich," |
count er ed.

He sm|ed as he headed for the door and a new custoner, a thin, dark-haired
wonan.

In the end, | didn't have the leklavi, and I left early, still feeling
stuffed. | didn't need to conplicate things by waiting until | was totally

exhausted before taking the flitter home in the dark, instrument beacon or not
at the house.

<< X'V

The Construct

Mut ual individual respect and sel f-respect nust be maintained, since the
greater the nutual respect between individuals and the respect for the role of
each individual within society, the nore stable the society.

Because society is based on trust, trust cannot be withheld on unfounded



suspi ci on.

Threats are a formof mstrust; so are unprovoked viol ence, use of physica
force, and manipul ation of another. Failure to be trustworthy requires renoval
from soci ety.

Attenpts to redefine principles into witten rules of conduct reflect nistrust
and are dooned to failure.

Direct statenments of individual desires are not forns of m strust, but no
i ndi vidual or group of individuals is bound or required to fulfill another's
desire.

Soci ety may agree upon nutually restrictive and/or coercive neasures, but only
so | ong as such nmeasures have commensurate inpacts upon those who devel op and
i mpose such measures.

<<< XV

The previous day's clouds had lifted, and as | |anded and air-taxied the
flitter to the base of the Deseret locial, a glance to the east showed that
the warmer breeze out of the southwest was strong enough at the higher
altitudes to lift plunmes of snow off the eastern peaks.

After shutting down the turbines and flight systems, |'d barely lifted the
thin case containing the copy of The Paradi gns of Power and a general recent
history of Od Earth off the second seat of the flitter when Kenra waved from
beneat h the nose of the cyb | ander, a boosted hydrocarb nonster that had to
gulp kilolitres of fuel on every hop

After sealing ny conparatively mnuscule flitter, | linked with Crucelle and
Kei ko and wal ked toward the cyb craft. I wore a winter jacket, not the black
cl oak. The ruins would be cold.

"Any reports to you from El anstan?"
"Kappa's up; Delta's a ness."” Keiko's words were quick and crisp, as efficient
as she always was. |'d have bet she was wearing black again.

"The cybs are using solar arrays to charge what seemto be firin cells,"”
Crucell e reported, each word precise. "They are pul se-mappi ng nost of the
locials, and they did a survey flight over the earth side of the noon. They
spent a lot of tine in the equatorial belt."

"They target anything there?" | asked, trying to recall if we had any seal ed
installations or depots there, although I thought nbst were in higher |unar
[ atitudes.

"They covered the whole surface,” he answered ironically.

"That Commander Gorum was here al ready, asking for hydrocarb fuel to their
specs, suggesting that it would be a nice gesture since they were transporting
you to Cherkrik," added Kei ko.

"Hydrocarb fuel won't hurt, if we can refine any in that volune," offered
Crucel | e.

"What he wants has the sane specs as what the Coordinator's flitter—er



anyone' s—dses. The vol unes are sonething el se again."

| shrugged as | wal ked, keeping ny nouth shut and answering on the netlink
"See if you can work it out, Keiko."

"What's the point of all this?" asked darkangel Arielle, slipping into the net
i ke a sudden storm

"Stalling themuntil they see the error of their ways," | answered. "Or until
we're ready to convince them™

"They're thinking the same way, with all the power recharging and troop
drops." The darkangel offered a snort. "They want to force the error of our
ways down our throats with supercharged particle beanms or de-energizers."”
"You have a better idea?" | asked Arielle.

"You're the Coordinator."

That meant she didn't.

"Crucel | e? Make sure that the old hardeni ng systens are operational ."

"Great suggestion for our norale, nighty Coordinator," offered Keiko.

"Coordi nators have to be honest."

"Don't be quite so honest with the subcommander. They're still playing your
menories," assessed Kei ko, accurately . . . but painfully. Then, | suspected
one of the reasons she was mnmy assistant was because the preci se—but cari ng—
Crucel l e was | ooking out for ny welfare.

"Don't | knowit," | admtted, ny eyes focusing on the sandy-haired cyb
wai ti ng ahead by the | ander ranp, clad in a mdweight green wind jacket that
woul d not be heavy enough for our destination

"Remenber that," added Crucelle, not quite able to hide his concern

| downlinked and smiled at Kenra, ignoring the junior officer standing
slightly behind her. "It's a nmuch better day today."

"Yes. Qur observers say it's clear over the ruins as well."

"But cold."
"The way you're dressed means |'Il need a heavier jacket."
"Probably." | extracted the thin folder fromnmny case. "I remenbered your

interest in the Paradigns. There's also a relatively recent, and nercifully
brief, history of Add Earth since The Flight."

"Thank you." She took the folder, but did not open it, and turned to the
of ficer behind her. "Are we ready, Kessek?"

'Yes, Subcommander."”

She notioned to the olive-black ranp, and we wal ked up it into the main cabin,
where rows of enpty accel eration couches filled the di mspace. The | ander
could have easily carried two hundred marcybs, |oaded like |ivestock or
cordwood, which was about the way the cybs regarded them



"We'|| go forward." Kenra did not |ook at ne.

Forward of the bul khead and through a heavy hatch was a smaller conpartnent,
containing a mere half dozen al nost | uxurious couches, three against the
fusel age on each side. In the mddl e was an open space, but the lines in the
deck gave the inpression of a |arge extendable table of sone sort.

"Take any seat."

| sat in the left forward couch-seat. Unusually supple, it was covered with a
bl ack synthetic leather. Kenra sat in the forward couch on the right side.

Behi nd us, the ranmp whined up and into place. Then Kessek cl osed the hatch
separating the troop conmpartnent fromthe officers' space, and w thout | ooking
at either of us, marched forward into the cockpit, closing a second hatch with
a dull thud.

Deciding to take the risk, I let ny net-enhanced senses probe the |ander as
Kessek began his checklist for lift-off. Fusel age—enhanced

nmet al i t e- bor on- conposite. Propul sion—fan-ram scram screanmers, with rmagboost.
The magfield boost surprised me a bit. The delta wi ngs contained antimatter
pel l et |launchers, although I couldn't sense any pellets. That wasn't
surprising, given their weight. A so concealed in the wings were two pair of
heavy-duty, high velocity slugthrowers, with plenty of anmuniti on—+the nasty
osmiri di an-depl eted uraniumtipped stuff. The guns were just for energencies,
since the lander's real military purpose was destruction of wi de areas of

| andscape, presumably inhabited areas rather than hardened nmilitary targets.

Lovel y people, the cybs.

A thin whine grewinto a | arger whine, and the |ander began to move. | tapped
the locial control frequency and got Kessek's transm ssion

"Deseret locial, this is |lander one. Ready to taxi for departure."

"Lander one. You're cleared to the north end of radial two zero zero."
After a noment, another transm ssion—net-to-net—followed. "G bson, |ander one
lifting for the ruins with the subcommander and the deni Coordi nat or
Interrogative instructions."

"That's negative, |ander one. Follow observation plan."

"Stet."

The | ander kept rolling northward.

"What do you think?" asked Kenra, the slightest gleamin her eye.

"It's a rather inpressive way to transport two individuals."

"W'd like to inpress you," she answered.

"I gathered that." Mere size and brute firepower weren't that inpressive in
denonstrating technol ogi cal prowess or sophistication, but they were

successful in suggesting what the cybs had in mind for Od Earth

Kemra fell silent as the | ander began to accel erate, the whine of the fan
turbines turning into nore of a thundering rush as the lightly | aden |ander



angled into the sky, alnobst as steeply as a magdrive shuttle. Before |ong
Kessek reconfigured the engines into scranset, and the external sound bled
back into a dull runble.

The bl ank obl ong on the bul khead in front of Kenra shi mered, then began to
di splay a panorama of the terrain in front of and bel ow the | ander; the
whi t e- covered nountai ns and darker valleys northeast of Parwon.

Kenra gl anced at the view for a nonment, then opened the folder and read the
sheet that held the Paradigms. Finally, she |ooked at me. "That's it?"

"I didn't say it was conplicated. Principles usually aren't." | offered a
smle. "In the beginning, the inplenentation was nastier than a pack of
vorpal s. Sonetimes, it's still a problem"”

"I'n what way?" She closed the fol der and brushed back a | ock of short sandy
hair, an unfamliar gesture.

"The whol e i ssue of power. Sonme people won't accept society's val ues except at
the focus of a weapons laser. Others never will. If we overuse force, then no
one will accept the society. If we don't use it, we have no society."

"Ni ce generalizations. Wat about sone specifics? Cases?"
"You sound like a true rat-conp."
She rai sed both eyebrows.

"Rationalist conprehender. The facts, please, nothing but the facts.” | shook
nmy head, trying to ignore the distractions of the |ander's noisy net and the
runbling of the engines. "At first, children were the biggest problem How do
you deal with then? They're innocents, relatively. Wayneclint's successor
Terese, decided to finesse the issue. She gathered a Consensus on a

repl acenent birth policy and enforced it with reversible female sterilization
after two children.”

"Rat her chauvinistic. How coul d she enforce that?"

"Easily enough. Anyone who didn't conply lost their children, got forcibly
sterilized, and dunped on one of the swept islands. That's where we still put
mal contents. "

"That's barbaric."”

"Let's see," | answered. "It's civilized to let a society over-breed and
destroy the ecology, raise interpersonal tensions to the point that violence
is endem c, and stretch resources to the point that all too many children are
ill-fed, uneducated, diseased, and wi thout any hope of ever reaching their
potential ? O would you prefer mllions of abortions? That happened, you know,
before the chaos. But it's barbaric to require people to limt their

of f spri ng?"

"What if a child dies or sonething?"

"Reversible sterilization," |I repeated. "How do you handl e the probl en? By
expansion? O by market forces?"

"Mar ket forces?"

"Econom cs—enly those who can afford children can have them... or sone



variant."
"Cybs are rational enough that we don't need such brutal neasures.”

| nodded. Sinple enough. If a cyb couldn't access the net, and use it
proficiently, then access to partners was nil. Likew se, a conmon net neant
everyone knew everyt hi ng—whi ch was a different form of consensus, power
socially inmposed. Plus, the cybs had never had to deal with a | arge popul ati on
of draffs, and that nade matters easier

"How do you know what |'mtal king about?" Kenra asked. So | told her what 1'd
been thi nki ng, and her mouth opened and then closed. "I never said that."
"It's basically true, isn't it?" 'You make it sound so ... conpulsive."

forced a | augh. 'Your society has survived. That neans you have to foll ow npst
of the Paradi gms of Power. You nay have a different norality and a different
way to apply power, but it's the sane in the end. Survival neans acceptance of
a desired noral structure and the use of sonme sort of force to maintain it
agai nst any small mnority that would undermine it." | shrugged.

"What about |large mnorities?"

"I'f you won't or can't enforce or adapt the norality to reduce discontent,
you'll have some formof civil war, societal breakup, revolution, or al
three."”

"I"d like to think about that." She | ooked toward the screen before and above
her.

Sel f -del usi on about the applicability of the Paradigns is also an
all-too-human trait. We all like to think that we aren't slaves to belief and
that we aren't governed by power, or fear of power, but nost of us aren't that
altruistic, especially deep-down. Shared norality is a way to survive, and
it's hard to overcone our basic genetic hardware. Some never do.

I nstead of resuming the conversation, Kenra opened the fol der again and began
to read the history 1'd provided. That night not prove any nore palatable to
her than ny observations on the cyb society |I'd never even seen

Before |l ong, the desol ate ground appearing in the screen indicated our
approach to the ruins.

Kessek was smooth. | had to hand himthat, the way he greased that big |ander
right onto the Cherkrik locial's strip, even in what seened to be a stiff
Crosswi nd.

The front hatch slid open, and Kessek called back, "I'm | owering the ranp,
Subcommander. Do you have any idea how | ong you'll be?"

Kenra | ooked at ne.

"I'f you want an in-depth look, it'll take a m ni mumof two hours, and maybe
four."

"At | east three hours, Kessek," she answered.

"You can close up and come with us," | offered. "Or relax in the locial tower.
There's a small cafe there—o charge to visitors."

"You can have the ruins,"” the pilot answered.



Kenmra opened a snmall | ocker on the bul khead before her and withdrew a belt and
a handgun. "I assune you don't mnd. You had nentioned the ruins are wild."
She crossed to anot her |ocker and extracted a heavy jacket that was slightly
too large for her. After stripping off her lighter jacket to reveal a set of

i nformal greens and donni ng the greeni sh-brown heavi er jacket, she transferred
a pair of gloves fromher wind jacket to the new one.

"Hardly. I'd made arrangenments for defense al so, but the handgun is fine."

| foll owed Kenra out of the |lander and down the ranmp into the cold and bri ght
sunlight in front of the white tower that fronted the only occupied structures
i n hundreds of klicks.

"Could | tour the ruins—tonorrow?" Such a sinple and neani ngl ess demand, but
there we were at the Cherkrik Station, the only station on A d Earth not
serving a popul ated | oci al

A gust of wind lifted white dust fromthe equally white per-macrete, and the
wind's faint whistle and the cooling of the |lander's engines were the only
sounds. The large bl ood-red inscription enblazoned on the side of the tower
facing the landing strip remained the same: "Lest We Forget. . ."

Wth only a glance at the inscription, Kenra turned back toward the ranp,
olive green-black netal, her net crackling around her. "Going of fnet now .
place is eerie . . . can alnpst sense old nets, old energies, and the dammed
ruins stretch for klicks and klicks."

An assent flicked back to her fromthe lander pilot. "Are we ready?" asked
Kenr a

"Coordi nator?" Standing by a vivid green electrocart was a dark thin wonan in
atrimgray singlesuit.

"Yes," | answered, both verbally and net-net. "I'm Ecktor. This is
Subcomrander Kenra fromthe Vereal Union."

"It's good to nmeet you, Subcommander. |'m Dienate, Cherkrik locial |ogistics
officer." Her brown eyes turned to nme. "Here's the cart you requested. It's
fully charged. The provisions are in the front |ocker."

The cart wasn't rmuch nore than an electric drive system powered by fuel cells
and a backup battery, four seats in two sets of two, and a w ndscreen

"Thank you. The | ander pilot may need some refreshnents.

"We'd be happy to oblige. It's always good to see a fresh face, especially in
the cold nonths." A crooked grin creased her face, showing brilliant white
teet h agai nst her near-Dbl ack conpl exi on. "Thank you."

Kenr a echoed her thanks, and D enate nodded and smiled. | wal ked over to the
cart and checked it out. Two rifles were racked in the electrocart, both
slugthrowers, with the sinultaneous tw n-nagazi ne option, either of
spray-shells or solid-expanders

"I can see you haven't given up heavy weapons, even on peaceful Ad Earth,"”
the cybnav said sardonically. "Do you armtroops with something even heavier?"
Kenmra's hand strayed to her hol stered handgun, a slugthrower rather than a
dart gun or a stunner.

By then, | could catch her words reverberating on her self-net before she



spoke them but said nothing until after her last word. No sense in alerting
her and giving up that mnimal advant age.

"W have a few of these for defense,” | said. "But we don't have troops the
way you do. Hop in." | didn't want to tal k about weapons and the way we
handl ed defense, especially not before she'd really seen the ruins, and not
after her quick dismssal of the warning inscription

probably have nore than we've ever had," she subvo-calized
| forced a smle. It could be a long tour, even if it were short.

After a quick check of the emergency beacon, and to make sure Kenra was seated
securely in the right hand seat, | used the floor throttle to ease the cart
across the dusty permacrete. The little four-wheel er whined westward on the
slight upgrade past the tower and along the | ane that separated the dozen
small dwellings fromthe three shop buildings. Each dwelling had a walled rear
yard, mainly to protect the gardens and fruit trees fromthe climatic
extremes, and the occasional vor-pal

Fifty meters of flat and cracked permacrete separated the rear walls of the
houses fromthe beginning of the ruins. | turned the electrocart left on the
former groundcar hi ghway and we bounced southward, the landing field to the
east and a mixture of roofless ruined structures to the west, interspersed

wi th | ow hunmocks where houses built of wood or other degradable materials had
once stood.

Smal|l piles of frost and snow lay in the shadows on the north side of the
ancient remmants, but even by winter's end the accumrul ati on woul d not be that
great.

A few stick-like dried weeds rose fromcracks in the ancient surface, and an
occasi onal | ow bush protruded fromthe frozen dust—probably creosote or
somet hi ng even tougher. Nothing el se grew, and all the old trees, except for
t he handful of mutants on the other side of the Barrier, had | ong since died
and crunbl ed into dust.

The ancients had left the area too dry and too infertile for grasses, and we'd
halted the ecobuilding efforts at the perineter of the ruins to preserve the
devastati on. Sone things cannot be explained, but have to be experienced.

Wth a disinterested expression that never varied, Kenra just |ooked as the
el ectrocart whi ned sout hward. Once we passed the end of the locial's |anding
field, the roofl ess ruins and | ow hunmocks appeared on both sides of the
anci ent byway.

Less than half a klick south of the locial field, | slowed the cart and eased
it across a narrow netal span that ridged a crevasse in the old road. Beneath
t he repl acenent span, the dark Iine of the bottomof the crevasse was a good
two hundred neters down.

"Was this caused by ... weapons danmage?" asked Kenra.

"No. Much of the subsoil here is hydrostatically unstable clay. There are sone
faults nearby, and the ancients diverted water from a nunber of nountain
rivers. Then they used a good fraction of that water to support an artificial
garden-1|i ke ecosphere—grass, trees. O course, the water eventually |ubricated
t hose subsurface faults, and that transformed the clay into the equival ent of
jelly." 1 shrugged. "Sone of the damage happened |ong after these were ruins,
but the fragmentary records that survived show some occurred while people were



living here."

Kemra fell silent again as the electrocart began to clinb a | ong and gradual
grade. | halted at the top. Fromwhere we sat, on an ancient hi ghway bisecting
a barren space that m ght have been a park, we had a panorama of the ruins.

The rows of square-cornered houses, nost still l[arger than ours—ine now, |
mental ly corrected mysel f—went on for klick after klick. Some few still had
roofs. Some did not. Some had walls. Mst had collapsed into heaps of plastic
and ot her nondegradabl e rubble. Still others were but holes in the ground.

A shiny black Iine—the Barrier—+ose above the ruins al nbst due west of us, but
Kenra stared southward across the brown- and white-dusted desol ation, |ooking
toward the broken towers that still jutted into the sky like the decayed teeth
of the past. Fragnments of reflected light still glittered fromsone of the
towers. Those on the north side slunped, half-nelted, supposedly destroyed by
an orbital solar array that had been blasted out of existence millennia
earlier. The visible danage didn't include the toxins and nerve spores that
only required water and organic contact to resune their search-and-destroy

m ssi ons.

"Can we go there?" She pointed to the towers.

"Not unless you want to wear a full decon suit."

"You left themthat way?"

"I'f we hadn't, who would believe that so nmuch idiocy once existed? It'd becone
a story, then a fable, and would al ready be forgotten and disnissed."” For a
monent, | recalled nmy nmother's stories—and that |1'd forgotten many, dem
training or not.

"Not if you kept it on your nets."

"Nets aren't the sanme thing. Sone experiences require full-body reality."
She rai sed those eyebrows again.

| blushed. Morgen could do that to ne so easily. "That's not what | neant."

Her face turned professional. "I'Il try to remenber that."

Did she have to alternate between being a good cyb and a flirt? O was that
the idea, to keep nme of f-bal ance? Was there any question?

So | just waited as the dead silence continued, broken only by the chill wind
that bl ew across the open el ectrocart.

"There nust have been nore people here than on sonme entire worlds,"” the cyb
navi gator finally ventured
"The peak popul ation for the entire conplex was around five mllion, in an

area that ran two hundred fifty klicks north-south and about one hundred and
fifty east and west."

She frowned, and | could sense the nental calculations. "That's over a hundred
and twenty-five people per square klick."

"Say a hundred neter square for each one."



She shivered. "That's hard to imagine."

"That was spaci ous conpared to sone of the ancient cities, places |ike Newrk
or Mexity. The towers of Newyrk were the biggest in the world."

"Way didn't you save then?"

"It was too dangerous ecologically. Too many rivers, and with the rise in the
ocean |l evels, the poisons were having too great a negative inpact on the

mari ne ecosystem Cherkrik is ecologically isolated, at |east conparatively."
"How | ong does this go on?" she asked.

"We're a bit north of the middle of the ruins. So we could travel another

hundred and twenty-five klicks south, and it would | ook pretty ruch the
same—except for the towers there."

"Ch. . . ."

| eased the four-wheeler downhill, and we travel ed on through stillness broken
only by the whispers of the cold wind and the whining of the cart. A klick
south of the rise where we had stopped, | turned west, in the direction of the
Barrier.

Bl ackened swat hes of vitrified material began to appear at irregular intervals
t hrough the ruins we were traversing, lines of black glass barely higher than
the old secondary road the cart foll owed.

Finally, Kenra gestured wi thout speaking. "Orbital |aser, powered by a sun
tap." | could sense her noting that bit of information for her records. Wuld
she woul d ask whether we retained that technol ogy or just assume that we did?
There was one such system stored at the depot on Luna, but we had no
intention of reactivating it. It wouldn't cut adi amante.

The instances of black glass finally disappeared after another klick of
whi ni ng westward. W entered the area where the buildings—built just before
the Tine of Troubl es—were strong enough to resist tine's erosion

"These | ook nmuch newer," Kenra observed. "They're still mllennia ol d-ene of
the | ast achi evements of the ancients."”

| eased the cart up beside a square structure conprised of gray building

bl ocks, stopping on the south side in the sunlight. Each bl ock bore a tracery
of fine lines. At irregular intervals, holes had been punched through the
synthetic stone, even though the hollows in the centers of the bl ocks had been
filled with a cenment that solidified as hard as the bl ocks thensel ves. Sone of
the holes were fist-sized, others alnbst |arge enough to wal k through

| flicked off the cart's power. "Why are we stopping?" "To give you a close
ook at the ruins.” "lIsn't a ruin a ruin?' The words were not quite playful
"Sometines." | rummaged under the seat until | found the standard rock hamer,
then laid it on the flat console top between us. After that | unstrapped the
rifle, though | could sense nothing nearby. Mdst of the tine the ruins were
enpty, since nothing grew in the center areas, and probably nothing ever
woul d. Beyond the Barrier was another question, but | preferred being careful
to being dead. "Do | need one?" Kenra asked. "One's enough here." Wth the
rifle in one hand and the rock hammer in the other, | stepped up to the
battered wall.

Kemra foll owed, and her gl oved fingers ran across the stones of the wall.



"Take off a glove and touch it. The stone.”
"It's just a synthstone."

"Not just. This building was built in the Tine of Troubles before The Flight."
| gestured around.

She peel ed off a glove and touched the stone. "It's just stone.”

"How cold is it outside? How cold is the stone?" | asked. She nodded as she
pul | ed her glove back on. "Alnost a total nonconductor?"

"Pretty close." | pointed to a protrusion, a rough and al nost needl e-Iike
triangle of stone jutting into one of the larger holes in the wall. Then
handed her the hanmer. "Hit that. Knock it |oose."

"I probably can't." She gave a hoarse laugh. "Not if you're asking nme to."

| couldn't help grinning. "Go ahead and try."

She took a firmbut not overpowering swi ng. The hanmer bounced off the
fragile-1o0king stone fragment w thout |eaving a scratch behind. Wth a nod,
she returned the inplenent. "Wat are the bl ocks nmade fronP"

"It's called bortbloc. Call it an early and cheaper rel ative of adiamante." |
stepped into the interior, dimy lit fromthe dozens of gaps in the wall, and
red dust rose as | wal ked down a narrow corridor

Kk cchhewww
"I"'msorry," apol ogi zed the cybnav. "It's dusty,"

| bent down and picked up an irregular chunk of bortbloc. "Here. You were
interested init."

Kemra frowned but took it, slipping it into her jacket pocket. We wal ked back
to the cart. The whole way | kept scan-ning for signs of predators, but didn't
sense a thing. That was fine with ne.

After replacing the rifle inits stand, | guided the four-wheel er back onto

t he anci ent secondary road, still headi ng westward, past endl ess battered and
hol ed structures, roofless and nore widely and irregularly separated than
those to the east.

Ahead of us, over the mainly roofl ess bortbloc dwellings, |oomed the Barrier
its black surface snooth yet unreflecting.

"What's that?" Kenra finally asked.

"We call it the Barrier. It's the only visible adiamante structure left on AQd
Earth. The only intact one above ground."

' You have sone installations bel ow ground?" Kenra probed.

"There were sonme ancient installations that were covered by lava, and it
wasn't worth the trouble to break them apart. They nay give sone far-future
geol ogi st great pause, assuming there are any geologists in the far, far
future." That wasn't the whole truth, and I wasn't required to offer that,
since, again, it would have been close to a threat.



| eased the cart to a halt in the open space east of the Barrier, that |ong
unbroken bl ack wall that stretched for klicks. | couldn't sense anything
living within at least a klick. Mst predators avoided the Barrier—the stones
still emanated death, although the systens had been depowered and renoved
mllennia earlier.

"“I'"'m hungry. How about you?" My question was rhetorical

The change in her circulation and skin color indicated a precipitous drop in
bl ood sugar.

"Ah . . . sonething mght taste good."

D enate had been as good as her word about provisions. Besides the sandw ches,
crackers, cheese, and winter apples, there was even a bottle of Springfire
with two nugs.

"El egant for a ruins tour," Kenra said after swallow ng sone of the Springfire
and nmunchi ng through half a bison and cheese sandwi ch. "Tasty, too. Wat's the
nmeat ?"

"Bi son. Even with the vorpals and the cougars, they tend toward

overpopul ation. So we can cull quite a few w thout upsetting the bal ance much.
Oiginally, or sem-originally, hunters were part of the natural bal ance.
asked for the cheese because sone people find the bison too strong w thout the
noderating influence of the cheese.”

"You sound |ike a net engineer."

I'd done that, too, but admitting it wasn't w se. "Coordinators pick up things
from everywhere."

"I'ncl udi ng of f-planet."

| shrugged, hoping the senmi-flirtatious phrase was just gentle flattery.
Rat her than answer, | ate the other half of my sandwich in four bites. The cyb
hadn't been the only hungry one.

"How did you get to be a navigator?" | asked, sipping Springfire kept chill by
the wind and the ambi ent tenperature.

"I always wanted to be one, and | was good with astrophysics. | qualified as a
pilot, and, after a long tinme, here | am" She finished the crackers and the
cheese |'d offered her

"You're the nost senior wonan in the Vereal Fleet, aren't you?"

"Someone has to be. Myst wonen don't like to specialize in abstract concepts
and cal cul ations. | do."

"We do tend to have fewer female rat-conps,” | admitted, "but not nearly so
few as the ancient theorists predicted." After a sip of Springfire, | asked,
"What pronpted the mssion to Ad Earth?"

There was a | ong pause before she answered. "A nunber of things. Curiosity.
Wanting to know if the demis survived. And we were visited by a ship from one
of the forner col onies of the Rebuilt Hegenony."

In short, they'd reclainmed their technol ogical heritage and di scovered that



t he bogeynen of the far past had apparently crunmbled. Yet they'd still sent
twel ve adi amante hulls. That al one showed how deep the fear and hatred ran

| gathered the remains of our neal back into the bag, corked the half bottle
of Springfire and put everything back in the | ocker. "Ready?"

"For what?" she asked.
"The interesting part of the ruins tour."

The cart rolled forward and eased through the gate. The gate: ten meters tall

i mperi shabl e and enduring, still glittering black and untouched except for the
thin coating of white dust. Fromthe guardhouse above poi nted dual barrels of
Sasaki cannon, and the cracked cerami c sleeve of an antipersonnel |aser. The
early demi s had coated themwi th preservatives to nmaintain their |egacy of
nmenace. Those particul ar weapons were the only part of the ruins we had
preserved, but | still felt the Consensus had been right in choosing to do so.
| still supported it, although the bitterness over preserving just those few
weapons had | asted for generations.

Beyond the gates were the plastic trees, now nearly eighty neters tall, their
twenty-meter-plus trunks el bow ng aside the curbs of the ancient parkways
where they had been planted. They weren't real plastic, but | felt that way
about them They were firs genetically nodified to manufacture a |ignin-based
pl astic conposite as part of their trunk and linmb structure, and to extract
water fromthe air. The original idea had been to provide an organi c source of
conposite arnor fibres, but the cost proved too high, and there was no
practical way to harvest them Each had cost the equival ent of three
ground-to-orbit shuttles to create. They were virtually indestructible except
to heavy weapons, direct fission explosions, or sinilar catastrophic
applications of force. They continued to grow, if glacially, and were
projected to be able to reach heights in excess of two hundred neters with
roots twi ce that deep | ocked into the very depths of Ad Earth

The tips of their linbs quivered in the heavier wind gusts, and their natura
appear ance belied their unnatural birth. O the old evergreens once growing in
the ruins area, none were left, not even the trunks, except for one wthered
out - of - pl ace bristlecone in the single park up the hill.

Kenmra was silent as the electrocart whined past an intact and full-scale
replica of an ancient castle, conplete with four round turrets at each corner
and a dry noat.

Anot her half klick up the winding and snooth drive was a replica npbsque.

As we neared the nmobsque, Kenra turned in her seat. "This is ... different from
the other ruins. They look |like they were just abandoned. Wiy are these stil
conpl ete? Who |ived here?"

"Il answer that after we tour the next dwelling, if you don't mnd." |I knew
she did, but | was feeling difficult. She'd kept |ooking, but |I wasn't sure
she'd really seen anything except nore ruined buildings than she'd ever

t hought about .

Past the mpbsque-like dwelling was the tenple house. A long winding strip of
adi amante-1i ke pavenent |ed toward the three-w nged structure built of a light
green stone that shimered in the nmidday light, although in the shade, snow

bl eached whiter by the omnipresent dust lay piled against the north walls.

The cart whined to a stop opposite the short walk | eading to the doubl e stone



doors.

Kenra took in the graceful columms and the transparent and indestructible
armagl ass between them "This was a private dwelling?" she asked.

"All of themon this side of the Barrier were." | clinbed out of the cart seat
and set the brake, then lifted one of the rifles. "I'd like you to | ook at
this one." "It's like a tenmple, or something fromHzjana." "Mre likely, the

one on Hzjana came fromhere." Not that | knew that for certain, but
architecture on the forner Col ony Planets had to have some origin in Add
Eart h.

The carved stone doors, synthetic jade depicting a man kneeling before a

bl azi ng bush in the mddle of hillside, opened at ny touch. They always did, a
testinmony to the engineering and the balance. |I'd also cleaned the tracks
several years back, and that hel ped.

The polish of the entry hall's stone floor was nmuted by the dust, but remai ned
as snooth and hard as it had for its builder mllennia earlier

Kenra gl anced up at the ten-meter fluted colums. "A replica tenple? From
wher e?"

"Fromwhat |'ve been able to discover, it's an idealized version of something
call ed M noan, except the religious notif got confused."

Kenra paused. The nosaic on the wall facing the door depicted a naked,

bl ond- hai red, and beardl ess young man vaul ting through the w de-spread horns
of a bull in the mddle of a banner-clad arena. There aren't many cattle |eft
t hese days, but Wenstan told ne they thought they had the bovine cleft-gene
virus pinned down. So there mght be a chance for them

"The detail is amazing." Kenra | eaned close to the minute col ored stones, none
| arger than a half centineter

A wind gust swirled snow outside the north-facing stone doors, but not the
hint of a sound entered the tenple-Ilike house, and the powdered dust by the
doors didn't nmove a millineter

Kenra turned and scanned the entire | ower entry hall.

When she seened al nost finished, | shrugged and started up the | eft-hand set
of stairs to the upper level. A landing nearly five neters deep overl ooked and
encircled the entry hall on three sides. There were wi de squared lintels
fram ng openings to each of the three wings on the upper |evel.

At the top, | waited for Kenra, shifting the rifle. | couldn't believe I'd
need it inside, but in the ruins beyond the Barrier, you never quite knew.
Besi des, we'd have to return to the cart.

She paused and turned, |ooking down again, before giving the smallest of
headshakes. "Where next?"

"The wings are simlar. Each provided living space for an individual, or a
couple, at nost. The center wing is the nost interesting.” | stepped into the
entry room something once called a sitting room although, eons ago, someone
had renmoved all the furnishings in the house, or they had turned to dust and
sifted away, or both. "According to what the researchers have been able to

di scover, this was just a room designed for sitting and tal king."



The roomwas fully fifteen meters wide and ten deep, with recessed al coves
that had held artwork on each side. The floor was pale green and white
poli shed marble, flat and snmpboth, with a repeating design of triangles.

Beyond the sitting room past the square arch that had once hel d doubl e doors,
was a corridor leading to the bedchanmber. On each side of the corridor was a
bath chanmber. | waited as Kenra inspected each. The one on the left held an
oval marble tub |l arge enough for four people, included a space the size of ny
kitchen just for a conmode, and had enough cl oset space for a marcyb reginment.
The bat hi ng chanber on the right was sinilar, except that in place of the tub
was an armagl ass encl osed shower of equally heroic proportions.

Kenra | ooked through each, then rejoined nme in the corridor. 'You read about
these, but . . . seeing sonething like this ..."

"It gives you a different perspective."

| wal ked forward into the bedchanber, fifteen neters wide and tw ce as deep, a
space al nmost blindingly bright. The side walls were conprised of fluted pale
green stone colums joined by lightly tinted armagl ass that ran fromfloor to
ceiling. The end wall continued the sanme pattern, except for the set of carved
stone doors centered there.

Kenra gl anced around the enpty chanber, saying nothing.

The right hand outer door groaned slightly but opened, and we stepped out onto
t he covered sout h-facing bal cony, rinmed by a stone bal ustrade supported by

m ni ature colums. Fromthe bal cony, the outline of the departed gardens that
had encircled the forty-neter pool was clear. The pool was enpty, the pale

green marble-like sides still shimering in the cold light, but snow and white
dust covered the nosaics that had floored it. Once, fromthe bal cony, the
white-tipped nountain giants woul d have been reflected in the water. "It's
still beautiful." Kenra's voice was even nore hoarse. "l can't imagine what it

nmnust have been |ike."

I could theoretically conceive of it, but the enotional inpact was too much to

dwell on, especially with ny background. | |ooked toward the nountains
i nst ead.
"Why don't you live ... | nean, with only ten mllion of you—eoul dn't everyone

live like this?"

"This dwelling used nore electrical energy in a week than | use in a standard

year." | forced a laugh. "And | don't lack for conveniences."
Her face tightened. "Has it gotten that bad . . . here?" "W're cautious."
turned to | ook at her face, still bearing a quizzical expression. "Although we

have a | ot of hydrocarbon reserves, we try to restrict hydrocarb consunption
to our renewabl e sources—things like the joba plants, the propyl ene harvests.
For sone things, you need nore concentrated energy, and we still use
fusactors, but we try to keep their usage to where it's appropriate." Like
powering the satellite station systens.

Her eyes scanned the other structures, nore than a dozen easily visible from
t he bal cony, some larger, none that nuch smaller. M ne skipped over the
replicas of ancient architecture | did not recognize and over the synthstone
reproduction of an early starship. Beyond the silvered starship, the gol den
pyramd glittered in the cold sun, and | took a deep breath. Even for ne,
visiting the ruins was hard.



Unbi dden, the words of a song, Mdrgen's song, glittered through ny thoughts.

t hough buds bl ossomed too quick, too true,
and words we whispered flaned in vain
against Od Earth's last reign and rain ..."

Di al ogue one: Had the ancients been A d Earth's last reign, the fruit of the
tree of know edge that had fruited too soon?

Di al ogue two: Get it together. Mdrgen had nothing to do with the ancients or
the cyb at your el bow who's | ooking for any possible key to Add Earth

"Is there nore?" asked Kenra.

| flushed, realizing that I'd spoken sonme of the words aloud. "It's nore of a
private song. I'msorry. | hadn't nmeant to speak it aloud."

For a nonent, her eyes seenmed different. "That's all right," she said, and
cleared her throat, before half-turning and gesturing toward the remaining
houses of the enclave. "How many of these?"

"There are nore than five hundred behind this barrier. Simlar enclaves
existed in every major city, but this was the first and only one that had a
barrier. That's why it survived, | suppose.”

Kenra noi stened her |ips.

"There were gardens with flowers, thousands of different kinds. W only have a
few handfuls of those left, although nost of the wildfl owers survived. That
says sonet hing."

"There aren't many flowers on Gates."

That didn't surprise nme, but | answered. "If you didn't think it would upset
t he ecol ogy, you could take sone clips, some DNA sanples.”

"How coul d that upset the ecol ogy?" She | aughed. "The early settlers

terraf ormed everything. Mdire than ninety percent of the flora has an A d Earth
DNA base. "

Her acceptance of the casual reordering of an entire ecol ogy upset ne, but
didn't surprise me—ot with the kind of "our mght makes your right" ethic the
cybs seenmed to espouse.

A pair of broad wi ngs caught the corner of ny eye, and out

of habit | focused on the eagle, trying to nmesh, to foll ow

"It's beautiful. W don't have anything |ike that on Gates."

Kenra's words disrupted ny concentration, and | dropped ny eyes and scan

"He is," | answered, glad to change the subject. "He's a hunter, and hunters
have to be functionally beautiful."

"Do you think he's aware of how. She did not finish the sentence, then

added, "Are they really aware?"

"He's aware enough." | studied the circling avian for a tine.



"How aware, do you think?"
"Enough to have basic self-concepts."
n O,]?Il

"If I"ve got it right, this one thinks of hinmself as sonething |ike
' Sky- W ng- Search.' " | shrugged.

A moment of silence followed, as | suspected it mght. "Careful!" came the
faraway caution from sonmeone nonitoring nme. Crucelle?

"Not hi ng el se has penetrated," | pul sed back, but got no answer.
"How do you know?" asked Kenrta

| had to shrug again. "I couldn't tell you, exactly. It's nore a matter of
feel ."

Her eyes traversed fromny face to the sky and back to me. "Not exactly
verifiable."

"No, it's not. I"'mpart intuit, and it drives the rat-conps crazy, the way
"1 left off the part about how Morgen had done the same to ne.

For a tine, we watched Sky-W ng-Search as he circled farther and farther
westward into the higher hills that fronted the nountains. Kenra stood as
close to ne as she ever had, lost in following the eagle, and something was
wrong, sonething missing, but |I could not place it.

"What's that?" she asked abruptly.

That she even saw the slinking black shape streaking uphill toward the old
park that held the only few areas of vegetation in klicks—besides the plastic
trees—ndi cat ed boosted vision and a few ot her inprovenents.

"Vorpal ." | had the rifle ready, but the predator was headed away from us, and
that was fine with ne.

"A vorpal? It's gone. You keep nentioning them Wat are vorpal s?"

"Vorpal s are nasty predators that evol ved/ appeared since The Flight. Cross the
i ndependence of a wolf with the intelligence of a high primate, teeth that
make knives seemdull, and the m ndset of a Uksorissan—sonething |like that,
anyway. "

"You al | ow somet hi ng that dangerous to run free?" Kenra seenmed surprised, even
after all that I'd already said

"I't's not quite a question of allowing. AOd Earth has this tendency to adapt.
I"mnot sure we'd like the vorpal's successor.”

Again, for an instant, another puzzled expression crossed her face, only to be
replaced with the mask of mld interest.

| wanted to screamat her, to tell her to really | ook at what she saw, but
that wouldn't work. History has shown that it never has, and that realization
depressed ne even nore. | checked the sun and ny selfnet. "W should be
headi ng back.



Your pilot will be getting worried before too long, and it would be better
that he doesn't."

W |left the Cretan hone in silence, but as | reracked the rifle and guided the
el ectrocart back down the drive, Kenra cleared her throat.

| looked at her for an instant, then waited.
"You said you'd answer mny question.”

"About who lived here? The dem's, of course. This was the encl ave where
Wayneclint lived."

"And you leave it |ike this?"

"There are things we shouldn't forget, either," | said softly, renmenbering ny
mother's rendition of The A d Draffs Tale, and, later, nmy first visit to
Cherkrik. "We, nost of all. That's the reason for the | egend on the | ocial
tower. "

W drove back mainly in silence, except for a few questions Kenra asked about
geogr aphy and water supplies.

Bot h Di enate and Kessek were waiting at the foot of the locial tower.

"Thank you for everything," |I told Dienate. "I especially appreciated the
Springfire."
"I thought you would." Dienate turned to Kenra. "I hope you found the ruins as

instructive as we do."
"They were very . . . interesting."
| couldn't help but catch Dienate's di sappoi ntnent, although her professiona

snmle never wavered. "I'mglad you found them so," she answered Kenra without
even a flicker of anything besides politeness and warnth

"Thank you," | told Dienate again.

"You're wel come,"” she said, adding net-to-net, "I don't envy you, Coordinator
She's like ancient marble, and if they're all like that, we' ve got troubles.”
"W got troubles,” | answered on the net, nodding as | did so, and turning

toward the cyb | ander where Kessek waited.
"So how were the ruins, Subcommander?" asked Kessek as we wal ked up the ranp.

"Ruins. Very instructive. Qur friends"—-she | ooked at me—"have sone inpressive
hi story. You m ght have appreciated them™

"Ruins are ruins. You ready to head back?"

"Very ready." Kenra shook her head.
We settled into the | uxurious couches in silence.

Later, as the | ander |evel ed off and headed sout hwest, Kenra rubbed her
forehead and | ooked toward me. 'You don't make it easy, do you?"



"I"'mnot in an easy position," | answered truthfully.

"How | ong have you been Coor di nat or ?"

"Since your approach to AOd Earth was noted." Should | have not answered the
question truthfully, I wondered. A few questions to draffs or others in Parwon
woul d have reveal ed the answer anyway, and the last thing | needed was for the
cybs to question my honesty.

"Why were you sel ected?"

"The Consensus thought someone unencunbered woul d be better able to devote
full energy to the situation.”

"I can't believe you' re unencunbered. Is this sone transition?"
"My soul mate di ed three nonths ago."

"And that makes you a candidate for planetary Coordinator?"

"The Consensus comittee could change its decision at any tinme." | |aughed.
"Maybe they will." She was right, in a way, though, as the flashback in the
encl ave had denonstrated. | wasn't operating as clearly as | should be.

"You don't act as though you want the position."
"No Coordi nator does."

That stopped her for a nonent, and she noi stened her |ips and frowned,
glancing up at the screen for a tine, her eyes glazed, her attention on the
net, seeking and scanning data on O d Earth. None of it was surprising.

| |l eaned back and waited, as | nmonitored her data requests. "What's that?" She
gestured to the screen and the evenly spaced hunmobcks centered in the plains
north of the Esklant Crossing. "Sone renegade draffs hiding out?"

"Hardly. Draffs don't live away fromthe locials." "Wy not?"

"It's alittle rough out there. 1've told you about the vor-pals and cougars,
and that doesn't include the giant scorpions, snakes, and some very
intelligent bears. It's safer nearer the locials. Anyway, that's a prairie dog
town." "A prairie dog town? Rodents made that?" "It's a prairie dog town." "I
don't believe it." | shrugged. "It's true."

"Could you take me to see that? And Viedras—he'd love to see sonething like
that—assuming it's real. Could you take us to see it?"

"Who's Viedras?" "Qur naturalist."”

Qoviously, the idea was to keep me occupi ed and out of touch as much as
possi ble while the cybs readied their attack. And she clearly didn't believe
my statenment that draffs didn't Iive anay fromthe locials, but they didn't,
except for those that didn't live |ong.

Crucelle was off-system He did sleep, sonetinmes. So | netlinked Arielle, and
backpl ayed t he conversation. 'Your thoughts, darkangel ?"

"So complinmentary you are, Ecktor. That schem ng cybnav has definitely gotten
orders to keep you on the go, and she likes you in an odd way, which neans
she's putting nore into it than she has to."



"Thank you. Do you think the town will reveal too nmuch?"

"It's more likely to mslead her and the cybs. 1'd calculate that they'd think
it woul d show how we've totally lost control ."

"I can't say no."

"You shouldn't. Not to the town visit," Arielle answered.

"Thanks." | turned in the seat to Kenra. "W can manage sonething, |I'd guess."
"\Where were you?"

"I"'msorry?" | managed to | ook puzzl ed.

' Your eyes sort of glazed over for a monent. You were here, and you weren't."
Great! She knew we had something like the overnet, but | didn't want her to
realize its range, not yet, anyway. "I was thinking about prairie dogs and
what we'd need."

"Need? They're rodents, aren't they?"

"You'll need your sidearm and the equivalent of a rifle—slugthrower variety.
W can provide them or you could even bring a hal f-squad of your arned

mari nes. "

A faraway pulse fromArielle added to ny concerns. "Eck-tor, | told you she
was nmore than a little interested. You' re Coordinator, renenmber?"

"For rodents?" asked Kenra.

"You'll see," | promised both of them Then | |eaned back in the supple couch
and cl osed ny eyes.

<< XVI
After nmy day at the ruins, | decided to spend the next nmorning in the southern
gorge. If it had been earlier in the year, | would have gone up to the Breaks,

but there was already nore than a neter of snow there, and I didn't want to
fight bodily chill when | was trying to lift soul -cold.

| lingered over a third cup of tea, running my fingers across the polished
flattened oval of adianmante that 1'd brought back frommy run days earlier. No
matter how | held it, the niellen-deep bl ackness never |ightened. Nor did the
adi amante ever seem warner or colder, and not even a dianpond could scratch it.
| suppose that was the way we demis wanted A d Earth to be, unchangi ng and
unchangeabl e. Not that there wasn't a reason for that desire, since nost
change, at least in the ecosystem usually was for the worse, but we'd al so

| earned that change was inevitabl e and unstoppabl e—except at a cost higher
than we could afford to pay. Even before the end of the Chaos Years, nost of
the ancient coastal cities had vani shed under the waves—those that hadn't been
devastated by the reawakening of the ring of fire and the red m st.

As the sky lightened, | set the adiamante in the center of the table and
swal  owed the | ast of the tea. My eyes crossed the holo of Mrgen that hovered
above the corner table, the one she had carved over the years from an anci ent



and gnarled bristlecone root. Her green eyes still questioned. Was | doing
right? How would I know?

| shook ny head and stood. Unlike Mrgen, who knew, | had to struggle and
grasp up from nmore nmundane roots. Had our fates been reversed, she would have
made a better Coordinator, a far better Coordinator. But we don't choose our
lots that way. Wth a last glance at the miniature representation of the
sandy- haired woman in dark green trousers and tunic and a carefree smle, |
headed for the shower.

No . . . the cyb didn't really look Iike her at all. The weat her had held, and
as soon as | preflighted the flitter, I was headed a hundred klicks south.

Al t hough the cedars and bushes had reclainmed the I and, the path of the old

hi ghway bel ow stood out clearly, especially where the ancients had renoved

bl uf fs and nmountai nsides. For millennia nmore it would remain a half-hidden

poi nter southward. There just wasn't any practical way to undo all the massive
mount ai n nodi fi cati ons undertaken by the ancients.

The small er plateau above the river where | set the flitter down was a good
t housand neters | ower than the house, and correspondi ngly warmer and sunnier
The sunshine and warnth | needed. The conbi nation of the cyb navigator, the
job of Coordinator, and ny own | osses were going to leave ne with years of
conpensatory-tine debts—assuming | survived to pay them

After a noment, | shook ny head, pushing away thoughts of job and past, and
turned westward. More ruins | didn't need. After checking ny jacket, my high
boots, and the two long belt knives, |I pulled on nmy gloves and began to hike

toward the rim |ess than a klick ahead.

My boots automatically carried me around the sagebrush and the smaller cact
interspersed irregularly along the plateau. The sun warmed ny back as |
wal ked, and nmy lips whistled a tune | thought |1'd forgotten.

As | skirted a larger cactus—the kind that |ooked partly Iike a pal mwhose
nane | never |earned, | paused as a jackrab-bit bounded from one | ow cedar to
another with a speed | envied, a speed probably responsible for the species
survival in a time of even swifter and deadlier predators.

Ahead lay the pile of rock that forned an ideal vantage point for the gorge
and the twisting river that had formed it and that had survived the
mani pul ati ons of man in the Tinme of Troubles.

The plateau was too flat and even to suit vorpals normally, but | stil
scanned for them and left the straps on the knife hilts unsnapped.

| studied the rocks as | neared them ensuring nmy gloves were on tight. The
faintest of clicks, well-below normal hearing range, alerted nme, and | skirted
the dark flat rock. One of the scorpions flash-hissed onto the dark surface,
twenty centineters of clawed tail and venom all appetite, but | left it

alone. Killing it would only have ten to thirty others hissing out after ne,
and the one horde had to be the only one in a klick or so. The area woul dn't
support nore. Scorpion packs—that was another thing the ancients wouldn't have
bel i eved.

The pack neant that there were nore than a few other invisible fauna, but
conceal nent was their best defense, and | saw none of the desert prawns or the
sliders or anything else that the scorpions usually hunted.

| bounded up the rest of the rocks, slowing as | neared the top, and halted
abruptly short of the edge as | saw the heavy bl ack horns and the gol den coat.



The kaliramclicked its front hoof on the stones, and a section of sandstone
broke and slid onto the sandy detritus, then skidded downhill. The kalirams
red eyes glittered, and | could sense the black cloud of confusion flashing
toward ne.

My nental screens went up, enough that | only staggered, although nost draffs
and even some denmi s woul d have been stunned or dead fromthe sensory i npact
thrown by a nmature beast.

Downhi I'I, the scorpions' hisses died away, but they were too insensitive to be
much nore than stunned.

| dug in my boots and hoped that the ram woul d get the nmessage.

When | did not fall, the kaliram stanped again, and another flash of bl ackness
speared toward me. Prepared as | was, | stood, marshalling ny defenses.

| didn't need them

After several nonents, the gol den-fleeced kaliramlifted his head and
needl e- ended bl ack horns. The red eyes flashed, and the thick lips reveal ed

t he knife-edged teeth.

| wat ched.

The kaliramlicked its nuzzle, then turned, and bounded across the rock scree,
surefooted as its vegetarian ancestors, then angled down toward the river

bel ow and easi er prey. | |aughed.

After studying the silver stream bel ow, and watching an eagle and a raven

skirm sh across the blue skies of morning, | turned and began to wal k back to
the flitter. Soul-chill or not, | was Coordi nator, and the mess in Parwon was
still waiting.

<<< XVI |

Barely after |'d gotten airborne on nmy way to Parwon, as | clinbed past Kohl
Creek and away fromthe house, Keiko net-linked. "That Mjor Hensl om was here.
He wanted to take all his troops on a recreational hike into the hills. He
called it a hike. | suggested that 1'd need to informyou."

"He can do it, but find an area that doesn't have any prairie dog towns, and
no concentrations of vorpals or kalirans."

"Such as?" Kei ko asked dryly.
She was right. There weren't many.

"How about due north of Parwon along the track of the old hi ghway? Then run a
flitter with a screaner over it before they set out."

"I can handle that." She projected conpetence, and a smile. "Now, about
Locatio. He says he can't clear the Ellay residential bloc until tonorrow, and
that other majer, Ysslop, said that you prom sed today."

"Rem nd Locatio the Consensus Committee will reduce conptines, increase
allotments, whatever is reasonably necessary, but it's a



Coor di nat er - deened- necessary requi renment."
"I told himthat."

"Then tell himthat if he wants the cybs to fry his locial first, he can screw
around all he wants, and I'Il put his rebuilding priorities bel ow everything
el se.™

"He m ght understand that."

"Furthermore, tell himl'ma crazy, grief-struck wi dower who's likely to do

hi ghl y unreasonable things if he doesn't cooperate. And that the Consensus
Conmittee picked ne because they wanted a crazy, unreasonable Coordinator. Onh,

and tell himthat K gaio even wanted nme and agreed to the schedule | set."

"He will understand that." A hint of a |augh followed, and | imagi ned white
teeth agai nst her olive conpl exion

"I's that all?"

"No. That cyb subcommander sent a nessenger to confirmthat you're going to
see a prairie dog town. They want to bring a full squad of marcybs, and two
officers."

"Fine. Afull squad won't hurt. 1'Il need the big magshuttle, though."

"I think I can arrange that." Kei ko paused, as if going down a list. "And
Mris—he's the draff rep to the Commttee—wants to neet with you. Sonething
about permitting the cybs on-planet violating the Construct."

| sighed.

"I heard that. He'll be here at 1400. Ch, the bison shipments arrived, but
there's a problemof reallocation of the rest of the food shipnents because of
the cybs' protein requirenents.”

"Have we got enough for the next two weeks?"

"Yes."

"That can wait."

"And a nunber of other itens." "Closed net?" | asked.

"Naturally. We're still secure, but they'll wait. Just so you know they're
wai ti ng, Coordinator."

| knew. Even before |I'd reached Parwon and | anded ny poor flitter, trouble was
knocki ng on the net.

It got worse. | got fromthe landing strip into Parwon and into the adnin
buil ding before it did. 1'd just reached the top of the stairs and was wal ki ng
toward the Coordinator's office when Keiko net-alerted ne.

"Coordi nator," |linked Kei ko. "There's a pair of draffs here, and one was
assaul ted by one of the marcybs.”

"Waen?"

"This nmorning, on her way to work at the conmponents assenbly bloc."



| pasted an expression of grave concern, as opposed to the anger | felt, as |
wal ked toward the two draffs on the couch. The woman's |eft cheek was bruised
and the man glared at me as he bounded to his feet. She rose nore slowy.
"What are you going to do?" he demanded. "Find out what happened, first," |
answered with a calml didn't feel as | turned to the woman. "Can you tell nme
exactly what happened? | know you told Keiko, but | need to know. "

"Her nane is Nislaki," Keiko pulsed me. "His is Kaluna."

Ni sl aki took a breath. "We were in the park. The green-coats were marching

down Yeats, and then they stopped and ran into the park for some sort of group
exerci se, and one of them knocked down Divis—

"Divis is our son," the man expl ai ned.

"—and | picked up Divis and asked the man who did it to be nore careful, and
he just hit me."

"He told her that she was usel ess draff baggage and to get out of the way,"
added Kal una.

"Did their |eader say or do anything?"

" Not hi ng. "

"And then you cane here?" | asked.

"We took Divis to ny nother. She lives in a cingplex on Edson."

Ni sl aki's deep brown eyes met nmine, and | could sense her shock that such an

i ncident could occur. If the cybs were successful, she'd be nore than shocked;
she' d be dead, or worse.

"What are you going to do?" asked Kal una.

| | ooked at him "What needs to be done."

They bot h | ooked away.

Kei ko smiled, and gestured to them "If you have any questions about what the
Coordi nator does, get in touch with me in a few days."

That was safe enough. In a few days, it was likely to be al

over, one way or another.

"I know," Kei ko agreed through the link. "But what are you going to do?"
Today, she wore a gray vest of sone sort, but still black trousers and a pal er

gray hi gh-necked shirt.

"Have you get someone to contact Henslomand ask himto stop by," | answered
as | watched N slaki and Kal una wal k toward the wi de stairs.

"He won't do that." "I know, but first we ask."

She shook her head, and | wanted to shake nine, too. The cybs were trying to
provoke us, and it would get worse. The problem wasn't one insol ent marcyb,
unfortunately. The Iine marcybs weren't insolent. That took a direct net order
from Hensl om or an officer



| wal ked into the Coordinator's office. Al though the sunlight poured in the
south wi ndows, | still felt cold inside. My netabolismwas fine, and the
tenmperature in the office was probably too warm if anything.

At ny request, Keiko had installed a standard conpensatory-time visual screen
and keyboard in ny office, although I could netlink to it if | chose.

After dropping into the swivel chair behind the desk | really didn't need,
used the boost to link with Rhetoral. He was on Ell Prime, while Elanstan was
on Ell Delta. "Howis it com ng?" | asked.

After the string of profanity, unusual for him Rhetoral explained. "Someone
falsified the entries. Delta was never tine-proofed. They just flipped the
breakers, sealed the hatches and left. W' ve got solid contacts welded in
pl ace, freeze-dried electronics, and the nost obsol ete nmess you ever saw. "

"Cbsol ete? You think they never used the system during the Jykserian
i nci dent ?"

"They couldn't have. | don't know when the station was |ast operational. W're
basically boxing it and replacing it bit by bit, but we don't have enough
parts."” Rhetoral had settled down, the |longsword of his soul back inits
scabbar d.

"Lift them by magshuttle. Cannibalize a locial system" | called up the Iocial
system requirenents and the crosslinks and made a quick decision. "Either Thun
or Machaga or even Chitta."

"Chitta? K gaio would have a fit."

"Let her—nl ess she wants to be Coordinator. W're going to need every el
system we can nuster." 'You sound so encouragi ng, Ecktor." "I took their head
navi gat or and chi ef spy through the Cherkrik ruins yesterday. Noting
much—except she wants to see a prairie dog town."

| caught the sense of a | ow whistle before Rhetoral responded. "Wayneclint was
right, it seens like. They really are slow on the nonlinear."

"Arielle still calculates, based on their reaction to the Hy-bernium that
they' Il attack. Nothing less than a perceived unitary probability of their
total destruction will change that decision. And we can't provide infornmation
on that level. That's a threat under the Construct." "So why are they

wai ting?"

"They're still rebuilding power stocks and mapping, and I'd intuit that they
don't have all the technology we do, and they'd like it. Call it greed." |
paused. "I'Il let the locial admin offices in Thun, Machaga, and Chitta know

that you've got priority lift."

"Thanks. "
Then | | ooked toward the hal f-open door. "Keiko?"
"Yes, ser?"

"Come on in with your list. And shut the door."

She brushed a lock of dark hair off her eyebrow as she sat down across from
me, her dark eyes deep with concern. "Rechar is taking your nmessage to Mjer



Henslom | told himto be careful."
| nodded. "What's first?"

"The nunber two big nmagshuttle will be ready at 0800 tonorrow. Lieza will be
the pilot, and I"'mwaiting for a return call from Subconmander Kenra."

"Next ?"

"Locatio got the bloc cleared, and the narcybs are settling in. He says you
owe him"

"He's right. | do, if I live long enough for himto collect."

Kei ko gave ne one of those |evel stares.

"Bad joke," | said out |oud.

"You won't get out of comptine that easily, Coordinator."

Havi ng heard of Kei ko's handling of K gai o-she was as nuch K gaio's
representative as ny assistant—+ had this feeling Kei ko woul d drag ne back

fromthe dead to nake sure | conmpleted nmy quota. She was conpetent enough that
she nmight actually manage it.

Kei ko rai sed her eyebrows. "All right. What's next?" | braced for the rest of
her |ist.
After Keiko left nmore than forty mnutes later, | |ooked at the screen before

me, since using the eye-resting screen was easier for admn trivia than
concentrating on holding the images nentally. And centralizing the
record-keeping certainly took | ess power and equi prrent than hol di ng open
two-way transmi ssions to every dem that owed the system Besides, that kind
of link would have required personal conptinme and just added to what | owed
the | ocial.

Even being chi ef negotiator, or spokesman, or whatever for Od Earth didn't
relieve nme, not in ny mnd, anyway, frommy allotted conpensatory-tine. |
reached for the keyboard, then straightened. Mich as | dearly wanted to
whittle it down, conpensatory-tine would have to wait... a long, long tine,
the way matters were proceeding, and by then 1'd owe enough that I'd die with
a conpti me debt.

"Crucel | e?"

It took a moment for himto uplink, or break whatever connection he had. ' Yes,
Eckt or ?"

"Start diverting locial critical production into the hardened stores.™
"W started yesterday."

"You're nore of an optimst than | am™

"That was Arielle.”

"Qur darkangel. Your darkangel," | corrected.

The screen beeped, and a flashing icon on the upper left corner of the screen
coincided with the nmental "power interruption” alarmthat rang in ny thoughts.



"Anot her crisis. Reads cyb all over it. Link later." | broke off and tried to
scan the system

Loci al power systenms were nearly fool proof and tanper-proof, but outages did
occur. The link had offered no hints, and | could sense the oversystem

out side the admin building, was still operational. | bolted upright. At the
nmonent there weren't any other dem s in the building, except Keiko. That
didn't surprise me. There was no sense in being at possible ground zero when
it wasn't necessary.

Standi ng at ny door already, Keiko |looked at ne as | hurried out.

"I don't know, but it's here in the building," was nmy answer to the unspoken
guestion. | don't knowif | took the stairs two or three at a tinme, but | was
on the main | evel fast enough

Qutside the screen roomon the main |level, | passed Vyl-dia—draff, but draff
by choi ce, and bright enough. Her once-long blond hair was cut short, al npst
like a marcyb

"“Hell o, Wldia."

"Hell o." She | ooked down, but | was already well past and heading for the

cl osed ranps down to the mai nboards and powerlinks. | slipped into the ranp
well, it only by red Iights, and eased inside the door at the top of the ranp
| eadi ng down to the first level, senses extended and hearing torqued up

Breathing as quietly as possible, | paused inside the closed door, and let ny
vi sion adjust to the di mess of the emergency red-1ighting.

Si | ence—except for breathing on the main access bay in the mddl e of the net
repeater filters. Silence, except for the nuted click of a slugthrowers's
| ever being switched to shred.

| dropped flat and used the overrides to kill the energency red-lighting as
wel | —-about the only vestige of net-control left to ne in the building' s
power | ess mai nt enance | evel s.

Rrrnrttttttttt. . . . Projectile fragments sprayed head-hi gh, then dropped to
knee- hi gh, unconfortably close to ny head.

As the echoes died away, | inched forward, hugging the right-hand side of the
ranp and imtating a snake sliding down through the darkness toward its prey.
| stepped-up hearing and netabolism

Anot her click—signifying the magazine switch to solid projectil es—and anot her
burst of solid slugs fragmented not that far overhead, as the cyb ducked out

of the middle corridor and hosed the corridor again, the fragments inbeddi ng
in the receptive hard insulated finish of the corridor. If I'd been on the

right side, |'d have gathered enough holes to qualify as an antique sieve or
what ever .
When the pin clicked on the enpty chanber, | noved, ignoring the pain and the

kni ves of red that shot through ne as muscles and nerves coordinated the
step-up at the top edge of physical capability.

The cyb didn't even get his weapon up as a block before | reached him Three
bl ows were enough. Then | retched over the other side of the corridor, even
before | released the overrides on the energency |ighting.



White flashes flickered across my vision for a monent, and | had to take a
handf ul of deep breaths. After that, | |ooked down—wi shed |I'd | ooked sooner

The hal f-dead figure on the floor wore a cyb-originated night-suit and

mat chi ng goggl es. The goggl es hadn't hel ped that much because they were

i ght-enhancers, and they're not that much good when there's no |ight. What
bot hered me nost was the high thick collar and the helmet with the bul ge at
t he back.

Despite the cyb's crushed throat and tenple, his hands had begun to nove, and
to grasp for the hol stered handgun. Good thing I was still in step-up, or
coul d have been dead or wounded.

"Conmpboost ..." | nuttered, and snapped his neck with my boot heel. Another
wave of pain, nausea, and white dots washed across ne, and | | eaned agai nst
the corridor wall. There wasn't anything left in ny gut to | ose.

The man twitched one last tinme, but even the conpboost coul dn't revive soneone
with a snmashed tenple, or nove the |linmbs of a body with a crushed spinal cord.

| staggered to the door to the | ower ranmps and manual |y | ocked the access from
the lower levels. | didn't need any nore witnesses to the carnage | was going
to find el sewhere in the maintenance | evel

"Crucelle, get a cleanup detail over here." | pushed the net because the
repeater systemin the building was dead.

"Her e?"
"Power |evel of the admin building.”" I filled himin on the details.
"You can't keep this quiet, Ecktor."

"Announce a mal function, and two unfortunate deaths fromthe equi pnent
failure. I"'mthe only one here."

"Who's on the net?"

"Anyone who could be on this | evel should know better than to spread runors.”
That was both statement and threat, and anyone who had the ability to
infiltrate the uppernet should have understood both. Besides, anyone on that

| evel would use net-to-net, and ny concern was not letting the draff comunity
know i medi ately, especially after the mess between Majer Hensl om and Ni sl aki
that | still hadn't resol ved

| left the dead cyb where he was and went to the main boards. The trail of
smashed composite and plastic covers was obvious enough. So were the two dead
draff techs. | had seen both before, but didn't know either the man or wonan
by nane. The cybs still viewed the draffs as cattle, and that bothered ne.
They hadn't learned anything in mllennia.

"Crucelle. There are three. One of theirs, and two of ours. Let Locatio know.
They' Il try sonething there tonorrow, nost likely while |I'mout doing the
prairie dog towmn." "To see if the response is the sane el sewhere?" "That's ny
guess. "

"M ne, too. What do you want done?" "If it's possible, | want the next one to
di sappear wi thout a sign."



"We'll try." A pause followed. "It'lIl be another fifteen before we're there."
"That's fine. I'Il do what | can."

Al though it hadn't been that long since |I'd done nech mai ntenance, | felt |ike
| funmbled nmy way to finding the bypasses and getting partial power back into
t he buil ding, enough for light and the basic net.

The cyb had been very crude. He'd just started smashing things, and if you
smash enough things, sonmething usually breaks, and someone investigates. That
was what he, or his superiors, had had in mnd. It was crude—designed to prod
us—and not even designed to be successful. It was designed nore to see our
response, both technically and politically.

W weren't going to provide any obvi ous response, but the conpboost woul d have
rel ayed nore than | would have |iked.

| dropped out of step-up, trying not to shake too hard, found sone supplies,
and cl eaned up the personal ness |I'd made, then waited until Crucelle arrived
with three others. One nuscul ar woman | didn't know stayed by the door

Hs red hair highlighted Crucelle all the way down the mmintenance ranp, with
Gerag and Indire behind him They carried equi pnent satchels and a rolled
package that would turn into three opaque and gri m| ooki ng bags | ong enough
for the bodies.

"There's a mai ntenance truck by the | oadi ng dock," Crucelle expl ained, a hint
of pain in the deep green eyes. | worried that he was too sensitive, that his
formality would not insulate himenough fromwhat woul d ensue.

CGerag and Indire slipped past us and headed toward the mai nboards.

"When you get an |.D. check, let Keiko know, and she'll notify the famlies—er
mat es. "

"What about you?" asked Crucelle.

"I have to see a mmjer about the conduct of his marcybs."
"Lucky you. How s the satellite systen?" He gestured skyward.
"Delta's still out, and Rhetoral's funing."

"How | ong? Can we afford to wait?" asked Arielle over the net like the
gat hering storm she coul d be.

"They still haven't done anything, not to justify that. Do you want to destroy
every demi on AOd Earth?" | asked softly.

"Why are we so vul nerable that way?" mused Crucelle. "Sometines it doesn't
seem so pro-survival."

"It's been that way from The Flight. You know that as well as | do, and it's
not individually pro-survival."

"Damed genes."

"W are what we are."” What that was happened to be another question, and now
wasn't the tine to ask or try to answer it. The only problemwas that there
wasn't any incentive to answer it except in tines of crisis.



I wal ked up the ranp.

The muscul ar dem nodded. 'You want this sealed until they're done,
Coor di nat or ?"

"Yes. Until Crucelle's happy with how things |ook."
She nodded, and | stepped out into the main floor corridor

Thirty draffs waited. | thought | saw Mris in the back

"We've had a power interruption,” | began, stating the obvious. "For sone
reason, there were sone expl osions, and we have a teaminvestigating. Leader
Crucelle or I will let you know when we have a better idea of exactly what
happened."” | hated the lie, but waited.

"How about the . . . technicians?"

"We shoul d know shortly,"” | tenporized. "There's at |east one fatality, but I

won't specul ate further right now because we don't know how far the danage
went . "

"When was the last tine this sort of incident occurred?" asked Mris fromthe
back of the group. Trust himto ask sonmething |like that.

"At | east several decades," | answered, except it was nore |ike several dozen
decades. "W'll let you know "

"Maj er Henslon?" | asked Kei ko on the net, glad that | didn't have to push the
transm ssi on, because | was exhausted, and ny legs felt like lead as | clinbed
the stairs back to the office.

"He sent a messenger to indicate that he could be found at the residence
bl oc." Her response was acid-tinged.

"I nsol ence to provoke a response which they can then use as a self-justifying
pretext to apply massive force to us." | paused. "Pass all of this on to the
Conmittee, and nake sure El anstan and Rhetoral know, and K gai o,

Locati o—they'll try sonething there—and Crucelle and Arielle. Don't hit
Cru-celle until he finishes down bel ow. "

Kei ko had some cheese and crackers laid out on a platter in the mddle of the
bi g desk when | reached the third floor. Beside the platter was a nug of high
energy concentrate.

"Eat sonething before you go. You haven't eaten since before dawn."

"How do you know?" | snapped

She just | ooked at nme—black on gray—and | had to grin. Then | ate sone
crackers, and took a slow swallow fromthe mug. The concentrate tasted |ike

acidified nud, except nud tasted better because it was buffered. | didn't
quite gulp nmy way through it all, but there wasn't anything |l eft before |ong.
"Thank you," | admitted. "You' re wel come, Coordinator."

| glanced out the wi ndows. Hi gh hazy clouds were beginning to form a sign
t hat the weat her woul d change again, probably with snowin a day or two.

"Now to see Majer Henslom™ Not that | wanted to, but, if I saw him | could



restrict the insolence to a present issue and nmake mysel f the focus, rather
than requiring himto assault soneone el se.

| decided to dramatize the issue nore and pulled off my plain | eather working
jacket and replaced it with Arielle's black cloak

"Good luck," offered Keiko as | stepped out of the office.

"If I don't get shot on the spot, that will be |luck enough."

"Stop trying to avoid doing your conptine." But her snile

was little nore than perfunctory and revealed nore than it conceal ed.
Even | didn't want to avoid it that nuch.

There were still draffs milling around on the |ower |evel when | went down,
but no one asked nme anything nore. They |ooked, but they knew |I'd said what |
was going to say. That was the way it was.

Qutside, | didn't need to close the cloak, not with the cal mand the slight
warm ng. | wal ked eastward, taking another |ook at the statue of the unknown
draff caught in the mnd-bl aze.

"Neither to threaten nor to destroy in anticipation.” The credo drawn fromthe
Construct nmade life difficult at tinmes |like these, dammed difficult.

"OfF those to whom nuch is given is nmuch required.” Those were Mrgen's words,
her way of accepting the Construct, words taken from something rmuch ol der

| shook ny head and kept wal ki ng.

Wth nmy net full out, I could sense the transmi ssions as soon as | was in
sight of the residence bloc. | alnbst wished | hadn't worn the black cl oak
but part of the job of Coordi nator was being the nost visible target. That
supposedl y all owed everyone else to get on with the work. | hoped it worked
that way, but | had ny doubts.

" demi on the way . . . noving quickly. The one in that black cloak. He's
al one. "

"Mpjer . . . the dem's headed in .
"I"ll go out and greet him"

As the transm ssions prom sed, Henslom came out of the residence bloc to greet
nme. "Coordinator."

"Maj er Henslom | understand you' ve been having discipline problens with your
troops."

"I don't know of any."
"Ch?" | paused. "Then you ordered your marcyb to strike N slaki this norning?"

"I don't recall issuing any such order." Hensloms eyes narrowed with the lie.
Ei ther he had, or one of the junior marcyb officers had forced the attack on
Ni sl aki. The marcyb coul dn't have made such a statenent unai ded

"Then, if you didn't order it, you nust have a discipline probl emunl ess, of



course, your standing orders permt the abuse of bystanders.” | smiled. "They
don't, do they?"

Hensl om stood silently for a nmoment, but he didn't use his net.

I waited.

" You know, honored Coordinator, | do believe | understand the reasons for The
Fl i ght somewhat nore personally.” He still smiled, thinking he had deceived
ne.

"Perhaps you do. Now . . . about your discipline problem | believe N slak

woul d accept a witten apology fromyou, since you are the responsible party,
and | woul d suggest that the guilty party be returned to his ship—+mediately.
If you have a problemw th scheduling a | ander, we would be nore than happy to
supply transportation.”

The maj er was seething. That | could tell, but he also didn't have the backing
of his superiors—not yet. And noving one marcyb body woul dn't change a thing.
My intuit senses all said that now was not the time to acknow edge the cybs'
acconplishnents with their troops

I'd al so have to be careful not to venture anywhere near the line of fire of
the marcyb squad that woul d be acconpanyi ng Kenra and the naturalist the next
nmorni ng. Another worry, as if | weren't piling themup quickly enough already.
Wth a nod, | turned and wal ked away, ignoring the side-transm ssions of the
junior officers. " arrogant bastard

col dcock himor shred him. . . were the magjer . . ." The cybs hadn't
changed, not a bit, and I had to be the one to inherit the |egacy of
Wayneclint's partial clemency. Lucky ne.

| pul sed Kei ko.

"Yes, ser?"

"I'"ve changed ny mind. Gve Mjer Henslom maps for the Aquarius/ Severe
Wash—and don't bother with a screaner.”

"Are you sure?"
"He couldn't see the sun on Mercury's dayside with a ten-nmeter tel escope.”

"As you w sh, Coordinator." Keiko disagreed with ny decision, but that was why
| was Coordinator. Besides, marcybs weren't draffs.

Mris was doubtless waiting, and who knew what el se. | kept wal ki ng.

The draff representative was waiting, but he was al one, for which | was
t hankf ul .

| gestured toward the office. "Wuld you Iike anything to drink
Representative Mris?"

"No, thank you, Coordinator." Hs voice was a pl easant bass.

Kei ko cl osed the door behind us with enough of a gentle thud to ensure that
Mris knew the door was shut.

Mris turned one of the green chairs so that it faced the desk directly, and



then sat on the edge, not quite so stiffly as Majer Hensl om had. "Your aide
told you ny purpose.”

"You believe letting the cybs land on Od Earth viol ates the understandi ng
behi nd the Construct."

"That's a fair summary. The incident this norning"—he stroked the dark
beard—seens to prove that the cybs haven't changed since The Flight. Wat do
you think?" H's eyes were dark and intent. Wiy he hadn't opted for dem
training | didn't understand, but that had been his choice.

"What | think isn't the question under the Construct," | pointed out. "I
cannot strike in anticipation, nor can | offer threats. | also can't bar any
visitor fromdd Earth nmerely because | mstrust himor her."

"I thought that would be what you said." He smled, faintly. "How do you plan
to protect the |ocials?"

"We are inplementing contingency plans.” | shrugged. "It might not hurt to
have peopl e revi ew emergency evacuation routes."

Mris nodded. "So you will destroy them" "I could not predict any action on
those lines. | amstill working quite hard under the Construct—

Mris laughed. 'You're anusing, Coordinator. They picked you because you're
crazy enough to bend the Construct w thout breaking it. Wat you did to that
cyb agent—+ do have access to sone things as the locial draff

representati ve—was as close to a threat to them as possi bl e even under your
interpretations. And they chose not to see it."

"Perhaps they will. | can't sign death warrants for nost of the denmis by
taki ng any further action now. "

"Your people took it too far. Encodi ng passive resistance genetically, even
into all the draffs . . . that was suicide."

"No. Preenptive warfare nearly destroyed A d Earth and has anni hil ated severa
of the former colonies. The Construct works. It has a high price, but it
works. " "For you."

"I't works for you. That's why everyone got the nods. Do you want to be turned
into the equival ent of marcybs?"

Mris stood. "I didn't expect nuch nore, but you know we're concerned." He

wal ked toward the door. "I know. |'m concerned, too." | stood. "For what it
may be worth, Coordinator, 1'd rather have you behind that desk than anyone

el se." The draff rep paused, his hand on the door frane. "Try not to wait

until the de-energizers are slagging the place, though." "I have to try not to
let it get that far." He nodded and opened the door. He nodded to Kei ko on his
way to the stairs.

How I ong could | afford to wait before officially deciding that Mjer Henslom
woul dn't i ssue an apology or "act" on the nmorning's "incident” with N slaki? A
day? Two?

| shook ny head. | needed to link with Locatio and see if we could figure out
a better strategy for Ellay.

Qutside the office, Keiko frowned, but said nothing as | wal ked to the w ndow
and | ooked down at the park and the wi nter-browned grass.



<<< XV

The navi gator stretched out on the narrow couch in the small cabin with the
temp-control l ed-wall colors, waiting for the net conference. One hand brushed
back sandy hair, and she frowned as the chinme rang, both in her head and on

t he invisible speaker beside the door

"Commander' s conference,"” announced MYL-ERA. "Report."

"Kenra," the nav announced, waiting as the others reported.

"Al'l on net," MYL-ERA announced.

"Subcomander Kenra. You spent time on the previous day with the dem
pl anetary coordi nator." G breal's words were col d-forged.

"My report is on the net. 1'd be happy to answer questions."

"You indicated the probability of higher technol ogy. On what do you base
t hat ?"

"As | indicated . . ." the cybnav paused, "an array of subtle signs.

"No weapons, no systens that produce niracul ous results?" Gorum s words
dripped with acid, hissing as they fell upon the net.

"Item one," snapped Kenra. "Houses that have renmained intact for five

m |l ennia, perhaps |onger—yet no sign of such structures outside one area of
designated ruins. Itemtwo: instantaneous conmunications that | could barely
sense but not even anal yze basics. Some transm ssions were not even

detectable. Itemthree: none of the draffs |live outside the locial areas. Item
four: the extraordinarily stable and long-lived culture. Itemfive: the
ability to respond to our arrival within hours. Itemsix: a functioning
satellite planetary navigation system Item seven—do | have to go on?"

"Does anyone el se have sonething nore concrete to support the subcommander's
listing?" asked Gorum words now coated so thickly with honey that severa
anonynmous gaggi ng sounds pernmeated the net.

"Gorum. . . your agent in the Deseret |ocial was neutralized," announced

G breal. "Despite the fact that he was a trained systens technician, the
entire locial control detected his entry and isolated himin one structure
bef ore he coul d acconplish nore than m nor danmage." G breal paused. "The | ast
i mpul ses fromthe conpboost indicate that he was killed by the dem

Coor di nat or—by hand. Their draff commets have only indicated a maintenance
failure, and no one questions it." Gbreal's words got harder. "Systens?"
'Yes, ser?"

"What's your success in tapping their nets and |inks?" "The sane as the
subcomuander's. To date we've been unable to tap anythi ng except the draff
public coommfreqs and the totally open-weave transportation traffic net, and
that's designed to be penetrated on the top level. W can't go below that."

"Why not ?"

"We don't know If we knew . "What' s stopping you?"



"First, the frequencies shift continuously, and they're entwined multiples to
begin with. Second, it's all encrypted, and even the encryption changes
continuously. W can't even figure out the basis of the encryption, and that's
with the conbined analytics of the entire fleet. Third, fromwhat we've tapped
on the transport traffic control net, they're using a proprietary data
conpressi on nodul e. "

"You're saying that they're better cybs than we are.”

A withering silence froze the net.

'Yes, ser.

"Honesty's cold confort, Systens."

' Yes, ser.
"Let's just fry the bastards and go home," snapped Gorum
"Bad idea," the nav found hersel f replying.

"That was one of the nmission goals, wasn't it?"
"I don't dispute that," answered Kenra. "But think about our welcone. No
nmedi cal quarantine, no tests—ust an offering of food and drink and sone
general information."

" g2

"Don't you see? This people's actions bespeak a form and depth of
confi dence—er arrogance—that suggests we'd better be careful.”

"The anci ent Mandi thought their enpire was the center of the universe, and
they had nore culture and sophistication than the Anglas. The Mandi went down
under the bigger guns. |I'd suggest we use the guns and forget about culture,”
said Gorum

"I's the mari ne conmander correct, MYL-ERA?" asked G breal

'Yes, Commander. We can bl ast anything on the planet at present. There are no
defense screens in place. Interrogative objective?" MYL-ERA s tone was cool
carrying the sense of stale refrigerant.

The cybnav gagged, but kept that feeling clear of the net.

"The cities—those minuscul e energy concentrations that wouldn't be villages on
Gates—after one or two go, they' Il agree," insisted Wapons.

"Cbservational and behavioral profiles indicate that analysis is flawed." The
sensed odor of refrigerant chilled the net nore with MyYL-ERA' s response.
"Explicate."

"dd Earth has nothing Gates needs—except the technology in those cities. To
date, no cybsenser can penetrate that technol ogy, and the probabilities remain
that effective use of that technology is unlikely w thout dem help,
specifically the help of the ones called conps. The conps refuse to assist,
and the draffs know nothing. The draffs appear restricted to the locials, but
the dem s appear to be able to Iive anywhere. The death of the | ast agent

i ndi cates that any isolated cyb can be killed w thout triggering the sensis."
"CGet to the point."



A net-sense of an ol d-human shrug foll owed. "Destroying the cities will hurt
the draffs, but not the dem s. The probability approaches unity that one or
nore technol ogi cal replication stations exist in |ocations unknown and
unsensi bl e by our equi prent."

"Frug . " muttered Gorum 'You're saying that we can't force them and we
can't destroy them So exactly what are we supposed to do?"

"I'f they were confident of destroying us or could do so or wanted to,"
answered G breal, "they would al ready have acted. So we have nothing to | ose
by waiting and seeing what el se we can discover while we amass the energy
stores necessary for our primary m ssion

"For now, the nav will return planetside, with the naturalist, and attenpt to
use her influence with the dem Coordinator to gain greater advantages, such
as the key to the main dem systens." After a pause, G breal added, "W will
conti nue the power-up."

<<< Xl X

| actually had ny flitter secured bel ow the | ocial tower before Lieza and the
magshuttle drifted in, or before the cyb |l ander had thundered out of the gray
sky and runbl ed down the strip.

| checked the knife and sl ugthrower on opposite sides of my belt and then
sealed the flitter. As | wal ked toward the magshuttle through the unsettled
air that m xed conparative warmh and chill, Keiko caught ne on the net.

" Coor di nat or ?"

'Yes, Keiko? What's the status on Del ta?"

"K' gaio isn't happy about your cannibalizing equi pnent fromthree |ocials, but
she's not conplaining too |loudly. Elanstan thinks that they m ght have the
station operational in two to three days."

"That's too long."

"That's what it will take." She paused only mnutely before she added, "That's
not why | |inked. The cybs are headed out along the | ower Aquarius trail."

"Wth Majer Henslon?" | glanced toward the north. Was there a hint of distant
cl ouds?

'Yes, ser.

"Good. I'd like themto get a solid feel for Ad Earth."

"You still don't want a screaner?"

"They're big boys," | pointed out.

'Yes, ser." Her disapproval —bl ack on bl ack—was cl ear

She still thought | was wong, and maybe | was, but | didn't see any changes
in the cyb attitude toward us, and wi thout any changes, they were still going

to try to wi pe out us dem s, seize our technol ogy, enslave the draffs, and



claimit was all justified by The Flight.

She al so thought | was bending the Construct, and perhaps | was doing that,
too, but the Construct didn't say anything about having to protect people from
the ecosystemor the environnent. It just said you couldn't provoke, threaten
or take the first step in a destructive action, no matter what the result

m ght be. It also said, both fortunately and unfortunately, that you could not
act contrary to the Power Paradigns. That precluded noral conprom ses, which
was what mnost aggressors denmanded. Working within those parameters was al nost

i mpossi bl e—and sonetines it had proved so. That's why nore than half the

el even historical Coordinators hadn't survived their charges.

| stopped by the base of the tower and waited for Lieza to float-taxi the
shuttle to the area just north of the tower. Wiile it m ght have been a
quarter of the size of the cyb troop | anders—not that |1'd seen any cyb | anders
other than troop | anders—the magshuttle was still big enough to nmake a
flattened nai ze cake out of a carel ess Coordinator

W still don't believe in all the excessive warning and safety devices that
were anot her contributing factor that led to the SoshWars. Personally, |

t hought that attribution was just Masc propaganda, since nen tend to be nore
carel ess. But we have so little left fromthat time that it's hard to say what
happened. W do know that when safety devices exceed five percent of a
device's resource contribution or weight, then there's either a fault in the
design or in the operator, or both. Basically, if you can't operate

wel | - desi gned equi pnent without safeties on safeties on safeties, you
shouldn't be trying it.

| waited until the nagshuttle settled onto the permacrete and the hatch door
slid opened, then clinbed up out of the light swirling winds and poked my head
into the cockpit area.

"You cut things close, Coordinator," said Lieza. "There's a big storm com ng
in fromthe north. Wn't get where we're going until late in the day." She
paused. "Do you really want to see a prairie dog town?"

"The cyb navigator and naturalist do." "You didn't discourage then?" The
redhead gl anced at the screens and then back at ne. "Their lander's on final."
"I don't have to, under the Construct." 'You' re as bad as a cybschenmer." "I

appreci ate the conplinent. didn't quite mean it that way."

"I know," | told her. "I know. I'mgoing to neet our friends." | ducked out of
the cockpit, stepped out onto the permacrete, and wal ked northward to where

t he | ander woul d stop.

The permacrete vibrated as the cyb lander rolled off the strip and turned back
north toward the tower.

After it cane to a halt, the olive-black netal ranp whined down, and
Subcommander Kenra and a thinner and taller nan descended. Both wore informal
greens under the heavy browni sh-green winter jackets. Kenra wore the gold
starburst of a subconmander on her collars. Her conpani on wore no rank

i nsi gni a.

"Greetings," | offered.
"Hello." Kenra gestured to the brown-haired and gangly man. "Viedras is our

naturalist."” | bowed slightly. "I appreciate the opportunity,” Viedras
of fered, his words spaced deliberately.



Two cyb officers appeared—ene beside Viedras and one besi de Kenra.

"Force Leader Babbege and Subl eader Cherle." Kenra inclined her head to each
in turn. Babbege was a whi pcorded womman a centimeter or two taller than |I was,
while Cherle was a bl ock of a man nore Kenra's height. Both had the typica
flat-eyed | ook of cyb sol diers.

On the permacrete behind them stood the cyb squad, each cyb with a rifle.
"I notice you are carrying a weapon," observed Babbege.

"Around the prairie dog towns, that's generally a good idea," | admtted.
"Rifle slugthrowers for your troops should be sufficient."

"Ah . . ." began Viedras. "According to the ol der references, prairie dogs
were a uni que species of rodent. "

"They're still unique, and they're still rodents, but their teeth are razor
sharp, and they mass ten to fifteen kil os each. Sonme of the nales are bigger."
| glanced toward the magshut-tle, then toward Kenra. "Ready, Subcomuander?" "A
fifteen kilo rodent?" asked Viedras. 'Yes."

"You wanted to see them Viedras," Kenra added. "W won't see themfrom here."
Her eyes passed over me as though | didn't exist.

So | was in the middle of the procession to the magshut-tle, behind Kenra and
Vi edras and foll owed by the marcybs. The dozen marcybs took the rear seats in
the shuttle, two abreast, and the two officers sat down in front of them

| eavi ng several seats between the soldiers and Kenra, Viedras, and ne. |

hal f-wi shed | were in the cockpit, but nmy job was gui de and host.

"Ready, Coordinator?" asked Lieza, |ooking back through the open hatch
"Lift off," | said al oud.

Unlike the initial pressed-back acceleration of the cyb | ander, the
magshuttl e's departure was snmoot her and nore gradual. Qur seats weren't quite
as confortable as the officers' seats in the cyb lander, but a lot nore so
than the troop seats.

"I suppose we'd better go over the background of the prairie dogs," | began
after Lieza had |eveled off and headed the magshuttl e northeast.

"That m ght be a good idea." Kenra's words were col d.

| couldn't blanme her for her anger at discovering prairie dogs weren't just
rodents, but far larger than their ancestors. The cybs needed to see the town
firsthand, and giving the entire story first mght well have violated the
Construct, if it were construed as a threat, as well as di scouraged them from
seei ng what they needed to see. Besides, the prairie dogs were cute-|ooking
huge rodents.

"As | indicated, the prairie dogs are genetic descendants of the origina
rodents of the same name. Their mass is al so somewhere in the nei ghborhood of
fifty to a hundred times that of their ancestors.”

"How i s that possible?" asked Viedras. "They're manmal s, and we theorize that
they're of fshoots of survivors of the Thineser virus."

"You mentioned the virus earlier," said Kenra. "Wat exactly was it?"



"A further nodification of the i mmune-systemrel ated di seases that preceded
the SoshWars," | explained. "Something triggered nore nassive nodifications in
t he Chaos Years, and in some species there were deliberate DNA nodifications.
That's how we ended up with, we think, the vorpals and the kalirans—anong
other things." | cleared ny throat, trying not to think about the cybs being
led along the Aquarius trail by Mjer Henslom "Anyway, sonme of the results
bred true, and the prairie dogs al nost overran the higher plains for a tine
bef ore the ecosystemreached a bal ance. Their aggressiveness is generally
restricted to their perceived territory, except in the breeding seasons, or
when a nmenber of the family screanms for help. This is not breedi ng season, but
we'll have to be careful. They look like big furry toys. They're not. They can
be very dangerous."

"What do they eat?" asked Viedras.

"Li ke us, they're omivores. They're pretty good nousers or ratters. They're
good at finding desert prawns in the hot weather, and they can take on nost
snakes. They also like cactus fruits, seeds, berries. ..." | shrugged. "They
can eat and digest the Degen plains olives."

'You say they're dangerous. Wy?"

| thought |'d explained, but | expanded. "They're conmunal. Once they're

t hreatened, you may find nost of the guard mal es and fenal es chasing you, and
they're qui cker than they | ook and their teeth are sharp. If you don't get
into their territory, except close to breeding tinmes, they' Il just watch."

"How far back have they been breeding true?" "W don't have records that far
Sone tine after the Chaos Years and The Flight. The original progenitors
started east of the nountains, actually in the area near the Cherkrik ruins,
and they've spread east and west fromthere."

Most of Viedras's questions | could answer. Sone | couldn't. | had no idea of
the differences in genetic structure fromthe original and extinct prairie
dogs. There wasn't any way to compare since we didn't have any verifiable
genetic material fromthe original species.

Kenra hal f-1istened and hal f-1 ooked at the destination screen on the bul khead
bef ore her.

Li eza interrupted the questioning. "W're starting down, Coordinator."

| sat back and took a deep breath. Viedras shifted his weight in the seat, but
| didn't ook in his direction. I didn't want to answer nore questions at that
poi nt .

Li eza set the | ander down on hard and flat ground al nost eight hundred neters
north of the newest hunmocks.

"Why did you set down so far away?" asked Viedras, with a touch of a whine, as
he stepped down into the high grass. Sone naturalist he was, but maybe he'd
been in | ow ship-gee for too |ong.

"I'f we set down closer to the perineter, we'd wait longer for themto return
to their normal guard status. Al so, the north side has the newer burrows, and
that makes it easier to calculate the territoriality line." | surveyed the
expanse of grass that separated us fromthe town.

Even fromnore than a half a klick away, the enbanked nounds that constituted



the prairie dog burrows were inpressive, rising clear of the chest-high
grasses. Viedras wal ked slightly ahead and to ny left, pausing every few
nmeters to use the recording device/scanner he carried. Kenra was to his left.
Hal f the marcybs were on the left flank, w th Babbege—the others on the
right, with Cherle.

As we neared the town, | kept scanning for other predators, but could sense
none. | pul sed Lieza. "Do you have the scanners on?"

"Do kalirams have hoof s?"
" And?"

"It's clean. W& made enough noise to clear out any vorpals anyway. Too fl at
for kalirams."

Vi edras paused and bent down to inspect sonething.
" Hhmmm *

W waited. Then he straightened as if he hadn't stopped at all and continued
scanni ng or recording.

From a hundred neters, the burrows were nore inpressive, rising two and a half
meters and form ng an undul ating ranpart.

When we reached seventy nmeters, | nmotioned for the line to halt.

The outliers were sitting on the corner burrows, perched on their hind | egs as
| guess prairie dogs had fromthe beginning. Their well-grooned brown fur
glistened even under the gray light of the oncom ng storm Their heads

swi vel ed in quick, jerky novenents, taking in the grasslands around their

t own.

"They are attractive animals," nmurnured Kenra. At |east she hadn't called them
cute.

There was a single eagle circling under the high gray clouds, but one eagle
wasn't a danger, except to a pup, and there wouldn't be any small pups | oose
this late in the year.

Farther to the west, the clouds were darker, |ower, and headed our way—the
storm Li eza had nentioned.

| gestured. "There's an outlier—a guard, if you will, at each corner of the
town. You can't see the one in the center of the town, but there's one burrow
that's higher, and there's another young nale there."

"Are these guards always mal e?" Vi edras asked, |ooking up fromhis equi pnment.

"No. About two thirds are male, but sonme are fenale, probably those fenal es
who won't breed in the year ahead, or maybe those who haven't, or can't, and
have to provide some service to the conmmunity."

"You don't know?" Viedras sounded both whiny and incredul ous.

"No. We don't. We know that the femal e guards don't have children and aren't
associated with them but to find out nore requires tagging or sonething like
that, and there's not nuch point in disrupting things when the systenis in
bal ance. "



Vi edras and Kenra exchanged one of those glances that indicated that | just
didn't understand. They were right; | didn't understand why they were so
dense. Trying to refine sone know edge is arrogance, not scholarship. Did it
really matter, unless we were trying to mani pul ate the environment? So nmuch of
t he ancients' know edge was devel oped either to enhance their manipul ati ons of
the environment or in a belated attenpt to undo the nesses they had creat ed.
W worked to avoid either.

Vi edras took another step forward. "I just need a little better angle."
| calculated. "Don't go any closer."
To his right, Kenra | ooked at me and stopped.

"Don't be silly. None of themare closer than fifty meters."” Viedras took

anot her step, and then another. "And | need to get closer."
"Viedras!" | yelled, but it was too late.

He took the fourth step toward the burrows and across that invisible line that
mar ked the rodents' territory.

EEEEeeeeeeecchhhh

Virtually sinmultaneously with the high-pitched call alnost two dozen furry
figures charged out of burrows, three out of hidden tunnels within a dozen
neters of the naturalist.

"Fire at will!" | snapped at Babbege.

The force | eader gaped at ne.

"Fire at will! Shoot!" | repeated.

"Fire at will!" Kenra repeated nmy command

Vi edras kept taking inmages or whatever, backing away fromthe charging prairie
dogs, stumbling as he retreated.

| had ny slugthrower out. So did Kenra.
We both fired at the four dogs shrieking and bounding toward the naturalist.
It's al ways amazi ng how qui ckly they nove. | got one, then another, before

t hey got too close.

Then | stepped-up my system and noved, drawing the knife as | blurred toward
the two remai ni ng dogs.

One al nost cl awed nme, but the razor bl ade took his paw. | snap-kicked through
its neck, and took out the second with the bl ade.

The two marcybs on the end went down under five of the furry prairie dogs. One
st aggered up, snapping rodent necks, and bl eeding froma dozen deep cl aw
marks. The other didn't.

Before | could get there, the rest of the prairie dogs were either dead, or
had retreated.

Vi edras stood, notionl ess.



Kenra scanned the area, slugthrower ready.

| bent over the fallen cyb, but there wasn't anything | could do. A claw had
severed his carotid artery like a blade, and there was bl ood just about
ever ywher e.

The force | eader was using some sort of field dressings on the other wounded
cyb.

Two ot her cybs, bl ank-eyed, picked up the body as | stood up and rel axed ny
systeminto normal speed. As usual, ny muscles hurt. But ny guts were stable.
Prairie dogs weren't highly intelligent, an artificial distinction perhaps,
but one for which I was grateful. |I cleaned the blade as well as | could on
the grass and replaced it in the sheathe.

"Let's go," | snapped. The scent of bl ood would draw the smaller brown

centi pedes, smaller only by conparison to the reds which could reach three
quarters of a nmeter, and then the prairie falcons would get into the act,
along with the rest of the scavengers. There wouldn't be a trace of blood or
bone within a day. "W need to get back to the shuttle."

For once, no one said anything, but only for a mnute or two.

"Those things are vicious." Viedras turned and gl anced back at the prairie dog
town, although the bodies were lost in the grass. "Wy don't you get rid of

t hen®?"

"They woul dn't have been vicious, if you'd listened to ne."

"But... | didn't know "

| wondered how many tines throughout history someone had expl ai ned not
listening the sane way. | wasn't ready to fight that battle, not at the
monent. My | egs were shaky and still recovering from step-up

"In a way, that kind of thinking is what led to their devel opnent," |

expl ained as | turned back toward the shuttle. "There was a vacant niche, and

they took it. They're not terribly dangerous outside their own territory."

Kenra | ooked at the northernnmost |ine of hunmocks. "They | ook like they're
capabl e of expanding their territory rather quickly."

| pointed to the east, toward grass-covered nounds beyond the hummocks. "That
was their |ast expansion, probably a decade ago."

"You had to cull thenP" asked Viedras, still not understanding.

"No. Things are in balance. The vorpals did that."

"The nasty giant fox-like things? They hunt the prairie dogs?" asked Kenra.
"I't's not that sinple, but yes."

"I think a pack of those prairie things—sorry, | don't think of them as
dogs—eoul d stand off a bunch of vorpals." Kenra glanced fromthe burrows to

ne.

"They could, right now But this is lean territory. It takes about a quarter
of a hectare to support one prairie dog, and they won't build nore than eight



hummock- burrows in one hectare. The burrows are expansive for a few ani mals.
You can see that." | shrugged. The concl usion was obvious, but it took Viedras
a mnute to get the point.

"They get too spread out to defend the perinmeter agai nst marauders?"

| nodded. "The towns migrate around their range, but never get much bigger."

"Little fish have bigger fish to eat them | understand that," said Kenra.

"But what keeps the vorpals in check?"

"Food, each other, scavengers, centipedes, scorpion packs, kaliranms, nostly.
Sone desperate cougars." | kept wal king quickly, follow ng the cybs carrying
their dead conpanion, and listening, scanning. | pulsed Lieza. "Get ready for
l[ift-off. One dead marcyb. One pretty slashed up. Terri-toriality problem
Viedras didn't listen to ne. Wuld you | et Kei ko know?"

"Stet, Coordinator." Lieza was all business.
"Do | want to know about the scavengers and kalirans?" asked Kenra.

"The kalirams stay in the rocky parts of the mountains. They're killer sheep
t hat becane omivores with a preference for neat. They prey mainly on the
deer, but anything will do, and they don't |ike humans or vorpals nuch.”

"What else . . . never mnd." She broke off as we neared the shuttle.

Li eza had converted two of the couches into flat pallets, and the cyb officers
stretched the wounded cyb on one. The wounded marcyb still hadn't said much of
anyt hi ng, and her eyes were the sane flat brown, as if nothing had happened.
suspected the dead cyb's eyes would have | ooked just the sane, but | didn't
check and repressed a shiver

"There will be a nedical teamwaiting," Lieza announced. "Settle in. W're
lifting."

The door had barely clicked up into place when the shuttle eased skyward.
Kenra | ooked at the screen, and | didn't feel like talking. They still didn't

seemto understand. After losing a trooper and facing the prairie dogs, they
failed to see what Add Earth had becone.

W were still a few mnutes out of Parwon when Kei ko cane across the net.
"Coordi nator. Majer Henslomwas here. He took five squads on the upper
Aquarius trail. The vorpals got nearly a dozen. He's |ooking for your head."
"He won't get it. Besides, he'll have to stand in line, the way things are

goi ng. "

"I warned you." She projected darkness with her words. 'You did. I'Il keep you
posted. O Lieza will, if Hensl om does get ny head."

"Thanks," interjected the pilot, her words ironic on the net.

"I have this feeling that a lot's going on above us,’
have a high net, don't you."

Kenra said. "You people

"H gh?"

"I can sense sonething, but that's all."



"Li ke you, we use nets for some things," | adnmitted. "I was telling the pilot
that a | ot of people were standing in line for ny head at the nmonment."

Kenra shook her head. She opened her mouth as if to say sonething.
| | ooked at her, and she shut it.

Vi edras was studying the equi pnent he'd used, or reviewing the results. His
lips were pursed, and | wonder if he'd caught ny sped-up novenents.

As Kei ko warned ne, two nore marcyb officers were waiting at the locial tower
when we set down. One was Majer Henslom The other was a force |eader. The
force |l eader's left armwas heavily bandaged and splinted.

Kemra foll owed nme out of the shuttle. So did Viedras, Babbege, and Cherle.
Babbege turned and hel ped get the wounded cyb into the energency nedi cal
wagon, then clinbed in with her

" Coor di nat or ?" asked Henslom his voice cool

Kenra | ooked from Henslomto nme and back agai n.

"Yes?" | waited, and the medical car whined away toward the center of the
| ocial .

"You seemto have a local wildlife problem O you used local wildlife to
anbush ny troops. O both."

"\What happened?" | asked.

"You certainly nust know. You obviously set it up."

| looked straight into those flat eyes. "I set up nothing. After our mneeting
yesterday, in fact, | decided against setting up anything. Al | did was
refuse to warn or protect you. You don't seemto understand. A d Earth has
becorme a dangerous pl ace."

Hensl om t ook a step forward.

"Halt!" snapped Kenra.

"I woul d not have thought you would take the side of the locals," said the
maj er.

"I"'mnot. |I'm keeping you fromcomitting suicide."

For the first tinme, Henslom s eyes showed confusion

Kenra used their local net to add, "He's the one who took out your agent
bare- handed in the dark. | watched himdestroy four of those vicious dogs in
seconds. You'd last about three instants."”

"Hi n? Politicos don't fight," Henslomfl ashed back

"They do here," cane the boosted response.

| kept my face expressionless.

Hensl om swal | owed.



Then Kenra spoke. "I believe the nmajer was not prepared to find our ancestra
home so ... violent."

"Living here continues to be a struggle.” My words were true, although
doubted the true nature of the struggle would ever be obvious to them "At
every turn, | have tried to let you see matters as they are, and yet you have
persisted in seeing themas you wi shed. Yesterday, | decided agai nst

conti nui ng any special protections.”

"Warning is a special protection?"

"One reason A d Earth coll apsed was that our ancestors refused to live in

bal ance with the ecol ogy and that they forced incredible diversions of
resources to create a luxurious lifestyle and to protect thensel ves from what
t hey conceived of as the slightest chance of harm™"™ | turned to Kenra. "The
subcom mander has seen the ruins. This continent was filled with hundreds of
areas such as those. Wen the earth had the chance to redress the bal ance, it
did. W try tolive with it, rather than force even greater changes."

"You can't tell me you live with things Iike those . . . those
predators,” said Hensl om

"No. You're right. We avoid where they live, and we don't build close to them
and they generally hunt away fromthe locials. But we also don't go out and
kill themjust because one sonetimes kills a draff or a child." "You'd let a
child near then®"

"I wouldn't. | never did. Sone people are stupid. W don't regulate stupidity.
You protect it, and it breeds." They all |ooked horrified, even Kenra.
"You people don't listen,” | snapped. "I told Viedras to stop. | warned you

all that, once you crossed the territorial border of the prairie dogs, they
became aggressive. He told me not to be silly, and he crossed that line. W
got away with one dead cyb, and sone nasty slashes. It didn't have to happen
but you thought you knew better. That's a form of stupidity—or arrogance.”
turned to Henslom 'You didn't ask us about whether it was safe to take your
troops out of the locial. You told us that was what you were doing. Your
assunption was that dd Earth is perfectly safe unless you' re warned. |s deep
space safe? Wuld you drop into the sun's photosphere because no one warned
you it would incinerate you? Nothing is perfectly safe. W don't provide
warning signs to protect you fromyourselves. Try to remenber that." | was
treading close to the edge of the Construct, possibly too close, but I had to

try.

"Thank you, Coordinator. Thank you so very much," was all Henslom had to say,
and he was still seething inside, and he hadn't heard a word | said. He turned
and wal ked quickly toward the shuttle that waited to take himinto Parwon
center.

I wanted to kick him He was denser than coll apsed depl eted uranium Wy did
he think that, when he was on a nmission to slag O d Earth, | should be going
out of ny way to protect hinf? He couldn't even see that by not protecting him
| was trying to let himsee reality enough for himto nake an intelli gent
choice, to avoid stupidity.

The others turned toward the cyb | ander, all except for Kenra, who waited,
t hen asked, "Wy are you so angry? You weren't hurt. You' re upset with us, yet
you have no reason to be pleased with our arrival."



"Any form of stupidity and unnecessary death bothers ne, and it really upsets
me when people refuse to see what is."

She frowned, then asked nore quietly, "The vorpals, the prairie dogs—are they
why the draffs don't live away fromthe |ocials?" The wi nd, colder than when
we had left, blew her short and sandy hair forward to touch the edge of her
cheeks, softening the hard planes of her face.

"Sone of the reasons,” | said. "The bears have |lost their fear of humans, and
t he cougars never had nuch. That doesn't count the scorpion packs, the
centipedes, or the rattlers, except they've always been dangerous, except now
they rattle after they strike, instead of before."

"How can you denis live out there?" She gestured in the general direction of
our —ay—-house.

"We can generally sense nost of them W do have ways of protecting ourselves,
as you saw, but those with children nust be exceedingly careful. Mst of the
predators zero in on any human child."

"Then why ..."

"I't's hard to fight danger if you don't grow up to recognize it." And besides,
we weren't about to give up Od Earth to the predators. "As | said, and, as no
one heard, we won't coddle stupidity anong ourselves." | stopped again. 'You
saw t hose palaces in the ruins. That was stupidity, too, incredible, arrogant
stupidity. The first dem s isolated thenselves in |uxury behind an

i npenetrabl e wall. Look what happened. W can't do that. W have to stay in
touch with our bodies and our world. No isolation on pristine nets." She shook
her head.

| wanted to say nore, but the Construct is strong within us—even w thin ne,
grieving and confused as | was.

Behi nd her, the snow swirled toward the north end of the field |like a dark
curtain falling across the pifions, and | knew |'d have to hurry if | didn't
want to be caught in Parwon for the night.

A single flake of snow caught on her hair, and one inmage superinposed itself
on anot her, and the words cane to mind, unbidden

" for whitest flakes will gown my grace,
and jewels of ice will frane ny face. "
| |1 ooked away and swal | owed. After | monment, | pulled nyself together

"You actually | ooked human for a noment, Coordi nator Ecktor."

"We're all human . . . if we choose to be." That was the best | could do, and
it wasn't enough.

She shook her head again. "We' ve seen your view of Od Earth. Perhaps you
should visit us."

"Perhaps." Anything but another Jykserian episode. If a visit to hell would
help, 1'd go, just so long as | didn't have to threaten or make the first
strike. "Perhaps."

"I"l'l be in touch."



Then she was gone, and | wal ked through the flurries to the flitter

<<< XX

The snow had begun to fall sometine in the night, and by the tine | rose, in
t he grayness before true dawn, it was nore than ankl e deep. Ankle deep and
powdery, the kind that came out of the north, lasting and cold, falling in a
fog-like curtain. Wien the kettle began to whistle, | filled the dark green
pot with boiling water and dropped the tea caddy inside. Yslena had nmade the
pot and sent it, three years or so earlier. Looking at the dark green curved
sides of the pot, | realized | needed to link with her before |l ong—but wth
the tine differential, she was asleep

While the tea steeped, | toasted some bread—the heavy kind, because |'ve never
been good at nmking the Iight kind. Mrgen had been, but everything | get
i nvol ved with turns out heavy, including bread.

It was the last loaf | had in the keeper, and that neant either using conptine
credits or making bread. | still had plenty of preserves, and | slathered them
across the two slices of toast. A chunk of cheese, nore ripe than | would have
liked, and a bow of dried pear slices conpleted breakfast, and | sat down to
eat, nmy eyes lifting to the w ndow

The pifions on the edges of the ridge were conceal ed by the falling snow, but
neither Swift-Fall-Hunter nor the raven were likely to be perched there in the
storm The sanbur never browsed higher than hal fway up the slopes, either

After finishing the pear slices and cheese, | took a long swallow of tea, then
held the mug with both hands under my chin and | et steam and spice of tea,

ber ganot - scented, weathe ny face. After | finished, | set the heavy green nug
on the table and | ooked back to the wi ndow and the falling snow. My fingers
found their way to the adi amante oval on the table—still smooth, heavy, and
nonr eacti ve.

Adi amant e—dsel ess for anything except defense, unable to argue, unable to
threaten. Were we the adi amante of the universe?

Idly, I wondered if the prairie dogs in their hummobcks thought about cold or
snow. Unlike eagles or the |ess force-evol ved speci es such as cougars and
bears, the prairie dogs and vorpals and kaliranms were harder to read, nore
difficult to gain a sense of their presence and purpose. Another evol utionary
adapt ati on?

After setting down the adianante on the table, | swallowed the last of the tea
and headed for the shower. Hot showers hel ped renove the chill from bones and
soul .

After showering, | pulled on heavy running trousers, shirt, boots, and a

j acket —pl us one of the sheath knives—and stepped outside where the snow kept
falling.

Wth a deep breath, | headed westward, boots dropping near-silently into the
growi ng white powder as | tried to maintain a quick and even pace despite the
uncertain footing. Was that life—trying to maintain the pace despite the
treacherous ground across which we had to nmove? Was it all in vain?

shoul dn't have been so desperately lyrical because that lyricismcalled up
other lyricism



and words we whi spered flaned in vain
against Ad Earth's last reign and rain. "

Except that | was running through snow, not rain, avoiding sagebrush, cedars,
juni pers, and rocks hal f-hidden by snow. | alnbst wished I'd find a vorpal

but they never showed up when | was angry enough—er stupidly desperate enough—
to take one on.

| pushed ny thoughts in other directions.

Di al ogue one: Had it been fair to let Henslom s cybs be killed by the vorpal s?
No . . . but wouldn't it have been less fair to delude them by protecting
then? O was that a rationalization?

| reached the end of the ridge and headed downhill, nmore to the south this
time, away fromthe nel eysen groves. For whatever reason, the orangi sh snell
was mnore pronounced and cl ose to obnoxi ous when |ight snow was falling.

Di al ogue two: Why are we trapped by the Construct, like mutants trapped by the
nel eysens? Because we had no choice | eft except to subject ourselves to it.

Unt hi nki ng aggressi on was genetically positive for claw ng humanity to the top
of the ecol ogical totem pole, except that it ended up destroying that totem
pole. Wth high technol ogy, strike-first aggression proved unworkable. At |ast
count, our infrequent interstellar surveys had proven that. Three nore planets
wer e uni nhabi ted and uni nhabi table. Wiy couldn't the cybs see? Was it because
their whole logic structure was either-or, on-off, one-two?

The snow continued to fall, and nmy steps slowed as | trotted uphill once
again, senses alert for possible predators, hand straying to the hilt of the
sharp knife at ny belt.

<< XXl

What about that shuttle system operating between the locials and the asteroid
stations around the planet? O the spacing of those stations? Those

ni ckel -iron hunks are positioned in al nost synmetrical stable orbits,”
observed @ breal

"Each is also generating a magnetic field now, except for one, and they're
sending a |l ot of equipnent there," added Kenra. "They weren't building fields
before, even if they use a |l ot of equipnent that taps the planetary fields."

"What are they up to?" asked Weapons. 'You've spent nore time with themthan
anyone. "

Kenra did not answer.

"Al'l their shuttlecraft in use tap the nagnetic fields, nmore efficiently than
our magboosts," adnmitted Gorum "but that sort of systemis al nost usel ess for
warcraft. The fields fluctuate, and sone planets and systenms have
conparatively mnuscule fields."

"Just hit themand get it over with," interjected Wapons. The image of a
lightning bolt flashed across the net.

"There's something we're mssing,"” nmused the navigator. "Something obvious. |
could feel a tremendous frustration fromtheir Coordinator."



"Ch . . . you're definitely doing your job, then.. . ."An undulating female
figure, overripe and nude, paraded the net-line, but through a signature
filter.

"Sanitize it," snapped G breal

The figure vani shed.

"Expl ain, nav," the commander added.

"I"ve reported on the wildlife and the marcyb casualties, but their

Coordi nator was furious—the first tine |I've seen that from any of themwhen he
tal ked about our not seeing and listening. And there was a plea there, too."

"Spare us?" suggested Gorum "Please don't roll over us?"

"No. More like spare us—ds the cybs, | nean. It was al nost as though he were
pl eading for us not to be stupid enough to destroy ourselves."

"That is interesting, if true." Gbreal's words were alnost distant. "I have
troubl e believing that, but perhaps you' d better investigate nore. W have a
day or two nore before we're ready."

"Somet hing el se disturbs ne," added the nav. "Except for the nontal ki ng heads,
the ruins at Cherkrik, and the Great WAll —there's nothing left. Think about
it. Mre than ten mllennia of building things, and there are Il ess than a
dozen remmants on an entire planet?"

"They didn't take care of things," snapped Weapons.

"There were once pyram ds on several continents built of hard stone that
massed nore than some fleets. If they'd just neglected them they'd still be
there. O there would be sone remmants. There aren't."

"So they went around destroying their heritage," pointed out Gbreal. "That's
certainly not new, especially if they wanted to rewite history. Peoples
everywhere have eradi cated the unpl easant past. These dems are just the first
to have both the will, the technology, and the tine to do so successfully."

"Then why the Hyberniums? Those scenes do not paint themas exactly good
peopl e. And the Coordinator went out of his way to show ne those | uxurious
pal aces of the old-tine demis and to point out the problens they had caused.
None of themlive like that now "

"That's so they can claimthey' re honest. A partial truth to varnish over
their guilt."

"I don't think so," nused the nav, the odor of libraries and anci ent books
overlaid with the bright light of l|aboratories. "I think it's all a way of
subtly warning us."

"That's idiotic," countered Gorum "Wy don't they just tell us that if we
don't get out of their heavens they' |l destroy us? Because they can't."

"That is not a verifiable proposition,” interjected MyL-ERA

"The power build-up isn't quite conplete," said G breal. "Do you suppose we
could provide themw th a warni ng of sorts?"

"What do you have in mnd, ser?" asked |deom neo.



"Such as?" followed the cybnav.

"Perhaps a demonstration mght be in order for your dem friend, Kenra. Sone
nmoon- pol i shing, perhaps, in a renote area clearly visible fromearth."

The i mage of ancient door creaking open filled the net, with a darkness o0o0zi ng
forth.

"Sanitize it," grunbled G breal. The cybnav's lips cl anped together

<<< XA |

The Cyb's Tale

Scan the files of old, and praise the copper wires that preceded the net and
the fibrelines. Scan the tale of halfjack, the father of cybs, cyb before
cybs. The tale is ancient, frombefore The Flight, frombefore the SoshWars,
but true for all its age and obscurity.

After Ibner made the first cyb, there was Jack, and he was a hardcopy
programer, of that ancient cult that bears the sane resenbl ance to cybs as
al chem sts did to chem sts. In those nanes, without the clarity of identity,
all humans were of the single undifferentiated type, and they all had many
nanmes. Jack's nane was Jackson Green Crossfield, and he was a tines-renoved
ancestor of Greencross. That is another story.

From t he begi nning, Jack marveled at the crystalline clarity of the |ogic,
that binary clarity of yes or no, on or off. No anal og shades of gray for
Jack, disciple of forgotten Bebege, just black and white, on and off.

But what could he do? He was flesh and bl ood, and the nechcybs of his youth
were netal and plastic and conposite. To bridge that gap was seen as |ess
possi bl e than reaching the distant stars. The early mechcybs had no soul s and
di ed when the power failed. They had no scanners, and no will.

But Jack worked with a graphite stick and electroplastic discs and all the
tools of the ancient age to reduce the illogic of human thought to the
single-valued logic that adnmits of no indecision.

Whil e Jack struggled with his task, the mechcybs that had been the size of a
starl ander shrank to the size of a travel case, and Jack acquired one, and he
began to program shrinking his long chains and intricate punch cards, for

t hose came before the comandlines, into shorter and shorter phrases. The
punchcards were replaced with circular plastic discs and then with |ogic
magbubbl es.

Jack created new | anguages, Basek, and Gunmaul, and Fortabl e, and Debast ed,
and all of those that preceded nech-1ink and have been | ost in the dead
circuits of the past. And he used those | anguages to refine the crystalline
clarity of logic, to turn the one-two, on-off, into a pattern that could not
fail. A pattern that could not be changed by the epheneral flow of hornona
secretions, or the instinctive and unreasoned reaction to a hot wind or the
scent of flowers extracted and sprayed across exposed fl esh.

The work was arduous, and Jack's |inbs weakened. He built hinself a chair that
woul d carry hi manywhere, and neural jacks in his hands to supplant the rigors
of the keyboard. And he continued to refine the cybmech | anguages, and to



create ever nore sinply conplex |ogic operators.

When his heart would punp no nore, he had a nechheart installed; and the heart
was monitored by the lines that |linked to his weak organic nerves. And when
his lungs failed, he replaced themw th bl owers that were crosslinked to his
second cybsel f.

As his organic body disintegrated, he struggled to replicate his thoughts in
the arcane and antique crystals of the ancients—+to transfer his thoughts, his
know edge, and his understanding of the clarity of one-two, on-off. As his
synapses would hold no nore and began to | eak their bytes, he replicated them
and transferred theminto his second cybself, a cybmech with multi-redundant
circuits, and replicating and rechargi ng power sources hi dden deep within the
recesses of AdGCty. Jack called that second self halfJack

When the transfer was conplete, his old body sighed once and then no nore, and
intine, it was rendered unto ashes, and a netal plate placed upon a wall, and
a few humans | ooked and left.

Wthin those recesses, his thoughts net-linked with the mechcyb, and the
patterns flickered through the matrices and the soul crystals, and hal f Jack
woke, and said, "I am half-Jack, and nore than Jack ever was."

And so it was, for Jack had never run the net-lines, or mul-tilinked, or

upl oaded or downl oaded, or duped and crosschecked. All of these and nore could
hal f Jack do, and he did, serving and sustaining even to the tinmes of
Greencross. To this day, we honor hal fJack, the first cyb, the cyb who ensured
that logic was | ogic and not enotion, cyb before there were cybs.

<<< XX |

After another shower—to wash off the sweat of a too-long run and take away the
chill of snow and soul -+ |looked in the mirror, wondering if I'd find a thatch
of silver hair, bloodshot watery eyes wth bags beneath, sunken cheeks, and
yellowed teeth. | didn't. The short hair was still black, the eyes green, the
cheeks red fromthe weather, and all nmy teeth were still there. The circles
under my bl oodshot eyes hadn't been there a year earlier, and neither had the
lines in ny forehead. | rubbed ny fingers along the jaw ine, but the nuscles
seened firm |'d opted agai nst a beard and never regretted it, even when

D ogen had nade themthe fashion for a tine a decade or so back

| showered and dressed in black trousers and shirt—ore suitable for appearing
behi nd the wi de desk of the Coordinator than were the running clothes—then
poured a last cup of lukewarmtea fromthe green pot.

Qut side the wind was rising, and the snow had stopped falling. The sky showed
pat ches of cold china blue to the north, with clouds sw ft-scuddi ng sout hwar d.
| peered out the western wi ndow. The pifions renai ned snow covered, and
Swift-Fall-Hunter perched or circled skies el sewhere.

Finally, | sat at the table and tried the |onglink

Surprisingly, Yslena was avail able. Oten she was out of |ink range, working
with her teamon reef restoration.

"Father! Are you all right?" | could picture the quizzical frown above the
flashing green eyes. The eyes were mne; al nost every other physical feature
had come from Morgen—the sandy hair, the higher than average cheekbones, the



alnost elfin jawline, the wiry figure.
"Rel atively."

"You're tired. You always say 'relatively' when you don't want to admit things
aren't going well."

I could sense the concern, some concern anyway, and pul sed back the answer.
"It is tiring, especially when you' re dealing with people who see nothing and

don't want to. | understand the Construct, and | know it works, but at tines I
just want to tell the cybs that what they're doing will end up killing a whole
ot of us and just about all of them But if |I do that, then they'|ll get even
nastier, and so will the results.” | shook ny head, even though she coul dn't
see that. "So | keep showing them dd Earth and hoping they' |l learn
somet hi ng. "

"And they don't do they?" ny daughter responded softly. "It nust be bad, if
t hey asked you to be Coordinator."

"Any tinme we need a Coordinator, it's bad," | admtted, then asked, "How are
you doi ng?"

"Tired, but it's a good kind of tired, fromhard work and |ots of exercise.
It's rewarding and frustrating. The ecochain of the sea was bent, but not
totally wiped out the way it happened on | and. W don't have anyt hing

devel oping like vor-pals. O course, sharks were already like that, but
they're not as bright."

"Not nearly, fromwhat you've said," | interjected, half-amazed at the cal m
conpet ence that had once been a | aughing child, who had dodged behind trees
and rocks while one of us had scanned the undergrowth and hill sides.

"The cetaceans treat themlike stunted children, but they don't tease them
and they do have a function."

"So do the vorpals,"” | said dryly.

"I't's not the same." She |aughed. 'You know all that already. Wy am|l telling
you?"

"I like to hear you talk," | answered, and | did like to hear from her, but
she was also sticking to the facts because it was easier. Talking to Yslena
was hard, always had been, and that was probably because she took after ne,
wi thout a deep enote sense. Non-enpte intuits always have trouble that way,
unl ess they're linked to soneone |ike her nother, who |inked us both. Then

suddenly, we'd lost that |ink

"The reef work is so tedious. | won't live to see whether what we've done
really works, and it won't even be obvious to my great-grandchildren. That
assunes | ever find anyone and that we get around to children.™

"You will," | assured her. '"You will." Yslena had al ways had troubl e reaching
out, just as | had, but now that Mrgen was gone, what choice did | have? "It
takes tine."

"And luck. You practically ran into nother with a flitter before you two
noti ced each other."

"I wouldn't suggest anything quite so drastic.”" My fingers stroked the chunk
of adiamante. Sonetines | felt as distant as the untouchabl e niellen darkness



it held.

"I"'mglad you linked," she offered. "But it worries me. You never do it unless
there's sonmething inmportant.”

"I was thinking about you."

After a silence, she asked, "Do you think | ought to come home? |'ve got nore
t han enough of a balance. 1'd never use what | have in years."

"No," | said quickly, too quickly. "I'd rather ... | mean, you . . ." \What
could | say? She was safer there, far safer, yet | didn't want to act the
over-protective parent.

"Ch, father . . ." Her words were soft. "I think I understand, and | won't
enbarrass you, and |I'mglad you care. Are you sure?"

"I"'msure. 1'd like to see you, but now s not the tine. Being Coordinator is
going to keep me busy for the next few days, maybe |longer. After that.
well. . . then we can see. Maybe | can cone see your reef."

"There's not that nmuch to see. | mean, there's plenty to see, but you can't
really tell what we've been doing."

"I understand. That's like nost solid acconplishments.” What | said was true,
and | meant it, but even as | said the banal words, | wanted to say nore, and
didn't.

"It doesn't feel all that solid. Designing and planting coral to replace those
that the hothousers' tides destroyed feels like trying to build a house with
sand on sand."

"I know. | know. At times, everything feels that way." | paused. "That sounds
patroni zing, and | don't nmean it that way." My fingers tightened around the
smal | chunk of adi amante.

"I understand, father. | know what you nean. That's only sometines. O her
times, like when | glide after the orcas, everything feels so ... so
i nterconnected and right."

"Those are times to hold on to." | hadn't had many of those lately, but I
renenbered them like the |ast words of Mdrgan's soulsong: . . . our joys wll
| ast the endl ess years.

"I try to," pul sed back Yslena.

"Good." | tried to convey the sense of a smle.

"Father. . . |'m supposed to be at the dock before long, and I'mnot |ike you.
| can't hold netlinks in my mind and do three other things." There was a
pause. "I could conme hone any tine."

"I know, and I'mglad to knowthat. I'd feel a lot better if we held off on

that, sweetheart."

"I just wanted you to know "

"Thank you. Take care of yourself in that big deep ocean."” That big deep ocean
and its ancient god that erased all of the land that it could.



"Ch, father, | will. You take care of yourself."

After | dropped the link, | took a sip of the tea, but it was cold and flat.
Cold and unsatisfying, like a lot of things recently. Like the Construct, the
Power Paradigns, and links with ny daughter that weren't quite what either of
us needed or wanted.

Wth a | ook at the adiamante that |lay wapped in its niellen depths on the
table, | stood and wal ked to the sink where | dunped out the cold tea and
washed both pot and cup and racked them Then | stepped back to the w de
wi ndow and studied the view to the west.

In the clearing air over the valley i mediately west of the house soared a
wi nged shape. | studied the eagle until | was sure it was Swi ft-Fall-Hunter
and a smle came to nmy lips.

Then | headed out to start up the flitter and to fly north to the chaos that
awai t ed.

<< XXV

The sun was struggling through the parting clouds, and with the snow, had
turned the flitter trip up the valley to Parwon into a flight over sparkling
white, white so fresh that | could see no tracks, not even in the valleys. The
only signs of notion were the hot nmists sinmering up off the scattered

nme-1 eysen groves like silver fog rising into the light.

A light layer of fog rose fromthe locial landing strip as | turned the

flitter onto its final approach. | got a couple of warning blips fromthe
traffic control system and that showed how distracted I was. Mst of the
time, | could set the flitter down wi thout even a flicker

" Coor di nat or ?"

Kei ko's netcall neant nore trouble, but that wasn't unexpected. It was cl ose
to md-morning, and 1'd run and linked with Yslena, and all that time the cybs
and the Construct had been battling each other

'Yes, Keiko?" | began to button up the flitter

"There's a ground shuttle awaiting you."

"\Why 2"

"Kaluna is out here, and he's angry."

Kal una? Who was Kal una?

"The draff—-his nate was the one the cyb attacked," Kei ko pronpted.

"And he saw the sane cyb, right?"

"How di d you guess?" My assistant's question was barely that, nore of a dark
acknow edgnent .

"I"'mnpaturally brilliant."

That brought a snort from ny aide



| wal ked across the danp permacrete toward the waiting groundshuttle. Dvorrak
gestured through the open door, and | waved back. "Wat el se has happened?"
asked Kei ko on the net. "lI'mnot here at the crack of dawn—

"You are never here at the crack of dawmn. | am That's so you don't have to
be. That's al so why you already owe a lifetinme of conpensatory service."

"Don't remind me." | stepped into the shuttle and sat down. "I'min the
groundshuttle, and we're headed your way." Dvorrak closed the door, and we
whi ned toward the adni n buil di ng.

| hadn't even reached Kei ko when Kal una bounded across the carpet toward ne.

"That same cyb—he still is here.”

| forced a smile. "Then we will have to renmove him" | paused. "Did N slak
ever receive any apol ogy?"

" Apol ogy? W& heard not hing."

| nodded and pul sed Kei ko on the net. "Keiko . . . I'll need a restraint
squad. Say ten. Black unifornms with stunners and sl ugthrowers. Have them neet
me at the statue in a quarter stan. Then a magshuttle. |s Lieza available? If
not, soneone else with that |evel of experience.”

"I's that all?"

"The shuttle should be float-tied right above the open space south of the
residential bloc. That way, the nmarcyb is stunned, webbed—=

"You want a web-restraint unit, too?"

"Sorry. Yes. Anyway, | want that poor construct webbed and enroute straight to
their flagship. 1'll have to do it."

Kal una's eyes flicked back and forth between us—between two silent demis in
bl ack.

"Next, we'll need to know which marcyb and where he is." | turned to Kal una.
"Wul d you recogni ze this marcyb? They all |ook sinmlar."
"Yes." Kaluna's voice was hard and certain.

I went back on the net. "Crucell e?"
"He's out, Ecktor," answered Arielle.

"Do you have imges of the marcybs in the residence bl oc? Ones you can put on
t he nechcyb systenf"

"OfF course. When do you need then? Is this about that assault?"

"How di d you guess? You cal cul at ed?"

"It wasn't hard," she pul sed back dryly, the stormcurrents swirling around
her even over the net. "W've tentatively identified him and 1'll put that

imge first. Gve us a few mnutes.”

"Keiko," | said aloud. "In a fewmnutes, Arielle will have the i mges on the



consol e system Have Kaluna identify him and then make up a profile, such as
you can, for me."

| ooked directly at Kaluna. "I promised | would take care of this, and
I

I
will. It will take a few m nutes to organize."

"A few m nutes?" he asked.

"You have to identify the cyb, and | have to gather the restraint squad and

t he necessary equipnment." | also had to put on the silly black cloak and dig

out some armament—-a stunner and a knife. The cybs knew | could use the knife.
| gestured for Kaluna to join Keiko before her console while | went back into
my office to change ny heavy jacket for the damed cl oak

"Ecktor!" Locatio whined in on the uppernet before | even reached ny desk.

| needed not to talk to himin the worst way, but when you' re caught on net,
there's not nuch escape.

"You'll have to make it quick. I"'min the niddl e of another ness here."

"You were right. They sent two agents—ene into the power complex, the other
into admin."

"Did you get then?"

"Wthout a casualty—except them of course.™

"Good. Make sure no one el se knows. Destroy everything, and act as if nothing
happened. They'll try again within twenty-four hours, probably w th nmuch

| arger teanms. Be ready."

"I's that all?"

"Il link with you |later and explain this nmess. You night also have an
i nci dent where a cyb assaults a draff, unless it's happened al ready."

"Not yet."

"If it does, let ne or Keiko know. Request an apology fromthe cyb officer in
charge and request inmmedi ate evacuation of the guilty cyb. Then wait until you
link with ne. Al right? I've got to nove."

| broke the connection, pulled on the cloak, and checked the knife and stunner
that had been laid out on the desk for ne.

The net wavered as the magshuttle arrived, and | took a deep breath and
st epped out of the office.

"When the ice falls ..." Keiko suggested verbally, dark eyes even nore sonber,
but that was the way |I felt as well.

"Exactly," | answered.

"Here's the profile . . . and his probable |ocation, based on his present ENF
|.D." She gave nme a hard copy, and then opened the net file.

| closed my eyes and let it infeed. It's less distracting if you aren't
| ooki ng at sonet hi ng.



"Al'l the cybs are in the bloc now, " Kei ko added. "There's one squad exercising
on the east |awn."

"That will make things interesting.”
Kal una didn't even nove as | wal ked down the steps.

There were ten draffs and a squad | eader waiting at the foot of the stairs,
all in the black uniforns. The blond draff on the end carried a web-restraint
t hrower. Anot her dozen adnmin types peered from various doors, waiting and

wat chi ng.

"“I'mLictaer, Coordinator,"
smile.

announced the wiry restraint squad | eader with a

"Ecktor will do. We're headed for the south residential bloc."
"What do you want from us?" she asked.

"Just to be there, and | ook inpressive, | hope. 1'll need a marcyb trussed and
webbed for effect, and delivery to the Ve-real Fleet."

Her eyebrows |ifted.
"I"mdoing the delivery."
'Yes, ser."

They foll owed, and, once outside, | tried the net. "Magshuttle, this is
Ecktor." The shuttle floated on its field lines just south of the adnin
bui | di ng, above the park to the west of the statue of the unknown draff.

"Coordinator, this is Borin. Interrogative instructions."

"Head for the south residence bloc, but stay above the open area to the east

of the bloc until | tell you to land. You should have enough cl earance."
"That's affirmative, ser. | can put it in there. There's roomfor a couple of
shuttles."”

"Cood. |'m headed there now. "

The bl ack-cl ad squad foll owed ne, al nbst soundl essly, all the way to the south
resi dence bl oc. There were two squads goi ng through an exercise routine on the
now fl attened and tranpl ed grass as we wal ked up. A junior force |eader, not
any of the two I'd met, stepped forward to greet ne.

" Ser ?"

"I"'mlooking for a marcyb." | stepped past himand scanned those in the | oose
ranks. None of the profiles matched.

"I"'msorry, ser, but I'll have to ask you—*

| turned and | ooked at him 'You can follow nme if you wish." | smled, alnopst
hopi ng he'd attack.

He didn't, instead funbling a transm ssion through his net. "Majer, there's
some | ocal here, looking for a particular nmarcyb."



| wal ked into the building and went up the central stairs and down the
corridor to the left. A second officer, sub-force | eader, appeared. | stepped
around hi m

He grabbed ny shoulder, and I went into step-up. | was sloppy, and it took
three bl ows and a netboost to incapacitate him | eased his unconscious form
to the polished marble floor. A pounding headache woul d be his biggest problem
when he woke.

Staying in step-up, | went through the fourth door on the left. There were
three marcybs in the room | pulled the mddle one right off his bunk before
the others could initially react, but some officer got a cormmand line in, and
the two started to nove. Rather than fight, | yanked the one into the hall and
shut the door, then noved down the hall to the stairs. The cyb thrashed, but I
overrode the conmands and put himout, and lugged hi mdown the steps. | was
going to hurt all over before |I was done.

Maj er Hensl om col d-eyed as ever, waited right outside at the nain entrance.
He held a slugthrower pointed at nmy md-section. "I see you don't respect
privacy or hospitality, Coordinator."

The ten restraint squad nmenbers and Lictaer had their stunner trained on the
three officers on the lawn, and on the najer

"Go step-up, and stun the majer if | signal,"” | pulsed to Lictaer.
"Stet," cane the tight response.

"I'f I recall correctly,"” | responded verbally to Henslom forcing ny words
into the normal patterns that seemed so slow, "this cyb assaulted an i nnocent
worman. He was to be renpved, and that's exactly what | am doi ng, since you
chose not to."

Anot her command went skyward. "Bring the shuttle down."

Hensl om wavered at the whine of the shuttle, but his eyes didn't |eave nme. |
was slightly hanpered with one armfull of inert cyb, but ny perceptions
remai ned fixed on his armand the hand that held the slugthrower. | did shift
the cyb so | could drop himinstantly.

"I amreturning himto your fleet. That's all. He's unconscious." | sniled.
"Now . . . if you want to oppose that action, say so."

"Could | stop you? Really?" asked Henslom He was trying to be polite, but the
muscul ar tension bulged all over him Still, he wasn't stupid.

"No. "
"Even with the slugger?"

"That's right."

I could see the tightening in his armand hand, but in step-up nmy free hand
was faster, and the angle gave nme | everage. Enough so that the single shot
went into the ground beside the stone wal k. Enough so that | broke two of

Hensl om s fingers and probably sprained his wist. |I'd have bruises on ny
hands | ater.

"Web the marcyb!" | snapped at Lictaer. Since we were both in step-up, no one
el se seemed to nove before |'d tossed the slugthrower into the flower bed



three neters to the right.

Hensl om s mout h hung open as he staggered back, watching the web w ap around
t he marcyb.

"Don't nove!" | snapped at the officers. "Not a mllineter!"

They didn't, not even Hensl om

"The fleet will fry your forsaken A d Earth," he nmuttered under his breath,
and | still couldn't answer him Damn the Construct! Damm the neurogenetic

geneti c progranm ng!

"I woul d suggest you think about that very strongly," was the best | could do.

As the shuttle settled into one corner of the wide |lawn, | picked up the
webbed marcyb and turned to Henslom who was trenmbling in rage. "I would
suggest that you not attenpt to take things out on any nmore innocents. | would

al so suggest you report to your superiors before you act on your rage."

"You are so hel pful, Coordinator. So very hel pful." Each word was bitten off

in cold rage

"I try, Majer. Just listen and watch, and you mi ght |earn sonething."

Al the cybs rermained frozen as | lifted the webbed mari ne one-handed and
wal ked to the shuttle. Even in boost and step-up those thirty neters were
hard. After setting himinside on the floor, | pulsed to Lictaer

"Let's load up."

"Yes, ser." No questions, just repeated orders to her squad, and within
instants they were inside. The cybs on the tranpled | awn | ooked stunned,
bl ank, as if a ruisine had become a rhion

My next orders went to Borin. "We' Il set the squad down in the park west of
the adm n building. Then we'll Iift for orbit. The Vereal flag."
"Yes, ser." Borin's eyes wi dened, but that was all, as he eased the shuttle

upward and to the west with barely a shiver

"Lictaer," | said aloud for the benefit of her squad, although she had

doubt| ess caught the net instructions. "We'Ill be putting you down west of the
admn building. 1'd appreciate it if you'd clear the area and post a guard on
t he buil ding."

"Yes, ser." She offered a quick and grimsnile

| dropped onto the vacant second's couch and let Borin pilot the magshuttle
across the park.

A few murmurs cane fromthe restraint squad crowded into the shuttle.

can't believe how he disarned that cyb .

see now how they forced The Flight.

"Quiet," ordered Lictaer. "Once we clear the shuttle, Heulin, you, Gersner
and Felin hold the south ports. Jinser . . ." She detailed the guard
assignments for the adm n buil di ng.



| scanned the known Vereal frequencies, but could pick up nothing.

"Comi ng down, ser," Borin reported.

"Cet ready to disenbark!" ordered Lictaer

Borin eased the shuttle down so that it did not quite touch the grass, and
Li ctaer's squad hustl ed out.

The dark-eyed Lictaer |ooked at me fromthe ground. "You're sure you don't
need us?"

"Not here. But it wouldn't hurt to bring up another squad and strengthen the
guards around the adm n building for a few hours. Just in case |I'mwong."

"W can do that, ser." She nodded. "Is that all?"
"For now. W need to lift clear."

Wth a wave she noved back and notioned to the restraint squad. They headed
east across the browned grass as we lifted away. | was in the second' s couch
before the hatch was fully closed, fastening the restraints.

"Ecktor! You're insane!" Crucelle screaned in on the up-pernet even before the
shuttle door sealed. "They'll fry half the locial."

"Good! Then you and K gai o can activate the systembefore we lose forty
percent of our popul ation.™"

A noment of stillness crossed the netweb.

"You are insane...
warring within him

Crucelle net-murrmured again, his formality and concern

"No," answered anot her person-Arielle. "He's acting within the Construct,
barely, and hoping to force themto break it, and you know why, Crucelle. It
won't work. The cybs won't react that way because they'|ll understand that's
what Ecktor wants, and they'll back away fromit."

If she were right, anything | did was wong. If | followed the traditiona
Construct pattern, we'd |lose half the planet. If | bent the Construct, the
cybs would still wait to attack in force, and we'd | ose half the planet.

"I hope you're right," offered Crucelle.

"W'd do better if I'mwong, dear.'
"Sorry, Ecktor."

Her transmi ssion went directly to ne.

So was |

"Home in on the cyb fleet," |I told Borin, "the flagship if you can pick it
out."

"Yes, ser. We've got themplotted." H s eyes tightened, and | was pressed back
into the couch as the shuttle accel erated.

I linked back into the uppernet, with a full override, with alarm for K gaio.

"That much noi se was not necessary, Ecktor." Her net voice was the sanme snmooth



and oiled tone as al ways.

"I"'m headed for the G bson, the cyb's flagship." | explained the events of the
day. " that means that, if we get blasted or fried, you' re Coordinator

It al so neans they've broken the Construct. Under any definition, nurder of a
pl anetary executive in an unarmed shuttlecraft is an act of aggression."

"You really do hate them don't you?" she asked.
"No. | don't hate themat all. Except for being stupid,” | added. "At tines, |

hate the Construct. | hate a situation where thousands or mllions have to die
before we can act."

"So . . ." There was a pause. "I have to admire you, Ecktor, but it won't
work. They'll be so inpressed by your effrontery that they'll accept the
insult, and we'll be right where we were." She actually let some feeling enter

t he words.

"I have to try."

"I'"ll stand by, but I'mnot holding nmy breath."
A momentary hiss, and the net was cl ear again.

| looked at the trussed and flat-eyed figure in the back of the passenger
space, then toward Borin. "I can drop you off, Borin. I'mqualified—=

"No, ser. This is ny job."

| slunped into the second pilot's couch. "Then I'mgoing to rest until we're
close to the cybs."

He was snooth, and | actually dozed for a time, while ny body tried to recover
fromthe strains I'd already put on it. My hands and arns were beginning to
ache, as | had known they woul d.

"We're closing, ser.

| stretched and sat up, too quickly, and bounced agai nst the couch restraints
inthe infinitesimal gravity. After getting ny mass and inertia under control

| checked the screens, but the oval shapes that were the cyb ships were nore
visible by their darkness than by their energy em ssions. Wth their adi anante
hull's, they were dark blots against the stars, with occasi onal energy bursts
that represented comm exchanges between shi ps.

“I'"1l handl e comm Borin."
"Fine by me, ser. Tell nme what you want."

| cleared ny throat, then backtracked the burst frequencies the cybs had been
usi ng.

"Cyb-ship G bson, this is Magshuttle Prime, bearing A d Earth Coordi nator
Ecktor. W are unarned, and we are approaching to deliver a passenger. The
passenger is one of your troopers who has violated A d Earth codes."

"Approaching craft, please say again. Please say again."

| repeated the whol e spiel



After a |ong pause, there was a burst of static, then a response. "Mgshuttle
Prine, you are cleared to |l ock one. Lock one will flash a green light... a
green light. If you are not optically equi pped, please inform™

"We've got it, Coordinator," flicked Borin.
"W have the green light. Comencing approach to lock one this tinme."

As we neared, the shuttle seened |like an ant at the base of the Barrier, |ost
agai nst the featurel ess black that seenmed to stretch forever in al
directions, although the hull itself was slightly nore than two klicks in
length and a third of that in girth.

The open floor in |l ock one was big enough to engulf a dozen of our shuttles,
and the screens showed three of the big cyb | anders tucked in the back end.

"All the way in, ser?" asked Borin.

"All the way. It doesn't matter if the rhion eats you whole or nerely chonps
of f your head."

He | aughed nervously, but slipped the shuttle into the middle of the space.
The ship's gravity seened to be about point three, and | wondered how nmuch
power they spent just maintaining that.

When the hissing and steanming fog settled and the | ock registered ful
pressure, | slid open the hatch and stepped into the chill, carrying the
trussed marcyb one-handed. In the low grav, it wasn't that rmuch of a strain,
and | wanted the effect.

A muscul ar and tall cyb officer stepped forward—Comuander Gorum Behind him
was a full squad of arned mar-cybs

"I'"'m Conmander Gorum " Gorum s voi ce was harsh, and his unspoken net-conmmands
reverberated through the huge docking |l ock. "Stand easy. . . . Don't shoot
unl ess he reaches for a weapon. Stand easy."

"I recall, Commander. | appreciated neeting you at the Hybernium 1'm
returning one of your marcybs. He assaulted a wonan two days ago, and | asked
Maj er Henslomto have himreturned to his ship. The mgjer saw fit to ignore

that request. | don't know if the G bson is where he belongs, but |I'm sure you
can work out the details.” | set the trussed figure on the cold deck. He'd
probably get frostbite, but | wasn't feeling charitable. Then, | bowed. "I
trust you'll take care of it, and, with your perm ssion, we'll be departing.”

| turned and wal ked back toward the open hatch of the magshuttle.

"Stand . . . easy. reverberated Gorum s net-conmands.

After stepping back into the shuttle, | triggered the hatch. "Ask for
perm ssion to depart."

"Yes, ser," answered Borin. "Vereal flag G bson, this is Magshuttle Prine.
Ready for departure this tine."

"Wait one, MagPrine."

"They're clearing the |ock, ser,
believe it.

Borin reported, as though he couldn't



K' gai o had been right, and | was both relieved and di sappoi nted. Follow ng the
Construct wasn't easy, even when bending it.

"Evacuating | ock, MagPrime. Please wait for clearance before lifting. Please
wait for clearance before lifting."

"Stet, Gbson. Standing by for clearance. Standing by for clearance.” Sweat
poured down poor Borin's face.

"Don't worry. They'll let us clear. They don't know why, but they will."

"Lock doors are full open. You are cleared to lift. ©Maintain headway only
until you clear the doors. Headway only."

"Stet."

The shuttle eased up and out into the darkness beyond the G bson, away from
t he adi amante wall that held i nconceivabl e power and hatred.

Borin kept sweating until we were nearly two hundred klicks fromthe G bson

"They're going to hate you, ser," he finally offered, after wi ping the
danpness from his face yet another tine.

"They al ready do. They hate all of us." | yawned and stretched back out on the
couch, fastening the restraints.

It was mid-afternoon when Borin approached the park. |I'd used the net to check
with Crucelle, but nothing had happened since |1'd left, except a considerable
i ncrease in transm ssions between the cyb ships and between their portabl e net
units in Parwon and El | ay.

"Thank you," | told Borin as | waited by the shuttle hatch

"You're welconme. It was an interesting day, Coordinator."

| wouldn't have used that word, but | nodded, and stepped out onto the
browni ng grass. Borin was actually hovering a quarter meter off the ground. He
was good. That took sone skill

| waved, and the door slid shut, and the shuttle lifted.

Mris stood by the west door to the adnmin building. Behind himstood five
arnmed restraint squad nenbers. | turned to one. "Any problens?"

"Not yet, Coordinator."

" Good. "

"I npressive, Coordinator."

"Thank you, Mris."

"I meant it. You actually delivered the marcyb to their flagship?"

"What el se could | do?" My eyes caught his.

He | ooked away. Hi s eyes stayed on ny back all the way up the stairs, but the

waiting area was enpty, except for Keiko. She stood as | approached, snoothing
the dark gray vest.



"Did you have to do it yoursel f?"
"I't was cheaper that way." And it was.

"I hope so. Arielle reported that the upsurge in message traffic indicates a
greater probability of hostility."

| shook ny head, then reached back and massaged ny slightly sore neck. "They
have to cone up with a logical analysis. | night have gotten El anstan sone
extra tinme."

"There are cheese and fruit on your desk. | assume you didn't have tine to
eat ?"
"No." | smiled. "Thank you."

"We can't have a Coordinator with thinking inpaired by | ow bl ood sugar."

| was probably inpaired in all too nany other ways, but | didn't protest.
just thanked her again and went into the office and ate everything on the
tray.

Then | began to study the hard copy material neatly stacked and waiting for
me. After three sheets, | reached for the |linkboost. As it slipped in, ny eyes
dropped fromthe eastern peaks to the desk and the three hard copy sheets that
showed the projected peaking of the cyb fleet's power reserves within
twenty-four hours.

"El anstan?" | asked.
"She's on Delta," Rhetoral expl ained.
"How | ong before Delta's functional ? We're running out of tine."

"Do you think your 'incident' shortened that tine?" H s words weren't quite a
guesti on.

"Arielle and | think it probably added a day, but their message traffic is way
up. "

"Anot her two days, Ecktor, that's all we need," pleaded Rhetoral. El anstan
woul dn't pl ead, which was exactly why Rhetoral was on the uppernet with ne.
She coul d have |inked al most as easily fromDelta station

"Al'l I can promise is one. W might get two days or a week, but one is all |
can prom se. "

"Try for two." Rhetoral's words were ragged, and | knew they'd both been
pushing thenmselves to the limt, but the universe doesn't nuch care how hard
you' ve wor ked. Neither do your enemies.

"I"'mtrying to avoid using the system but so far, as the saying goes, 'There
are none so blind as will not see.’

"Can't you bend the Construct?" asked Rhetoral. 'You are the Coordinator."
"I"ve already bent it in so many directions that, if | survive this mess, I'lI

owe a century of conptine." My guts twisted at the exaggeration, and | added,
"Not that much, but it feels Iike that nuch."



"They really don't want to see?"

"They're still hanging on to their yes-no, on-off, single-value, linear
logic."

"But they built that fleet."

"Their ancestors also built nuch of what made us what we are, and then turned
their back on the inplications of what they'd created. Renenber?" | took a
deep breath. "Do what you can. I'Il keep trying, but after tonorrow, | may

need the entire systemon line at any instant. Any instant,"” | enphasized.

"I know you're trying, but. . ."

"Gve ny best to Elanstan."” | knew she was listening in, but | was being
polite about it. "W couldn't have two better people there." | meant it. Not
only were their self-concepts sword and shield, but their actions natched

t hose concepts. | wasn't about to try and define mine . . . not after all 1'd
done.

"Thanks. |'d rather be anywhere but here—except where you are, Ecktor."

"Thanks to you, too.
He | aughed and was gone of f net.

As the linkboost declined, |I could sense a pul se from Kei ko.
"Yes, Keiko? I"'moff the link with EIl Control."

"Ser . . . Crucelle and Arielle are here."

"They can cone in." | hoisted nyself out of the green swi vel and wal ked toward
t he door, which opened before | got within three neters.

Crucelle and Arielle stepped in, and they both | ooked the way Rhetoral had
sounded, with circles darker than m ne under their eyes, and deep |ines across
their foreheads, and eyes that hel d bl oody spiderwebs. Crucelle closed the
door behind them and they slunmped into the green chairs. | was left with the
| ong green couch. So | sat there.

Arielle and Crucell e exchanged gl ances. Neither spoke.

'You see?" she finally said. "If you' d pleaded or stalled or ignored them
they woul d have tried sonmething el se. Now, they're confused."

"How confused?" | asked.

"Not confused enough. In twenty-four hours they'll be angry, so angry that
they'Il be able to override the inplications of what you did."

Anot her stretch of silence filled the big office. Qutside the trees wavered in
the wi nd.

"I take it that your team hasn't made the best of progress on repeating 'the
pl anet of death' approach to the cybs?" | finally asked.

Arielle' s dark eyes snoldered, and | was glad |1'd never been attracted to her
except as a friend.



"I't's not going to work, not exactly," Crucelle said. Hi s green eyes betrayed
the pain his efforts had caused him "W can't touch the marcybs, and very few
of the cyb officers are in range.” He shifted his weight in the chair.

The sky over the eastern peaks renained cold china blue, and the tops of the
trees swayed even nore in the wind. Al the open water, except for
fast-running streans, had frozen, and even the streans had ice on the banks
where the spray had frozen.

"Go on." Somehow, |1'd intuited that sonmething like this would turn up.

Arielle crossed her ankles, then uncrossed them Crucelle scratched the back
of his head and frowned before continuing. "They've nade some changes in the
mar cybs' genetic codes. Wthout sone sophisticated hardware | can
theoretically design, we can't set up electroneural resonance there. Not the
way we did with the Jykserians or any of the others. And that hardware woul d
take nmonths or years to build.” "So we're back to the satellite systen?" That
didn't surprise me, and in sone ways | was just as glad that we coul dn't
create | arge-scal e m ndbl azes. The thought had bot hered me. Supposedly, death
i s death, but burning out someone's neural systemthrough synpathetic harnonic
resonance is incredibly painful -both to the net generator and to the victins,
except it had been fatal to virtually all the victinms in the case of the
Jykserians and only about twenty percent of the operators.

"There's another problem" pointed out Arielle. "A longer-termone that could
be worse than this little fleet. The changes they've nade to the marcybs are
an easy piece of genetic engineering so far as any human-rel ated genetic

engi neering is easy. They could do that to any egg or sperm and it's only got
to be on one side. Then, they'd be like us, except. . ." "W'd have no
crossovers and no | everage?" She nodded.

"And they woul d probably be able to hold up under the m ndbl aze paraneters
with around a thirty-five percent nortality—en either end," added Crucelle.

That woul d effectively neutralize our abilities, and unlike the cybs, we no

| onger had war fleets—and, under the Construct, no way to build them If we
did, we repeated the errors of the Rebuilt Hegenony, with all the deaths that
had caused and the m |l ennia of recovery necessary, assunm ng we could

wi t hstand such a societal trauna a second tinme. And if we didn't, we could
expect ever larger cyb fleets, to the point where O d Earth woul d be
obliterated or forced to build war fleets.

"You seemto be telling me that the physical destruction of the cyb fleet is
an absol ute inperative."

"I don't know about absolute," hedged the redhead.

"It's the optimal outcone in ninety-four percent of possible |ogica
consistent alternities," declared his dark-haired and dark-eyed soul mate.

"How about the six percent?" | asked.

"For reasons unknown, the cybs wi thhold an attack: point two percent. The cybs
di scover and enbrace the Construct and Power Paradi gnms: one percent. They

di scover the Construct and Power Paradigns, realize their danger, and retreat
and regroup for a later and nore massive assault: two point eight percent.
Unquantified alternatives: two percent.”

If Arielle were correct—and, unfortunately, she usually was—we had about as



much chance of avoiding all-out conflict as a six-legged jackrabbit had of
escapi ng a nel eysen grove. Little or none.

"Me ... | liked the unquantified options,"” | quipped.

Arielle didn't smle, although Crucelle offered a faint twist of his lips for
a nonent.

"That's all we have," Crucelle said, after the silence stretched out and out.

"I can't ask you to give me what you don't have," | responded. 'You need to
get some rest."

"What are you going to do?" asked Arielle.

"Stall, hope, and try to make some unquantified alternity work out while
preparing for the worst."

Crucel l e shook his head and stood. "Better you than us."

Arielle still snoldered, |ike the stormtossed darkangel she was, all the way
out of the office. She hadn't liked ny flippancy about her conps and anal yses,
but with her accuracy record, flippancy was all | had.

| left the office door ajar and wal ked right up to the south wi ndow and | ooked
into the distance that held the house, wondering if three days or a week hence
woul d find everything black gl ass.

Despite the triple panes, the cold radiated off the glass, and | shivered.

"Coordi nat or?" Kei ko used the net to knock at the edge of ny concentration
"Your too-friendly cyb subcommander is on the broadcast |ine. She wants to
know if you'd be interested in visiting the G bson tonorrow. They have a
denonstration planned, and she indicated you mght be interested. She

enphasi zed that the denmonstration did not involve inhabited physical I|ocales.
They' Il drop a | ander for you."

That figured. There was no way they wanted one of our ships near theirs again,
especially after ny exploits. Going on their lander didn't matter. If it came

to that, | was expendabl e. Coordi nators were far nore expendabl e than dozens
of locials, and a denopnstration that was expl ai ned as not invol ving inhabited
physi cal |ocal es sounded like a threat. Ch, well, a threat involved del ay.

"Do you intend to go?" Keiko pulsed. "Certainly. Wiy not?" After what |'d just
| earned. . .why not? That m ght buy Rhetoral the day he and El anstan, and al
of us, needed. Anyway, logic said that, short of the all-out conflict between
t he defense systemand the cyb fleet, things couldn't get that nuch

wor se—except | felt they could . . . and woul d.
"Such an optimst. I'Il confirmthe time, and let you know. " Kei ko dropped
offline, and | | ooked back at the eastern peaks and the cold, china blue sky

that had replaced the norning clouds: a china blue that conceal ed twel ve

adi amante hulls and a satellite defense systemthat hadn't been used or fully
tested in centuries—and one station that hadn't been functional in a
mllennium Lovely job, Coordinator.

<< XXV



Looki ng through the wi de south wi ndow didn't help ny sense of foreboding. The
china blue sky and the cold wind that tossed the tops of the cedars and pifions
fromside to side told ny body to shiver, warmas | felt physically.

"The subcommander will pick you up at the locial strip at 1000 tonorrow, "
Kei ko i nforned nme through the local net. "Are you ready for this . . . visit?"

"No. | don't happen to know what |'ve forgotten, but let me think about it.

"If the cybs decide to relieve you of your responsibilities—and |I'mnot sure
how far you'd go to avoid that conptine, Coordinator—what happens next?"

"K gaio gets the job."
"Lucky woman." A faint hiss announced Kei ko's drop fromthe net.

Late as it was getting, there was yet another task for the Coordinator, one

didn't relish at all, but since | had agreed to visit the cyb fleet the next
morning, | had to check the alternative control center for the defense net.
"Kei ko, will you find Dorgan and Wane? Have them neet ne on the upper

mai nt enance |level in ten mnutes."

"This isn't optional, | take it?"

"No. Coordinator's priority."

"It's getting late."

"I"'mlate in getting organized, but I"'mnot used to this. It's only been
centuries since soneone had to deal with potentially hostile interstellar
visitors. Mst of ny predecessors didn't survive |ong enough to | eave
instructions."

"I"ll get them" She left the local net with the equival ent of a sigh

Anot her thought occurred to me, and | linked to the up-pernet.

"K gaio? This is Ecktor."

"What can | do?" She pul sed back even, oiled words, despite the fact that it
had to be just before dawn where she was. "Tonorrow, |'m paying a courtesy
visit to the G bson, the cyb flagship. In alittle while, I'Il be checking out
the alternative systens. You should be avail able tonmorrow, and you m ght want

to be near the local alternative systens center."

"That woul d be advisable, Ecktor. | will do so, and | appreciate the warning.
Good ni ght."

That was as close to an admi ssion that she had been sleeping as | would ever
get.

Kei ko turned in her chair as | stepped out of the Coordinator's office.
"They're waiting below " "I'lIl be quite a while."

"Checking out the alternative systens could take some time," she agreed,
provi ng she had been on uppernet. "And it was wise to informK gaio."

"I"'mglad you think so. Wiat else should I do?" "If |I were Coordinator, while
| happened to be in the alternative systemcontrol center, | mght check out



t he defense system nodes."

I'd thought of that, but | just nodded, then grinned and went down the steps
to the maintenance | evel where Dorgan and W ane wait ed.

"Good afternoon, Coordinator." Dorgan was thin-faced, dark-skinned, and had
thin brown hair shorter than my too-short thatch

W ane inclined her head. She was round-faced, solem-eyed, and w || owy.
"Let's go." | headed through the heavy nmai nt enance door and down the ranp.

They foll owed, and two ranps down, | opened the door to the | ower power board
area, stepped inside, and cl osed the door behind them

"The boards are fine, Coordinator," Dorgan said. "I know that. W're going for
a bullet shuttle ride." Dorgan swall owed and | ooked at Wane. "Are things that
serious?"

"The ot her day, one of the cyb troopers slugged a woman and told her she was
usel ess draff baggage. Since then the situation has gotten worse. The cybs
visited both the Cherkrik ruins and a prairie dog town, where they disregarded
territo-riality. That got one marcyb killed. | had to kill four of the
rodents. The cybs clainmed it was my fault, essentially, because I had only
warned themtw ce."

"Hmmm " was all Dorgan said.

"Under the circunstances, |1'd like to take a good solid | ook at the equipnent.
| hope we won't need it, but if we do, I'mnot going to have nmuch tine."

Dorgan rubbed his tenples. Wane pursed her lips as | led the way to the
conceal ed staircase and used the Coordinator's codes to unlock the door. |
coul d have used nmi ntenance codes—'d done work there, but the Coordinator's
codes seenmed nore appropriate.

Fromthe third sublevel, the three of us wal ked down the steps to the
platform The bullet shuttles glistened under the glowstrips, silver quarrels
in their induction notches, ready to be fired toward the control center ten
klicks east. Each of the bullets to the alternative control center was short,
less than ten meters long, with seven pairs of seats. The bullets to the

| ocial receiving areas were far larger, and far nore numerous.

After palmng the lockplate on the lead bullet and waiting for the door to
whi ne open, | stepped inside and sat in the right-hand seat. Dorgan and W ane
sat behind nme, leaving the left-hand front seat enpty.

The ten klick trip took three m nutes, alnost exactly.

The platformat the other end was enpty, silent, and gray. Despite the
conti nual maintenance, the spotless conposite walls oozed age—dnsurpri sing,
since this particular center had been built nearly twelve centuries earlier
The equi pnent all worked. | knew. 1'd worked on some of it over the years—
al nrost as high a conptine rate as satellite maintenance, and not nearly so
dangerous, but requiring an even higher degree of accuracy.

The solid door at the top of the stairs was sealed. This time it took the
Coordinator's codes. It could be opened with three separate mai ntenance codes,
which, with three of us, would have posed no problem but again, using the
Coordi nator's access seened nore fitting.



The bl ast door whi spered open

"Activate standby," | pulsed, and the glowstrips turned bl ackness into warm
sunlight, powered by the standby fusac-tor

Inside the door was the alternate control center: nothing very inpressive,

just a handful of hard-wi red consol es supported by an independent power system
in the sublevels bel ow the equi pnent. The whol e center, except for the bullet
tunnel and the access tunnel to the commgrids, which could double as anot her
exit, was surrounded w th adi amante.

There were four other centers, scattered around the gl obe. Any one could

handl e the defense net, if necessary, but since no one could use the net

unl ess the Construct were violated, conflicts weren't a problem In those
ci rcunmst ances, no one really wanted ny job, including ne.

My feet hurt, and | dropped into the main control chair. "Power."

| waited as the other fusactors bel ow cane on |ine, one after another. Dorgan
and Wane | ooked fromnme to the boards and back to me as the power built.

Finally, after ten minutes, | slipped into and through the mai ntenance net for
a status report before | opened the system and began t he checks.

The status line was green

"Dorgan, would you cross-check the power systemafter me, and note any
di screpanci es?"

'Yes, ser."
| turned to Wane. "After we're powered up, I'mgoing into the link relays and
the grids. | need you to follow the drawdowns in diagnostics. | assune you

know what to | ook for?"
"Yes, ser. Any disconnects or |ags, nostly."

First I went through all the power diagnostics, then pul sed Dorgan, and could
feel himon the power systems as | crossed subsystems. Once | called on the
net for a test, | had to be quick. So | ran through the naintenance routines
agai n, concentrating on the power to the nodes. The node check showed a few
nore abnormalities than recorded in the annual test nine nonths earlier, but
well within the statistically insignificant, and with that nany potenti al
links and the deni |evel of tension about the cybs, what else could | have
expect ed?

Next came the pul se tests on node |oading, and after that, |I tried the node
i nks mysel f—+three tines.

The first time was snmooth: mnor electric currents ran through me, but that
invisible link to the big magfield was clear. The second tine, in another
node, the mnor jolts ran down ny spine. The third tine | never really got to
the field, and ny eyes and spi ne burned.

Then, | just sat in the center chair and shivered for a while, letting Dorgan
and Wane run through the diagnostics.

W ane's eyes ungl azed first, and she | ooked at nme. "That last |link, ser, you
shivered the whole field." "I know What about the draw downs?" "I couldn't



find any. The net's clean." | hoped so. Then | shivered again. | should have
stopped with two node |inks, but, as Mdrrgen had pointed out so often, | had a
tendency to overreach mysel f.

At that point, Dorgan blinked and turned his head to nme. "Power checks cl ear
ser."

"Fine." | waited another few m nutes before | tried to stand. A few white
spots flickered in front of ny eyes, but disappeared. | walked slowy to the
door to the center, then waited for themto | eave.

Qut si de the door above the shuttle platform | cleared ny throat, then flicked
t he net-command. "Stand by, one red." That left two fusactors up, and the
center powered at lowlevel, until counternmanded. It also neant only a few

m nutes before the center was essentially functional because | wanted to keep
the lags short. | had the strong feeling that, when the cybs nmoved, we'd have
little enough tine.

Powering the center fully would, unfortunately, trigger too much ni strust
anong the dem s because npbst woul d have noted the continual power on the
upper net —+he power required for the defense netlinks. And that ruch m strust
woul d have been a Construct violation on our part—eaning that if | tried to
use the net subsequently, it would crash, leaving us with little or no
protection. Even ny brief test probably had sonme of the purists nuttering
about m strust and nursing headaches.

My head ached with theirs, and | nmade ny way down to the bullet slowy. Dorgan
and W ane fol | owed.

"Do you have any ideas how soon the cybs m ght act?" Dorgan finally asked. He
was nore restrained than nost woul d have been

"I"'mintuiting that we have twenty-four hours." | gave a half-shrug as |
clinmbed into the bullet. "Maybe nmore, and there's a slight chance that they'l
| eave us al one. ™

"How slight?" asked Wane. 'You left the center on high standby."

"Very slight. But several have pointed out that | could be wong." | |eaned
back in the bullet seat.
"I hope so, Coordinator." She paused as the doors closed. "But we have a
Coordi nator, and they're cybs, and that conbinati on doesn't | ook good."

| thought so, too, but | just closed ny eyes for the ride back to the adm n
building. No flitter trip back to the house this night—ust a bunk in the
transient area. |'d thought that m ght happen sooner or later; | did have a
spare set of blacks and some sanitary necessities stashed in the office, and
was glad | did.

| also needed to eat. | just hoped Locatio didn't have any nore probl ens—and
that no one else did, either

<<< XXVI

You |l et themtoss a webbed marcyb through the | ocks?" asked Wapons, his
guestion reverberating along the net-Iines.



"Qutside of blasting their shuttle, what would you have suggested?" asked

| deomi neo. "Or would you have had nme bl ast their planetary Coordi nator? That
woul dn't set well anywhere, not when he arrived in an unarmnmed shuttle.”

"The effrontery. . . the gall. "
the net.

Gorum s words hissed and spat fire through

"Also, the stupidity," snapped Wapons. "Marcybs aren't much nore than
constructs."

"Why don't you think, Wapons?" suggested |deomineo. "Don't you think the dem
Coor di nat or knows t hat ?"

"What are you suggesting, Exec?" asked G breal, his words cool against the
residual fire of Gorum s outburst.

"This was the same dem who was on the prairie creature expedition. There he
was angry at Viedras and the nav. Today he didn't show rmuch interest in the
mari ne officers, and he treated the marcybs |ike val ued nachinery. Here on the
ship he was matter-of-fact."

"Then why woul d he care about a single nmarcyb?" questioned G breal. "He'd have
to know t hat Hensl om was the responsible one." A barrier blocked any further
qguestioning, as if the fleet commander were hol di ng back information

"What el se could you tell us, ser?" asked Gorumtoo politely, wth honey
wr apped around the acid of yet unpul sed words.

"I think we should hear the rest of the Exec's analysis, especially since the
nav is al ready headed pl anetside."

The i mage of w ggling hips crossed the net.

"Sanitize," ordered Ideonmineo in a weary tone. He waited for the inage to
fade. "From Maj er Henslom s report, this kidnapping and return was staged," he
continued after a pause. "Black unifornms, a public grab, and an i medi ate
shuttle |ift-what does that suggest?"

"Go on."

"I submit that there are certain political realities that the Coordi nator nust
observe. He knows that the marcybs are one step above constructs, but the
draffs don't. That neans that the demis are in some way behol den. O that
their power over the draffs is limted."

"So we ought to just flatten them" Wapons suggested.

"Somet hing el se interesting just came from Majer Ysslop," interjected G breal
"As instructed, she sent a two-agent teamto attack the major power and
systens centers of the Ellay locial. Both agents vanished after inflicting

m nor damage. Their links were severed, and not even their inbedded tracers
seemto have survived."

"The demis were ready. They were just waiting," riposted Wapons. "W
shoul dn't give them any warni ng. "

"We're m ssing somnething," suggested |deomn neo.

"Maybe there aren't that many dem s," suggested Gorum "Individually, they're
extremely powerful, but perhaps there aren't nore than a few hundred on the



whol e pl anet. "

"Analysis is flawed," clipped MyYL-ERA. "Energy-web analytics would indicate
bet ween one and three nmillion dems."

"That still neans the draffs are eighty to ninety percent of the popul ation.”

"Let's see what happens to their Coordi nator after he views our little

denonstration," suggested G breal. "He nmay becone nore cooperative. |f not,
wel |, then we shall proceed."
<<< XXMI |

Despite another |ight dusting of snow the night before, the sky was cold and
bri ght bl ue when, at 0950 Deseret locial time, | stood underneath the white
spire of the tower, watching as the black cyb | ander runbled up. A chill wind
bl ew out of the northwest, gusting and carrying w sps of snow across the

| andi ng strip.

At 0955 the ranp dropped, and Subcommander Kenra stepped onto it, wal ked
hal fway down, and gestured toward me brusquely.

"They're here," | pulsed on the net to Keiko. "If anything happens

"I know," ny aide responded, "K gaio gets the enviable job of Coordinator
She'll create nore problems than you have, and that's saying a great deal."

"I appreciate your backhanded confidence in nme, too."
"Someone has to put things in perspective.”

I waved back at Kenra and wal ked toward the dull black | ander that radi ated a
faint odor of hot conposite and netal

The cyb subcommander | ooked down at ne, green eyes cool and |evel.
"Greetings," | said.

"I"'mhere to convey you to a denonstration."” Kenra remained at the top of the
| ander' s ranp.

"You wi sh you weren't," | observed, not noving.

"That's right."

"\Why 2"

"That doesn't matter. Are you ready?"

"It does matter. If you're angry because you said that | had reasons for ny
actions, and you were disregarded by your peers and superiors, | apologize. If
you' re angry because | refuse to fit your expectations, | don't."

"You are difficult.” Her words remained flat, cold.

"I try to be honest, and honesty is frowned on in nobst cultures because it's

too hard on people's egos, and that creates tensions that npbst societies
cannot handl e. "



The cold wind rippled through her sandy hair, and the cold green eyes remai ned
fixed on ne. 'You demis are different?" "W try."

"So you're honest? | find that rather hard to believe." "No human is totally
honest. Qur egos can't take that kind of honesty. | know that | tend to be
slightly self-pitying, that | have an exaggerated sense of self-inportance,
and that | equate physical conditioning with superiority. That's the tip of
the iceberg, but if soneone told ne those things, 1'd be angry."

"You do take yourself seriously.” Atrace of a smle flitted at the corners of
her mouth. "So do you." The smle vani shed. "See what | nean?"

She shook her head. "We need to go—+f you're still interested."
"I's the subject of this denonstration a secret?"
"Only until it's over."

"We don't much care for alterations to Ad Earth." | glanced up at the
fifteen-meter-high cyb lander, and its winged black lifting body.

"We've gathered that." She half turned, then paused. "Wy did you bring that
mar cyb back to the G bson?"

"There wasn't a single reason. A sense of responsibility, a need to affirm
that injustice cannot be inposed at the focal point of a |laser or de-energizer
or particle beam Sone anger. Some frustration. Sone nale egotism”

"I's that all?"
"Probably not."
"You never answer anything conpletely."

"That's because there are no conplete answers, except death, and that's one
I'd rather avoid."

She wal ked up the ranp past the pilot I1'd net before. | shrugged and foll owed,
noddi ng to Kessek as | stepped past him He did not nod back

The ranp runbl ed upward before | reached the left-hand forward officers
couch. Kenra sat down and slipped her harness into place w thout | ooking
toward ne.

"Ready for liftoff, Kessek," Kenra pulsed to the pilot.
"Stet."

| pulled the restraint harness around ne and | eaned back in the supple black
couch. A residual stiffness perneated too many nuscles, and ny hands renai ned
sore, but they hadn't bruised—ot yet. Still a trace shaky fromny tests on
the alternative control center the night before, | took a slow, deep breath to
hel p rel ax mysel f. The | ander had no scent of use except ozone and hot neta
and oil—as if it had carried few troops or passengers indeed. After a second
deep breath, | closed my eyes.

Kessek turned the lander into liftoff position, and we began to accel erate
down the strip.



The entire liftoff and the clinb to orbit were at full power, clearly to test
me in sone way, since there were several scanners focused in ny direction

As Kessek finally cut back on the acceleration, and conparative quiet filled
t he cabin, Kenra | ooked at nme, then away.

"Coordi nator!" Kei ko honed in on the uppernet. "Nearly a dozen cyb agents
attacked the power, admin, and distribution nexi in Ellay. Locatio reports
that they destroyed themall, but that there were several draff fatalities."

Anot her presence | urked behind her on the net. "Do what we did in Deseret.
Have the deaths reported as caused by nassive systens failures. But announce
that the cause of the failures has yet to be fully determ ned."

"Ecktor!" whined in Locatio. "People are going to know." "That's fine. | don't
want anything outside the direct nets. The hard nets, the screen news—anyt hi ng
the cybs can access—there | want the official line. Ysslop may try again.
Bring in more dem squads. | want the cyb agents to keep di sappearing, |ike
into a black hole." "Ecktor ..."

"That's it." | closed off ny net access for a few nonents and waited, held in

pl ace by the couch restraints. My stonach felt unsettled in the virtual nul
gee.

"He wused sonething there, Subconmander," Kessek pulsed to Kenra on the cyb
net. "We couldn't even record it." '"You aren't quite as honest as you'd I|ike
me to believe," Kenra began, turning in the couch to face ne. "In what way?"

"You seem able to use sonme sort of net to penetrate even a |l ander hull, and
you're carrying no noticeabl e equipnent. That's rather deceptive."

| laughed. "Since when is not announcing all of one's abilities deceptive?

Wul d you care to describe all of your abilities, including personal and
sexual attributes?"

She flushed, then gl ared.

| ignored her reaction. "Sonehow, you people seemto think that we're supposed
to parade all our talents, technology, and ability for you to analyze, in
order for you to decide whether you can get away with either attacking or
attenpting to conquer us—er trying to steal know edge. And if we don't
cooperate, we're deceptive?" | |aughed again.

"I told Hensl omyou were a dangerous man. | think |I underestimated you." Her
words were thoughtful in the conparative silence of our approach to the cyb
fleet.

"How i s Maj er Hensl on"

"He's angry, extraordinarily angry."

"I can see how that m ght be. He's been deceived into believing that no one
woul d or could stand up to him"

"How many dem s are there |ike you?"

"Exactly like me? None. Wth roughly the sanme level of ability ... 1'd say a
quarter of a mllion."

There was sil ence.



"He's lying ... he has to be," pul sed Kessek
"How woul d you define 'roughly'?" she pursued.

"In quantifiable terns . . . within five percent on any neasurable ability,
and wi thin one percent overall."

Si |l ence
"Then why are you Coordi nat or ?"

"I told you. Being Coordi nator exacts a high price. | have a lot less to | ose
than nost: I'molder; ny soulmate is dead; and |I'm considered slightly |ess
sane in dem terns."

"Why is being | ess sane an advant age?"

| was the one who paused at that, although |I should have seen the line of
guestioning. "Self-preservation is part of sanity. |I'mconsidered | ess sane
because | don't value it quite so highly at this stage of ny life. Besides,
anyone who accepts being Coordinator in times |like these probably is |ess
sane. "

"You act like you want to be a target."

"Al'l things being equal, I'd prefer not to be one." But all things were not
equal . How could I not try something that woul d spare hundreds of thousands,
if not mllions?

"You talk as if you were an old man, but you | ook and act as if in the prine
of life. How old are you?"
"dd enough to know better." O d enough not to play word games. O d enough not
to ganble with AOd Earth's future with a green-eyed worman who | ooked faintly
i ke Morgen. Words we whispered flamed in vain. . . . That soul song fragnent
rem nded me how different Morgen and Kenra were, that Kenra represented a nere
chance physical resenblance that played on ny synapses.

"That's not even an inconplete answer." "My chronol ogi cal age is sixty-seven."
Her eyes didn't even flicker. "That's not ancient.” | wasn't about to tell her
that too-sensitive Crucelle was close to two hundred. Instead, | glanced at
the screen and the black adiamante wall that was the G bson. "That was quick."

"Fl eet Commander G breal would not wish to waste anyone's tine."

The screen on the bul khead showed the same enormous | ock | had entered the day
before, except it didn't seemquite so |large conpared to the entering cyb
| ander.

The lander slid into the G bson's docking bay with scarcely a clunk, and the
massi ve | ock doors slid shut |like a cage closing.

"Smooth docking . . . locking . . . whatever it's called,” | offered.

"You're not that nuch of a kaybe.
flitter pilot."

Kenra al nost | aughed. 'You're a hands-on

"Kaybe?" That was the first tinme |I'd heard that one.



"Short for keyboarder. Someone so out of touch .

"I get it." Someone so out of touch they wouldn't link directly but were
l[imted to manual dexterity in using systens and nets—a voluntary draff, of
sorts. The conplexity of conpetence, anger, and irritation continued to give
me troubl e reading her, but | was conp-intuit, not an enote or enpath. |

enmul ated Kenra's exanpl e and unfastened the restraints and eased nyself up

swi nging out of the restraints in the | ow gee and toward Kenra. | found nyself
close to her, within perhaps two dozen centineters, and | realized sonething
el se. She didn't have much of a body-scent-image—ust the faintest whiff of a

soap, and a scent-suppressant. | frowned. The scent suppression was anot her
oddity. 1'd wondered what had been wong when she'd stood close to nme in the
Cherkrik ruins, but I hadn't identified it. Wre they all like that,

di sassoci ating thenselves fromthe snells of the world around then?
"Lock's pressurized,"” announced Kessek. "Hold for the heat burst."

A superheated air-steam m xture disrupted the | ock nomentarily, but brought
t he anbi ent |ock tenperature up a good two hundred degrees absolute. Then the
| ander's ranmp runbl ed down, and a wave of polar air engul fed us.

"You'll get a quick tour before the denonstration, but we'll have to hurry,"
Kenra sai d.

That was omi nous. A tour before the denonstration nmeant no one expected nme to
be friendly afterwards.

The G bson's gravity remained at what seened around point three earth norm
and ny legs had a tendency to bound as we crossed the | ock. The two unused

| anders remmined at the far end of the |ock, shrouded in a frost that boiled
off them The chill of the deck seeped through ny boots despite their thick
soles and the insulation over the nmetalite conposite. My heavy steps echoed
of f the conposite deck covering, the sounds |lost in the huge cavern

The | ock chanber itself must have been five hundred neters long and nearly
fifty high. Just refilling the space after docking had to require an enornous
expendi ture of nass and energy—an incredibl e waste.

"Potl atch and status synbol,"” | murrmured. "Throw away power." Had they built
the hull first and then just filled it as they saw fit? Just to have built
sone of the nobst nassive vessels in mllennia?

The faintest of scanner energies passed over nme, pulling ny inmge onto the

shi pnet +he open net that | could easily access enough to see ny own i nage and
that of Kenra wal ki ng across the enornous | ock. Just an average dark-haired
man and a sl ender sandy-haired woman—yb officer, | corrected mnyself.

A guard of twenty-four marcybs in formal green uniforms waited by the exit
hat ch—a dozen on each side

"Such formality," | rmurnmured.

"Pl anetary executives do rate an honor guard."

The marcybs renmained rigid as we passed. | wanted to yell sonething Iike "at
ease" or "fire on deck." | didn't, just nodded, still disconcerted at the
hypocri sy of the honor guard and at seeing ny own i nage appearing on the

shi pnet.

W stepped through the hatch into a central hexagonal passageway, the corners



bet ween each surface filled with a thin glowstrip, the rai sed edges on each
side of the glowstrip containing handholds for null gee operations. The side
that comprised the "ceiling" was not a wal king surface, but a | adder with
rungs nearly eight nmeters |long, supported at the ends and at two neter
intervals in the mddle.

"I'd hate to have to clinmb this." | forced ny face to remain calmas | heard
my own words cross the net.

"So far no one has, but the designers insisted.” She gestured. "We'll head
aft.”
"Why a hexagonal corridor?" | disconnected fromthe ship-net | wasn't even

supposed to notice, trying to remind nyself that everything | said, everything
| did, would be recorded and used. The slight delay in foll owi ng both Kenra
and the net was scranbling nmy senses, and | didn't need scranbl ed senses.

"The whol e ship's set up that way. It works better with adia-mante, the
designers found. That's the official reason, anyway."

| hadn't thought that adi amante had a hexagonal bias, but | certainly didn't
know. W had used it only sparingly and, alternate control centers excepted,
hadn't done rmuch with it in the last m |l ennium except to deconstruct it, and
that had been well before ny tine.

The corridor, although apparently one of the main fore-and-aft passages, was
enpty except for us. | didn't like that either. On a ship that carried
t housands, that was anot her unheal thy sign

Kenra wal k- bounded aft, and | struggled to keep up with her in the |light grav.

"How do you keep in shape?" | asked. "Stay at home in | ow gee, you nean? The
senior officers' quarters are high gee. The troopers have to nmake up for it
wi th exercise, but they have the tine, and we don't."

That made a strange sort of sense. Before | said nore, we were at the

hydr oponi ¢ bays, somewhere near nidships. No natter what anyone says about
synthesi s, repeated chem synthesis doesn't work, and the systens | ose vitam ns
and trace elements, or concentrate theminappropriately. Even the cybs had to
grow sone food. O chose to. Wth the G bsons size, they could have carried a
few decades of dehydrated food, even for the thousand or so the ship seened to
carry.

After looking at the long rows of greenery, hundreds of nmeters long, | turned
to Kenra. "How many | evels here?" "Eight."

"Eight levels ..." | mused half-aloud. Eight |evels, each hundreds of neters
I ong and stretching possibly the entire width of the ship. 'You don't really
need these, not for the crew the ship carries.”

"I't depends on what you nmean by need. W can recycle everything through here,
and everyone feels better." She offered a wy grin. "People trust plants nore
than machi nes.” Maybe the cybs did have a |l ess crystalline side. Next we
turned off the main corridor into a narrower hexagonal passage, wth doors
every few neters. The single narrow corridor stretched nore than three hundred
neters to a distant and seal ed hatch

"These quarters belong to the troopers staying on A d Earth," Kenra expl ai ned
She pressed a | ockplate on the side of the nearest door



I glanced inside—four bunks, chairs, a vision screen on the blank forward wall
and jacks for headsets of sone sort. The walls were a pale green plastic-like
finish, and an open door led to a fresher

"Al'l like this?" | asked.

Kenra crossed the passage and pushed another plate, and | | ooked again at a
mrror duplicate of the first enpty room The roonms rem nded ne of the
descriptions of ancient nonastical cells.

"I just wanted you to see." She retraced her steps to the main corridor, and
we continued aft. "This whole section here is for troopers.”

| calculated as we wal ked. Even on one level, there had to be roomfor nore
than five hundred marcybs—6,000 at a mininumon the twelve ships, 18,000 if
the quarters stretched up even three levels, and nore than 50,000 if six

| evel s.

"Did you really think you' d need fifty thousand troopers for broken-down O d
Earth?" | asked.

"Gorum t hought fifty thousand was too few, but feeding |arge forces you may
not need takes power and storage space.”

Maybe t hey di d need those huge hydroponi c systens.

After that, another four hundred meters aft of the marcyb quarters—anot her
four hundred nmeters unmarked with side hatches or doors—we stepped through two
heavy open hatches. Even before | stepped through the hatches, | could sense
the energy swirls.

"The power section. |I'msure you can sense the fluxes." "It nust be difficult
for your shipnet."” "It's not a problem anynore. The initial engineering was
difficult."

Once again, we were tal king around issues, she because she w shed to revea
not hi ng when every word was being nonitored, and | because ... | wasn't sure.
Per sonal cowardi ce? Fear that revealing capabilities would push ne too far
beyond t he envel ope of the Construct?

"It won't hurt to show you a single nodule." Kenra guided ne to another
interior hatch lock and we stepped up to a srmall obl ong armagl ass w ndow.
There wasn't that much to see through the arnagl ass—ust an insul ated obl ong
fifty neters on a side with supercon cabling exiting into a conduit. Each side
of the conposite oblong contained anot her | ock-type door, probably double or
triple thickness, and everything was gray, gray, and gray. Even the |ight
seenmed gray.

"Each nmodul e is self-contained,"” Kenra pointed out, "and the flow conduits are
i ndependently channel ed. Any single nodule can handle the ship's
housekeepi ng. "

"But not ops or weapons or drive systens."

"No. "

"How many nodul es?" | asked idly.

"Enough. "



From the power flows | sensed, | figured between twenty and thirty—twenty or
thirty far larger than anything on O d Earth not connected to the defense net.
“I'"'msure."

Further aft were the drive systens, but | didn't see them As we returned to
the main corridor, Kenra just pointed, "There's the drive section, but we need
to get forward now. "

"Denonstration tinme?"
"It will be before long."

W turned forward. As we left the power section, well before the narcyb
dormitories, Kenra paused. "I forgot. There's one other thing. This way."

She |l ed me down a side corridor—the whole ship seened |ike a maze, conprised
of adi amante walls and conposite supports and corridors. She coded the

| ockpl ate of another hatch, and | picked up the codes, not that they'd be
particularly useful.

"This is lock two."

In the massive multi-level lock were twenty craft the size of a large
magshuttle.
"Arnmed scouts.”
of weapons."

Kenra pointed to the nearest. "Each one carries a full range

| waited to hear how extensive that range of weapons was, but she seened
unlikely to el aborate.

"Antimatter pellets, tach-heads—+that sort of thing?" | asked.
" St andard weapons, " she answered.

In short, at least as nasty as |'d predicted—not that the scouts mattered that
much, since launching them in ny view, would al so negate restrictions on ne
under the Construct. In a way, seeing the scouts was beneficial, since it
clarified that any hostile action was backed with inpressive force. That woul d
negate any restrictions on response, assum ng we could create an effective
response. | hoped El anstan and Rhetoral —anci ent shield and | ongswor d—aere
managi ng to rebuil d poor defunct Delta station

"What do you think?" asked Kenra.

"About the same as before," | admitted. 'Your fleet represents the greatest
concentration of force since the Rebuilt Hegenony."

"Greater than the forces of AOd Earth?" A faintly amused smle crossed her
i ps and vani shed.

"Greater than any fleets we have, since we don't have any." 'You didn't answer

nmy question.”

"There isn't an answer. You have a fleet. W don't. W have a few interstellar
ships, and a planet, and you could inflict great damage. If you tried, we
woul d attenpt to stop that. If we were successful, then you woul d have no
fleet. If not, we'd probably have no planet, or one that's not inhabitable. At
this time, | amhoping that it does not becone an issue of force. Everyone

| oses in those circunstances.”



"Can't you give me a straight answer?" The green eyes flashed at ne.

"I can't answer you the way you want me to," | finally said. "I'm doing what |
can."

"Al'l right. |I shouldn't have pushed." Her voice sounded resigned, and | w shed
| could have said nore

She gestured, and | followed her forward, silently, for several hundred neters
nmore down the still enpty corridor. Wiy didn't they want me to see anyone? O
didn't they want the ship's personnel to see nme and learn we still |ooked and
acted human? Except they had me on the net, and that didn't nmake sense. Wat
wasn't | seeing? Were personal neetings hard on the average cyb because they
were shielded by their nets and preferred to avoid nost personal neetings?
Were the corridors enpty not by order, but by choice?

Abruptly, Kenra opened a side hatch, and bounded down it. | hurried to catch
up and half stunbled, half tunbled through a wave of energy where the ship's
air vibrated around ne—sone type of nagnetic imagi ng probe being focused. It
took every bit of effort to keep wal king, holding on to the faith that it
wasn't in the cybs' interest to destroy or neutralize ne—yet.

The feeling passed as we wal ked past an open hatch with a doubl e | ock, and
wanted to smile. 1'd just wal ked through a nedical scanner. That was all, and
the results wouldn't offer much. Al the normal human organs were of the usua
sizes and in the usual places. So were the nuscles, although a detailed enough
anal ysis m ght show sone deviation fromthe historical norns in the
conposition of fast- and slowtw tch nuscles and the nuscle density.

As for nerve cells—that would take a high-powered autopsy, and | wasn't ready
to provide the speci nens for such an analysis, not voluntarily.

"You need to see the control center." Kenra guided nme into another narrow
passageway that headed forward again. We paused at another arnored hatch, and
at this one |I caught both codes and the nmessage she pul sed. "Kenra, with the
dem . Screen guard."

"Cleared to enter. Quards up," came the response. The entire center area was
girded with adi amante, except for the two locks outlined in energy. |Inpressive
as it was in one way, it was idiotic in another, since anything powerful
enough to penetrate the ship's outer adiamante hull woul d be powerful enough
to destroy the thinner interior shell around the control center

"This is the control center."

"Navi gati on and control center?" | asked, since the arrayed consol es weren't
that rmuch to |l ook at: two dozen specialized navigation screens, nost of them
unt ended, displaying various representations of the solar system beneath a
sweepi ng vi sual screen that showed the earth spread out agai nst the black and
the nmoon to the right edge. Half the consol e out puts were bl ackened,
screen-guarded agai nst the dangerous deni. | held back a snort.

Five cybs in green singlesuits tended the front |line of consoles. None | ooked
up, but they didn't have to, since they were on the shipnet that had displ ayed
nmy every nove since |'d entered the G bson

The room hel d the contradictory inpressions of newness and age, and the
faintest scents of ozone and oil. Wile the cybs m ght erase their own
scent -i mages, they couldn't erase those of their nmachines. | wanted to | augh



at the idea that their nachines were nore human than they were, and that |augh
wanting to break out showed the stress poundi ng down on ne.

The thirty-neter-square center held no weapons or sensor inputs, and it was
clear | wasn't going to be all owed anywhere near the operations or weapons
cent ers—er what ever conbined center held them both.

My eyes went to the twenty-neter-w de visual screen, and | frowned. Although
the scale was difficult to determne, the G bson appeared to be novi ng away
fromdd Earth and toward Luna.

| roistened nmy lips. "W need to go."

After a last |ook at the wi de screen—and the G bson was i ndeed headed toward
Luna—+ foll owed Kenra out of the nav-control center

"You' ve seen sone of the ship. Wat do you think?" "It's an inpressive vessel
as | said before.”" | was inpressed in spite of ny secondhand

recol | ecti on—pul | ed through the databases at Parwon—ef the battlecruisers of
the Rebuilt Hegenony. The ol d Hegenmony battl ecruisers had carried a few nore
destructive tools, but the G bson had nore than enough gadgetry and power to
turn the country around far too large a nunber of locials into black glass or
t he equi val ent .

"W hoped you would find it so." She stopped at a silver-rimred hatch, and
pul sed a signal, coded, while sending a nessage on the shipnet. "There's one
| ast stop we need to nake before the denonstration.” The hatch slid open, and
she gestured for me to enter

The roomwas |large for a starship—say half the size of ny expansive
Coordinator's office—and it held one console with an array of screens |
couldn't see centered on one seat. Three enpty blue chairs faced the console.
A hawk-nosed officer with eight-pointed stars on the collars of his green

uni formtunic sat behind the console. H's faded and piercing blue eyes
followed nme into the office/conmand center. "This is Fleet Comrander G breal ."

The hawk- nosed conmander nodded, but said nothing. He didn't snell either
except of unbridled power.

The incipient energy fluxes around the walls indicated that the ship's systens
were focused on and around ne—quite a conplinment, that they thought | could
be t hat dangerous.

"I"mpleased to nmeet you, Commander." | didn't attenpt to infiltrate the
ship's systemthrough the netlinks I'd unraveled. First, it wouldn't do any
good, since sonmeone, presunably the weapons officer, had a hard | ock on the
surveill ance and power. Second, it would only make things worse.

"Sit down," G breal said, brushing aside ny pleasantries, and pointing to the
chair on the right side of the console. "I've read this Paradi gns docunent.
How can you make sonething like this work?"

"You can't," | explained as | sat. "There's no way to make any society work
over the long run."

Kemra sat in the left-hand chair and nodded, ever so slightly, but G brea
just frowned.

"Every society is based on trust and self-restraint. W encourage both, and we
renove those who cannot or will not exercise them"



"Power - based, then ..." muttered G breal, his eyes straying to the consol e,
t hen snappi ng back to focus on ne.

"Not exactly. We also penalize the use of power, even for good. Because |'ve
been Coordinator, I'll spend years at relatively hard | abor, working off that
debt . "

The sensors trained on me were trying to read and deterni ne ny degree of
truthfulness. I'd already resolved to be truthful, but | had the feeling that
trut hful ness would only be read as deception if the results didn't agree with
the cybs' preconceived perceptions.

"And you accepted the position? Wy?"
"Soneone had to, and the cost to ne was somewhat | ess than others."

"I"ve read those principles. They're all so general. How can you possibly nake
t hem wor k? You tal k of forbearance, but everyone has a different idea of what
forbearing is. And trust? How can you define it or codify it?" G breal watched
me |ike the hawk he resenbl ed.

"We don't. Wen you have to codify val ues, you' ve lost them Every witten
definition creates nore exceptions, nore chance of mstrust, and nore
opportunities for the untrustworthy to hi de behind words and | egalisns. Sone
hi storians theorize that the SoshWars were caused by the ancient clan of

| awyers."

"Too many legalities aren't good," G breal adnitted in a mld tone, "but to
bl ame unrest and warfare on | awers or progranmmers—they also codify . . . that
seens excessive."

Kemra's eyes flicked fromone of us to the other, and back again.

"I wasn't alive back then," | conceded, "but | don't think so. If a society
agrees that theft is not acceptable, then theft is not acceptable. Now, let's
say that an apple falls fromny neighbor's tree and rolls into nmy yard. Is it
theft if | eat it? Probably not, and no sensibl e individual would argue about
a single apple or even a few. Wen a |awer wites down and codifies theft as
not including fallen apples that roll away, then that creates the opportunity
for sone untrustworthy individual to shake apples froma tree onto a slanting
ranp that carries themoff the property. Then that untrustworthy individua
can claimhe did not steal the appl es—ot according to the law "

"No one would do that."
| just smled. "Before the SoshWars, people did exactly that sort of thing."

G breal stared at nme, al nost unbelievingly. It was an expression | was getting
to know too well. Then he asked, "Wat can you do to stop us?"

"W hope that you'll see that there's no point in attacking dd Earth. W
don't threaten you, and we haven't been interested in territorial expansion
for along tine."

"That's not the question."

"No. It's not. The question is whether you can get away with revenge for being
thwarted mllennia ago."



Kenra's nouth opened fractionally, then shut, but 1'd had to follow intuition.
G breal was too sharp for ny second-rate |ogic.

"I'f you would foll ow Subconmander Kenra to the observation room our
denonstration is about to begin." Gbreal stood as if | hadn't spoken at all.
He hadn't really heard a word. All he'd wanted to do was to evaluate ne as

t hough I were his personal opponent.

The observation roomwas just that—a small roomwi th three wall-sized screens
and a dozen bl ack padded chairs. The heavy shielding was clearly designed to
keep cybs or ne or both frominterfering with operations. If I'd w shed, |
could have created sonme difficulties, but not before the energy weapons in the
shi el d enpl acenents had made even nore difficulty for ne.

Luna now filled two-thirds of the center screen, and a grow ng sense of horror
bubbled up within ne as | settled into one of the center chairs. Kenra sat two
chairs away. No one el se entered the room

"Five mnutes until comencenent of denpnstration. Five mnutes,"” cane the
human voi ce of MYL-ERA fromthe hi dden speakers.

"What are you pl anni ng?"

"No nore than others have done," Kenra answered crisply. "No nore than you."
How di d one answer that?

"Denonstration comencing in three mnutes. Three m nutes.”

Luna had ceased to grow in the screen and now filled alnmost the entire focus,
bl otched in white and bl ack, the termnator splitting the nmoon's image into a
third of darkness and two-thirds of silvered light.

The cybnet whined and strained, and a prickling burning feeling ran through
the cyb-1inbo that was neither underweb nor overspace, yet which bore sone
el ements of each. The power concentrations that poured fromthe |inked
fusactors into the magbottl e focus were already tw sting space itself, and
sendi ng harnmoni cs through the overweb.

For millennia the wave of disruption that was building woul d cross the gal axy,
puzzling future astronomers—those that captured or recorded it. Mre than a
few dem s—e i ncl uded—aoul d have splitting headaches before | ong.

| watched the screen, as | had been directed, although | could have caught and
held the inmages in nmy mnd as easily. "Denonstrati on comenci ng."

Still, the energies built in the magbottle for a nmoment | onger before they
| ashed outward, downward at the satellite bel ow

For long instants, nothing happened. For mni nutes, nothing occurred. Nothing.
One untutored in physics or deep-space night assune that, when enough energy
to power half a mid-tech planet poured froman adia-nmante hull toward the
nmoon, sone visible sign night i mediately appear. That assunption woul d be
wWr ong.

The first sign was mst rising fromthe noon, though it was not mst, but
vapori zed rock and associ ated gases. | rubbed ny forehead, trying to handle
the distortions created by that much power, trying to shield ny mnd agai nst
t he knives of power and the inplications for the Construct.



Even the G bson shuddered the entire length of its klicks-long hull as the
energy poured forth . . . and forth.

Kenmra's eyes flicked fromnme to the screen and back agai n.

That m st of vaporized rock and nmetal, lunar north of the ancient |inear
i nducti on accel erator, w dened and rose and shi mered.

The G bson shivered, wenching underweb and overspace, overloading | ow nets
and shutting down the internal public net.

A snoot her oval began to appear, ringed in darker material, peering through
the fog of vaporized rock, growing larger with each gigajoul e per nanosecond.

After a quarter hour, a nolten eye peered fromold Luna.

How wi de was the new sea, the new crater? Two hundred klicks? Three hundred?
It didn't matter. The bal eful reddish glint to the polished surface would give
the noon the | ook of a bl oodshot eye staring down at O d Earth-at |east when
the new crater hardened and was fully sunlit.

The old god Lyr didn't operate on Luna, where the seas were dust and rock, but
was a god of Ad Earth, as ny nother had said

| closed nmy eyes for a tinme, not that there was much else | could do in
response to the threat and the incredible waste of power used to deliver it.
Kni ves stabbed through my skull.

When | reopened ny eyes, still watering, the dimnishing disc of the noon
i ndicated that the G bson was rejoining the rest of the fleet off Ad
Eart h—+the next target for the massive particle beans and the still-unused

de-energi zers that had to lurk within the adiamante hull that surrounded ne
like a niellen cage.

| studied the screen for a noment |onger, taking in the polished
orb-within-an-orb that was clearly nmeant as a rem nder that the power of the
cybs was not to be disregarded.

It might prove a different rem nder, one | could do without. The cybs

reliance on physical night was a problem a problem bigger than it had ever
been for our ancestors. It would be difficult—f not inpossible—to reason with
hate-fired anger supported by a faith in the idea that physical force able to
rearrange the appearance of a solar systemwas the best nmanner in which to
resol ve all problens.

| tried not to take too deep a breath, know ng that Kenra woul d m sunder st and,
but the power of both the cybs' hatred and that concentrated particle beam had
reverberated t hrough ne—and both had hurt. My head and tense nuscl es ached,
and | sat in the chair for a tine, westling with ny self-system and

gat hering nyself together

Finally, | stood.

"I trust that the denonstration is concluded.” My head still hurt, and
massaged ny tenples with the fingers of ny right hand.

"That was the denpnstration," Kenra said.

| wanted to say sonething, but what could | say at that nonment? So | asked
"Now what ?"



"That's all." Her voice held a hint of disappointment, as though | should have
said or done something, but | didn't, and she touched the access plate.

The door opened.

Gorum was waiting outside the observation room smiling. "Wat did you think
of our little denonstration, Coordinator?"

| pushed back sinultaneous waves of anger and sadness and nmet his eyes full
"It was an inpressive display of brute power, Commander. | doubt the Iike of
it has been attenpted or seen since the high point of the Rebuilt Hegenony."

"I't would seemthe Coordi nator was inpressed,” Gorumnoted to Kenra

"When the Rebuilt Hegenony did something simlar at Al -Mratoros,"” | added,
keepi ng ny voice di spassionate, "it was the beginning of its end."

"That's an odd sort of threat, if it's a threat,"” said Gorum

"It's an observation. W don't threaten. We can't threaten.” That was as far
as | could push it, and | |ooked at Kenra. "If you would be so kind as to
return me to Deseret..."

" got to himfinally," gloated Gorumon the shipnet. "He adnmitted they
don't have the power to threaten."

"He didn't nmean it that way, Conmander."
away before she finished

Kenra's pul sed response was pushed

| turned in the direction of |ock one, and Kenra bounded to catch nme. W
continued aft for several nonents before she spoke. "Wy didn't you tell him
what you said wasn't an admi ssion of weakness?"

"Because that would have made it a threat." "I don't understand you demis. A
warship boils a hole in your nmoon, and you say not hi ng. Wy not ?"

"As | told Gorum we once boiled away the entire surface of another world's
moon. What could | say? That it was wong? That we're still paying for it?
That any people who does that will eventually pay for it?"

"You just threatened. Why didn't you tell Gorumthat?" "It isn't a threat, and
| didn't tell him and he didn't hear what | said," | answered tiredly.
"Remenber Viedras and the prairie dogs? | told Viedras to stop. It wasn't a
threat; it was an observation."”

Kemra halted at the heavy hatch to | ock one, slipping onto shipnet and codi ng
her entry. | waited.

The first hatch opened, and we stepped through. As it closed, the second one
opened, and we wal ked through it and across the open space of |ock one toward
the waiting shuttle. No marcybs remained to pipe ne off the G bson

"An observation? Explain that, if you would." Kenra's voice contai ned both
anger and bewi | der nent .

| shrugged, and nearly lost my balance in the ow gee. "It's sinple. Using
that much power results in one of two things. Either those agai nst whom you
use it retaliate with greater power, or they don't. In the first case, the
result is obvious. In the second case, what happens is that so rmuch power



translates into inner arrogance within the society, and for a nunber of

wel | -documented and intricate reasons | won't try to explain in detail, |eads
to the destruction of that society's power. That's what happened to the
Rebui |t Hegemony, and quite a few other societies."

"You' re inpossible and patroni zing," she snapped. 'You won't explain because
you can't. It's just sonme magi c that you believe, and think everyone el se
shoul d believe." Kenra stopped at the foot of the I|ander ranp.

| lurched to avoid running into her

"Well, can you explain this munbo-junbo nagic?"

"Not in your terns."

"I'n yours then."

| 1 ooked at the | ander | oom ng above us in the chill of |ock one, then at
Kenra's eyes, even nore chill than the air around nme. "Power attracts those
who are corrupt. A society that can destroy a nobon or a continent or boil a
hole in a satellite that will last for mllions of years offers i mense power.

That power attracts and creates equally great corruption. No society has ever
lasted in the formthat exercised such power because that nuch power is far
nore attractive to its nmenbers than the noral restraint necessary to naintain
a functioning society. That's because no soci ety can conti nue when every
menber insists on receiving back nore than he or she contributed. The exercise
of power requires that those in power receive rmuch nore than they contribute,
and that nmeans all too nmany others feel cheated, and fewer and fewer will

abi de by society's rules.™

Kenra shook her head. 'You're incredibly naive. For all your brilliance, you
are so naive. Mst nmenbers of any society couldn't even understand what you're
tal ki ng about. And they wouldn't care."

"No," | said slowmy. "They couldn't say what | said. But they feel it, and
care, and they act upon it. | gave you your answer. Could we | eave?" |'d given
them clue after clue, answer after answer, and they wouldn't listen. They
couldn't listen

'Yes, we can leave." She turned angrily.

| followed nore slowly and strapped into the couch silently.

Nei t her of us said anything until Kessek had the shuttle well clear of the
G bson.

As we sat in our separate couches in the | ander, Kenra turned toward nme and
asked bluntly, "Wy didn't you clone her?"

"Who?" | was still trying to figure out a better explanation for why
successful use of massive force would destroy the cybs—f we didn't first.

" Your soul mate. What was her nane? Did you have chil dren?"

"Morgen." | paused as the lander's attitude jets fired once, twice. "I thought
we were tal king about why excessive use of force—=

"W won't ever agree on the use of force," Kenra said in exasperation. "Let's
keep it sinple. Maybe | can understand this on a personal basis. First,
children. D d you have any?"



"W have a daughter. She's grown—a mari ne biol ogist."
"Does she have chil dren?"
"No. What does this have to do with—=

"Just a minute. I'mgetting there. Wiy didn't you clone Mrgan and just feed
her mnd to the cl one?"

| tried not to wince, but the wongness of that ripped at nme. | swall owed and
finally answered."It woul d have been wrong."

"You ... a dem ? You—ef those who once inposed your concepts of right on the
gal axy? You worry about right and wong?"

"Strangely enough, yes." | laughed, and did not conceal the bitterness.
"d oni ng woul d not have worked. An exact clone would have died soon fromthe
same causes—

"How? That sort of death is an interaction between genetic predilections and
envi ronment . "

"Exactly. Could | doom a duplicate Mrgen to a duplicate death?"

"You woul dn't have to replicate all the environnental factors. Wiy, with al
your great know edge of anatony and physiol ogy, couldn't you recreate her
wi t hout the defects?" Kenra's tone was not quite sarcastic.

"Even if we nmanaged to renove just one critical strand fromthe DNA
subhel i ces—and could find just the one—don't you see? Morgen was a dem, and
so am|. Her clone"—I shivered—would be also."

Kenra | ooked bl ank as the shuttle bucked slightly at the first hint of the
upper at nosphere.

"Wuld it be fair to make that new person conformto the lines of Mrgen's
life? And, as | nentioned, since humans are whol e-body people, how would it
even be possible? W can't crama lifetime of experience into a few years.
Look! Morgen would still be dead. You can't duplicate people that way. So |I'd
have a clone that was al nbst Morgen, but | would have gone through her death
once, and, since that woul d change me, then nothing would be the same, and

t hat new person would be tied to a life where nothing was quite the sane or
quite right, without really having chosen it herself." | wi nced again at the
i nherent wrongness of it all

Her eyes widened slightly as it trying to grasp sonmething, and not quite
reaching it.

"You don't understand, do you?" | took a deep breath. "That's something you' ve
never understood, part of the gulf that separates us."

Kemra turned cold again, and her eyes were hard and chill as ice three.
"Hurmans are whol e-body creatures. Every physical and enotional inpact nodifies
both body and the brain—nerely scanning the brain and duplicating the nental

i mages doesn't do it. That's why you all have to stay close to your

net s—because unanchored nental inages don't retain well."

"Coordi nator, are you all right?" Keiko snapped through the uppernet, cutting



t hrough nmy concentration, which was wavering anyway after the headaches
created by the G bson's particle beam

"I"'mfine," | lied. "Any probl ens?"

"Besides half the locials screanm ng about the cybs boiling a hole in the noon?
No. No problens at all."

"Cood. I'Il be there as soon as | land."
"Or Locatio gibbering about the cybs in Ellay being ready to fry his | ocial?"

"They won't, but if they start, that breaks the Construct, and he can do as he
pl eases." | rubbed my forehead. Things were going to get worse, nuch worse.
"There wasn't anyone or anything damaged on Luna, was there?"

"Some itens shifted in the north depot. That was it. They chose an abandoned
area."

That figured. They seened to have sone understandi ng of what woul d break the
Construct w thout understanding the inplications at all

"There will be a groundshuttle waiting," Kei ko prom sed. "Take it."

| would. What else could | do?
"Il ignore that," Kenra snapped through ny confusion, responding to ny
observati on before the high speed net-exchange.

"Unanchored nental images?" | stunbled, trying to pick up the threads of ny
t houghts. "Why? Wiy do you all deny whol e-body reality?"

Kessek flared the | ander, slow ng the nonster as it dropped toward Parwon.

"We don't deny it. But it warps true logic. What is true is true, whether your
body feels that way or not."

| shrugged. "That's accurate enough, but you don't resolve | ogic-body
conflicts by ignoring your body, but rather by integrating thought and body."

"W do. W integrate bodily inputs into the nets, and we identify bodily
bi asing factors to ensure that they don't create enotional biases to true
| ogi cal solutions."

"That doesn't work," | said tiredly, know ng the words were wong as | spoke
them but trying to juggle too many variables and worries wasn't naking cl ear
t hought any easier or nore logical, and | was trying to be |ogical when | was
hal f intuit, and it wasn't working.

" You have enough answers for why nothing can be done," Kenra said brightly,
every word forced. 'You can't or won't say anything that will stop the Verea
fleet. You couldn't or wouldn't do anything that would have saved your bel oved
Morgen. You don't have any descendants, and you probably won't, and you can't
explain any of this. So what can you do?"

I wished | knew. | just sat there as the lander runbled to a halt a hundred
neters north of the Deseret tower.

"That's a good question,"” | said into the abrupt stillness as Kessek killed
the runbling engines. "I don't have a good answer, except that | know that not



every question can be resolved through the application of better and better
technol ogy and nore and nore power." | released the harness and sat up in the
suppl e officers' couch. "I know what is right and what is not, and | know t hat
you can't explain that understanding in hard, bright, logical, and correct
words that fit every circunmstance, because you can't separate words fromlife
and expect themto hold their full meaning."

"More magic," Kenra said, her voice as tired as | felt.

The heavy ranp whined down onto the pernacrete.

"If that's how you feel, that's all it will be." | stood on legs that felt al
t oo shaky.
"You'll turn . . . never mind." She shut her nouth as | stumbled down the

ranp, but she never left her couch

The ranp rose as | wal ked toward the tower, rubbing ny forehead and blotting
back the tears caused by the continui ng headache and the cold wi nd out of the
nort h.

As the lander runbled back down the strip, | took a | ast |ook toward the bl ack
nmonst er before wal king toward the groundshuttle.

None there were so blind as woul d not see, and never had that been so true, |
felt. Then, that had probably been exactly how ny el even predecessors had
felt.

Such a conforting thought. Six of them hadn't even survived their office as
Coor di nat or.

Dvorrak waved, and | wal ked toward his groundshuttle as the cyb craft runbled
back down the locial strip, lifting toward orbit.

<< XXVI |

The Story the Denmi Told

The man with the silver hair, and a uncle or ancient he nmust have been, he sat
in the corner of the room a real room not a space in a net or a cybfile, but
an inn of stone and wood and tile. In that corner of the curved wall that
formed the back of the public room the man | eaned agai nst the back of the
stool, and |istened he did as the soft rain of the centuries fell outside.

The warriors, and warriors they were, would have called himold, for his hair
was silvered and short, not |ong and dark and flowi ng, nor bound in silver or
gold like that of a warrior, and he drank juice of the apple, not the beer of
a true man or the lager of a hero or the poteen of a rebel. Nor did he have
the arns of Cuchul ain, nor the clear eyes of the Sons of MIled, nor the

i ce-edged thoughts of a Gates, nor the iron face of a Wayneclint, nor the
stout heart of the true hero who would right all wongs with a sharp bl ade and
a strong shield. And his face was snooth as a child' s, and beardl ess.

Sat there he did as though he bel onged there, and each nman thought he was the
uncl e of another, for he was too old to be of themand too young to be a
father of any, and each knew the fathers of the others.

Cuchul ai n, he of the black shield and the hard, hard-headed sword, he told of



the War of Wirds, and the quarrel over the Chanpion's Portion, and he | aughed,
as the heroes do, even at Uath the Stranger, who had carried his cut-off head
under his arm and at how Conall Cearnach fled from Uat h.

Laegaire lifted his mghty nug, and quaffed it, and sure it was nore than a
barrel he quaffed, for his thirst was mghty, as he told of the tale of how
Conchubar ordered Cathbad the druid into spelling pale and beautiful Deirdre
into her journey through the strange sea to her death, and of the deaths of

the sons of Usnach, the three fairest heroes who had each killed nore than

t hree hundreds api ece of Conchubar's warriors.

Those in the public room!|aughed and cheered, all but the old and
silver-haired man in the back corner, who sat on the stool with the back, for
he had not the thews of Cuchul ain, nor of Laegaire, nor even Levarcham Hi s
face was pale and thin and unlined.

Each hero had a tale, of the old days, and of how he had routed and kill ed,

and set things to right, sonmetines to right the right that the hero before him
had righted. The newer heroes, like halfJack and G eencross, told the sane

tal es, save that they used the knives of fire and the |lightnings wested from
the sky. But they too had slain to put things right, and their mnds were |ike
the thews of Cuchulain, iron-hard and nerciless in their pursuit of their

ri ght eousness.

In the end, only the old man had not spoken, and the |amps di med, and
Cuchul ai n, being a hero and nobst courteous, turned to the silver-haired man.

"Surely, old man, you rmust have a story, of the tines when you—~

"Or those who you knew," added Laegaire, he of the mighty spears, who had
slain many in righteous war and who doubted that the old nan had ever lifted a
bl ade in anger or in defense.

"Or those who knew of others who knew, " continued G eencross, with the bl ack
smle that all drew back from

"—when you," continued Cuchulain, for he, as did all heroes, presented hinself
as nobl e and courteous in speech and deneanor, "saw a hero do some wondrous
deed. "

"Hmm" And the little old man, he hnmed and he hawed, and he hnmed sone nore
until Cuchul ain was nigh ready to cast himout into the cold, for all that
Cuchul ai n was nobl e and honorabl e and a right hero anong heroes.

"No," said the old man. "I knew sone they called heroes, such as they were.
Men with great swords and great spears and great thirsts, such as Fergus, and
Conchubar. Such as Conall and Cormac. Men who could grasp the fires of the sun
and the knives of the storm Men such as Wayneclint and Gates. Yet never saw
a mghty or a wondrous deed. Aye, | saw slaying, and killing, and bulls that
furrowed and bell owed and burst their hearts. | saw cl oaks that conceal ed

br oken hearts, and heroes who laid down with many a willing maid and then
killed all who defamed her. | saw a man who thought |ike an engine of iron and
tried to starve his betters and their children, even while he would not add a
copper to the wages of a working draff. But wondrous deeds, those | never

saw. '

"Never ?" asked Laegaire in spite of hinmself and his wishing to set the old man
out in the cold hinmself, though he never would, being a right noble hero, and
only of amndtolift his blade when it was right and proper, such as to

determ ne who was fit to have the Champion's Portion, or to ensure that U ster



and not Leinster or Miunster received the Brown Bul|.

"Never ?" asked Greencross, his smle growing so black that Cormac edged away
fromhim

"Aye," answered the old man, yet again ignoring in his speech the courtesy
that befit the heroes he addressed. "I saw nen slaughter children, for that
they mght grow to avenge their dead fathers. | saw children who had escaped
such sl aughter grown to manhood and becone heroes in order that they m ght

sl aughter other children to revenge their own dear dead fathers, and, in
truth, that was what they did. And | saw the great Greencross lying once with
a smle on his dead face in the ashes of Hughst with the stench of death
sweepi ng fromthe seas. But wondrous deeds, those | never saw. "

"An old man ye may be," said Cuchulain, "but a hero is a hero, and all the
worl d needs Ireland' s heroes. Aye, all the world needs heroes, for who wll
lift his blade for right, if there be no heroes, dear fellow? | say this on
the cloak of the sea, on the floor of time, and by the words of the Dagda."

"Al'l the world needs heroes," repeated G eencross, and hal fjack echoed his
words. "For there are those who say there are no heroes, and w thout heroes
there are no dreans."

"Aye," replied the old nman a last tine. "Aye, the world in all its woe, it
needs heroes, heroes like Ireland' s heroes. It needs nen who will lift mghty
bl ades and nmake the three barren hills three hundred. It needs heroes who will
fight and die over who shall receive the Chanpion's Portion, and wonen, proud
worren, who will die for love of their heroes, who die, Iike Enmer, when their
hero's light is extinguished. Aye, the world needs heroes |like those cut from
the nold of the Celts, who will fight and die to decide which child is born
and which is not. Aye, the world needs heroes. It nust have its heroes to kil
scores upon scores that the handful who remain shall be free. It nust have its
heroes to turn the plains to ashes so that, after the long winter, the grasses
will be sweet for roe and bison."

Young Cuchul ain raised hinself out of his stool, lifting his body clear with
the strength of forearns |ike oaks that have w thstood the gales and the
years, and he wal ked toward the old man, his booted feet shivering the very
stones where he wal ked, his eyes sun-bright with the certainty of youth, his
mouth red |like the blood he would spill, his spirit clear and firm

The pal e and snoot h-faced ol d nan spoke once again. 'Yes, there nust be
heroes. Heroes to fight over which circuit is mghtier. To fight over which
dying truth shall die last. Heroes to hammrer the stars into dust with the fire
of suns cast agai nst shields of adiamante. And then to weep in sadness when
the last lights die, noaning because there are no wongs left to right."

And young Cuchul ain, he bit through his tongue, and the bl ood fl owed, before
he spoke agai n.

"And we will settle this outside, old man, for | say that there must be
heroes, as the Chanpion's Portion is mne, and that truth is worth fighting
over, and that you lie, and that you are coward and a craven and all manner of
ill-spirited cur. You understand not, dear, how the world nust have its
heroes, and it's out in the chill we'll be settling this."

"I would prefer, young Cuchul ain,” answered the old nman, slipping out of the
stool in a fashion spritely enough for an old man, but conmonpl ace enough
conpared to the grace of young Cuchulain. "I would prefer "



"He woul d prefer," said Laegaire, and his ruby-red lips curled as only a
hero's can curl, his voice gentle and singing |like the great harp of Tara. "He
woul d prefer "

" not to leave this place. After all, | make no claimto be anything, and
| have not for a long tine, and I amnot a hero. Besides, it's wet and cold
out there, a fit place for a hero, but not for anyone el se.™

Young Cuchul ain, towering like a black oak over the old man, lifted his mghty
fists, and he said, "Ah, ny dear, and is that the way you should have it? No,
nmy dear, |I'ma-fearing for your health, for you are no hero, and out into the
cold you shall go, whether liking or not that you will be."

The old man, he stepped right up to Cuchulain, and that little old
silver-haired nman, without a word, he took his elbow, and it struck poor

Cuchul ain in the throat, so he could speak not a word, nor breathe, nor gasp.
And Cuchul ain the hero, with those m ghty hands, he reached for the little old
man, but did the evil creature stand still like a hero or a man? He did not.
He took his iron-toed boots and he stove in Cuchu-lain's knees, one by one.
And as young Cuchulain lay there on the floor, the little old nman broke his
neck with those sel fsane boots.

Laegaire, he rose up like thunder, and he grabbed for the little man. For the
silver-haired fellow scarce cane to his chin, and the little old man, he
didn't even run, but let Laegaire grasp him

Then Laegaire, he gasped, and he grunted, and he fell on the floor, and his
body was gutted like a hog from his manhood ni gh unto his breastbone, and his
bowel s they spilled over the floor.

The little old man, he bowed his head to the rest, and he nodded, polite and
courteous as you please, and he said, "Heroes, they don't grow old, and they
don't grow smart, and we've had enough of them and | bid you all good day."

Then he bowed to themall, and he wal ked out into the cold, and when Conal |
who had foll owed him cane back, his eyes were black, and he sat at the rail,
and not a word would cone fromthe hero's nouth, save one, and that was a
nane.

That name was all Conall would ever say about the old nan who was the only one
who had brought down the mighty Cuchulain with but bare hands and his boots.
Conal | said it but once, and then he wal ked back out into the cold and the
danp, and he never returned to the public house. Nor did Cuchul ain nor
Laegaire, for all that they had been raised before.

You nust decide for yourself, but what Conall did not say, what he could not
say, was that when he followed the man with the hair like the silver of the
sea in the sunset, that man put his feet upon the puddles in the street and
left no steps in the nud that remained. The old nan spoke not after he |eft

t he public house, but, as he passed the guest house of the locial, the sole
cyb fromAl -Mratoros turned white, and the thinking machine in the cyb's hand
sparked fire and died, and the draffs in the upper streets that led to the
hills bowed, their eyes dark, and their thoughts deep within their skulls.

<<< XXl X

The cybs only understand power," Dvorrak had observed as his groundshuttl e had
carried me around the lanes and finally down Jung toward the adm n buil di ng.



Dvorrak was wong. The problemw th the cybs was that they had no
under st andi ng of power beyond creating physical power. Mst conquerors and
woul d- be conquerors didn't, and that was why so many enpires failed and why so
many bureaucraci es endur ed.

The sun was touching the western hills when | stepped out of the groundshuttle
at the adm n building, but a handful of restraint squad menbers, boosted by an
equal number of demis in restraint squad blacks, still guarded the building.
"Cood afternoon," said Lictaer.

"I hope you got sone rest."

'Yes, sir. More than you."

"Some days the vorpals eat well," | answered.

No one cracked a smile, not even me, and | hurried up to nmy office where Mris
st ood out si de.

"He's been here for over an hour," Kei ko pulsed at me, "but Crucelle and
Arielle are already inside. That was so he wouldn't pester them"

Mris stepped toward ne. "Coordinator?"

"Yes, Mris? There's not nuch | can say at the nonent, except that | saw the
cybs' demonstration. So far as | know, there was no damage to any
install ati ons or people.”

"Have you checked?" he asked sarcastically.

"Yes. |'m being cautious."

"Yes, you are, Coordinator. You' re being very cautious." He inclined his head.

"I understand you have an inmportant neeting. | may talk to you after that."
"I'f I have anything to add, Mris, |I'Il be happy to tell you." "Thank you." He
nodded and hurried down the steps. "WAs that w se?" Kei ko was back in total
black. | couldn't blane her. That was the way | felt.

"Probably not. Sonmeone wi se woul dn't have taken this job."

Both Crucelle and Arielle were watching as | entered the Coordinator's office,
but they waited until | closed the door

"Particle bean?" Crucelle asked, his green eyes resigned.

"That or something cl ose enough that there's no difference.” | rubbed ny
forehead. Despite my best efforts, nmy head ached, and ny sinuses throbbed.

Arielle remained a dark and swirling storm but silent.

K' gai o and Locati o were hovering on the net, which was one reason Crucell e had
spoken al oud.

"I's it a Construct violation?" Crucelle asked.

"You could call it either way, but | don't think so."



"Then it's not. You're the Coordinator." The redhead paused, then added,
"Let's go to net conference with Locatio and K gaio."

"Do you termthis a Construct violation?" was K gaio's first statenent.
"No. "

"Turning a chunk of Luna into a polished mrror—an eye staring down on Ad
Earth, certainly neets the terns of the Construct,"” insisted Locatio.

"They didn't danage any installations there. W don't have many except the
depots, anyway. They didn't even touch the old accelerator,” mused Crucelle.

"Next time, they'll smash everything at once," Locatio warned.

"Arielle?" | asked.

"They'll send an ultimatum asking for full access to all dem technology. The
demand will insist that such technology is due themas reparations for the

great harm w ought upon their ancestors.”

"That follows nmy intuition," offered K gaio. "lI'd hoped to be conped w ong.
WIl they act before an ultimtun®"

"No. They have to prove to thenselves that they acted in accord with their
view of justice. We nmust be offered a chance to right the wong we inflicted
upon them centuries ago. Only if we refuse can they act."

"The demands will be inpossible, then," predicted K gaio.

"That's my calculation."” Was there lightning crackling behind Arielle's words?

"Why can't we termthis Lunar incident a Construct violation?" asked Locatio
again. "Wiy do we have to wait and get fried by then®"

"What do you calculate, Arielle?" | asked.

"If we termthis a Construct violation, the probabilities increase by seventy

percent that we will see marked nunbers of mstrust cases within two years.
Wthin a century, the growh of those cases will render our present structure
i mpossible. Also, terming it a violation will reduce the effectiveness of the

defense net by ten to fifteen percent.”
"How do we know?" asked Locati o.

"W don't, not absolutely, but I'mwlling to trust Arielle,” | said. Not
trusting her judgnent and talent was just another formof hair splitting.

"So we wait until they unleash an attack, and then we try to squash them
before too many nillions of dems and draffs die? Is that what you want,
Ecktor?" Locatio had begin to whine again, and the tone, even through the net,
grated on ny sensibilities.

"I't's not what | want, and you know that. Also, even nore demis will die from
the stress if we use the Lunar incident as a Construct violation. Just because
you can handl e that doesn't nean everyone can."

"Ecktor is Coordinator," K gaio offered in her polished tone. "That's his
deci si on, unless you want to ask for his removal ."



"No, no, no. But | can ask, can't 17?"

"I, for one, need to continue working on |ocial hardening and evacuation,"
responded K gaio. "It might be well for you to do the sane, Locatio. You have
sent such a recommendation to other locials, have you not, Ecktor?"

"Several days ago, with a follow up yesterday."

"I doubt another is necessary, not now. Good norning, or good night to you." A
monentary hiss filled the net as K gaio dropped fromthe uppernet.

"Good night," echoed Locati o.
The three of us in the office exchanged gl ances in the gathering gl oom
"You two need to get sone rest," | suggested.

"So do you," answered Arielle, her dark eyes dark-circled. "Tonmorrow will
bring the ultimatum and the day after "

"You're sure?"

She smled bitterly. So did Crucelle—bitterly and painfully.
"Sorry."

' You can hope, Ecktor."

As they left, | studied the deepening purple and pink over the western hills,
taking in the view One way or another, that view would be gone in two
days—dnl ess the cybs broke their patterns, or we broke ours. Breaking ours
woul d destroy us. Breaking theirs would save them if they would but see it. |
shook ny head. Kenra had an inkling. Perhaps the cybs' conputer system could
conpute it. No one el se seened |likely even to | ook

The sky darkened nore, and | finally wal ked out.

Kei ko had bl anked the consol e she didn't need, but had waited. "Mris is
downstairs."

"I promised I'd talk to him Then I'lIl try to get sonme rest."

"Do." Wth that, she was gone, another dark presence. Wre we all dark
presences, all of us history-laden dems. | shook ny head. Crucelle was warnth
and |ife—and what was happening fell twi ce as heavily on him

| waited until | heard her steps on the polished wood of the | owest hal
before starting down.

Mris was waiting. Gtherwi se, the inside of the wide entry area was enpty. The
restraint squad still guarded the doors. The draff rep | ooked at me. "Boiling
a hole in the moon isn't a violation of the Construct?"

"It probably is. But it's questionable enough that taking it as such wll
cause enornous problens.”

He scratched his head, |ike an ancient advocate in one of the seal ed
pub-dramas in the archives. "Let me get this straight. If you take this as a
viol ation, and act before they do,



t hereby reducing casualties, we'll face some di sturbing consequences at sone
point in the future. If you let themturn that denon beamon all of us, you
demis will die with clear consciences, is that it?"

He was alnmost right. So | had to put it clearly, knowing he wouldn't like it.

"The cost of acting before they do will be no society on Od Earth in one
hundred years, and mllions of deaths over the next mllennia. The cost of
reacting will probably be mllions of deaths now, but a stable and functioning

society with all damage restored a decade or two or five from now. "

Mris actually swallowed. "I appreciate your honesty. How certain are you of
t he accuracy of those predictions?"

"According to our best conp, the acting-first prediction is over ninety
percent accurate, although the timetable for societal dissolutionis not. It
could begin in ten years, but no later than one hundred fifty. The death cost
of the reacting prediction ranges fromone half mllion to two-and-one-half
mllion, with an error range of ten percent, depending on the cyb timng. The
accuracy of a stable society exceeds ninety-five percent, but the physica
recovery period could vary considerably."

"It seens as though we lose either way." "Not if the basic moral principle
remai ns the survival of a society wi th maxi mum perm ssi bl e ranges of choice
and mnimal internal violence."

The draff representative worried his upper lip with his teeth. | w shed |
could offer nore reassurance, rather than a tight smle. | walked into the
eveni ng, wishing | had Morgen to go honme to, to talk to, to hold.

In the growi ng darkness, the wind was stiff and cold, and the noon gl ared down
wi th her bl oodshot eye, down at ne. | hunched into ny jacket and kept wal ki ng.

<< XXX
The ultimatumis enroute, carried by Majer Hensl om" announced G breal across

t he shi pnet.

"Not our nav?" The anonynous question was followed by the i mage of w ggling
hi ps, which vani shed before any tracer could follow.

The crackl e and hiss of lightning across the net followed i mediately.
"What will they do?" asked the envoff in the stillness. "The dem s, | nmean?"

"It doesn't matter," gloated Weapons. "They turn over Od Earth to us, or we
turn it over on them It's their choice."

"Let's have a systens assessnent," suggested |deom neo. "MyL-ERA, report on
dem subject."

"Probabilities approach unity that all statenents nade by the dem subject
were accurate," reported MYL-ERA

"What about his statement about there being a quarter of a million dems with
his abilities?" asked Kenra.

"I"ve anal yzed that statement. That wasn't what he said," pointed out Gorum
"He said that there were a quarter million with abilities within five percent



of his and an overall average of within one percent. But the actual potenti al
of mental abilities are better neasured on a | og-based system After all, we
share nore than ninety percent of the same chronpsomes with prinmates.”

"Ch . . "

"Exactly. He told the absolute truth, but, in practical terns, there could be
only a handful of demis who match him™

"They don't need many with that conm system " Kenra pointed out. "They can
respond nore quickly than we can.”

"They don't need many to hold their society together, but they're already
havi ng probl ens agai nst an outside threat."

"Wuld you classify Majer Ysslop's efforts within their Ellay |ocial as
i nternal ?" asked the executive officer, his words as cal mas the sunmer seas
of Gates.

"The demi society is highly effective against small nunmbers of those who woul d
disrupt it fromon AOd Earth itself," responded MrL-ERA

"There's sonmething el se that doesn't go with that," pointed out the envoff.
"The Coordinator is putting on a show for the draffs. He's restricted the

i nformati on on the destruction of our agent teanms, and, even knowi ng that the
mar cybs were only slightly above constructs, nade that gesture of returning
Hensl om s puppet. |If there were hundreds of thousands of powerful dems, he
woul dn't have to act that way."

"They still have the satellite systens,"” pointed out the nav. "That's fine,
but how can they protect a hundred of those locials with only twelve
| ow powered asteroid systems?" pressed Gorum

"Report on dems' satellite system" ordered |deom neo. "Data on the asteroid
satellite systemis inconplete and inconclusive," replied MyL-ERA. "Al

| ocational systenms are now functional. They all ow accurate navigation down to
poi nt one neter in non-clouded areas and point two neter in weather-obscured
areas. Surface tenperature of asteroid stations continues to rise. That
tenperature rise is at variance with perceived technol ogy and observed power
sources. "

"Coul d they be heat |eaks because the engineering is deficient or because the
systens are so ol d?" asked \Weapons.

"The probability that the engineering is deficient is less than two percent.
The probability that the tenperature variances have been caused by heat |eaks
is approxi mately twenty-one percent."

"Qt her probabilities?" asked Gorum

"The hi ghest probability, at twenty-four percent, is that of shielded power
sources. The tertiary probability, at nineteen percent, is surface anonalies
created by the noving and positioning of the asteroids. Ot her probabilities
sum at approximately thirty-five percent." The probability listing flashed to
t he net-conference nenbers.

"I worry about those shielded power sources. Can you quantify that, Systens?"
request ed | deom neo.

"Based on specifications on file, heat |eakage caused by shiel ded systens



woul d i ndi cate between one and two additional standard-capacity, weapons-|evel
fusactors on each station."”
"That's nothing to worry about," |aughed Wapons. "Wat is the probability

t hat such shiel ded systens, if they exist," |Ideom neo pushed on, "have greater
power outputs than postul ated?"

"No information exists on which further quantification or specul ation could be
based. "

"So we have a twenty-five percent probability that the dem s have nore power
on their stations than represented, and if so, that power ranges fromthe
capability of half of one fleet ship to an unknown upper linmt?" asked Kenra.
"That is correct,” answered MYL-ERA. "What is the probability that the upper
[imt exceeds the capability of one ship?"

"There is no way to quantify that."

"I'f they had that nuch power, they wouldn't be tiptoeing around,” summed up
Gorum A sense of assent filled the net.

"Report on dem belief and principle structure,” |deom neo continued.
"Based on the data observed, and assum ng the factual accuracy of the

hi storical events recorded in system databanks, the dem s have evol ved a
wor ki ng social system™" "We knew that," canme a nmutter across the net. "That
assunption is not verifiable," replied MyYL-ERA

"The denmis represented that they had a working system based on certain
principles. Cbservation was necessary to verify such representation.”

"What el se did the systemverify?"

"There appears to be social or other constraints agai nst viol ence and agai nst
maki ng threats."

"Hold it," interrupted Gorum "That dem assaulted Majer Henslom He killed a
bunch of rodents w thout blinking, and killed an agent. Others killed al nost a
dozen agents."

"I'n all instances, violence was instigated before the dem s took action,"
reported MyL-ERA col dly.

"That's a distinction without a difference, it seens to ne," offered the fleet
conmander. "They can and have brought force to bear. That they wait unti
another commits to action doesn't convey any particular nmoral virtue, and it
can be a tactical weakness—especially in the face of overwhelm ng force." He
paused, then asked, "WII these dems wait to strike until after we do?"

"The probability of dem action preceding Vereal Fleet action is too close to
nonexi stent to calculate in statistical terns."

"Then, why bother with the ultinmtun?" asked Gorum
"Because |'d rather ensure that | cover every possibility. Wuld you like to
report to CybCen that you'd slagged A d Earth without trying for the

t echnol ogy peaceful | y?"

After a nonent, G breal added, "That is all."



<<< XXX

The next norning was sunny, unlike nmy mood, with a brisk wind swirling

| eftover snow across the lanes and creating a chill that left the tips of ny
ears fighting frostbite. I was late, and | should have stayed in Parwon, and
even a qui ck-paced walk fromthe flitter and the locial tower to the admn
buil ding didn't inprove ny sense of foreboding, not when Kei ko had warned ne
on the net about a large envelope left early by Mijer Henslom

"Maj er Hensl om and several marcybs arrived with a [arge envel ope for you. It
has the new agreenent between the Ve-real Union and O d Earth," Kei ko had
reported over the net as soon as |'d touched down with the flitter. She added
cynically, "The majer smiled a lot."

"Il bet." Another gust of cold, cold wind brought water to ny eyes, and a
nenory of a warner season

" gol den autum that will see no spring,
for whitest flakes will gown my grace,
and jewels of ice will frane ny face."
I'd have felt better with Morgen to talk to, to help, but all | had was nmenory

and a soul song to help ne with our ancient cousins fromacross the stars,
cousins so willful they could not see. Cousins even nmore willful than the
anci ent heroes ny nother had bequeathed to ne.

In effect, the cybs had ignored Kenra's ruins tour, the episodes with the
prairie dog town, and mny disarm ng of Major Henslomand returning his marcyb.
Instead of analyzing the situation, they'd just boiled a new sea in Luna and
suggested that they could turn a good chunk of Od Earth into a polished
replica of Al-Mratoros. As usual, they'd m ssed the point, alnmost as if on
pur pose.

| kept wal king, ny legs noving close to a run in ny anger

In the park, the statue of the mindblazed draff gazed into the enpty sky,

anot her synbol ignored by the cybs. There were no nonurments to military glory
on Ad Earth, no statues of conquering heroes or deceased politicians, and the
cybs never asked why. They didn't ask why we preserved ruins or placed a
Hybernium and a statue of a draff in agony in every locial, and they didn't

i sten when told.

As | slowed nmy wal k outside the admin building, | nodded to the restraint
squad. There were several nods in return, and a few "good nornings."

"Good nmorning," | answered, although |I wondered exactly how good it was going
to be, with the envelope waiting for me. Wping ny forehead, | clinbed the
steps nore deliberately.

"Crucelle, Arielle, K gaio, Locatio—not to nention every locial rep who's
awake—want to know what the cybs want," Keiko informed ne, her face al nost as
dark as the dark brown she wore. "And Mris has been up here three tinmes." Her
consol e was enpty.

"I't's on your desk—dnopened, for my own protection.” "I should have deputed
you to open it." | forced a grin. "There isn't enough conptime credit in the
universe to get ne to do that."



Kei ko' s assessnent was about the sane as mine. My only question was what kind
of ultimatumthe envel ope contained, and how it was structured.

She cl osed the door behind me, probably because Mris was scranmbling up the
steps to accost ne.

| forced myself to hang up the winter jacket before going to the desk. Even
standi ng behind nmy desk, | took a |last | ook out across the park, know ng that
everything was going to change and that | could do nothing about it, that
everything | had tried had fail ed.

The pal e brown envelope lying in the center of the Coordinator's desk was
roughly twenty by thirty centimeters. | lifted it, trying to weigh it, but it
didn't seemthat heavy, and | guessed that the contents contained probably

| ess than a dozen sheets.

"Ecktor?" pul sed Crucelle.
"I haven't opened it. It doesn't feel good, but 1'll let you know "
Wth a faint net hiss, he was gone.

| broke the antique wax-like seal and opened the flap. There were two
docunents inside. The text of the first was succinct.

If the governnent of Ad Earth, as represented by the Planetary Coordi nator
does not accept the full terns of the attached Agreement within twenty-four
hours local time, or less, if deemed necessary by ne, the forces of the Union
of Vereal Systens will inmmrediately apply Provision six.

That conci se statenment was signed by one Mathre C. G breal, Commandi ng, First
Fl eet, Union of Vereal Systens.

| didn't want to | ook at the next docunent, the one entitled: "Agreenment

bet ween the Peoples of A d Earth and the Union of Vereal Systens." But

picked it up and began to read the words on the parchnment-1ike paper

Parchment was definitely suitable, since the text of the Agreenent was nodel ed
on something as antique as what it was printed upon

When a peopl e has been grievously wonged, deprived of hone, hearth, liberty,
and free pursuit of happiness and destiny, its first duty is to ensure that
such basic human rights are restored to all its nmenbers and to establish in

the course of their reestablishnment the protections of such rights. They have
the mani fest right and duty to redress any and all conditions which led to
past oppressions and injustices. Such a duty requires that all prudent steps
be taken to ensure that the perpetrators of such injustices never have the
ability, the technol ogy, nor the neans of transportation to pose a threat to
t hose the perpetrators once w onged.

Therefore, under the ternms of the charter of the Union of Vereal Systens, any
per manent agreenent between the people of Ad Earth and the Union of Verea
Systenms shall incorporate the follow ng provisions, as a mnimal condition for
t he continued physical survival of Ad Earth's peoples:

PROVI SI ON THE FI RST

The peoples of Ad Earth shall provide at all times and in all places conplete
and open access to all comuni cations systens, protocols, and associ ated
t echnol ogy, technical documentation, and systens design



PROVI SI ON THE SECOND

The appropriate authorities of the Union of Vereal Systems shall supervise and
ensure the deactivation and destruction of all satellite systens massing
greater than 100 kil ograns.

PROVI SI ON THE THI RD

The peoples of Ad Earth shall surrender to the authority of the Union of
Vereal Systens all aircraft and spacecraft with a design capacity of greater
than ten occupants.

PROVI SI ON THE FOURTH

To ensure that the conditions and tyranny which created the great hunman

di saster known as The Flight are never reestablished, the peoples of Ad
Earth, under the supervision of appropriate authority of the Union of Verea
Systems, shall sterilize all adults classified as "denis" so that such adults
are incapable of reproduction. Further, any child born subsequent to this
provi si on, upon reaching physical maturity and being classified as a dem,
shal | al so be so sterilized.

PROVI SI ON THE FI FTH

The peoples of Ad Earth shall forma planetary government representing the
draff popul ation, provided that the actions of such a government shall be
subject to review by the appropriate governing authorities of the Union of
Vereal Systens. Provided further, such actions by the governnent of Ad Earth
may be nodi fied and/or suppl enented by the reviewi ng authority, and such

revi sions or supplenmental laws will supercede any existing |aws or policies.

PROVI SI ON THE SI XTH
Failure to adhere strictly to the provisions of this Agreement w |l subject

Ad Earth and its peoples to the full mght and authority of the Union of
Ver eal Systens.

The so-call ed Agreenent was worse than |I'd anticipated, and | wondered if it
had been drafted even before the cyb fleet had left Gates.

| pulsed Crucelle and Arielle, then K gaio and Locati o, knowi ng that even on
uppernet, quite a few others would tap in.

"How bad?" Crucell e asked.

"It starts with a demand for total control of our nets and conm systens and
gets worse."

"How much worse?" inquired Arielle, her thoughts cool, collected. Yet
storm i ke power swirled behind the cool ness.

"Destruction of the satellite system destruction of any mass transport not
under cyb control, and conplete sterilization of all dems for eternity.”

Crucel l e | aughed. "No, they haven't changed. Not at all. Not even after al
the bl atant exanples you threwin their faces."

"What do you propose, Coordi nator?" Even under stress, even in the mddl e of



her night, K gaio's words were |ike water-polished stones.
"We'll need a conference."

"A conference? For what?" demanded Locatio. "Wat they've asked is absurd,
i mpossi ble . "

"W need a conference. W have twenty-three hours or less in which to accept

or face the force of their fleet." "But. . ."
"W need a conference, and | will be setting it up. Al so, evacuation requests
are to be dissemnated in all locials inmmediately. Try to evacuate everyone

except for essential personnel, and conplete all subsurface hardening. No
final hardening yet, but get those evacuation requests out in the |ocial s—al
of them" | paused. "Al so, make sure all the magshuttles have pilots and are
ready to be lifted into projected blast-free zones."

"You're pushing it," Crucelle protested. "That's going to hurt some—

"Not so much as getting vaporized, burned, irradiated, or cut down wth
slugthrowers is going to hurt the draffs. And we'll need every shuttle we can
get later."

"His intuition has been as accurate as Arielle's calculations,” interjected
Kei ko, one of the first times she had presuned on a nenber of the
representative conmttee

"I defer,” Crucelle said, a bitter edge to his words. "I defer to the
Coordi nator."

"But," protested Locatio, virtually simultaneously. "Even thinking about that
now . . . without overt violence. |I've got a headache, and sone of ny
team s al ready non-functional fromwhat you' ve done, Ecktor."

"l understand,” | admitted. If Locatio or the Consensus knew what | were

pl anni ng, nore than a few woul d be nonfunctional, and Locatio had been one of
t he nore aggressive ones. That was why Coordinators were necessary.

"But —protecting people is part of the Construct, and so long as the
evacuations are by the bullet lines, and not visible, that won't violate the
Construct be encouragi ng cyb violence. They can't be encouraged by what they
can't see."

"The receiving areas will be cranped.”
"Very cranped,” | agreed. "Mst people would rather be cranped than dead.
Wul dn't you? I'msorry. That wasn't appropriate,” | said, realizing that a

significant fraction of the Consensus woul d probably di e under the backl ash,
and that | could be one of them So could Locatio.

"The Coordinator has called for a conference,"” added K gaio. "That seens
reasonable. W have little tine; so let us not quibble. Please keep us
i nforned, Coordinator." She left the net with a crisp click, nmaking her point.

"Crucelle, if you would join ne? Arielle?"

Then | left the net. Secure as | felt the net was, some things were best |eft
undone in public.

"Kei ko, see if the cybs will send two people down here to discuss this
nmonstrosity, but don't call it that. Tell themwe' re convening a conference



and will reply within the deadline."
" Two?"

"I want Subconmander Kenra, and O ficer Mylera."

"Ml era?"

"She's actually a construct that represents organic subjective input to the
cyb fleet's net systenms. |I'mnot supposed to know that. You can al so say that
Conmmander Gorum woul d be wel come, but I'msure they' |l say he's not

avail able. "

"You' re sure of that?"

"Very sure." | paused. "Have a groundshuttle waiting for the
subcomander—that's if they agree to send her. W won't have nuch tine."

"You're sure of that, too?"

"Yes." | was even nore certain that we were running out of tine.

<<< XXX |

The dem Coordi nator asked for the nav? And you |l et her go?" asked |deoni neo.

"No." G breal laughed, and ice pellets flicked across the net. "I ordered her
to go, with Majer Hensl om and anot her marcyb detachment for her protection.”

"You cal cul ated that she may have devel oped sonme reciprocal attraction to the
dem ?" responded the Executive Oficer. "Wat about Hensl onP"

"Hensl on? He has al ready been discredited by the dem, and his useful ness is
[imted. He either redeens hinself or he doesn't."

"l suppose you feel the sane way about Mjer Yssl op?" |deom neo's tone bl ew
like a dry wind across the private |ink

"I respect Majer Ysslop, unlike Henslom | respect her so nuch that | have
given her a nost difficult assignnment."

"So . . . the nost senior wonen in the fleet are on O d Earth? In the case of
Yssl op, you fear her, and in the case of Kenra you're angry that she spurned
you for the dem ."

"Hi s physical attraction to her is mnimal, if existent, but he is extrenely
per suasi ve, and |'ve been troubled by the direction of her recent
observations."

"You fear contam nation."

"Hardly. But there's no reason to protect it. This way, the demis wll feel
they are shielded during their so-called conference. They will not agree, and
they are attenpting to stall matters while readying their defenses. So we wl|l
stri ke before they expect it."

"That analysis is flawed," announced MyL-ERA. "(Observations reveal no
statistically significant changes in energy flows or activities of any



install ations."

"So much the better,” laughed G breal. "Fewer wll escape.”

<< XXX 1]

| glanced out the wi ndow, noting that the groups of people heading for the
admn building were relatively evenly spaced. Sone hunched down agai nst the
wind. Atall dark youngster smled broadly and waved up at the building,

al t hough the angle of the sunlight on the wi ndows probably precluded himfrom
seeing me clearly. Two girls |looked furtively toward the heavens, and one

shook her head. If | strained, | could hear a dull murmuring fromthe | ower
fl oors.
Still waiting for Crucelle and Arielle, | used the net to review the I ocial

status, including the performance of the bullet shuttles to the

evacuation/ receiving areas, and how the | ocial hardening was com ng. Then |
linked to the Deseret receiving area.

"Seborne? This is Coordinator Ecktor. Wat's your status?"

"We're at about thirty percent already."

I'd hoped for nore, but that wasn't bad. "Good. Any probl ens?"

"Not yet."

After that, | uplinked to EIl Prine.

'Yes, Ecktor?" El anstan sounded exhausted, even over the net.

"How are things going?"

"Al'l the inlink nodes are operational; Delta is operating, but at about ninety
percent efficiency. W can bring everything on line in less than five standard

m nutes. "

"That's about what you'll have. 1'd estimate that the cybs will begin whatever
they have in mind in no |l ess than one stan, and no nore than three."

"Frig.. came Rhetoral's mutter. "You couldn't get themto see?"

"Rhetoral ," El anstan added, "they couldn't see after they destroyed nost of
Ad Earth the first time. Wiy would they see now?"

"The Construct?" asked Rhetoral

"I"ve bent the Construct to the point that sone nenbers of the Consensus
conmittee are experiencing ethic-backlash. |1've ordered di ssenination of
| oci al evacuation requests.”

"Are the draffs |istening?" asked El anstan

"There's already steady traffic here. So far there hasn't been any problem
with the bullet shuttles.”

"No substitute for technology in a crisis," said Rhetoral ironically.
"Wul dn't the cybs be surprised to hear that?"



"They don't think nuch of our technol ogy, or that we have nuch besides a
superior net capability." | paused. "I'll let you know "

"Stet, Ecktor," Elanstan closed, adding sardonically, "Coordinator Ecktor."
A rap on the door alerted ne.
"Cone in."

Both Arielle and Crucelle stepped inside. Both | ooked haggard, and both had
dark circles under their eyes.

"Do you really need us?" asked Arielle.

"Not for long." | gestured to the chairs. "Sit down." | dropped onto the
couch.

Arielle paced to the window, Crucelle slunped into the green chair nearest the
desk. Then Arielle turned."Go on."

"It's sinmple. First, what have | m ssed?"
"You called us here for that?"

"You wanted ne to ask that on an open net? Even upper-net?"
"The man has a point, darkangel." Crucelle gave a tired grin. "I can't think
of anything major. We'll have cybs to clean up on the ground, and that could
get nessy unl ess you issue heavy arnms to the restraint squads.™

| hadn't thought of that, and | pul sed that request to Keiko for her to
i mpl enent in ny nane.

"That's going to shock a few souls,"” she pul sed back. "Everything | do is
shocki ng people.” 'You' d better alert El anstan and Rhetoral to the possibility
of a suicide translation," suggested Arielle. "That's only a five percent
probability, and it won't work unless the cybs try it on full power at the
begi nni ng. El anstan should focus on the acceleration. It would take flexing
the whole net to stop that nmuch adi anante." | wi nced.

"It's a low probability, but you asked," she pointed out, waiting as | went
upper net agai n.

"Al ready?" asked El anstan. "We're— "No. Not yet," | pulsed calmy. "Arielle
made a point about the cybs." | expl ai ned.

"We can run a series and have Fynert monitor it," Elanstan said. "I hope they
don't try it."

"It's very low probability, but ..." | paused. "That's it." After breaking
off, I looked at Arielle. She was still at the wi ndow, |ooking at us half the
time, and half the time out at the continuing, if thinning, lines of draffs.

Kei ko knocked on the door that wasn't quite closed and edged her head inside,
breaking the silence. "Neither O ficer Mylera nor Commander CGorum are
avai |l abl e, but the cybs are sendi ng Subcomander Kenra. She's expendabl e,
obvi ously," Kei ko announced fromthe door to the Coordinator's office. "Wy
did you ask for her?"



"I had to ask for soneone to give the illusion that we were considering their
terms. That way, when they |launch a 'surprise’ attack—

"You know, Coordinator, you would have nade a good cyb. You're about as

devious as possible for a dem. Every day, | see why the Consensus picked
you." She | aughed, flashing those white teeth. "I can also see that you'l
deserve every year of conptine you get. It'll take that |long to straighten you
out."

There was another reason why |'d asked for either Kenra or the construct
Mylera. If we survived the confrontation, we needed soneone conparatively
objective to take back the nessage to the Vereal Union, but |I didn't mention
that to Kei ko. She just would have accused nme of greater devi ousness.

"I like you, too, Keiko. Do we have a tinetable for their |andi ng?"

"Fynert just netflashed an estimate of |ess than an hour. Three of those
| anders left their fleet."

"They'l|l be | oaded with marcybs—and weapons."
"I'f you could prove that they—=

"Who' s the devious one now?" | asked. "Don't answer that. Ch, everyone will
scream but informall the locial reps that final energency evacuati on—that
means them and everyone who's |l eft—ould conme at any time, and that | expect
themto be nonitoring the net continually for the next twenty-four hours.”

"Only twenty-four?"

"I"d guess about two stans,"” | said bluntly, glad | hadn't put that on the
net.

"You are an optimst." She pursed her lips. "I'd better get busy. Sone of them
are hard to get—even now. " She cl osed the door and |l eft me standing by the

wi de desk.

Fromthe green chair, Crucelle |aughed once, softly. "You do have a way with
peopl e, Ecktor."

"He's too directly truthful,” said Arielle fromthe west end of the south

wi ndow where she had been studying the steady lines of draffs heading to the
buil ding. "Even after all these generations . " Her eyes focused on ne.
"There's probably sonething el se we've all missed. There usually is. | can't
calculate it."

"Al'l right," | conceded. 'You two had better head out to the command center
You' re coordinating the ground-side links to the system aren't you?"

"Crucelle is. | help."

"I'f we get there before the cybs strike," Crucelle said tiredly, using his
arms to pull hinself out of the chair. "Right now, Liseal is on the links." He
paused. "Did you really need us here?"

| shrugged. "I was glad for Arielle's suggestions, and she m ght have cone up
wi th something even nore critical. Also, | really wouldn't have wanted
Arielle' s observations open-net. There's still the possibility that they' ve

cracked the systens."



"Even if they had," Arielle retorted, follow ng Crucelle toward the door
"they're too arrogant to listen."

"I"'msorry. You're probably right. Even Coordinators nmake m stakes." | thought
for a nonment. "Especially Coordinators.”

"You're allowed a few," Crucelle said

"You'll leapfrog the Iinks with Liseal ?"

Arielle nodded as if that were obvious. "And we'll have the center up for
you. "

"I't's been on standby, one red, since the day before yesterday," | added.

" You have been busy." Then with a warm parting snmle, one that included the
green eyes that cared too nuch, he added, "Take care, Ecktor."

'You, too.

After they left, | paced to the wi de southern wi ndow and | ooked out over the
park. In the southwest corner, two children in heavy brown coats ran ahead of
their parents, going in circles around two cedars until they both flopped on
the brown grass on their backs, |aughing. Their nother and father gestured,
and the four wal ked up the pathway to the admin building, to the bullet
shuttles that waited well bel ow ground | evel

Parwon had twenty stations, and | only hoped |I'd acted soon enough, because it
woul d take a m ni mum of one and a half stans to clear the locial, although
doubt ed that everyone woul d heed the evacuation request. W didn't conmand,
even in matters of life and death, and there are always those peopl e who know
better.

Everyt hi ng was wor ki ng, smoothly, and that bothered nme. No one was |inking in,
and all systems were functioning. | shouldn't have even thought that, because
the net crackl ed.

"Ecktor!" whined Locatio. "There's a cyb | ander setting down here."

"Are they unl oadi ng anyt hi ng, or using weapons?"

"Not yet."

"Good. Let me or Keiko and K gaio know if they do. The minute they do, in the
present situation, that's enough to go to energency final evacuation and
conpl et e hardening. You don't need me for that—but let ne knowif you can.”

"I certainly will."

I knew he woul d.

"There are three cyb | anders down," Kei ko announced through the net. "One at
Ellay and two here."

"One of those here will have the cyb subconmander, and all of themw Il be
packed with troops." | took a deep breath.

"Maj er Henslomwas waiting for them"

"Have they unl oaded anyone?"



"No one except the subcommander. She's in the ground-craft on her way here.
Hensl om s on one of their shuttles.”

"Good. The nmoment anything that |ooks |ike a weapon appears, flash ne."

'Yes, ser.

VWhile | waited, trying to figure out what | had m ssed—and there was sure to
be sonething—+ linked to the defense net node. The el ectroneural shock
shivered through ne, and | alnost had to put out a hand to the wi ndow to keep
fromlosing ny bal ance.

"This is the defense node. Please withdraw until notified."

| withdrew and | ooked back down at the park and the wal kway. The nunber of
draffs entering the building had slowed to a few scattered handful s.

"The groundshuttle is outside, Coordinator," Keiko informed ne.

"Thank you." After a last |ook at the pifions and the single bare cottonwood, |
wal ked toward the door.

It opened before | reached it, and Kenra strode into the Coordinator's office.
"Greetings," | offered.

"You' ve sealed ny death, as well as your own," snapped the subcommander. "Wy
did you need me? No fancy words, if you please, honored planetary

Coordi nator."

"To give the inpression that we're buying tinme and to obtain you as a
Wit ness. "

"A witness?"

| shrugged. 'Your career and perhaps your life were already forfeit. That
happened the mi nute you began to believe that sonething strange was goi ng on
here on O d Earth. Your conpatriots don't want to believe you—er ne. It's
something like, '"Don't disturb nmy convictions with your facts.' " | gestured
to the cyb Agreenment that still lay on the desk, untouched since I'd read it
earlier in the day. "Do you have any idea what those provisions say?"

Kenra | ooked at nme. "Not exactly."

"Read it."

" Now?"

"Now. I'll know as soon as Henslom starts to nove the troops."

She gave nme a strange gl ance. 'You don't seemworried."

"I amworried. Everyone on Ad Earth is worried. Wuldn't you be? Go ahead and
read it."

She picked up the Agreenent and began to read. After the first paragraph, she
frowned, and the frown deepened. Finally, she | ooked up. "The sterilization
seens excessive."



"The whol e docunent seens excessive," | answered with a forced | augh

"What did you expect? You dem s have taken over our ancient home with a form
of tyranny, and you want us to just visit and | eave you al one?"

"Using tyranny seens |ike another exaggeration," | pointed out. My guts were
tightening as the tinme passed. | couldn't nove or order a final evacuation if
somet hing didn't happen—and if it didn't happen soon, people would begin to
stress out. Yet | knew it had to happen. | took a deep breath.

"No tyranny is so oppressive as a society truly based on innate ability," said
Kenmra, "and still you do not see that. Even your draffs have seen that."

"It doesn't work that way. Not in any society. Sonmeone is always in control
That control may be direct or indirect, strong or weak. It may be dictatorial
or representative or both, or some of each mixed with anarchy, but there will
al ways be sone formof elite. Your choices generally range froman elite based
on heredity, physical strength, cunning, luck, or intelligence. Wat you're
saying is that when it beconmes clear to the | ess able nenbers of a society
that they will never be part of the elite, they feel oppressed, and they
equate that feeling of oppression with tyranny. Here . . . there is an elite,
and there's a high price for belonging to that elite. That price doesn't fal
equal ly on every generation or even every century, but even the everyday
prices are high. That's one reason for conptine.”

"Wth all your abilities," Kenra pushed into the conversation as though she
hadn't wanted to hear what | had said, "you denmi s believe you are the peak of
human perfection—+true denigods. What if there is nore to human intelligence
and ability than what your skills can measure?"

"That's a strange argument com ng froma cyb-sense culture which bases power,
position, and control of resources alnbst solely on the possession or
denonstration of primarily nental skills."

"Coordi nator! Majer Henslom has the four hundred cybs and a dozen officers
fromthe | anders nmarshalled up. They're arnmed and headed toward the | oci al
center. One of the force leaders is marshalling those at the south residential
bl ock. "

"Thanks!" 1 linked into the main nets, at all levels, and preenpted al
traffic. Coordinators get to do that. They also get to suffer the
consequences. "This is Coordi nator Ecktor. The Construct has been viol at ed.
Armed marcybs are attacking Deseret |ocial. The Construct has been viol at ed.
Conpl ete final emergency evacuations of all locials. Conplete final emergency
evacuations of all locials. Conplete hardening, and close down. Al dems
stand by for defense node activation. All denmis stand by for defense node
activation."”

Then | pul sed to Kei ko. "Emergency evacuation. C ose down and head for the
bullets."”

Next came uppernet and El anstan.

"Power up for inmedi ate defense net activation. The cybs have | aunched a
ground attack on Deseret locial. |I've put out the call for node activation."

"The boards are greening," pulsed Elanstan. "We're already at twenty percent."
There was a pause. 'You' re sure?"

"Absolutely sure. W've got armed marcybs here and in Ellay, although the



Ellay troops are running slightly behind the ones here. Wat do you have on
your screens?"

"Al'l hulls are in full-power status, and their screens are radiating into the
purple. No accel eration, and no power concentrations aft."

"Let me know if it changes. Priority override."
"Stet, Coordinator."

| dropped off that segnent and repeated the evacuation notice process with the
Deseret locial net. Wiile | could have asked Kei ko, when tine counts, it's
faster to do it yourself. Then | dropped onto the maintenance | evel and used
the Coordinator's keys to freeze all the locial's systemcontrols and shunt
themout to the defense control center

"Let's go!" | snapped at Kenra.
" Go?"

| took a last look, and it would indeed be a last |ook, out the w de w ndows
of the Coordinator's office. Qutside, the pines waved in the stiff w nd, and
puf fy white clouds scudded toward the eastern peaks. The streets were enpty,
but the streets of the locials were never that crowded, and | doubted that the
cybs woul d even bother with tinme-conparative scans.

"Your fornmer conpatriots are about to begin their effort to wi pe out society
and nost technology on A d Earth." | headed for the door. "If you wish to have
a nonentary and firsthand view, you can certainly stay. Otherw se, | suggest
you follow nme."

She fol |l owned.

| took the stairs two at a time. There's a time for decorumand a tinme to run
like a crazed vorpal's after you, except a crazed vorpal's an oxynmoron. This
was the time to run.

Fast as | was, the building was cl ear—handling the shunts had taken several
m nutes—all the way down to the subl evels.

Fromthe third sublevel, we went down the concealed stairs in the back of the
| ower power boards. Kenra's eyes were w de, but she was breathing heavily even
before we came out on the narrow pl atform where Kei ko stood, waiting, beside
the bullet shuttle cars, shinmering in the lights of the admin building' s

subl evel s.

"Everyone el se took the first bullet,” ny aide said.

"Good. The building | ooks clear. You left the doors open for the main bullets?
W'l hold the power as |ong as we can.

Al systems are shunted out to the control center. Draffs?"

Kei ko nodded. "W can't tell, but we estimate above ninety-five percent
clear."”

I touched the plate on the side of the front car. As the door slid open,
gestured to Kenra, who stood there w de-eyed. "Get in."

"You never



"CGet in—dnless you want to get fried when your fleet's weapons hit."

Kenra slid into the front seat and | took the seat next to her. Kei ko took the
one behi nd us.

The doors slid shut and the bullet shuttles whined forward and dropped into
the dark tube. Only a faint red light illum nated the interior

"What about all the draffs? Are you just |leaving themto get incinerated?"

"No. Except for the handful necessary to maintain the locial, | had everything
evacuated earlier. Didn't it seem qui et when you canme in? The others |eft
whil e we were discussing your ultimtum-except for a dozen or so on the bull et
before us. There might be two or three techs on the ones after us, but they
had warning, and I can't wait now "

| had to use the boost to get to uppernet.

"El anstan. Status on the cybs?"

"They're easing into lower orbit, at five percent power." A flash inmage seared
at me, and | nodded. "Power drop . . . appears to be a glide and decel
They' re dropping into position. Holding now. No action yet."

| swal |l owed. How | ong woul d G breal hold his ships? How | ong woul d
synchoni zation take? Five nminutes? A stan?

"How long will it take G breal to synchronize the fleet once he's in | ower
orbit?" | asked Kenra

"How di d you—=

"How | ong?"

"Ten m nutes, longer if he's going to use particle beans.”" | went back
uppernet. "The subcomander says it'll be ten. Don't be hair-trigger, but
don't take that as a hard schematic." "W understand," answered Rhetoral

"They're not stabilized in |lower orbit yet, anyway."

| took a deep breath and checked the bullet. Only another mnute before we
slid into the control center

I was noving as soon as the bullet's door was w de enough for ne to squeeze
through. At the top of the platformsteps, | glanced back at the tunnel, where
t he bl ast doors remmi ned poised to cl ose—as were four sets along the ten-klick
tunnel. Then | scranbled up the steps and through the second set of | ocks.
didn't | ook back to see if Kenra and Kei ko foll owed. There wasn't anywhere

el se for themto go.

Even with nost of the emergency squad in place, the control center was stil
stark. It wasn't designed for |arge nunbers of people, or for long-term

i solation—totally isolated, it wouldn't function for nore than a few weeks.
The power and ventilation wee adequate for years, but the nore human
necessities such as food and recycling-di sposal of wastes weren't integrated
as totally self-contained operations.

At the center screens were Arielle and Crucelle. Neither |ooked up, although
they had certainly felt me come in. "Link boards?"



"Dorgan, ser." The thin-haired and thin-faced man nodded at ne fromthe screen
at the end. "Nets?"

W ane gl anced up

The five of us should have been able to handle the system but in case we
couldn't, there were backups—tiseal, Keiko, Dyncuun, Sebestien, Vieria, and
two others fromCrucelle's group that | didn't know by nane.

Kei ko ushered Kenra to the left rear corner of the center and hal f-gestured,
hal f - pushed t he subconmander into a straight-backed chair. Then Kei ko took the
| ast remai ni ng standby screen position

| dropped into the enpty center chair in front of the representational screen
that depicted A d Earth, the asteroid satellite stations, and the Vereal Union
fl eet —ahi ch appeared to have stabilized in sonmething slightly closer to AQd
Earth than a geocentric orbit.

The locators were ny first priority.

"Ecktor—you on |ine?" asked Rhetoral as | was verifying that the cybs had
stabilized their ships.

"That's affirmative. | have the cybs stable and conmenci ng power build-up. Do
you see any accel eration? Interrogative cyb acceleration.”

"That's negative."
"Hold on net."
"Hol di ng net."

| took a deep breath, knowing that the cybs were about to attack, but unable
to bring up the net until they did something, knowi ng that the net response
woul d be sl ower than the weapons, despite all the advisories that Kei ko and
had sent.

The representative screen flashed, as did red lights.
"Unidentified torps |aunched! Torps |aunched!" Rhetoral announced.

| went into the command |ine of uppernet. "the construct HAS BEEN VI OLATED
THE CONSTRUCT HAS BEEN VI OLATED. OLD EARTH | S UNDER ATTACK. UNDER ATTACK
STEP- UP AND LI NK TO DEFENSE NET. STEP-UP AND LI NK TO DEFENSE NET. URGENT!
URGENT! LI NK TO DEFENSE NET!"

| set the warning to repeat at three mnute intervals for fifteen mnutes, but
before |I finished the web had begun to hum The web hunmed, and | shivered
into step-up, as the gl ow around nme—around each dem anywhere on Ad
Earth—built.

"I't's slow" cane from Rhetoral, his words seemingly dragging out in realtinmne.

The | ocators pinpointed the nmaroon-dashed torp tracks, and each of the
asteroid stations flared purple-white as its screens went up. Al npst

si mul t aneousl y def ense beans sl ashed toward the accel erating cyb torps. Were
the beanms intersected a torp, a bright star flashed on the screen. Above
ground each expl osi on woul d have appeared as a star-point, even in md-day,
but | hoped no one was above ground to watch, not near any |ocial, anyway.



Despite the defense beans, some torps in the first two waves were going to
slip under the net, and there was nothing | could do about it.

"Li ne one—n."
into pl ace.

The equatorial defense band, glimering purple-white, shinmered

Already, | could sense mnute flickers along the net, where weaker individua
dem s were unable to take the strain and went down in m ndbl azed deat h.

The control center was filled with sweat and fear, but no one spoke.
continued to hold the ground focus, as El anstan and Rhetoral held the station
foci where the net energy coruscated into the planetary defense bands.

"Band one stable and hol ding; shifting to band two," gasped El anstan
"Cybs launching attack vessels. Launching attack vessels," added Rhetoral

Mar oon dots appeared—fanni ng out from one of the twelve adiamante hulls
hangi ng over A d Earth

They were idiots to try that, but they'd been idiots all al ong—blind idiots,
and we'd all pay for it.

The lights flared red, and | could sense the particle beans.

"Li ne two—Aow " | snapped.
"Line two—n." The second concentration of power built, eased into position

al ong the second axis. "Running ninety percent," Elanstan sounded weak

al ready, and that bothered nme, shield as she was. Not that we had any options.

Through the net, | could sense the power building, and the storm nexi
changi ng, and the unholy nmess that woul d foll ow

"Bands three and four!" | ordered.
"Line three—n."
"Li ne four—n."

The agony in their voices tore at me, but we needed the entire shiel d—aow, and
now al nost wasn't enough as the twelve ship-powered beans slamed into the
net. More flickers through the link nodes told me of hundreds nore dem s

dyi ng, m nds and soul s shredded.

I forced my thoughts and concentration back to the representative screen that
showed the particle beanms splashing off the enhanced magfield that was our
only defense.
"Energy resonation."
the ol der dem.

That went to Crucelle and Dyncuun, who had neshed wth
The refl ected energy should have set up unfavorabl e wave harnonics within the
cyb shi ps—shoul d have—but we didn't have the scanners to verify that.
"Continue resonation."

The resonati on was havi ng anot her effect-shaking the attack scouts into dust

and energy. | tried to block the feelings, but I still felt sorry for the
doomed pil ot s.



"Line four at eighty percent," rasped El anstan through the conmand |i nes.

| shunted the | ast section of |link nodes into |ine four

"N nety-four percent." Her signal strengthened, but only slightly.

"Particle beanms depowered." Rhetoral reported. The rep screen verified the
cutoff, and the chill white lines that appeared next confirmed the
de- ener gi zers.

"Reflect one," | ordered, initiating the shimer shift, taking the screen a
turn underweb—not really a turn, but a fraction of a turn.

Anot her clinking shivered along the net as nore souls shattered or snuffed out
i n m ndbl azed agony.

The rep screen showed anot her wave of heavy torps, and another |ine of attack
scout s.

"Need net-flex," whispered El anstan.

"NET-FLEX . . . NOWN" | ordered, and threw the focus outward for as short a
snap as | could, a snap of mndlinks, boosted with pure energy, trying to

shi el d agai nst the agony that would foll ow.

On the rep screen the shield shimered, then expanded nmomentarily, shivering
space ever so slightly, and an energy curtain fell across the twelve adi anante

hull's. The hulls held, but the cyb de-energizers flickered and stuttered.

As those beans faltered, knives slashed through ny skull, knives fromthe
t housands of deaths that single flex had cost.

| mpossi bly, the cybs re-energi zed those beans that tore at the defense
shi el ds, and once nore white lines jabbed and sucked at the silver barrier
and |ink nodes, one after another, snuffed bl ack

"Lines three and four at eighty-five percent."”

"Hol ding." W had no nore |ink reserves.

"Target flex, Ecktor! Target flex." Elanstan's recomrendati on sounded as
t hough it had been flayed from her, but she was right.

"TARGET FLEX—MARK! NOW "

Anot her nmassive energy boost, and the shield flexed, then narrowed into a
purpl e shaft ainmed at the cyb fleet, broad enough to cover them all

A sunburst flared where Gamma station had been, foll owed by Kappa, then Beta,
as each station surrendered all the power it had—and nore—to throw that shaft.

As the shaft reached the first Vereal Union ship, space shivered, and so did
|, as adiamante fragments sprayed space, rel easing nore energy.

| ignored, heart-pounding, the slunped body that had been Crucelle, as | tried
to keep that energy focused into its destructive form

A second cyb-ship went—and a third.



More figures slunped around the control center, nmore souls backblazed into
oblivion as the shield energi es coruscated across where the cyb fleet had
been—and rebounded.

El anst an and Rhetoral said nothing, screamed nothing, but their deaths were
like two black arrows through ne.

My skull was flayed open, nmy eyes were blind, stream ng tears of acid burned
my skin, and | sat there blind and deaf, dunmb, for a time. My mouth was dry.

<< XXXV

Let's see," murnmured the fleet conmander. "Wapons, hold ten percent of
busters. Hold ten, and rel ease the rest.”

"N nety away, Conmander."

G breal watched as the ninety torps with the tach-heads flashed forth. Sets of
whi t e-dashed lines flared on the screens, |ike ancient spiderwebs dropping
down to bracket dd Earth

"No!" protested the envoff—+too |ate, as the cyb conmander hamered her into
mental jelly with his overrides.

Twel ve purple-white gl obes flared into existence beyond A d Earth, and from
each stabbed lines of purple-white fire. Where each line intersected an
accelerating torp, a star-point of light, an instant nini-nova, flared.

"Hel pl ess? Hel pl ess denmi s? Hardly."

A single white-purple band appeared around the image of A d Earth held in the
ops and weapons screens and in the shipnet: a band |ike an antique hal o,

except that it circled the planet beyond the atnosphere and directly above the
pl anetary equat or.

"Anal yze!" snapped Wapons.

"Systems unknown," answered MYL-ERA. "Energy output equivalent to . . ." The
exact number exceeded verbal translations and was projected directly to the
net wor kers.

nore than a dozen fleets

"Sanitize!" snapped G breal. The fleet commander scanned the screens before
himin his personal command center, and those he could touch on the net,

di sm ssed both the backup visuals cursorily, and attenpted to gauge the

enor nous power represented by the single white-purple band that arced around
the gl obe that was O d Earth

More torps flared into energy, but not all of the ninety launched initially.
"Di spersal one," ordered the fleet conmander

"Di spersal one beginning," confirmed Wapons, phasing the scout |aunches so
that only a single ship had open | ocks at one tine.

The energy hummi ng fromthe white-purple band around O d Earth seened to
vibrate space itself, setting up a resonance in the G bson that blurred



G breal's visual inmages on the net, where clarity was never | acking.

"Network at one hundred ten percent of capacity,” announced MYL-ERA. "Dropping
non- ops nodes."

The net resonance decreased, but a fuzzy edge remai ned around the net visuals,
and hi ssing perneated every word and concept hurled al ong the energy channel s
and even al ong the backup fibrelines.

"Power particle beans."

At G breal's command, the full output of hundreds of fus-actors within the

adi amante hulls of the Vereal fleet transferred pure energy into a dozen lines
of white hell that flared toward A d Earth

Wth those energy |ines appeared a second purpl e-white band, snapping into

pl ace at right angles to the first, so that Ad Earth beneath the energy fl ows

was di vided into quarters.

Then came a third band, and a fourth, and the four bands created a shi mering
haze-web behi nd which the planet seemed to vanish

The concentrated energy fromthe twelve particle beans splashed across the
shield, and with that inpact, the adia-mante hulls began to vibrate, to shiver
as adi amante hulls had never shivered for the cybs.

"Overlap shields,"” ordered G breal. The energy shields fromthe twelve

adi amante hulls clicked into and around each other, and the humm ng that had
threatened to shake the G bson into adiamante fragnments and netallic dust
subsi ded into a background whine.

"Systenms at one hundred five percent," reported MYL-ERA

"Drop habitation, all nonessentials."

"Dropping all nonessentials this time," responded MYL-ERA

Beyond the overl apped shields, the armed scouts flared into energy and
subatom ¢ particles.

"Interrogative halt dispersal one," asked Wapons.
"Negative. W need to keep their targets spread.”

"dd Earth energy expenditure on scout destruction |ess than one percent of
fields in existence," reported MYL-ERA

"Negative," reiterated G breal .
A second wave of scouts reached the barriers of the Iinked shiel ds—and
vani shed into the growi ng cloud of shinmering dust and energy that flared up

before the twel ve adi amante hull s.

The particle beans still splashed away fromthe barrier that protected the
pl anet before the Vereal ships.

In a voice as cold and hard as ice four, G breal ordered, "Power shift. Al
power to de-energizers."

Unseen beans, represented by green dashes on the visual representationa



screens, focused on the nexial points of the purple-white bands that shiel ded
Ad Earth fromthe cyb energy weapons.

The shimrering haze that shielded A d Earth shivered, vibrated, but held.

"Alnmost," grunted G breal. "Al nost."

"Fire remaini ng busters! Now "

The ten tach-heads nounted on subtransl ation drives flashed toward A d Earth
apparently untouched.

The third wave of scouts passed the Vereal shields—and renained intact.

Then, imnpossibly, the shinrer-shield of AOd Earth flared, flexed, and both
scouts and torps were gone.

A second sun followed that flexing, a sunburst so violent that the Vereal
shi pnets screaned

As the el ectroneural scream ng dropped, and the screens cleared, G breal noted
that the A d Earth shield flickered ever so slightly, and one of the asteroid
stations had lost its shields.

"Systenms, get nme nore power for the de-energizers. Anywhere."
"Power output is at ninety percent maxi num and degrading."
"Cet me power," G breal grunted.

"Half the crew s dead," protested Wapons. "No power, no atnospheric
integrity."”

"I ordered power." As his thoughts iced over the net, G breal slammed the
overrides and smashed through the weapons officer's barriers. \Wapons sl unped
in his couch, mnd-burned, m nd-nunb.

Al but the priority screens went dead.
"Power at ninety-two percent for three mnutes."
The de-energi zers stabbed and worri ed.

The silver shimrer-shield flickered and wavered, then fl exed once nore,
throwing a | ance of purple-white flane that seened to clinb back up the line
of de-energizers

The G bson shivered once, then began to vibrate. Wth a shrieking hiss, the
net stabbed at the cybs still conscious, and G breal cut his connection, his
eyes burning, his fingers stabbing at the slow, hard-wired, fibreline-linked
controls before him

As the first flicker of purple stripped the fleet shields, as the first Verea
shi p shuddered, shivered, and translated into energy and fist-sized gl obul es
of adi anante, a second asteroid systemstation flared, and a third . . . and
fourth.

"Depower!" G breal's fingers slashed at the clunsy switch-plates and dials,
but the Iance of white-purple flame continued to clinmb back toward the twel ve
adi amante hul I s.



G breal hit another set of switchplates, and found them powerwel ded open
Finally, he cold-slamed the fusactors, and sat in the dimred light of the
energenci es, waiting before the blank black screens . . . waiting, as purple
fire inexorably clinbed the dead pat hway of the de-energizers toward the
twel ve dead hulls.

"Systems . . . non-functional. . . non-functional. . ." pulsed MYL-ERA, her
words electronic mutters on the dying net that had once bound the G bson and
the el even other ships as tightly as their adi amante hulls.

In the silence of enpty space, white-purple energy consumed twelve hulls, then
r ebounded.

Wth that |ast pulse, the inpact of the energy recoil, the global energy net
shivered and fragnented. . . . Vanishing as if it had never been
carrying with it the remaining asteroid stations.

Beneath the spreadi ng cl oud of adiamante fragments, and ionized atons that had
been ships' interiors and crews, a |ast doubl e-handful of torps dropped toward
t he planet bel ow, past the vanishing violet energy of the defense system
dropped across ocenas, nountains, hom ng on the strongest energy sources,
except for one pre-targeted hill in |ower Deseret, where the energy radiations
were almost nil.

<< XXXV

Finally, | managed to click out of step-up, but all | could do was stare at
the representational screen of the control center. No cyb ships—and not a
single asteroid station. My eyes and m nd kept burni ng—burning for Crucelle,
El anstan, and Rhetoral and all those on the ell stations—and for poor
unbending Arielle, who would try for the rest of her life to find rationa
expl anations for the irrational behavior of the cybs, and for the need to
apply the Power Paradigm "Forty-three torps under the beans. " said
someone. | turned and | ooked at Wane, her eyes wide with horror. Beyond her
sat the darkangel, blackness around her l|ike a shroud, imobile.

Above us all |ooned the wi de representati onal screen, show ng the approaching
trails of the nore than forty killer torps—the | egacy of the cybs, and The
Flight. Wth a struggle, | accessed the locators. "First inpact at

Chitta-seven standard minutes." "Interrogative inpact at Parwon." "N ne
standard minutes."”

After atime, | slowy turned in the swivel. Arielle remained frozen, sitting
on the eternal tile beside Crucelle's body, not touching him just there.
Kenmra still sat in the straight-backed chair, eyes wi de, glued on the
representational screen, as though she still could not believe that the fl eet

of the Vereal Uni on—+twelve inpregnabl e adi amante hul | s—-had ceased to exist.
Except that they hadn't just ceased to exist—across Od Earth, nmore than a
half mllion demis had given their nmnds and lives to stop that fleet.

| |1 ooked down. My eyes burned too rmuch to weep, but | felt that way—and i nsane
wi dower that | was, | was angry.

First | pulled nyself out of the swivel and eased over to Arielle. "I'm
sorry," | whispered, touching her shoulder. Cru-celle had wanted ne to be
Coordi nator, and | knew why. So did she, but it didn't nake it any easier



"You did what had to be done. He wanted that. And you tried everything to nake
it fall on you." She shook her head. "I'll be fine. | always am"

| didn't know quite what to say, but | squeezed her shoul der. "Wen you want
totalk ..."

"1 know. "

Then | strai ghtened and | ooked around the center, assessing the
| osses—rucel l e, Liseal, Sebestien, and Vieria—four out of ten

"Now?" asked W ane hoarsely.

"We wait until forty-three tach-heads turn forty-three locials into black
gl ass, and then we clean up."

"The cybs?" asked Kei ko.

I'd forgotten about that detail. "Sorry. W gather together enough restraint
squad nenbers fromthe holding areas and outliers and we round up the fifteen
hundred | eftover cybs. Then we clean up." | shrugged. "I'll lead the group
here. But that will have to come later." Later, after all the inmmediate

cl eanup and rel ocation

Wth nothing else that | could do at that monent—and | didn't want just to sit
and watch the screen while locial after |ocial was devastated—+ wal ked across
the center toward the cyb subcomrander. Kenra shrank in her chair.

"Are you happy, mghty cyb? You certainly got your vengeance. More than ten
t housand of us for every dead cyb and marcyb. Mre before this is over."

She | ooked bl ank

"That screen was powered not just with fusactors and boosters and rel ays and
nodes and links, but with the soul and mind of every adult dem on the
pl anet . "

The ground shivered then, enough that | had to reach out and steady nyself on
the wall, despite the shock absorbers, despite the klicks of rock above and
around the center.

Wth the second, fainter shiver | felt, | wondered. Two torps for Parwon?
| went back to the renote scanners, throwi ng the image on the screen

In the screen was the rising plune of snoke that resenbled, | had been told,
an anci ent Nor Am sonbr ero—that was some kind of hat used by cattle tenders
back when the cattle were nore plentiful than the bison

Then the knives of the backlash hit, and nost of us swayed, or worse. Someone
retched, and | saw Wane coll apse, nore like a faint than a nmental snuffing,
t hough.

Besi de her, Dorgan paled, and his face twi sted, his mnd already shreddi ng
under the agonies of the few unshiel ded draffs dying above, of the other dem s
dyi ng, and of the land itself.

Kenra | ooked across us, her face blank and unconprehendi ng, and | wanted to
throttle her, except my head hurt too rmuch to nove



Parwon was bl ack glass, and | hoped all the draffs had left, and that the cybs
hadn't, but | suspected that Hensl om had had nore than enough sense to nove
his troops away. They woul d have to have noved qui ckly, though

When ny head cl eared, | pinpointed the second tach-head. | no | onger had a
house, just a hilltop of black glass. Apparently, the residence of the

pl anetary Coordi nator was a mlitary target, and | wondered how nmany times
they'd tracked nmy flitter just to make sure.

Better ny house than a locial. How nmany |ocials were gone? How many nel eysen
trees and how many nore centuries would it take?

On the screen, black starbursts continued to dot the image of A d Earth, but
the skies were clear, clear of cyb-ships, clear of satellite asteroid
stations.

"What..." stuttered Kenra.

"No fleet. No cybs, except you and whoever Hensl om and Yssl op rmanaged to get
away from Parwon and Ellay." | nodded. 'Yes, your commander nuked the |ocials
hol ding his own troops."

"But how?"

| didn't feel like answering, and | had a lot to do. 'You peopl e never | ooked,
never asked how we had managed. You never paid any attention. You're like

sel f-indul gent children.” My words snapped at her, and | should have been nore
patient, but with the world coll apsed around us, | wasn't feeling patient.

Besi des, there were people hurt, dying, and dead, and | could explain |ater.

| dropped back into the command seat and accessed the Parwon receiving shelter
through the hard-wires. Wth the surface destruction, all the nets, except for
t he emergency net, were down.

Seborne was in charge of the receiving area, working with Maris.

"This is Coordinator Ecktor. |Is Seborne there?"

A dark-eyed visage on a wiry frane | ooked at me through the screen

"Coordi nator, Seborne didn't make it." The dark eyes were bl oodshot, and her

face tw tched.

"Lictaer." | recognized the restraint squad | eader. "Are you running the
recei ving area?"

"No, ser. Just the console. Ferik was Seborne's assistant."

"Can you run hi m down?"

"Just a nonent."

VWhile | waited, | wondered just how many details had been | eft hanging. |

wanted to take care of Henslom but that would have to wait. Hopefully, not
too | ong.

<< XXXV

| hated the command center: buried under klicks of rock, reinforced adi amante,



and energy webs, it carried the snell of age, ozone, and death. But it was the
only place left with links to the remaining |ocials, and we needed those |inks
in order to allocate the transport that would relocate the draffs and the few
dem s in each surviving receiving area to undamaged | oci al s.

Locati o had survived, and was still whining fromthe Ellay receiving area.
"Ecktor, we've still got those marcybs in the canyons."

"Once you' ve got everything cleaned up and the survivors taken care of, go out
and get them That's what our job is." |I had | ess and | ess synpathy for
whi ni ng.

"Not everyone is as strong as you are," cane a new voice over the hard
netlink, one |I didn't recogni ze.

"Sorry, | don't—=

"You probably wouldn't. 1'm Dynise, the tenporary replacenment for K gaio.
hope it's tenporary.”

"Tenporary—probably for a decade.” | was sorry to hear about K gaio. |If anyone
had been strong enough to survive, | would have thought it would have been
her .

"Anyway," | answered Locatio, "you're going to have to solve this one

yourself. The crisis is over. Now all we have is the inmedi ate cl eanup, and
after that you won't need a Coordinator."

| broke the link. For a nmonent, | |eaned back in the conmand seat and cl osed
nmy eyes. Yslena: | hoped she was all right, but until the nets were rebuilt,
there wasn't any real way to check, and | wasn't about to preenpt the
energency system for that—not when there was nothing | could do, one way or
anot her.

The net buzzed.

"This is Ecktor."

"Dyni se."

"Sorry. | didn't meant to cut you out. What can | do?"

"Actually, | was going to tell you that we've got two of the big shuttles
bringing in a spare net repeater. W'll have to nount it in the open
temporarily, but we'll leave the location to you."

I knew where already. "There's a flat expanse about a quarter klick east of
the buried Deseret antenna grid—the el evation there's about 3,100 neters.
can have a beacon there in a stan.”

"That will be fine. You won't get the repeater until tonorrow. Since we're
sendi ng shuttles for rel ocation, we can squeeze the equipnent in with the food
suppl enents for those we can't evacuate inmedi ately."

After Dynise broke off, | took a deep breath. W had nore than enough
concentrated supplies—even sophisticated nmedi cal supplies—for the receiving
areas for weeks, but the sooner people picked up their lives, the better

Those who liked the Deseret area could filter back as they coul d—+f they I|iked
where we decided to relocate the locial center



In the nmeantine, they needed to be integrated into functioning |ocials

el sewhere. The magshuttles were efficient, but the |largest ones only carried
seventy-five passengers, and nost were sized for fifty or less. Wth
three-quarters of the center population of forty locials, that worked out to
five hundred to eight hundred trips per locial. Wiile there were forty-two

| oci al s whose centers were black glass, in two cases the tach-head blast force
had al so taken out the receiving center. We'd | ost a handful of shuttles, but

| was glad I'd had the majority evacuated. They were proving thenmsel ves nost
useful. The problemwas going to be pilot fatigue, since we'd lost a | ot of

pi | ot s—ore than hal f.

More opportunities for conptime. | offered a bitter smile to the screen that
showed t he bl ackened and steam ng ruins of Parwon.

"You wanted to see him There he is." At the words, | turned in the sw vel.

Kenra stood |l ess than a neter away, flanked by a pale and still gaunt Lictaer.
The dem restraint squad | eader hadn't totally escaped the mindbl azing

backl ash, and her eyes occasionally tw tched. Lictaer would recover, as nuch
as any of us would recover. "Yes?"

"What are you going to do with ne? Except have ne trail ed everywhere?" snapped
Kemra. Her fingers strayed to the cryostasis flask and m ni ature powerpak at
her hip. Because of her coments in the ruins, |'d approved that so that she
could gather linmted speci nens of w | dfl owers outside beyond the exit tunnel
I'd hoped it would keep her out of trouble, but it |ooked as though |I'd been
W ong.

"Wthout a guard, | can't totally guarantee that some draff—er some dem not
quite sane—won't try to take off your head. You are a cyb, and you're seen as
the enenmy—and quite a few people died."

'You had everything evacuated, and you dem s are above viol ence." Her tone was

cold and bitter.

"That reduced casualties, but it didn't elimnate them W |ost two receiving
centers—they held 90,000 people. Forty-two locials are black glass or slag or
both." Lictaer glared at Kenra.

"And alnpst a million denis died in the backlash.” Kenra gl anced from Lictaer
to ne and back. "Do you know what it took to hold that defense net? | told you
once, and it didn't seemto register."

"That was your satellite, your asteroid stations."

"They were only the nexial points and the power sources. Every adult dem on
this planet was linked into the defense system and we |ost al nost half of
them™

"Why was that necessary? You save the idiotic draffs, and you let yourselves
die." Kenra | ooked at me, her eyes snol dering.

"It's sinmple enough. It dates to antiquity, and it's called the Iron Law of
Responsibility. Those with great power nust exercise equally great

responsi bility. Sone people don't choose to. Probably half the draffs on AQd
Earth could be dem s—=

"Thirty percent," corrected Lictaer

"Anyway, we pay for our power and responsibility. | kept telling you that, and



none of you listened. | told you in the ruins. | told you in the prairie dog
town. | told you on your own ship. What does it take?" | was nearly yelling
when | st opped.

"So what are you doing with ne?" she asked, again not really I|istening.

"Send you back and hope soneone listens. Send back sone records of a dead
fleet, and hope the nessage penetrates.”

"Who's going to listen to dead cybs?" Kenra | ashed out. "Who's going to listen
to just me?"

"Who said you were the only survivor? There are several hundred marcybs and
their officers running around | oose. Once we take care of them there should
be a few survivors, and we'll send you all hone."

| looked at Lictaer. "Take her somewhere. |f you can get her to listen, be ny
guest. If not, just keep her safe until we can get a ship ready."

Li ct aer nodded.

"You're inpossible,” Kenra said. '"You're living in a past that never was. You
don't understand life. You just don't understand."

After rubbing ny forehead—+ still had splitting headaches, but npst dem s had
the sane problenms | did+ answered tiredly. "No. You don't understand. You had
every opportunity. You didn't want to listen or see. You struck first, and we
didn't even raise a defense until after you struck. | also might add that, if
you send another fleet, based on your past efforts, its appearance is a
violation of the Construct. In sinple ternms, if the next thing we see from
Gates is a fleet, we don't have to wait."

"You're hypocrites.”

"No." They were the hypocrites, but arguing wasn't going to change Kenra's
m nd, and there was no point in continuing the discussion. | nodded tiredly.

"Let's go," said Lictaer

"You live in your own dead world, with your own dead Morgen!" Kenra |unged at
me, and her fingernails sliced at ny tenple.

| was tired, and Lictaer was in residual nind-shock, or it wouldn't have
happened, but that didn't matter. Kenra only came up with skin, blood
droplets, and hair before we restrai ned her

"I hate you! | hate your snugness and certainty!"

The sourness of anger, fear, hatred, and who knew what el se boiled from her
but | really didn't care at that point.

Lictaer and two others led her off, and | stared at the screen and the ruins
there for a nonent. Then | rubbed my neck and forehead. Sooner or later, I'd
have to deal with Hensl omand his troops—sooner, if they felt the way Kenra
di d.

The netlink buzzed for nme, and | reached for the connection. | still hated the
control center, but once the newrelay was installed, once | took care of the
| oose ends |ike Henslom once Kenra was on the ship with the others, then
could stop being Coordi nator and get out of the center—and spend the rest of



my life paying for it. | took a deep breath.

<< XXXV

When |'d estimated two or three days before | could get things stabilized
enough to go | ook for Henslomand his mar-cybs, |1'd been optimnistic—ncredibly
optimstic.

Ei ght days passed before we had magshuttl ed nost of the survivors out of the
hol di ng areas and redistributed themtenporarily throughout the remaining
si xty-six locials.

Sixty-six locials left out of one hundred and six, and that was after we'd
destroyed the entire cyb fleet and probably neutralized ni nety-nine percent of
its weaponry.

At |least we wouldn't lack for work, not for another few decades, and not unti
we net anot her set of idiots who thought that technol ogy neant big ships and
unlimted fusion power. | just hoped that the cybs didn't try to send another
fleet too soon, ny brave words to Kenra notw thstandi ng, but building that
fleet had to have cost thema lot, a whole |ot.

After a week, we were down to the handfuls of dem s who either had |ived

outside the locial or who would be the core of the reclamation. | was one of
them | liked the area, and it was solid conptinme work, and no one was goi ng
to argue about where | wanted to spend years doing conmptine. Besides, | had

one | ast chore before | resigned as Coordi nator—taki ng care of the cybs
remai ning i n Deseret.

The rebuilt net worked, except in really | ow depressions or gorges, but even
the conplete original net had had sone problens there. W'd managed to link in
with the scattered demis in the area, and get a fair report on the cyb forces.

The cybs had noved away from Parwon, following the valley to the north. They'd
nmoved upwi nd to hi gher ground, possibly to avoid residual radioactivity,

al t hough the tach-heads had been relatively clean. Parwon center was nostly

bl ack gl ass—between the fringe of the particle beans that had slipped under
the shields, and the single tach-head that had potted the adm n buil di ng—ow a
| arge and steaming crater nearly two hundred neters across. Deseret |ocial was
going to have to be rel ocated, or abandoned, or sonething, until the area
coul d be recl ai ned—and recl amation took tinme: centuries, if not mllennia.

The cyb forces nunbered |l ess than two hundred after blast casualties,
encounters with dem fanmilies, and various |ocal fauna. Two dem fanilies had
| ost nenbers to slugthrowers, but the casualties had been lighter than | woul d
have expected. In a way, | suspected that the environnent and the survivors
woul d polish them off over the nonths, but innocents would probably be killed
in the process. So we needed to do sonet hi ng.

Rat her than indiscrimnate killing, of which there had al ready been too much,
| really just wanted to take out Henslom and his officers. Then the restraint
squads could round up the marcybs with conparatively little difficulty.

Fi ndi ng their general |ocation was easy enough, and | still was Coordi nator
and that meant | could commandeer a magshuttle.

W | oaded on at Berkin's place. Hi s house was fifteen klicks north of the
hol di ng areas and safely out of range of damage. H s soul mate—a solid



redhead—aoul d be glad to see us | eave permanently, but they'd both been nost
hospi t abl e.

The magshuttle pilot was Borin. He | ooked at nme. "Is this that sane cyb
maj er?" "The same Majer Henslom"

"Too bad the Construct kept you fromkilling himback then."
"If we didn't have a Construct, we'd be like him" | said softly.

Borin | ooked away. It didn't take himlong to carry us another thirty Kklicks
to the northeast where he dropped the dozen of us on a hilltop downw nd of the
general position of the cybs. The local denis had been hel ping, as they could,
| ead the cybs toward the northeast end of the valley that held one of the

| arger concentrations of vorpals in Deseret.

"What are we doi ng?" asked Berkin as | checked the slug-thrower and knives at
ny belt.

"In theory, this is sinple," | said. "I'mgoing to try to disable one of the
junior officers on the flank. After that, then let's see if we can guide them
cl ose enough to the big vorpal lair. If not, take out all the officers.”

"I'sn't that bending the Construct?" asked G sel
"They broke it. Let's go."

W spread out, with Berkin, since he knew the area, |eading half to the west.
G sel led the eastern group, and | noved out ahead of G sel's group on the
eastern flank.

"They' re headed al ong the stream" pul sed Berkin.
"The whol e group?"
"Yes."

| tried a nature link. Sonetimes it worked. Sonetines it didn't, and soneti nmes
it didn't help even if it did work.

First cane the nel eysens. Extending and concentrating gave ne the sense of a
| ow bass subsonic, and against that | could hear the tap-thunp of the cybs
boots. At least, that was the way it felt.

Anot her reach and the green chew ng bl andness of the sanburs franed the neadow
to the west. That did little good, because the ruisines heard the cybs and
bolted before the cybs even knew the deer had been there.

Then there was the cool bl ack-edged probing of the nother bear who |ived above
t he snye beyond the neadow. | tried to reach out, to warn her, but she was
shi el ded.

At the edge of ny perceptions cane in the |laser hate of the vorpals, and
nodded. Hensl om deserved vor pal s.

| eased through the pifions and cedars, keeping out of sight, trying to track
down the junior officer who held the controls of the flank marcyb squad.
recogni zed hi m<cherl e, the bl ocky officer who'd been on the prairie dog
fiasco. He'd learned fromthat. Al of his marcybs were fanned out in front of
hi m



The only sounds were those of the wind in the higher pifons, the crunch of
boots on the frozen ground, and the occasional snap of a dead and dry
sagebrush linb. The cold air held the scent of cybs, dried blood, and even of
sweat, now that their scent-suppressants had worn off.

Cherle scanned the area in all directions, his head swi vel-ing, his eyes

i ntent. Because the area, |like much of Deseret, consisted of open ground,
sagebrush, cedars, and pifons, all irregularly spaced, it took nme nearly a
stan to get within a few neters.

Then | went into step-up, and crossed the few neters between us. Cherle's head
jerked, and he swung the slugrifle, but | was inside it, and noving too

qui ckly, and too angrily. For a monent, | thought 1'd struck too hard, but
then he shivered, and tried to break away. My fingers tightened around his
neck, and | pul se-bl ocked, letting himslunp in a heap on the hard ground

besi de a cedar.

"Stay," | ordered the silent squad, overriding his own repeater, before easing
back uphill after the main body. "Guard Cherle." They stayed.

"Cherle! Report! Report! Why aren't you follow ng? Wiat do you nean by telling

themto guard you?" Henslom s transm ssions burned from his repeater
"Babbege? Can you raise Cherle?"

"That's negative, ser."

"Friggin' dems. My get us, but I'Il kill as many of the bastards as | can.”
Babbege, sensibly, did not coment.

"I"'mgoing in," | pulsed.

"Ser?" asked G sel

"I"'mgoing to get himmad enough to chase ne where I want himto go."

"You'll do anything to avoid conptime," noted a fanmiliar voice across the

net —Kei ko' s.

"I still love you, too." Wth that | slipped back north and west until | could
target Henslom s repeater, still a half-klick away, but that was nore than

cl ose enough.

| tried to reach out, and got sonething else, practically at ny feet—another
smal | oval of adiamante, lying on the ground |less than a neter away. Was it a

remmant of the cyb fleet? One of the chunks still falling?

For sone reason | didn't have tine to fathom | tucked the black oval into ny
j acket pocket, then edged sideways across the hill toward the small nel eysen
grove. There, | dropped behind the north side of a solid trunk and waited.

He was with the vanguard, as | figured he'd be. Wen he was at one hundred
fifty neters, | rammed the signal through his own repeater. "Henslom you're a
m serabl e excuse for a soldier, and an even worse cyb."

Hensl om s head swi vel ed fromside to side.

"You couldn't destroy a single demi with a whole fleet."



Terrible in his cold anger, Henslomlifted the slugger, and | could see the
flexsplints on his fingers. Then the bullets stitched through the nel eysen
trees like the ancient killer bees, the scent of orange raining down with the
tattered | eaves.

Behind the | ower trunk, behind a meter of heart-solid wiod, | waited, just as
any dem would wait, calculating, triangulating as Hensl om noved from

ni nety-one point three meters south southwest to eighty-one point five neters
west south west. Hi s breath rasped through his enlarged pharynx, as his crude
sel fnet revved his netabolism

"You're still a poor excuse for a soldier, Majer," | called. "Even if you had
all your fingers."

A jay chittered in the pines beyond the nel eysen grove, and the sl ugger
flicked that way.

KRKRRKRRr nr rrr

The roar and the stream of conposite left feathers, silver-blue, drifting down
wi th pine branch fragments. Hensl om nmoved to seventy-five point four neters
south of where | was. Hi s squad foll owed, dragged by the comuands over his
repeater.

"They'll all be in range before long," G sel pulsed from southeast of where
wai t ed behind the nel eysen grove, trying to ignore the sickly orangi sh scent

t hat dropped around ne.

"How cl ose are they to those vorpal s?"

"We're all only about half a klick." A pause followed. "I'd rather not..."

"Take out one or two of the marcybs on your side—with a | ot of blood. Then get
out of there. Let the vorpals find them"

"That's hard on the vorpals."
"They' Il survive."
A handful of shots echoed to the south and east of ne.

Then the marcybs' sluggers roared again, and pine needl es carpeted the paths
t hat Hensl om s squads had bl own through the pifions.

"Gsel?" | pulsed, waiting for a | agged response.
"Fi ne. Just being careful ."
"Cet out of there.”

"Al nost clear." A pause followed.
are the vorpals.”

m over the ridge, and |I'm noving, ser. So
"Hensl om you're going to | ose every |last one of your marcybs, and you're
going to die here on Ad Earth."

Anot her bl ast truncated a pair of pifions, and nore silver-blue feathers
floated down with the green needles.

Hensl om turned north, until he was al nost |ooking at the grove where | waited,



his slugthrower traversing a narrow arc.

The scent of pifion drifted on the wind to me, and so did the hint of blood, a
hi nt of blood that would travel farther downw nd to the vorpals.

"Berkin? Can you wound a coupl e over there—w thout getting seen?"
"Easy."

"Do it."

Anot her few shots rang out, and Hensl onmis head swi vel ed west.

I could sense the ferity of the vorpals, and much as | would have liked to see
Henslom s reaction, | slowy eased back and t hen east.

"Anot her volley, Berkin."

"You' ve got it, Coordinator."

Hensl om swi vel ed toward the west. | slipped over a ridge |ine and began to
run. "Draw back! Now Regroup at the dropout point, and watch out for
vorpal s. "

"Stet."

"Stet."

W didn't have to worry. Drawn by the commotion and the scent and feel of

bl ood, the vorpals slipped silently fromtheir lair beyond the snye and surged
downhi Il toward the unknowi ng cybs, nmuch nore willing to take on cybs than

dem s.

For a tine, there were only the sounds of the wi nd and muted boot steps on hard
ground.

Then, an unwary marcyb went down with her throat slashed by the sharp
i nci sors, even before her body could react. Two others went down before the
sl uggers roared again.

"Cet them Fire at will!" snapped Hensl om

Sl ugt hrowers runbl ed in panic, and marcybs went down, but not the vorpals,

whi ch dodged through the cedars and the pifions faster than the cybs' refl exes
coul d react.

"Keep pulling back," | ordered. "We'll wait."

Cherl e was al nost awake when | got there.

| took his repeater fromhim wused it again to put his squad in conbat sleep
and took the tine to tie himup thoroughly. Then we waited.

Before too long, the pines, the cedars were silent again, except for the cold
north wind and too many di sgusting sounds fromthe vorpals. | would have |iked
to have seen Henslonmis face, but it wasn't worth the risk

G sel and his squad joined me, and we hiked a circular route back to the
pi ckup point where Borin picked up the dozen of us, six dazed marcybs, and
subl eader Cherle.



| stuffed Cherle and the marcybs in the back seat "Cheer up," |I told Cherle.
'You get to go hone."

He didn't answer, just |ooked at the magshuttle floor, munbling, "Don't
understand. . . just don't understand.. "

Wien we | anded at Berkin's to the south, the bl ack cl ouds massed over the
seared earth and bl ack gl ass that had been Parwon.

A series of golden streaks flashed across the sky—nore adi amante fragnments
com ng to rest—hard nenories of harder choices. My fingers went to the
fragnment in ny jacket pocket for a nmoment, slipping around that snoothness
that was neither hot nor cold.

And because the Consensus Commttee had resolved that the crisis wasn't over,
and that Od Earth still needed a Coordinator, | was still stuck with the need
to go back to the conmand center with its odors of ozone, netal, and death.

<< XXXV |

As planetary Coordinator, | had to go to Klamat as part of the cerenony that
woul d send the cybs back to Gates. So | trudged out into the dawn, and waited
on the de facto |l anding pad east of the end of the escape tunnel. | stood in
the chill and the wind, wearing the dammed bl ack cl oak that Arielle had made,
even though it rem nded me of Crucell e—and El anstan and Rhet oral —+he dagger
shield, and sword who had | ed the many who had given all to defend us ... and
the Construct. The occasi on demanded the cloak, if only for ne, and its
personal symbolism |'d also brought the chunk of adia-mante I'd picked up in
hunti ng down the |last cybs. That seened fitting, sonehow.

Behind me straggled Lictaer, Arielle, the six naneless mar-cybs, Cherle, and
Kenr a

Before the sun cleared the eastern peaks, one of the large magfield shuttles
humred out of the gray sky. The door slid open. | stepped inside and peered
forward, recognizing a famliar face under short red hair—tieza.

"I"'mglad you made it," | told her

"Thank you. Be nice when things settle down." Her eyes were tired, ringed with
bl ack.

| sat down in the right front seat. Arielle sat across from ne.
"How are you?"

"Fine." Arielle paused. "Not now, please."

| deferred. Gieving was harder and | onger for the rat-conps, for the | ogical
because loss is neither rational nor |ogical

The magshuttle's door slid shut after Lictaer settled the cybs into the rear
seat s.

"W're lifting," Lieza announced.

As the shuttle lifted and banked toward the northwest, | | eaned back in the



seat and cl osed ny eyes, feeling guilty for being nmerely tired after seeing
Lieza's face.

My eyes didn't stay closed that |ong, because soneone noved up next to me. |
opened ny eyes, trying not to sigh.

Kenra stood there in her smudged and winkled green uniform "1'd like to
apol ogi ze." Her eyes dropped, then lifted to nine

| sat there waiting. Behind Kenra watched Arielle, the hooded darkangel
"There's . . . what else can | say? W didn't know. | didn't want to know "
The green eyes dropped again, and she swayed as the shuttle eased out of the

w de turn.

What could | say? That 1'd practically screaned at then? It wouldn't do any

good to hamrer that farther. | rummaged in ny trouser pocket and pulled out
t he adi amante. "You might take this with you." | handed Kenra the fragnent of
adi amante. "It's one of the hull fragnents."

"I"ve never seen a piece this small." Her voice was neutral

"dd Earth is covered with fragnents of adiamante,” | answered. "Until you
cane, | hadn't realized how many there are. The nel eysens can't break them
down. Not hi ng, except the interior of a sun, can change them"

"Or your defense net," she added.

"That's a high price," | pointed out. "But one we'll pay if necessary. W hope
it's never necessary again." | sighed. "It will be, but not against you and
your people, | trust."

She | ooked at the adiamante. "I1'll try."

"That's all any of us can do." | |ooked at her

She | ooked back, finally saying, "I amsorry. It doesn't mean rmuch, and | can

see how rmuch you tried."

"Thi nk about the adiamante.” | was too tired to say nuch nore. "It says nore
than | can.” And it di d—+he hardest nan-made substance, and it couldn't stand
up to the souls of human bei ngs.

| closed nmy eyes, and Kenra eased back to her seat in the rear of the shuttle,
Arielle's eyes on her the entire way. | wouldn't have wanted that, but Kenra
deserved that and nore, probably.

As cerenonies go, the one in Klamat wasn't particularly inpressive, but sone
events nust be finished, and cerenonies are one of the few ways societies can
observe endings. So a dozen of us, nme and el even nenbers of the Consensus
Conmittee, stood facing the cybs, with net-inmagers focused on us and upon the
dozen or so marcybs and the three surviving officers—Kenra, Cherle, and a
subforcer fromthe cyb group that had attacked Ell ay.

As Coordinator, | had to do the speaking, and as at the Hy-bernium so
conparatively few days earlier, | didn't want to.

"W are sending you home to Gates, and we're providing a ship as a synbol of
trust. That is because the key to the universe, the key to survival, is trust.
Trust is acting in good faith when you have no reason so to act. Trust is



refraining fromattacking an eneny first, no matter what the cost. Wy is that
Wi se? Because once any person or society strikes first, that action sows the
seeds of corruption. Logic, even pure cyb logic, is form dable enough that it
can justify any action, no matter how base or corrupt, as necessary to

survi val

"Physical survival is not enough, not for either a person or a society. A
society's principles nmust also survive, and if you betray your principles for
physi cal survival, then you have doomed your offspring and your society.

Princi ples can be inproved, and we have slowy changed ours for what we
believe to be the better, but they should never be changed or discarded for
short-term expedi ency. No matter what the price, we nust do what is right, and
part of what is right is trust.

"The second key is mutual respect, within a society, and w thout. W have not
threatened Gates since its establishnent, and will not—unless Gates proves
itself nmeriting mistrust. W hope not, but, as you have seen, we can and w ||
act, and we will pay the price.

"W respect the integrity of Gates, and | eave you to choose your own
principles and destiny—provi ded you respect ours.

Fail to respect others, and you are doonmed—ene way or the other."

| stopped. What else could | say? Then | added, "Convey this to your people.
As invaders, as conquerors, you are unwel cone anywhere. As individuals, as
visitors, as friends, you are welcome on Od Earth."

That really was it.

Dyni se had dug up a decent hornist, and the hornist played sonething that
brought tears to the eyes of Cherle and a couple of the marcybs, and it was
over.

As the shuttle carrying the cybs up to the starship opened its hatch, Kenra
crossed the pernacrete toward nme. | stiffened. What else did she have to say?
"Reasonabl e or not, Coordinator, you're harder than adi a-mante," Kenra said,
her words coming fromher mnd, not her nouth, for the first time, and with a
hint of warnmh |I had not seen in any of the cybs. Had not seen—er had not been
there? "Not harder," she corrected, "stronger." She displayed the black oval
I'd given her.

Wth that single net contact, | knew.. . . But she continued, the words screen
clear and rushing at nme, hiding one truth behind all the nmeaning they
conveyed. "l don't know that any of us could bear the power and the pain ..."

she shook her head, "or would want to."

| thought of the million dead: not nore than a handful of denmis fromthe
cyb-sluggers or other technol ogi cal gadgets; of the 100,000 draffs blasted by
tach- heads; of El anstan, Rhetoral, Crucelle, Dorgan.. . . My list would have
been | ong.

"dd Earth really is the Planet of Death. . . . The | egends were right.

but, it's also the planet of life. | have the wild-flowers, and we can

replicate themall of them"
"I wish you well." Each word was hard, because | understood what she had not
said. What | knew and would not say, for there was no reason to, was that she
woul d carry my child: strange enough since | had never touched her, nor she



me, except once, when she had scratched ne, deeply enough to draw cel

sanmpl es—enough for DNA replication, though | doubted that had been her exact
i ntention.

"You, too, Coordinator." She offered a fornmal smle, inclined her head, and
turned. | watched her clinb into the shuttle. In her hand was an oval of

adi amant e, a rem nder that even the hardest substance in the universe can
fail.

For all our nets, for all our comunications, humans—cybs or dem s—are
aliens, aliens to each other, and to the universe, and that is why we nust
trust.

| wat ched, standing beside the white tower that was the inmage of the one that
had stood in Parwon, a tower that was now nelted white and bl ack gl ass rising
at the edge of steam ng ruins.

The hatch slid shut, and Kenra was gone, and so were the cybs, and so was the
conflict—until the next set of aliens.

Why do we wait? How could we do ot herw se?

| shook ny head. There was rebuilding to do—we'd need anot her asteroid
satellite defense net, and that meant noving anot her dozen or nore nickel-iron
asteroids into the ell spaces. Gven the anount of coercion |I'd enployed as
Coordinator, | was going to be busy at that, and satellite devel opnent and

mai nt enance for a long, long, tinme—aybe the rest of ny life.

The cybs—er soneone—woul d be back, but it would be | ong enough that the next
time it would be sonmeone el se's probl em

Arielle | ooked toward ne, and | pul sed at her. "Not for a nmonent."

| wal ked up the pernacrete to the north, into the wind, away fromthe others.
There was one other thing that 1'd put off too long. Alocial landing strip
wasn't perfect, but nowhere would ever be perfect. | took a deep breath and
pushed out a tentative pulse on the shaky, but now functioning uppernet.

"Ys| ena?"

"Father! You're there!"

"Not exactly. I'mtenporarily in Kl amat."

"Ch . . . the send-off for the cybs. | should have guessed. | should have
wat ched. "

"Not hi ng exciting. | gave a short sernon on trust and nutual respect. A

trunpet played, and they're shuttling up to the ship."
"You make it sound so uninmportant."

"It is. Wiat's inmportant is what |'ve put off for too long. What | never quite
said to your nother, but | didn't have to because she knew. You and I, we need
the words." | paused, struggling, "I'lIl be going back to Deseret. There's not
much | eft of the house, except black glass, but I"'mwell. Tired, but doing al
right. There won't be much free tine—and I owe so nuch conmptine I'll spend the
rest of ny life doing tech maintenance, but that's all right. There'll be

anot her house, in tine.



"I don't have much to say, except the inportant thing—+ |ove you. | always
have, and | always will, and it's taken ne too long to say it, because

al ways | et your mother do it."

"I knew, " she said softly.

"Knowi ng and hearing it are two different things, and you should hear it. That

| hadn't told you was sonething that hit nme. | was lucky. | survived and got
to tell you. I mght not have been." | swallowed. "Since there's no place for
you to come back to, not now, I'll be comng to see your reef, and, later, you

can come back to Deseret, when there's something there."
"That's not inportant. |I'mglad you linked."

So was |I. W talked nore, and the rest was interesting, but the inportant
t hi ngs had been sai d.

After we broke the link, | stood on the pernacrete as the rain filtered down
like mst, and a thousand klicks southwest, Swift-Fall-Hunter circled the
hilltop with the bl ack-glass center, then swng out over the valley.

Morgen had understood; so had Crucelle; | had not, though now I did.

There was another hilltop that coul d-and woul d—bear a home, and anot her set of
pi ions to run through, and another golden eagle ... in between the years of
conptime that stretched ahead, but the work woul d be good.

Morgen woul d not be there, though | owed her nore than | could ever repay, and
neither would Kenra, for all that she and the cybs had forced me to return to
life—but Yslena would be, and perhaps others, as the years passed. And al
woul d add to the future.

Klicks away, somewhere, Swift-Fall-Hunter circled, and I wi shed himwell, as I
wi shed the cybs wel | Kenra and those few others headed starward on their
borrowed ship, and those who |lived on Gates and el sewhere—hopi ng that they
woul d learn fromthe events we had survived, but not counting on that either

| only counted on today's sunlight and snow, on the rain that danpened ny
face.
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