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ACHI LLES' CHO CE

Chapter |

Jillian Shoner ran along the north edge of the quarry, toward a distant, silent ocean, into the
dawni ng sun.

Her breath vibrated in her mastoid process, nade sharp rasping sounds in her Commet ear link. In
her own very informed opinion, she sounded ragged and undi sci pli ned.

Hot fudge sundaes are a basic food group. The words were etched in acid, her self-
apprai sal as nerciless as the grade.

She unclipped the plastic bottle at her side, and sipped shallowy. Thin, faintly sweet,
with a briny edge. The drink was customfornulated fromanal ysis of her own sweat, a nutrient
sol uti on conposed chiefly of water and |ong-chain glucose polyners, with a few el ectrol yte
m neral s judiciously added. Jillian thought the sweat tasted better.

The air would heat soon. Mdrning chills burned off quickly of |ate, unusual for
Pennsylvania in late March. April and May woul d be hot.

She squeezed the bottle closed with her teeth, and pushed onward. Hal fway through now.
Sean Vorhaus woul d be nmeeting her for the last two miles of the run. Wth the first tickle of
fatigue her nmind, ordinarily the nmost orderly of instruments, began to wander. She focused, and
continued to dictate.

"Beverly: note. Mnd seeks patterns. Predictions. Wong here. dd math . . . says
weat her's chaotic. Initial conditions. Disease, noney, whatever. Try crine. Geek poets, storm

nmet aphor for personal change. Proposal-"

She panted, and wi ped away the trickle of sweat oozing frombeneath her terry-cloth
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headband. Her breathing normalized swiftly, and she continued.

"-use fractals, predict-global sociopolitical patterns. Determnine where chaos rul es human
life-"

Funny how conci se these notes al ways were. \Wien she was running, she couldn't spare the
breath! An athlete training at a reasonable |evel should still be able to talk . . . and unable to
sing; who was it tried that? And Beverly would edit out the gasping.

In print it would conme out nore like, "Although the human nind functions so as to seek
patterns and predictability within chaos, the peculiar mathematics of nmy chosen field suggest that
the only pattern ultimately discernible in weather is chaos itself. Wather is very sensitive to
initial conditions, as is disease con-
trol, the relative value of currency, and whatever else | can cone up with. This approach mi ght be
used to reduce crinme rates. But note: the Greek poets used storns as netaphors for drastic changes
i n human exi stence. Proposal: although currently considered inpractical, | believe that fractals
can be used to predict global sociopolitical patterns. The trick is to deternmine the degree to
whi ch chaos itself is a controlling factor in human life-"

The path split and she automatically chose the high road. The old mine lay at the feet of
the All egheny nountains, and had once been a source of coal and natural gas.

Energy sources and environnental concerns had shifted drastically in the |ast hundred
years. Thanks to the Council, there were probably forty billion tons of coal in the Pennsylvania
earth that woul d never be harvested. How many tons of snog did that translate into? How many
square nmles of soot-stained |ung tissue?

The deserted mne was an atavistic eyesore, a raw, mle-wi de slash. Long ago, nen had
ripped coal fromthe earth, nade it bleed black, carted away its flesh to heat hones and
i ndustrial furnaces. Today the Council had decreed cleaner sources: solar satellites, geotherna
stations, fusion reactors.

The strip mne lay before Jillian, around her, a barren wonb. Its grueling inclines and
sudden, twi sty depths were a challenge to mnd and body, an ideal preparation for the rigors to
cone.

So lost in reverie was Jillian that she failed to hear Sean's famliar rhythmc stride
until he was ten feet away.

Sean Vorhaus was taller than she, and broader through the chest, with a |onger stride. But
he was a sprinter, with a sprinter's power in his upper body. Jillian was built to run mles, not
meters. Her other physical discipline added the torso nuscle that nmade them an obvi ous social item
around Pennsyl vani a Tech

Sean's ruddy face glistened with sweat as he cane abreast of her. They nanaged a quick
bunpi ng ki ss wi thout breaking stride.

Ah, the glories of coordination

"How s the hip this norning?" he asked.

"No nore 'click click."'

"Any word from Beverly?" He pointed to her Commet. The Council mght try to reach her now,
she supposed . . . but she didn't expect any contact before noon. Even so, it was conforting to
know t hat whenever or wherever the call cane, whatever the answer was, she woul d know.

Their footsteps seened to nerge. "You know how | feel, Jill.""'

She nodded. The grade steepened. They took a seventy-degree sprint up a ridge of ash and
shattered stone, breathlessly matching strides, Behind themthe nmorning sun had cast a sl ender
silvery wedge on the western rimof the quarry.

Day was here. Alnpbst certainly their last together. No natter what the Council's decision
things coul d never be the sane between them Sean could never again be coach and mentor. Probably
not |over. Perhaps not even friend.

A chill swept her, and she focused on the steady rolling stroke of sole against rock

The incline leveled out. Jillian's breathing nornmalized swiftly. The dark, stony earth
turned beneath her shoe, but she didn't stumble. Her ankles were strong. By both nature and
nurture, her entire body was as durable and flexi ble as copper wire. She conpensated, caught her
bal ance, and ran on.

Sean brushed a lick of brown hair back fromhis forehead. "In a couple of hours. . . you
won't be mine anynore."

| never was.

The thought reached her lips, but went no further

Sean saw the tension of restraint, nmsinterpreted its neani ng, and hushed what he thought
woul d be a cloying endearnent. "Let's"-he huffed for air-"not kid each other. Not now. You'll nake
the team And you're going for the gold. Even . . . if you cone back to Penn Tech, you'll be

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille's%20Choice.txt (2 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:22 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

different. Linked. Just want you to know'-he puffed, sucking wind as she picked the pace up-
"woul dn't have nissed this for the world. Al of this-"

She tried to speak again.

"Bullshit," he said am ably. "Save breath. Need it. Race you to the bikes."

He broke into a run. As always, she dredged up strength from sonewhere in her reserves to
follow him match him And as al ways, especially now, on this last of their days together, she was
careful not to pass him

There were cl asses schedul ed at Pennsyl vani a Techni cal University, but no one expected
Jillian Shomer to attend them Not today.

She would wait for the word. Yes, or no. Go or stay.

Armin armthey returned to her dormroom They took a hot, |eisurely shower together
sluicing away the perspiration, soaping each other's bodies |avishly. Her |Iong hard biceps fenoris
muscl es tingled as the warm pul sing water dissolved knots of tension

And as they showered, Jillian's multifunction personal data Simulacrum Beverly anal yzed
her run. As always, Bev's critique was nmerciless and precise. As always, it was given in a
cunningly programred Southern lilt.

"-conpensating for the grade, your stride altered to twenty-three inches."

Jillian waited for the carefully crafted sounds of disapproval

"Tsk, tsk, Jill. Is this the best you can do? W both know that twenty-five"-Beverly
pronounced the nunber twenny-fahve-"is optinmum for your height and present weight."

Sean chortled. "Bev slays ne."

"Energy," Jillian called, spitting water.

"Ener gy netabolism appears adequate
m st ake, honey."

"And what was that?"

"When you tinkled this norning, | got a urine sanmple-"

Jillian grimaced, and whi spered to Sean: "Remind me to disconnect the toilet nmonitor."

" Hah!"

"-and it looks to ne like you snuck in a little snack since yesterday."

"Me? Me? How could you say such a thing?"

"Sugar," Bev said reprovingly. "Based on al kal oid content and protein chromatography, the
cont raband was nost |ikely a hot fudge sundae."

"Quilty as charged. Bravo, Beverly."

A pregnant pause. "But you nmde a little

"Jillian, dear child, your nutritional profile is solid enough to survive an occasi ona
dal li ance, but don't expect ne to applaud.”
Jillian towel ed off as she left the shower, and watched as a hol ographi c scan of her body

appeared in the air before her. Pools of color-coded glitter swirled in the inage, displaying
circulation and nuscle tension

She | ay stomach-down on her bed, eyes on the shimering i nage. Sean knelt beside her

H s fingers were magical, easing knots of tension fromplaces so tight they hadn't had
roomto scream She rolled over, and her towel fell away.

At the age of twenty-three, Jillian Shoner still seened to have baby fat al ong her jaw,
unl ess she bit down hard to reveal the nmuscle protecting her neck. Her face, franed by short
bl onde hair, was too strongly angular to be sheerly decorative, softened only by eyes which were
oak-brown with fl ecks of enerald. She mi ght have been considered plain, except when smiling or
talking. In nmuch the sane way, her body was too solidly nuscled, her subcutaneous fat pared too
finely for any classically fem nine i mage. But when she was in notion

Ah, that was quite a different thing. In notion, Jillian was liquid light, a synphony of
power and grace, and ordinary standards sinply didn't apply.

"U trasound anal ysis reveals a weakness in the left Achilles tendon, which is caused by
tension in the right hip flexor."

" Suggesti on?"

"Twof ol d. First, postpone your plyonetric speed drills while we run institute
rehabilitative |l ateral gastrocnem us exercise."

"Fine. And the second?"

Beverly paused, alnost shyly. "Wll, |I'd recomrend some form of nassage to hel p your hips
rel ax, honey. Maybe that big burly hunk of a man has sone suggestions."

Sean guffawed, rolled her and scooped her into his arnms. "Cheating!" he said. "That's what
she al ways prescribes.”
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"We think alike is all. Right, Bev?"

"Hunmph. A Sout hern | ady doesn't watch such goi ngs-on."

"In that case, switch off."

“Have fun, children."”

Sean and Jillian |aughed together, and then quieted. How could they nake this seem casual ?
Everything they said or did had a ring of finality to it.

"I don't want to look at the clock," she whispered.

He smiled. "Wiat do you want ?"

"Just hold ne. "Grd up thy loins nowlike a man...""

“Huh?"

"Job thirty-eight, verse three."

"Pretty randy for a Bible verse." He brushed her lips with his, then nuzzled the nape of
her neck until her breathing grew deep and ragged. "And what did it say after that?"

Her voice was thick, and swallow ng was an effort. "Something about 'laying the
foundati ons of the Earth.

" Anmbi tious."

She pressed herself against him "Just hold me until they call. | don't want to think
"1l go crazy if | think."

He was good that way. They were good for each other, that way. For Jillian, he was the

only one who had ever been able to stop the madness, stop the daydreaning, the endl ess carousel of
t hought .

Then why couldn't | belong to hinf

Because | don 't belong to nyself.

For Sean, the future neant a position on the board of Penn Tech, tenure, publication
preci ous Commet access tine.

For her, the stakes were the whole world. So they held each other until the wall rang,
beckoni ng her back to reality. And safely cocooned in Sean's wiry arnms, she heard the news she
needed, feared, the words she hoped for

When the glorious rows of O ynpians marched in Athens, Jillian Shoner could well be anong
t hem

And sonetine between now and then, she would have to nake a terrible decision

Life. Death. Victory.

"Achilles' choice," Sean whispered.

And for the last time, they nade |ove.

The being that called hinself Saturn sat in his Void, a spider crouched in the mdst of an
infinite web, with strands that reached into every aspect of conmunication and information
retrieval on Earth. Jillian Shonmer's nane slid past his awareness, barely noted. She was one of
t housands of finalists fromall over the world. Many of themwould make it to Athens. Few would
live to great age.

He couldn't afford to care, and didn't. In a few seconds he scanned the entirety of her
academ c and athletic career, calculated the odds against her, and filed her away with the file
fl agged.

She really hadn't nuch of a chance. He would watch her esthetic event, though. Her concept
was appeal i ng, one that he might have tried hinself, [ong ago, in another life.

Chapter 2

Sean's fingers touched her shoulders, the taste of his kiss still warmon her nmouth. H's eyes had
|l eft her face, were focused on the line of gleam ng tube cars behind her. A pleasantly synthesized
voi ce sang out the current stream of departures and arrivals for Pittsburgh Central

She circled his waist, crushing herself against the hard bands of nuscle. She fought to
absorb him inpress himupon her nmenory: ice-blue eyes, thin firmnouth, black hair, Apollonian
torso. A scent tinged with nmusk and fresh citrus. H's heart pounded its |anguid rhythm and hers
sped to match it

"We'll see each other again,"” he said finally.

"I't won't be the sanme."” Dam it, she had prom sed herself she wouldn't snivel

"I't never is." He tilted her chin up. "And who is it that taught ne that?"

She managed a snmile, went up to tiptoe, pressing her nouth against his again, |ips parted,
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sealing their goodbye with a ferocity that shocked her

Then she stepped back and, w thout another word, entered the nearest car on the Denver
platform She found a seat and threaded her ticket through the chair arm The door closed behind
her. The line of window ess cars slid forward, like the first nonent of a roller coaster ride,
down and down and down.

Part of her had expected the royal treatnent, brass bands and ticker tape and a chorus of
hal | el uj ahs to wi sh her bon voyage. She felt utterly al one.

No one understood the isolation of total discipline. For ten years there had been little
social life, less free tine.

Only the endl ess, grinding cycle of training and research. Utinmately, it had pushed even Sean to
t he out si de.

At | east she had Beverly. Beverly's personality core resided in an optical wafer in her
wal | et. She knew she was indul gi ng her paranoia, but it was a conscious indul gence. Once in Denver
she coul d hook back into Beverly's main banks through Commet. . . but she had heard horror
stories, and never traveled without a core. Beverly had been her cybernetic nursemaid, chil dhood
friend, study partner, confidante, and |lab assistant. Utimtely, Beverly had been the only
shoul der for Jillian to cry on when her nother died el even years ago.

She woul d not risk Beverly.

As she flashed within the earth, as weightless as a | ost ghost, she felt that al oneness
nmore starkly. She seened to be passing over an invisible neridian. Mre than tinme and di stance
were being traversed here. And if she made the w ong deci sion

She squeezed her eyelids shut, and tried not to think for the rest of her seventy-mnute
ride. The train fell through the bowels of the earth at nearly orbital speed. Its silence was
broken only by the thunder of her heartbeat as it returned, stroke by slow stroke, to its resting
pace of forty-six beats a minute

The Denver station was a honeyconb of concrete and stainless steel, so like the Pittsburgh
depot that it was disorienting. The price of standardization. Transportation had built the depot,
and the Council liked uniformty.

She | ooked out across the crowd, searching for a famliar face. Only strangers were to be
seen, but in an odd way, they were famly. In whatever city, whatever country, at whatever craft
they toiled, nmore than at any other period in history, the citizens of Earth were one united
peopl e. These fol k had never known the specter of war. Fam ne and pestil ence were distant nmenories
for mobst of them These were the children of a newtine, the first generation with the power to
meke a perfect world.

Most specifically, a world in which friction between its conponent parts was bei ng reduced
to somet hi ng approachi ng zero.

By the tine the Council had formed, |ess than 30
percent of Anerican adults were registered to vote, and | ess than 45 percent of those used the
privilege. The nations of Earth were dying institutions, inmpotent relics of a nore prinitive age
And who really cared?

A cardboard placard held by pale slender fingers caught her attention. It said: JILLIAN

She squirmed her way through the crowd.

The man hol di ng the placard was thin-marathonthin, his posture Iike a question nmark, his
facial bones too prom nent. An age ago his bright boyish good | ooks had reached through a TV set
to capture a young Jillian's heart. There wasn't nuch left of that. He had huge hands, their skin
stretched so tight that they seened anphibian. She pretended not to notice.

Boost er-i nduced acronegaly. Wthin nonths he would be an utter grotesque. If he lived that
| ong.

A thick belt around his wai st was the only prosthetic systemshe could see. A
m croprocessing systemin the belt perforned millions of operations per second, comrunicating with
inmplants in the owner's liver, pancreas, spine, heart, and brain. The massively invasive techni que
could slow, but not halt, the inevitable deterioration

H s nmouth was unexpectedly warmand friendly. H's eyes, gray-green, invited her to share a

world filled with m schievous secrets. "Jillian Shomer?"
"Abner Warren Collifax?" Both were unnecessary questions.
He offered an arm She took it, found it disconcertingly skeletal. "Conme on. Your |uggage

is coded through already. It should be down the chute and in the car by the time we get there."
"Privil ege?"
"You're one of the elite, and don't you forget it. | can guarantee you no one else will."

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille’s%20Choice.txt (5 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:22 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

She liked him his eyes and his thin tousled hair and nost of all the way he had nade
peace with his awful burden

The Denver station's standardi zed sweep of featureless, curving walls began to change as
t hey approached the escalators. A kinetic wall tapestry shinmered in the tunnels, depicting a
vista of iron-gray mountains speckled in white. As they boarded the escal ator, the seasons
changed. The white mantle grew thicker and whiter. Tiny skiers flew down the sl|opes.

Abner was one step ahead of her, shifting his weight unconfortably fromone foot to
anot her: a touch of hyperkinesis.

Shyly, Jillian said, "I watched you four years ago, in your second O ynpiad."

"You're surprised to see ne still around?" He brayed | aughter

She was instantly enbarrassed. "Pleased. Only four Americans have ever conbi ned judo and
fellrunning. I'mlooking forward to working with you."

"If you still feel that way in nine weeks, | haven't been doing ny job."

They energed i nto an underground val et garage. Rows of electric cars gleaned in the
artificial light, each nosed up to a charging post. Luggage was al ready coasting out of wall
chutes. Jillian squinted, wondering which car mght belong to this gangling nman who had fought so

bravely, and borne his second, termnal defeat with such courage.

A silver needl e-wedge coupe glided up to them Her bags had been piled into the back
Abner punched a tip into his wistlink, touched it to the pinply attendant's badge. The badge
gl owed and quietly said:

"Thank you very much, M. Collifax. Mst generous." The attendant held the door for them As they
drove up the ranp, Abner chuckled. "You' ve got to wonder, don't you?"

"Wonder what ?" The sunlight nade her squint as they energed into the open. Denver was
intimdating. Al glowing chrone and dull glass, crowding out life, a nmutant forest claw ng up
into a cloudl ess sky.

"The attendant," Abner said after a pause so long her m nd had wandered. "He progranms his
badge to thank you if you tip high. Maybe it curses you if you tip low. | can tip himwthout
touchi ng his hand. They've kind of got the people out of the |oop, don't they?"

"You've got a weird mnd."

"One of a kind." He grinned.

Ahead of themlay the Rocky Mountai ns.

Nestled into the foot of those slate-gray peaks was the Rocky Mountain Sports Research
Facility, visible fromten nmiles away as a symretrical array of dones and cubes. Jillian
experienced a wave of déja vu as they passed an angle identical to that of the airport nural. Then
Abner glided on, and the nonment passed.

"How are the acadenic facilities?"

“"You'll find everything that you need. | don't think you'll need that p-core."

"Just the sane-"

"dd friends are the best."

The car delivered themto the gate in four nore mnutes. It slid open at the silent urging
of their guidance unit.

"Have you nade a decision about the operation?"

The question was just a touch too innocent. She had been waiting for it, and was only
surprised that it had taken so long to arrive.

"First, I want to see how | stack up." She chose each word carefully. "Just ne. No
nmodi fications. |'ve been working on sone noni nvasive techni ques of nmy own, and |I'm hoping."
"Hope, " he | aughed. "I renenber hope."

“It's alive and well."

"And living in obscurity."

He pulled up to her dormitory, a three-tiered beige cube. Only a pink and blue trim of
hyaci nt hs around the base gave it any senblance of grace. "W'Ill have a general neeting in about
forty mnutes."

"I'"I'l be there. And thanks."

"Thank you," he said. Sonething that m ght have been pride flitted across that ruined
face. "Thanks for asking for ne."

“"You're the best | could find, Abner. You were one of the greats."

“I"'malso a dinosaur looking for a tar pit. Sone people don't want nme here. Mybe they
don't want to be reminded.” He ran thin fingers through thinner hair. "Anyway. Wl cone to the
death canmp."
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She slid her rucksack out of the back seat, then | eaned her head in. "Abner?"

"Yes?"

"You don't resent it, do you?"

"I knew what | was doing, Jillian. Just

“What ?"

Abner seened to fight with hinmself, deciding how nuch of himself to share. "Wll, | had
two silvers and a bronze. The guy who beat nme in acadenics delivered a paper on the relationship
between illiteracy and crime. He claimed we could cut the crinme rate by thirty percent just by

rearrangi ng the educational priorities in grade school. He took gold, that's how i npressed they
were."

"That must have hurt."

"That didn't." Sonme vast and distant pain floated behind his eyes. "The A ynpiad is about
finding the best and harvesting their knowl edge and their genes. Wat hurt is that he was w ong.
He had to have been wong, because they never used it."

She stared at him "Who was he?"

He paused, and then smled crookedly. "Russian. Name of Pushkin. Dead now. He only took
the one gold."

I ce touched the nape of her neck. And Abner, too. Dying for |ack of gold.

They were both silent, and Jillian knew that he was about to | eave. Before he could speak
she said, "Abner. The truth, okay? Knowi ng what you know now, would you do it again? Wuld you
Boost if you were ne?"

He | eaned back into his seat. The clownish grin di sappeared. "Wuld | have your skill?
Your basic talent?"

"Better still. You could have yours."

"This old nan bl esses you."

"Stop stalling. Wuld you take the Boost ?"

He grinned crookedly. "In a hot second." And the car cruised away.

Jillian lugged her belongings into the building, up the stairs. A tickle of perspiration
had worned its way down her back by the tinme she reached the second | evel. Her footsteps echoed
enptily in the deserted hallway. She heard di stant shouts and t hunps of exertion

She | eaned her forehead agai nst one of the w ndows, and | ooked out over an outdoor track

A battery of scanning devices were posted at sixteenth marks on a half-mle oval. Lithe
figures jogged, sprinted, |eapt. Her heart trip-hanmered.

The fifty-foot ribbed dome to the east would be the sports nedicine facility. There, her
m nd and body woul d be taxed to the nmaxi num

And over there . . . a converted dormtory, given nowo.

"That's the acadenic center," a nale voice said behind her. She spun to face a young man
of perhaps twenty-five years. H's nassively nuscul ar body strained at a gold-trimwarmup jacket.
A soft, round face, with bright green eyes framed by extrenely black hair. He was pushing a smal
covered cart.

"What ?"

"That's the acadenic center," he said al nost apologetically. "I figured that you were
I ooking at it, and maybe wondering." He w ped huge hands on his red, white, and blue nylon sweat
pants, and offered one to Jillian. "H . Jeff Tonpkins."

"Jillian Shomer. | saw you at the last O ynpiad. You went bronze, didn't you?"

H s answering smle was shy, a little nervous. "Yeah. This is ny last chance." He bit back
sonme ot her comment, and nuscles along the base of his jaw | eapt.

"Ah-what's in the cart?" Jillian asked. That twitch at his jaw was fascinating. Now that
she noticed it, it seened to pulse regularly, like a little lizard running around under his skin.

He smil ed sheepishly again, and lifted the lid.

Jillian sucked in her breath. "You did this?"

He nodded.

The marvel was perhaps seventeen inches along the base. Jeff Tonpkins had carved an ivory
nodel of a palatial estate, conplete with towers and gardens and arches and mi ni ature fountains,
pillars and statues and even a tiny horse-drawn carriage at a miniature nmain gate.

"What in the world?"

"Ch," he said vaguely. "It's the palace built by Le Vau and Mansart for Louis XIV. At
Versailles, of course.” He pointed, his thick fingers so nmuch | arger than the miniature work that
Jillian could hardly believe her eyes. "See here? The Cour d' Honneur, with little statues of

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille’s%20Choice.txt (7 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:22 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

Ri chel i eu, and Du CGuesclin, and Louis of course. Hi s voice grew absent. "The Cour Royal e, and

behi nd that the Cour de Marbre. . . the palace Chapelle was started by Mansart in 1699, but Robert
de Cotte finished it . . . | need to touch it up. | was worried about how it would travel."

"My God. It's boggling. Howlong . . . ?"

He shrugged. "Four years. | started right after last Athens. | figured, you know, better
go for it."

She touched it gingerly. "Elephant ivory . . . ?"

"Of course not. Manmoth. Part of the '17 Siberian excavation." A faint smile curled his
thin lips. "Well, better go. Welcone to the club, Jillian. | sure wish you the best of luck." He
turned and headed down the hall, pushing his cart with its precious cargo.

Jillian watched Jeff until he di sappeared around the corner, and then took her rucksack

down to room 303. She nudged t he door open with her foot.

A short black worman sat at a conputer table. She wore cutoffs that exposed corded cal ves
and thighs and a powerful upper body. Her tightly curled hair was cropped very short. \Wen Jillian
entered the room the woman rose and spun with that liquid grace which inplies perfect
coordi nation. The shorter woman apprai sed her for a nonent, and then grinned hugely.

"You nust be Jillian Shoner. Fractals and judo?"

"And fell-running."”

A dark hand was extended to her. It was strong, and hard with callus. "I'mHolly Lakein
Mol ecul ar bi ol ogy and the bal ance beam Chess. Do you play?"

"Not really."”

"Ch." She grinned, and waved a hand at the
conputer table. A visual field projected a chess set conposed of sinple geonetric shapes. Wen
Holly's finger brushed a bishop, it skittered across the board to the next square. "Just

reexam ni ng Anderssen- Dufresne, 1852. Berlin. Wat they call the 'Evergreen' game. | think |'ve
found a new response to the Queen Sacrifice that won the gane."

Jillian smled politely. "That nust be very exciting."

"Yeah . . . well " Holly shrugged. "Hell with it." She notioned toward a frane bunk
on the far side of the room "That one okay?"

"Sure." Jillian tossed her rucksack down on the bed, and watched under her armas Holly
floated to a closet, pulled down sheets and bl ankets, and tossed themto Jillian with a flip of

her wrists.

Hol I'y' s econom cal perfection of novenment was captivating, even applied to so nmundane a
task. Every joint seemed to be an oiled ball bearing; every exquisitely toned nuscle noved in
perfect sequence.

“"When did you have it done?"

Holly grinned again. "Forty days ago. The Boost is peaking now, and will plane for the
next month. Then we'll crank it up again. Hoping to hit Everest just about Athens."

"Aren't you scared?"

"Of course,” Holly said. "But then again, ny research is on the reversal or stabilization
of the process itself."

"You mean . . . without Linking? |I didn't think that was possible."

"Ask Abner."

The room was arched loftily. The light seened to cone from everywhere and nowhere
filtering down fromthe ceiling |like a spray of nobondust. Through the wall-w de wi ndows Jillian

coul d see the Rocky Mountains, their reality less vivid than a train station nural.

An irritatingly thin voice brought her attention back to the front of the room The voice
bel onged to a tanned, slender wonman whose sad eyes and pouchy cheeks rem nded Jillian of a shaved
housecat. "For those of you who don't know, |'mDr. Andrea Kelly, your liaison with the Rocky
Mount ai n Sports Medicine Facility. | would like to welcome all of you to the North American
corporate and national training canp for the El eventh A ynpiad. "

There was a polite smattering of applause. Jillian | ooked out over conpetitors nearest
her, recogni zing few of them Mst were faces without names. A few were faces and events.

There, sitting in a cluster on the left side of the room was the track squad. Powerfu
but |ean, they seened as nervously alert as antelope in dry season. She tried to guess their
nodi fications: artificial knee joints? Synthetic henogl obi n?

Near them were the power lifters, recognizable fromtheir gigantic deltoids and the
enormous sweep of the lats. The other O ynpians avoided them These nonsters were Boosted, and on
them t he Boost had worked its nost extrene miracle. Miuscle and bone had thickened to a sinian
density. Their hands knotted and unknotted conpul sively, and a pal pable air of |eashed aggression
hung in the air about them
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From pictures in various scientific nmagazines she recogni zed faces: a discus thrower who
speci alized in underwater teleconmunications. The article said his spine had been prosthetically
restructured to allow greater torque. A regional |ightweight wonen's power |ifting chanmpion with
m croprocessors inplanted in the nmotor end plates of nuscles in thighs and back. Her doctoral
thesis had been inmediately classified by Wrld Security.

Al'l | ooked to be between eighteen and thirty-two.

Andrea Kelly was still speaking. Her high, reedy voice barely needed anplification
"Everyone here understands the stakes. You have nade serious decisions, sacrifices, lost jobs and
friends, separated yourselves fromfamly for the sake of our quest." She paused.

Two seats down fromJillian, a blond, wiry Iightweight westler nuttered "Qur quest? Wat
you nmean we, white man?" A black man next to the westler highfived him and there was a wave of
nasty | aughter.

"Three or four of you still have unresolved issues. This nmight be a good opportunity to
di scuss them "

A nmassive armwas raised on the other side of the room and Dr. Kelly gave its owner the
floor. Jeff Tonpkins stood. He was wearing a cut-off shirt, and his nuscul ature was even nore
pronounced. Hi s upper arns and shoul ders were a grotesque relief-map of veins and nuscul ar
striation. "I'mJeff Tonpkins."

"Hi, Jeff."

"Aum. . . Doc Kelly. A lot of us have already made our decision about Boost. | just want
it out on the floor for the ones who haven't. Sonetines peopl e Boost even when they don't have to.
I throw the hanmer, so | need the speed and power. But if you' re not in a pure power sport, what
are the chances of a gold or silver w thout the Boosting?"

"And just why do you care, Jeff?"

He | ooked at her with undisguised contenpt. "You get your data whether we live or not.
We're not 1-lab rats you can use up and throw away. Like | said- | nade ny choice. | don't regret
it. But for some of the others, it's the wong dammed choice."

Dr. Kelly tried to smle, and finally arranged her features in an expression of dignified
neutrality. "The choice is nore problenmatic for those of you who do not conpete in a |linear skill
In other words: how fast do you run, how high do you junp, how nuch can you lift? Those of you in
gymastics, westling, or fencing cannot just | ook at the record tapes and conpare your
performances with those of past gold and silver medalists. There's a gray zone.

"Most of your lives you' ve been surrounded by less gifted intellects, |ess devel oped
bodi es. If you have been involved in sports where strategy and skill are nore inportant than
simpl e speed or strength, you may question the val ue of Boosting.

"Let me answer your inplicit question as explicitly as | can. |f un-Boosted, regardl ess of
what ever other nodifications you may have nade to your mnus
des, nervous system or skeletal structure, you will be conpeting with O ynpians who have a
fifteen to twenty percent advantage over you in both the physical and psychol ogi cal realns.”

The young man fidgeted, shifting fromside to side in a manner reniniscent of a snal
child. Finally, he said, "Yeah. That's what | wanted to hear." And he sat down.

There was a ripple of sound. One of the wrestlers stage-whi spered "Buck-buck-buckawnk!"
and sonebody hal fheartedly shushed him
Jillian stood.

"Doctor," she said. "As long as the floor is open, | have a question, too. The point of
the Aynpiad is to select the best. Wiy confine the definition of '"best' to those willing to risk
death or disablenment within nine years? That has al ways troubled ne."

Andrea Kelly's eyes bored into her. "Well, ah...Jillian . . . You're the newest one here,
and of course this discussion has come up several times before. The Aynpiad is for those with
enough confidence in their own abilities to risk everything. That peculiar, Uncoachable capacity
for confidence produces chanpi ons. Enables a human being to put everything on the line. That's one

definition of a "warrior,"' isn't it? Wll, we don't have wars anynore. But sonme people still need,
and want, to test thensel ves against the very best." She smiled brilliantly. "Confusion aside, |
know you' re one of those people, or you wouldn't be here, Jillian. To those who will risk nuch,

much will be given."

Dr. Kelly seened to expect applause, and waited for it. After a pause there was a polite
smattering, but she was clearly unconfortable.

Jillian waited until even that small accol ade had died. "I see," she said, and sat down.

Dr. Kelly nervously scratched an ear, |ooking out at a group which was unexpectedly still.
The room seened to grow warner. She cleared her throat. "Tonorrow," she offered, "our special
guest will be Donny Crawford."
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There was a nmurnur of recognition and approval fromthe audience. Jillian's reaction was
i nst ant aneous, and vi scer al

The honey-gol d perfection of his body in notion, disnounting fromthe uneven parall el
bars. The deceptively boyi sh manner which nmasked a startling clarity of thought. The dark bl ue of
his eyes as he accepted the gold in nmenory of those who had died in its pursuit.

She renmenbered himas he stood four years ago, straight and tall before a Council -
appoi nted panel, carefully explaining the mathemati cal nodel for worldwi de air traffic control. He
had revol uti oni zed consuner aeronautics with that one talk. He had competed in four events, won
three gold and one silver. She guessed that maybe fifty mllion fenmal e viewers would have had a
baby with himthen and there.

Wiy be sexist? Probably ten nillion nen had considered it, too.

Donald Crawford had nade it. He was one of the few whose ganble had paid off. Those
fifteen to twenty per O ynpiad were paraded before the public once or twice a year, with great
cer enony.

Those who failed to make it at their first Qynpiad snled bravely and trained Iike
fiends. Those who failed a second tine .

Li ke Abner?
presently died.

Chapter 3
"Test run," Jillian said crisply. She slipped Beverly's core into her desk consol e, and waited.
And waited. Presently a distant voice said: "Jillian?"

"Ri ght here, Beverly."

"You just wait there a mnute, sugar. | was in the shower."

Maki ng adj ustnents to the system she neant. "lI've got all the tinme you need," Jillian
sai d.

Hol Iy was concentrating on her chessboard, but when Jillian broke away fromthe

installation procedure, her roommate picked up the broken threads of their conversation. "So
where were we? Neurotransmtters?”

"Right."

Holly ticked off nanes on her fingers. "Choline, acetylcholine, dopam ne, all that crowd.
The conmuni cations brigade. The thing you' ve gotta understand is that your survival is based on
stayi ng bal anced between extrenme states. It's a weird equilibrium"

"Just a minute. |'mstarting to get sonething here."
The visual field flickered, and Jillian was |ooking at her own face. The mirror-Jillian's
skin dissolved, leaving a glowing skull. Bone followed, until a disenbodi ed brain bobbled in the

m ddl e of the field. A chair appeared beneath it, tilted onto two | egs. The brain bal anced on top
of the chair. |Incandescently brown eyes popped fromthe ends of the optic nerves.

"Beverly, that's disgusting."

"But roughly accurate,"” Holly chuckled. "She's trying. You must have a fun Void."

"Il wing her neck. Anyway, you were sayi ng?"

"Boost tinkers with the bal ance, nakes your brain select perfornmance over health.”

The field changed. The brain grew stork | egs, began junping through circus hoops. The
hoops caught fire, and calliope nusic began to play in the background.

"I think Beverly is fully installed,"” Jillian said wyly.

"Have her access the files on Boost."

"Al'l right. Test, Beverly. | need effects of Boost on the human nervous system"
The field pulsed with blue fog. "Long and short tern?" her Sinmulacrum s voice asked.
"Yep."

“Mul ti phasic. Mdst noticeably a nassive rel ease of androgenic growth hornones. This effect
takes nonths." As Beverly spoke, nore crispness and personality filled her voice.

"Expect an increase in aggression and in coordination. There are nental effects. darity
and speed of thought increased up to fifty-two percent. An average of twenty-five percent."

"Thanks, Bev. That's all for now. "

Jillian shut the unit down.

She scanned the room and thought it small but confortable. Al of her clothing was stored
away, chairs and tables rearranged, and it was starting to feel like honme. Wth Beverly now
installed, Jillian felt she was ready.
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"What are you thinking?" Holly asked.

"I don't know. Boost, maybe. It sounds so good."

"And costs so much. For about eight years you're a superman. It's probably tw ce as good
as any other ergononetric technique. O any conbination of techniques, for that matter. Then
surprise! Your own body eats you."

"But you Boosted anyway, Holly."

“Yeah, but 1'm1looking for |oopholes. It's a nmug's gane for the rest of you. Cancer

epi | epsy, acronegaly. You get just two chances to go for gold, Jillian. Achilles didn't get nuch
of a choice.”

Holly returned to her chess gane. Jillian sank down into her chair, and |istened to her
thoughts for a mnute. She had not yet Boosted. She'd have to choose soon

The tale was told to three billion TV sets during

every A ynpiad. The gods had offered Achilles a short, glorious life, or .a long dull one. He
chose glory .
Behi nd her, Holly screamed "Mate!"

Wil e she i Mmersed herself in her norning workout, Jillian watched the others in the gym
Their bodies had that telltale Boosted angularity. Jillian wal ked out onto the mat, her new judo
gi crisp and just a little scratchy against her skin. Her black belt was knotted carefully, the
white threads pale beneath the frayed surface. A worn black belt inplied that the practitioner was
nor e experienced.

She renmenbered when she first earned her dan ranking, and the eveni ngs she had rubbed her
new, starchy belt against cenment, dipped it in bleach, sliced it shallowly with razors, trying to
prematurely age her synbol of rank. She found the nenory enbarrassing, not funny. Poor strategy.
Strive to be underestimated! What had old Sun Tsu said? "At the beginning, be as coy and
frightened as a maiden. Then when the eneny gives you an opening, rush in and crush him"

Abner approached her with the sanme oddly di sconnected novenent he had di spl ayed at the
train station, |ike a puppet suspended from rubber bands instead of strings. Sonmetines it was hard
to believe he had been one of the top judo players in the world.

"Are we ready to work today?"

"Let's get to it."

He gave her a swift visual inspection, and nodded curtly. Abner |led her out onto a mat
sandwi ched with
pressure sensors. The air shimered with an 1/Ofield, recording all actions as well as projecting
what ever illusions m ght be necessary to evoke maxi mum performance.

Her opponent m ght have been a hunan being, so carefully was its appearance crafted. One
could barely see the third |l eg, a slender stalk that projected to the rear to mai ntain bal ance.
Its face was robotically neutral

Jillian touched it, felt the balance. She inspected the fingers and hands, noting the
hydraulics, the servonotors, the magnetic |ocks that would cling to the layer of foil in her gi

Wth the slightest of hissing sounds, it bowed to her

She gi ggl ed.

"Worked on a Grappler Twel ve before?" Abner asked.

"No, but we had a Nine available to us at P. Tech."

"The Grappler Twelve has faster reflexes, and a better grip-you' re webbed up under your
gi? Gherwise it won't really be able to grasp you."

"Yes. We can do a check."

"We're going to be evaluating you for strength, balance, and coordi nation. Speed and
endurance will be checked | ater, against a |ive opponent."

"Ready," Jillian said.
Bal anced on its skeletal third leg, the Grappler noved in. Jillian extended her hands, and
they gripped each other's sleeves, the Gappler's magnetic fingertips locking to the foil |ayer of

her gi. The webbing that cocooned her body and attached it to the inside of the gi worked
perfectly: the Twelve's grip was nuch nore convincing than a N ne.

Jillian pivoted, slid her hip inside, and perforned a perfect ogoshi hip throw The
G appler flew over her back and crashed into the nat. Its | egs contracted and extended, gyros
whirred. It righted itself in less than two seconds, and was back

This time Jillian used a deashi harai foot sweep. The Gappler did a clever little dance,
and canme very close to reversing the nove

She | owered her hips, dropping her center of nass. The G appl er suddenly went top-heavy,
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easy to upend and smash into the mat.

She was enjoyi ng hersel f.

Abner watched, no hint of clownishness on his face, no laughter in his eyes as he watched
the vectors play out in hol ographic display.

The test went on and on. Throw ng, being thrown, coning to grips and taking the G appler
to the mat. There the robot was weak on technique, but conpensated with awesone | everage.

Pushi ng herself now, she tied it up in a succession of nmat holds and chokes, and forced it
to beep submi ssion three tines.

At the end of an hour, Jillian was sopping wet, and blowing for air.
"Very good," Abner said blandly. "Now | think it's tinme for a human opponent."
"What ?"

He smiled evilly. "The Grappler is decent for a readout or a warmup, but there's nothing
like a little honest human flesh."

Jillian was still gasping as he led her to another mat. A very blond woman two inches
shorter than Jilhan waited there. "I want you to neet Osa Gevstad. She's going to work with you
t oday. "

Al t hough shorter, Osa was heavi er through the shoul ders. They probably wei ghed the sane.

Her hair, cut short, did little to offset the butchiness of her overall appearance: hard,
springy muscle, heavy bone structure, a level of energy so high she seenmed to vibrate. Her eyes
were slightly bl oodshot, a frequent synptom of Boost.

Gsa's face tightened as she sniled. There was hunor but no warmth there. "You are the
Aneri can who does not need Boost. W will see.”

Jillian glared at Abner, not appreciating this at all

The two wonen bowed and circled each other, nmoving into position. Their fingers sought
grips on the gi sleeves as their hips twitched in feint, and they catstepped for position. Csa's
hands changed positions as lightly as butterflies.

Abner's right, she had to adnmit. There's nothing like human fl esh

Gsa spun tightly and went into ogoshi hip-throw position. Halfway into position she

dropped | ower, extended her leg to scythe Jillian's knees.
Jillian somersaulted into the throw, curled into a ball except for the hand that gripped
Gsa's shoul der and the foot that tucked into the blonde's gut. As Jillian hit the mat her own

monent um heaved Gsa up in a devastating tonoenage stomach throw Osa flipped Iike a gymmast, but
| anded on the balls of her feet in perfect balance. She grinned, and said "Meow. "

Jillian had never seen anyone nove that fast, but controlled her awe: she al so noticed
that Gsa's reflexes were slightly faster than her coordi nati on. Sonetimes Boost changes things too
quickly. And that fact Jillian could use to her advantage.

The two wonen circled each other. Osa sniled. "You' re very good, for one so timd."

"l detect an accent."

Jillian feinted a hip throw OCsa stiff-armed her back. "Yes. Born in Sweden, but | am
Agricorp, not national!"” she said proudly. "There were too many Judoka i n Scandi navi a."

"Sonebody pull ed sonme strings?"

Csa danced to the left, then right, alnbst catching Jihlian in a foot sweep as she
adjusted position. "Transferred ny union files to a fishery in Seattle. It was easy to nake the
North American team Your judo is not so good as ours."

Jillian started to protest, and suddenly Osa was gone, had di sappeared under her, and
Jillian was swinging in an explosively tight arc into the mat. She sl apped hard, still had the
breath jarred out of her. Then OGsa was on her, grinding Jihian's face and chest into the nat,
cranki ng her arns back, going for the pin.

The wonman was everywhere at once, swarming, shifting, tireless.

It took everything that Jillian knew to keep Gsa off, and she would have, if there had
been a time linmt.

But it went on, and on, a blurred, sweaty nightmare of fevered effort and ragged, shall ow
breaths. Osa seened to grow stronger as the m nutes passed, while Jillian, already fatigued by the
bout with the Grappler, came closer and closer to conpl ete exhaustion

The room swam Her throat spasned for breath, and her stomach knotted as she rolled over
onto her side. The room began to swim and Jihian's head pounded with pain. She felt totally
di sori ent ed.

Where was Csa? Had she given up?

Csa was grinning at her. Abner's arns were around her, and he peered into her eyes,
concer ned.

My God . . . she thought bleakly. |I've been choked out.
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Abner shook his head. "You better stop being so proud, tap out faster. OGsa's pretty deadly
wi th her hadaka-jime, isn't she?"

Jillian shook her head ruefully, and tried to roll over. OGsa was standi ng, her arm around
another girl, and they were snirking at her.

"Are you-"

"I"'mfine," Jillian said.

"Jihian!" Osa called. "The Council night take a few Nationals to G eece. W need towe
girls."

Jillian started to go for her. Wth sudden, unexpected strength, Abner pulled her back
herded her to the door of the shower room "It's all right, Jillian. | |earned what | needed to
know. "

"What? If | snore?"

He | aughed. "I needed to know if you'd quit. You were beaten fromthe start, you know. |
set you up. And you never quit."

The fatigue and frustration were al nost too nuch. She started to say sonething, and felt
her voice catch in her throat, |ooked quickly dowward. To her surprise, he encircled her
shoul ders, and hugged her quickly. To her even greater surprise, she liked it.

“I'"ve definitely got time for you, Jillian. Go on. Get dressed."

She smiled uncertainly, and then fled toward the distant snmell of steam and soap

Chapter 4

Even her aching bones couldn't distract Jillian fromthe excellence of the Rocky Muuntain Center's
training table. Dinner was plentiful fresh fruit and vegetabl es, pasta and rice and chicken

But despite the unity of purpose (everybody needed calories), there wasn't a real air of
camar aderie. Even here, the awful risks of their shared venture danpened high spirits.

Holly sat next to her, picking at her nmeal with nantislike grace. Despite the delicacy of
her novenents, food vani shed fromher plate with astonishing rapidity.

""Still sore?”
"Aobally.” Jillian glared at a roasted thigh, nen-
tally labeled it Osa and sank her teeth into it. "I think I've got a few ideas for the Ice Queen,

next tine around.”
"She was first alternate on the Scandinavian Trials |last O ynpiad, when she was only

si xteen."

"Slightly advanced, isn't she?"

"One word for it. Bet she suckered you into talking to her."

Jillian gl owered, and Holly | aughed heartily. "Yeah, | knewit. | heard some runors about
how she switched from Scandi navia to North Anerica Agricorp so easily."

Jillian searched the roomuntil she found Osa, sitting in the mdst of a group of husky

young nen and woren, | aughing, attacking her food ravenously.
"Runors? | thought the Council recognized no national boundaries, and all that."
"Baksheesh never hurts."

OGsa | ooked up, |ocked gazes with Jillian, and sm | ed expansively.

Jillian broke eye contact.

Hol Iy | aughed. "She's beaten you already, you know. Got you hexed, but good."

A protest died on Jillian's lips as a fanfare blared over the cafeteria' s speaker system

Dr. Kelly's voice broke through the static. Normally acerbic, it fairly bubbled with excitenent.
"Your attention please. Donny Crawford's shuttle has just requested perm ssion to land. He wll
arrive in approxinately one mnute."

Every head in the room swivel ed toward the w ndows.

Crawford swept down in an electric-blue float car, the air beneath the car distorted by a
haze of heat and turbul ence. A ranp unfol ded, touched the ground, and three nen stepped out.

Donny Crawford, and the usual Council bodyguards.

A sigh ran through the roomas he trotted to the mess hall, flanked by the bodyguards, who
were thenselves mnilinked to his security system Their constant visual inspection of the grounds
woul d be augnented by the electronic and satellite scans of the entire area. They were 360-degree-
alert. It was difficult to i magi ne anything getting through that screen

The security was understandabl e. Donny was high-level Linked, a candidate for the Counci
now If his area of expertise had been political science or econom cs rather than the pure
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sci ences, he might already control serious power.
The external door opened, and he was there, hal oed by fading sunlight, radiant.
Striding to the front of the room he was beautiful, by carriage and vi sage nore
effortlessly charismatic than she could have dreanmed. The roonis strained, conpetitive air
di ssol ved

She had never been so close to a Linked before. Jillian felt a sudden yearning that
shocked and di smayed her with its intensity.
He smiled brilliantly. "I just showed up a little early. Thought I'd join you for dinner.

Looks good from here."

"Looks better than it tastes!" sonebody yelled.

"We' || see. Listen, everybody-after you've finished eating, |1'd like to get to know as
many of you as possible. We're having an informal get-together, all workouts and coachi ng sessions
cancel ed for the evening."

Thank God.
Wth a healthy wave of appl ause, the trainees | aunched back into their dinners.
Jillian chewed thoughtfully. She watched Donny as he went to the head of the food |ine,

piling his tray high.

"So what do you know about this guy?' Holly said conspiratorially.

“Well, | know he's gorgeous."

Hol ly's nod of agreement was enphatic. "I wonder if he can be made. | don't know how nuch
time he's got. O ['ve got..."

"Whoa, girl. Back, back. Rein in those hornones."

"You don't believe any of that bull about sex being bad for your athletic perfornmance?"

"Well," Jillian nused, "I'mnot saying having sex during training is a felony .

"That's nice to hear."

“It's nore |like a m sdemeanor: the nore | niss, demeanor | get."

Hol Iy laughed until Jillian had to slap her on the back. It felt like slapping a truck
tire.

After dinner was over, they retired to the neeting hall next door. Tables and chairs were
arranged in starbursts.

Crawford circul ated through the room shaki ng
hands, snmiling, flirting, talking shop. Jillian saw nothing overtly peculiar about his hairline.

Beneath Donny's hair a wire nmesh had been inplanted in the scalp. Metal strands only a few
nmol ecul es thick extended into various areas of his brain. They controlled the firing of neurons
and synapses, and regul ated many of the biological functions that Boost had di srupted. That was
Donny Crawford's way out: as long as he renmined Linked, the side effects of Boost woul dn't danmage
hi m

Finally, his circuitous pal mpressing route brought himto Jillian.

H's smle was beneficent. "Jillian Shoner. |'ve wanted to neet you."

"Yes," she said clunsily, instantly enbarrassed. The only other reply that flashed into
her mnd was, We'd make beautiful babies.

"Well, | think you're going to show us sonething special."

It was an act of physical control to keep her reply out of the real mof the suggestive.
"I'min fell-running. Intervals, broken-ground, obstacles, and so on."

Hi s eyes crackled with secret amusenent. "Yes, | know. "

Wasn't there any place they could be alone? "I hear that you mx sonme free-clinbing into
your workouts."

“I"'mlooking forward to the Rockies," he said, breathing deeply. "The air is thin, and
very clean- should be a good burn."

She lunged i nto what she hoped was an opening. "Is there any chance that we coul d get
t oget her ?"

"No, I"'mafraid not. There's really no tine."

She nodded. Gods cannot sport with nere nortals.

The Greek gods did!

And nortals suffered for it.

Donny moved on. As if an envel ope of intinacy had ruptured, suddenly she heard ot her
conversations around her, saw other faces. Her cheeks flushed red.

To heck with the rules. Come what may, she had to see nore of him

The sun hadn't risen yet.
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Jillian had been awake since three-thirty. She lay on a tarp, watching the guest dorns
through a pair of infrared binoculars borrowed from Holly.

She knew from vidzine articles that Donny Crawford got in his first workout of the day
bef ore dawn.

The binoculars put a m sty red haze over everything, but through that haze, outlines were
amazi ngly sharp. She wore a thermal warmup suit to protect her fromthe cold. Still, she
stretched and wiggl ed continuously to keep the juices flow ng.

A creaking sound, a brief glimrer of |ight against the back of the building, and he
ener ged.

Donny stretched each leg briefly, twi ce, as though he had one of those infuriating bodies
that never needed warmi ng up. She kept the binoculars on him |let himget al nost out of sight, and
then began to foll ow.

So snoothly did he run that his feet barely seened
to skimthe ground. He was the best of the best. Even though this was a |ight maintenance run at
an unaccustoned altitude, it was all Jihlian could do to keep himin sight.

He headed up into the nobuntain, up a narrow trail until the path slanted so steeply that
it was al nost inpossible for her to stay hidden

He had all but disappeared into the vertical face of the nountain when the true niracle
began. As he warned up, he began to hop fromone rock to another, w th an uncanny, spring-stee
| eap rem ni scent of a giant flea.

Back and forth, with absolute balance, Iimtless endurance, and expl osiveness that woul d
have broken | ong-junp records with contenptuous ease, Donny Crawford worked into the true heart of
hi s nmorning routine.

She' d never seen novenent |ike that before, wasn't sure that anyone outside the Linked had
ever seen it.

His true workout was not a fell-run at all. It was a devastating gymastic display a
t housand feet above the ground. He bounced fromrock to rock in a dizzying succession of
handst ands and cartwheels. He spun and | eapt, twi sted and sonmersaulted |ike a circus aerialist
gone berserk

She caught her breath, and | owered the binoculars. And was blind. It was too dark! Was he
mad.

How coul d he dare to do sonething |like this?

This, then, this range of physical capacities that bordered on the superhuman, was an
aspect of Linking that no one knew. Her head spun

She put the binoculars back to her eyes, marveling again.

Wiy didn't they tell people about this?

It all changed in an instant.

Donny' s hands seemed to give way. He slipped, scranmbled to catch hinself, tw sted nadly
for balance. He hit the rock heavily and coll apsed.

For a nonent she thought that it was just another nove, the horseplay of an insanely
overconfident acrobatic clown. Then she focused in on him Donny was curled into a fetal ball,
gripping his head with both hands, inches froma sixty-foot drop. In the still of the norning she
coul d hear hi m npan.

O was it only the wind? But he was thrashing like an infant, in directionless panic.
Sonet hi ng had gone terribly wong. He couldn't get down off the rock

She nmoved up toward him choosing her steps carefully. She couldn't nove as quickly as he
had, but she still scranbled with panic speed, as if her owmn Iife were in danger, or as if she
were running for gold.

He rocked back and forth, crooning to hinmself, his mndless, agonized withing bringing
himtoo close to the rimof the |edge.

Wen she reached himhe was trenbling, his body alnost off as she pulled himback by his
ankle and held him He was cold and wet, his entire body quivering as with a terrible fever.

"McFairl aine's goddacmmed two points,” he wailed. H's eyes were wide and feverish; his
voi ce was a wavering high-pitched song. "Bastards. Bastards. Kill nme for McFairlaine's two points

She slipped her armaround him and he clung to her Iike a drowning nan

The sun was just cresting the horizon, but there was enough light for themto pick their
way back down. Her shoul der and back burned with the strain. Twi ce she al nost turned her ankle,
and once they slid half a dozen feet before she caught her bal ance.

The tendons in his neck bulged and twitched. H s face was a patchwork of strained nuscle,
a flowing horrific mask. He stared at her, still not knowi ng who she was or where they were. He
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sounded like an angry child. "Couldn't be a war if he did something, old bastard. MFairlaine
woul dn't have pushed Energy if he'd come down from fucking O ynmpus and. . . just. "

H s voice faded as he finally seemed to grasp his situation. Hi s eyes cleared, his face
strai ght ened:

Donny was back

He gripped her shoul ders, and swung her around. There were no thanks in his |ook, only
pani c. Too much panic to renenber niceties. "What did | say?"

She rested, panting. "I wasn't really listening. | was too busy-'

"Listen to ne now. Don't tell anyone what happened. And forget anything that you heard."

"Aren't you sick?"

"No. Don't tell anyone." H's grip tightened. His fingers clanped her armlike steel prods.

"Are you worried what people m ght think?"

"It's not for nme," he said. "It's for you. If they think you know . Sonet hi ng
terribly urgent gleaned in his eyes. "Just don't. You shouldn't have been there. This has not hing
to do with you."

"You nean, you were expecting it?"

"Just. . . forget what you saw. What you heard." He breathed deeply. "I'Il go back to the
dormalone. Don't |et anyone see you, all right?"
He seenmed to have recovered. He set off down the trail, even naking a jaunty imtation of

his fornmer confident stride.
"Hey," she called after him "You re welcone."
There was no reply.

Shoner again. Saturn's lips curled in a smle. Courage and fool hardi ness have nuch in
common. |In fact, the difference nay be nothing but perspective. Donny Crawford had great
intelligence, great athletic gifts, and no courage at all. He'd only Boosted after col dbl ooded
cal cul ati on reveal ed an ei ghty-seven percent chance of winning triple gold.

Her enotional attachment to Crawford inplied vulnerability, lack of control, and
unpredictability .
any of which, in the right situation, could be of use.

Besi des, she amused hi m

The ol d bastard?

If she only knew.

For .24 seconds he considered her, and Crawford, and the idiot MFairlaine and the
inplications of Energy's actions. They had been predictable, and within context even reasonabl e,
but MFairl ai ne needed perspective.

Coul d McFairlaine be Feral ? Sonetimes one of the Linked, drunken with power, mght step
across an in-
visible line. To be Linked neant not only power in the external world, but grow ng control over
your every nental process and sensation. Easy to sink into catatonic indolence or solipsistic
power fantasies. To go Feral.

Saturn had to consider possibilities: an enbolismfor MFairlaine, or perhaps a |l etha
power surge. The extreme irony of that approach appealed to Saturn

Not yet. Monitor MFairlaine. Gve himhis chance for a while.

Chapter 5

"I'n Matthew 26: 11 Jesus said that the poor will always be anong us," Jillian said. Her words
appeared as white strokes upon a blue visual field. They floated in the air like crisply perfect
skywriting.

"And tn that sense, he may have been the first theorist in the social applications of
fractal geonetry.

"The concepts of cognitive dissonance and the inevitable breakdown of comunication
t heref rom have been understood for centuries. However, the unavoidable disintegration of systens
as those systens becone nore conplex and unwi el dy has rarely been considered within a sociol ogi ca
lattice.

She stopped for a nonent, thinking and sipping cocoa. Sunlight filtered through the dorm
wi ndow at
an oblique angle. Despite the intensity of her concentration, the external world intruded. The air
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reverberated with the grunts and heavy footfalls of O ynpians training outside.

Jillian had taken the day off fromher grueling athletic schedule, protesting a sore hip

It wasn't her hip that was sore, it was her head. The headache had been a continuous
thing, sonetines hovering in the background, sonetinmes thundering into her mind |like a crazed
ani mal , destroying cal mand thought and sl eep. And every pul se was Donny Crawford. Donny falling,
Donny sick and weak on the | edge. Beautiful, perfect, confident Donny whinpering into the norning
dar kness.

Jillian was afraid. But worse than that, she was confused.

"Even surrounded by the greatest wealth and confort, a hunan being will experience a
measure of irritation. Confined in the nost squalid and denmeani ng circunstances, he will find sone
smal |l thing to take pleasure in.

“"This trait, and others, nmake it inmpossible to eradicate the final bit of chaos from our
m nds, as well as our social systems. The powers which govern. . . one night even say oppress .
Oppr ess?

Did the Council want a certain anmount of suffering? More than the absolute irreducible
m ni nmunf

"Couldn't be a war if he did sonething, old bastard."

Leave it for the nonent.

"A stabl e society functions rmuch |ike an organism w th comunicati ons between the organ
systenms, the organs, the tissue structures, the cells, and the organelles. As instruc
tions flow fromone |evel to another, and the inevitable distortions in comunicati on accunul at e,
what happens?

"At the top, a plan may be shaped to provide the greatest good for the greatest nunber.
But no plan conceived at one end of the spectrumcan take into account all of the individuals at
the other end. It sinply is not possible-there is too much breakdown in comunication al ong the
way. Conversely, any system which is nodul ar enough to deal intinmately with those at the bottomis
too unwi eldy to be governed fromthe top."

She stopped, rubbing her tenples fiercely.

"Fortunately for those who govern, the appearance of fair play is nore inportant than the
reality. At least that's what Machiavelli thought."

She | ooked at the words she had dictated, and knew what the headache had been about, and
knew what she was about to ask Beverly to do.

CGod hel p her.

Carefully, with sonber formality, she drew a nesh headset of wi res, mcrophones, and bl ack
oval pads from a sandal wood box on her desk

She prepared the apparatus: plastic el ectrode pads which clung snugly to her tenples.

Ear phones. A conbi nation throat m ke and sensor. Dark eyecups like |ightweight goggles.

"Void, Beverly."

Anyone Linking into the Void nmust create her own kinesthetic anal ogy. For one it might be
the Library of Congress, cranmed to the skylight with tal ki ng books. For another, being seated in
a vast lecture hall surrounded by experts who had the precise answers to all questions. Jillian's
progranm ng teacher had taken her own inmage fromliterature: Gornenghast, an i mense, spraw ing
castle-city of a million infinitely varied roons.

The adult mind was too rigid, its woridviewtoo set, to build such an anal ogy. It must be
created in childhood; but after that, it grew.

Jillian cl osed her eyes and breathed deeply ten times, with each breath sinking into a
world of total relaxation, a specialized trance leading to the Void state.

The ear phones hummed gently. Breathing. Heartbeat sounds, slow ng. The purr of breakers
agai nst a shore. Synthesized into and anong those sounds was a choru,s of voices too distant to be
consci ously perceived. Lights flashed in her goggles, so dimy and quickly that she could never
focus upon them At her tenples, tickles of pressure and electricity buzzed and caressed her skin,
eased her into a state conbining deep relaxation and total awareness.

Gradual ly the speckles of light congeal ed i nto searchlights playing through a fog. Then
snoky swirls of color, and she was in her Void, in a nental ocean of |layered oils, a
phant asmagori a of sensation created by the union of an exquisitely conditioned mnd and a dozen
seanl essly orchestrated channel s of sensory input.

The water cleared. Only a few varicolored fish, dazzlingly bright, betrayed the chaos
beneath the tranquil structure of her illusion

She sank through the depths until she felt sand and shells beneath her feet. A dol phin
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pl ayfully nosed agai nst her, and then scooted away into the nurk.

She wal ked al ong the ocean floor toward a ring of shattered coral reefs. This was her
place. In the reef was set an anci ent and barnacl e-encrusted door, the entrance Beverly had
created for her fifteen years ago.

The door yielded to her touch. In the nmiddle of the ring stood a chair, and a wooden grade-
school desk. Carved nanmes and sl ogans had been added over the years; otherw se the desk hadn't
changed since Jil han's seventh birthday.

Seated in it, awaiting her, was Beverly.

Beverly wore a frilly white sundress, barely ruffled by the tide. Her high cheekbones were
those of Lihith Shormer, Jillian's nother. Her heavy brows and strong nouth were mapped from
Gregory Shomer, Jillian's father. Her hair was blond with a gl eam of fine copper threads. Her eyes
were a deep and tranquil brown.

Beverly snmiled. "Jillian, darling. Wat do we need today?" Her voice was honeyed with a
Carolina lilt.

Jillian's accessing of Beverly took the external formof a conversation, a conversation
that existed out of ordinary tine. Her talks with Beverly seened to |ast for hours or days, but
upon energing fromtrance she invariably |earned that only mnutes had passed, mnutes during
whi ch a vastness of information had entered her |ong-term nenory.

Jillian sat down opposite. Enblazoned on the desk was a fifteen-year-old carving. It read:
JILLI AN LOVES. Jillian kept changing the name following "loves." She'd finally left it open

She was hone. She relaxed to a degree inaccessible in her waking state.

Where to start? "I need to know about Donny Crawford."

Beverly smiled tolerantly. "The sane Donny Crawford you've been nooni ng over for four
year s?"

"The sane. W finally met. He went through sonme kind of fit this nmorning during his
exerci se up on the mountain. He said strange things, babbled about 'war.' He cautioned ne not to
tell anyone. My first guess is that his Link with the satellite broke."

Beverly's eyes dropped to her desk. A nmonent |ater she said, "Satellites EE23 and EEC8
both went off line at five fifty-two local. Energy is blam ng both events on random neteoric
debris. EE23 will have to be replaced."

"I's Donny that dependent on satellite Links?" It was sonething she'd suspected; it was one
argunent agai nst Boost. Donny had won. Even if Jillian won gold, she'd be a hybrid, a cyborg,
magni fi cent but fragile.

Beverly's nouth opened to speak, then closed. Jilhan felt sonething |ike a vast, conpul sive yawn
rack her body, and- Jillian stood before an anci ent and barnacl e-

encrusted reef. In front of her was the door, the entrance Beverly had created for her fifteen
years before. What?

A power outage? An industrial accident?

Sonet hing serious, if Beverly had been forced to reboot. Jillian blinked tw ce, cal ned
hersel f, and stepped through the doorway.

Beverly smiled at her, "Hello, sugar. What can | do for you?" Her voice sounded hol |l ow, as
if she were speaking fromthe bottomof a well.

Jillian felt sonething that she had never before experienced when in the Void. Sleepy.
Headachy. She straightened herself with an effort.
Beverly | eaned forward, concern sparkling in her bottom ess dark eyes. "I think you could

use a little nap, darling.”

"I want information. Wiy woul d Donny Crawford need to conceal a satellite interrupt?"
Beverly's nmouth opened, and her |ips noved soundl essly. The water shifted and blurred. Beverly's
face becane indistinct, and started to fade- And Jillian woke up

Chapter 6

She was sweating. What in the hell was going on? Jilhan tore the tabs away from her eyes and
tenples, and stared at them That had never happened before.

A superstitious person mght set such things down to bad luck, and quit.

Jillian couldn't quit. She reattached the headset and cl osed her eyes.

Jillian wal ked al ong the ocean floor toward a ring of shattered coral reefs. There was
noti on around her:
blurs of pastel color instead of fish. In the middle of the ring of blurred weckage stood a chair
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and a desk. The door still stood, unsupported . . . featureless, a cartoon. Beverly sat at a
cartoon desk.
This . . . place, this environnent: it was a collab

oration worked out over the fifteen years in which she and Beverly had been programm ng each
other. It was a visual/auditory/kinesthetic feedback |oop, Jihlian and Beverly taking cues from
each other so quickly that the illusion of continuity and depth were alnost flaw ess. But it |ived
in Beverly's nmind; it was Beverly's |andscape. Had Beverly altered it? O had her nenory been
damaged?

Jillian wal ked through the door as through a dream Beverly stared strai ght ahead. She
barely acknow edged Jillian's presence. Beverly | ooked twodi nensional, flat and lifeless. The
white sundress was a surreal fog struggling to condense into nuslin.

In old-style flat holos, "flicks," a critical nunber of frames per second was needed to
preserve the illusion of nmotion. Below that threshold, the eye could see individual pictures flash
agai nst a darkened screen. The inmages becane jerky and artificial

Mai nt ai ni ng the Void becanme nightmarishly difficult. Data was slowed, stalled, corrupted
And the inages and sensations were deteriorating, slowy consuned by static.

"Beverly," Jillian said gently, "I want unclassified nmaterial."

“I'"I'l help you if | can, Jillian." Beverly's mouth was out of synch with her words. Her
i ndex fingernail, elegantly mani cured, traced the JILLIAN LOVES carving

Beverly's nail left a wisp of snoke. Now the letters read: JILLIAN, STOP

The ocean around them becane a sea of disparate voices, fishy nouths |ipping her gently,
strange swirling snells and tastes.

"Beverly," Jillian said. "Maybe the interference is comng fromthe nain | obe. Can you
partition off? Can you give us sonme privacy here?"

"I can shield us." There was a distinct clicking sensation, and the weird and inexplicable
feeling that she and everything around her had suddenly been reduced in size. But Beverly was
cl earer, sharper. Wen she spoke her voice was distinct again.

"This is better, darling, but if I try to access data they can get to nme. They m ght be
able to get to ne here. Are you sure you know what you're asking?"

"I've got to know about Donny Crawford." Donny had been attacked. Sonebody . . . Counci
menbers? . . . had used himas a puppet to nake a point.

"All right, darling." Beverly's dark eyes were huge and | uni nescent, bottonl ess, and
Jillian felt herself fall into them Alice-down-the-Rabbit-Hole.

A flood of sensation: pictures, sound, kinesthetic nmeasurenents. She felt Donny in notion
It was a formidable | earning tool, and even nore powerful because of Donny's physical dynam sm
She was inside his body as he perfornmed a flaw ess routine on the uneven parallel bars.

The sensations of his effort triggered an expl osion of sexual inmages: maternal, sensual
enotional. A catal og of experience and fantasy. Sean's body with Donny's face. Renenbered tastes
and snells and touches, subtly altered to fit Donny Crawf ord.

So beautiful, so beautiful

Donny's i mage always did this to her. Now she wenched herself fromthe seething erotic
fant asi es.

"Not this . . . Beverly. | need information on Donny's relationship with the Council."

"The Council' '-Beverly's voice crackled with static-"is conposed of approximately two
dozen of the nobst powerful Linked-"

" Appr oxi mat el y?"

Sparks crackled, tiny lightnings that disrupted the illusion. "The exact nunber is
classified."

"Help nme, Beverly." Jillian whispered it. "Donny Crawford was al nost killed because of
sonet hi ng soneone nanmed MFairlai ne wanted from Energy. Wiy woul d anyone want to hurt Donny? Just
who is this MFairlaine?"

"Carter Cronmbie MFairlaine is the chairman of Transportation. He's known to be a Council
menber . "

"And what does 'two points' nean?" Hastily, she added, "If you can tell me wthout
accessing the nmain |obe."

Beverly's voi ce was becoming too fornmal, had lost all of its nusical quality. "Analysis of
current news indicates that contract negotiations between Energy and Transportation nay be at a
critical juncture. 'Two points' could nmean percentage points, a financial arrangenent.”

"Donny was afraid. He tal ked about 'war.' Do you know what he neant ?"
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No.

Then she was on her own. She didn't dare have Beverly ask a question like that. But what
woul d "war" nean? There was no war. That was one of the gifts the Council had brought to the
wor | d.

Donny Crawford nust be working for Transportai on. Why woul d he personally suffer during a
breakdown or stalemate in negotiations between Transportation and Energy? War, he said.

War between nenbers of the Council? Inpossible. Wasn't it?

Her concept of fractal sociology predicted a repetition of patterns through higher and
hi gher | evel s of social organization. Could she conceivably start with one nan, Donny, as the
smal | est social unit, and predict anything about the systemto which he bel onged? The sanpl e was
i mpossibly small . . . but she was | ooking for perspective, not ultimate truth. It was worth a
try.

I f she considered Donny Crawford to be a nmicrocosmof the entire, if she interpreted what
happened to himon the nountain as a breakdown in conmuni cati on between the neural net and the
Boost ed nervous systemwhich it controlled, the nmacro equival ent of that m ght be a breakdown in
comuni cation within the Council.

In other words, renoved fromthe aneliorative influence of the neural net- (If the Ad
Bastard didn't conme down from fucki ng O ynpus-)

-the negative influence of Boost would take over. Donny's nervous and endocrine systens
woul d begin to go berserk

(-Go to war with each other?)

"All right, Beverly. You have to do this for ne. I want all data on industrial accidents
and civil disobe
di ence worl dwi de, whenever it exceeds statistical probability as established in the actuari al
t abl es of
LI oyds of London and Prudential |nsurance."

Beverly faded for a few nonments, then reappeared. She was a cartoon, a |line draw ng,

sinpler every nmonent. "l can't get that information." She paused, and then added matter-of-factly,
"They do not approve of your |ine of questioning, Jillian."

"There's nothing illegal about asking questions." Even to herself, she sounded |ike a
guilty child.

"They will danage ne if you don't stop."

Jillian" s laughter rang hollowy. "Beverly-l |ove you, but you're just a program There

are a dozen copies of your core. They can't-"
Beverly tal ked slowy, struggling to enunciate. "They will damage ne if you do not stop."

Jillian felt her throat constrict. Her voice was a husky whisper. "Wwo are they?"

"That information is restricted.”

They?

In Jillian's world of illusion, the water swirled and darkened with her anger. She had to

find a way through this!
"El even years ago, Momdied in an industrial accident.'’

Har M ess enough. "Let ne see her
file."

"Certain information on Lilith Shomer is restricted, Jillian."

"Now just wait a minute. There was an expl osi on. She was buried. Father and |I got the
i nsurance. Daddy dearest vanished with the noney, and | went to a state honme. Public record. How
could any of that be classified?"

"This line of questioning nmust be termnated, Jilhan."

Jillian stopped dead. The enotional bulk of the obstruction weighed on her |ike a
m || stone.

She spoke nore carefully now. Losing one's tenper with a conputer was no dam use at all.
"Beverly, |'ve accessed this data before."

"Not on the present search string."

Bad, bad. Her chance to access data about her nother's death from any angl e was di m ni shed
now. The harder she pushed, the broader the ban mi ght become. And if they (the Council?) didn't
approve of these questions, then .

She had never wondered if sonmeone were to blame for her nother's death. Not since she grew

up.
Shut up, Jillian. Some small, sane part of her pled in vain. Finish your research. Be

good. But it was already too late. Any line of investigation led straight to the Council, through

the Council. How could Jillian Shomer pursue sociological truths if facel ess background figures

were nmessing up her data?
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Al right then

Say there are two dozen conpani es running the world. The ol d geographic territories are no
| onger dom nant. |nproved comuni cati ons nmade possible a renaissance in world order, the birth of
a corporate humanity. A world nmanaged by a corporate Council is a world at peace. Supposedly.

It could be proven, statistically, that areas managed by the Council were healthier
weal thier, and by inplication wi ser than those few hundreds of nillions who still pledged fealty
to their various nations. That
guarantee of a better life had persuaded billions of people, over the course of two generations,
to surrender their right to participate neaningfully in governnent. Long life, health, peace,
prosperity. Wio was it that said a benevol ent dictatorship would be the best form of governnent?
Sone dictator's spokesman?

But wasn't it?

So: two dozen conpani es are represented each by a handful of people. Runor tells that
there is a board within the Council, five or six executives each representing one major
geopolitical block. W they are, or exactly how the lines are drawn, is alnobst certainly
classified. Is MFairlaine one of then? And who is the "A d Bastard"?

She'd cone to the end of her information

She sat and faced her oldest friend. Time passed mcroseconds, in this domain, were |ong
This entire session had probably lasted only a mnute or two. The attack on Beverly must have cone
bl i ndi ng-f ast.

Beverly wavered |ike a bad holo inmage, her filters struggling with the static flooding her
vi sual, auditory, and kinesthetic channels. The Eneny's defensive neasures were breaki ng her down.

Jillian had to keep rem nding herself: this was only one of a dozen copies of the Beverly
program she owned. The program couldn't actually be danaged.

"Beverly," she said gently. "Let's play a gane of what-if. Just a gane. Like we used to
play a long time ago."

"Along tine ago," Beverly said dazedhy.

"Let's say the structure that rules society is |ike a pyramd. Donny is a peon, a foot
soldier, a junior of-
ficer at best. The satellite link that runs his body was broken as a warning. There are a couple

of thousand Linked. Fifty Conpanies. Two dozen or so nenbers on the Council. Maybe a smaller group
within the Council, and sonebody further up, naybe the Chairman of the Council. What woul d he be
i ke, Beverly?"

"There is something inside ne," Beverly said. "In ny core. It is eating ne."

Jillian quashed a sour, paralyzing surge of fear

Time to count facts.

The Council had existed for around forty years. Sonme of the Council's roots went back
another thirty:
the United Nations peacekeeping force, the gromh of nultinational corporations and unions, the
gradual interweaving of all world econoni es.

Linking. . . howold was that? The word had been current when Jillian was a little girl.
Peopl e used conputers. The best conputer equiprent nmight well be secret. Sone conputers were
portabl e; anyone could have those. There were senses nmen were not born with, but they could be
read t hrough a conmputer. Sone conputers could speak directly into a human ear
later, into a human brain . . . prograns far beyond Beverly; as if the user had becone Beverly.
But those were nmere runor, or nere fantasy; they had never reached the stores.

Wnners of the A ynpics becane Linked. That was real enough. Boosted athl etes needed
override prograns to run their deteriorating bodies. Before there was Linking there were
computers, and prograns growi ng gradually nore user-friendly, and new mracles available in the
conputer stores every nonth .

and before Jillian's parents reached their teens it had all stopped. A threshold had been reached.
The technol ogy could go no further
O else it was being withheld . . . ?

There had been runors of patents suppressed, of nanoconputers built by private-sector
scientists who vani shed into Corporate |aboratories, of innovations which had never seen daylight.
She herself knew that engineering students were discouraged from experinenting in those areas.
There were no grants avail able. Corporate schools disallowed doctoral theses in the area.

But the accepted answer was that only a trillion-dollar push would take the technol ogy
further than it had currently conme. Actual suppression? Jillian tended to put those stories in the
UFQ wat er car buretor category.

But what if
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Wth what was currently known about life extension, it was reasonable to assunme that sone
of those alive now were alive when the Council was being formed. The devel opi ng Li nked woul d have
an advantage in any such dom nance gane.

How eager woul d they be for new and possi bly suppl antive technol ogy? Anot her question she
couldn't ask.

Sone of the ol dest Counsel ors woul d be those nearest the top

What, then, of the "Ad Bastard"?

Was it even possible for a single human being to control so much power?

"Beverly. Tell ne. How nuch control, how nuch information could one human bei ng have
access to?"

Beverly was in pain. "Wat paranmeters? Please hurry, Jillian. | amoperating on
redundanci es. Core al nost erased.”

"Basic information filters-trends and patterns. Let's say his neural net's been nodified
so that data is interpreted as kinesthetic sensation, to allow the full function of brain and
nervous systemrather than nerely cognitive awareness of data. \Wat mi ght be possi bl e?"

Beverly faded conpletely away. Jillian waited. And waited.

Gone. Beverly was gone.

Then spoke a neutral, neuter voice, all personality flensed, all verbal nuance abandoned
to the desperate cause of efficiency. Beverly's dying words:

It is theoretically possible for a single human being to control fifty-four percent of
worl d economic activity, fortyeight percent of the political activity, plus or mnus . . . lots.

"Thank you."

Her voice echoed in an enpty world. Beverly was gone.

She woul d have to activate a new personality core, but that was no probl em

Was it?

Bef ore that, hook into

Jillian woke as if she had fallen asleep sitting upright. Her eyes felt dry, her nouth
i kewi se; pain throbbed in her tenples; her mnd was nuddl ed. It seemed hours since Beverly

(di ed)

faded away and left Jillian with no input to her m nd

Her cocoa was still warm By the clock, seven ninutes had passed.

She rocked and noaned. It had never been like this. Never had she felt the tension screwed
up inside her like an ice sliver inserted at the base of the skull.

She funbled for the snall plastic wafer that contained Beverly's personality. Wthin that
clear card was a gigabyte of data, the essentials of the personality Jilhan had | abored since
chil dhood to create.

She inserted it in the console.

/O error 1154.

She peered at the card. Nothing had changed. Beverly was still in there, somewhere. Try
agai n.

/O error 1154,

What was error nmessage 11547 Fingers shaki ng now, she typed the nunber in manually,
wat ched as the nmessage appeared on her hol o screen

1154: unfam liar nonenclature. Please check program conpatibility.

It was a standard consol e. She had | oaded Beverly a thousand times and never seen that
nessage.

On the fourth attenpt, a new nessage appeared. Special nessage 9263: O ynpiad participants
are allotted conputer tinme to conplete their approved projects. The present |ine of questioning is
j udged i nappropri ate.

Jillian felt danp, sticky, frightened . . . but never surprised. At no time had she felt
surprise.

So they coul dn't damage Beverly, huh? \Wat a
fool she had been. Al they had to do was refuse to let Jillian |oad her Sinmulacruminto the
consol e.

There weren't any privately owned computers |arge enough or powerful enough to run
Beverly.

For the first tine in her life, Jillian was conpletely al one.

Cautiously, she asked: "Access A D. 2034 Muni ch synposiumon crinme. National police agency
of Japan white paper on civil actions. Statistics only."
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She chewed fingernails as she waited, an old habit she'd thought |ong since vanqui shed.
Then the blue holo field fluttered, and nunbers began to appear. She sighed relief, and risked
anot her harnl ess inquiry:

"Cross-chart Australian situation conedy ratings with child abuse stats.

Again, a nonent's pause, and then the field began to fill.

She' d been wondering anyway- "Do a bar graph. O ynpic contenders, ratio of Corporate to
nati onal . Cross-reference agai nst funding and wi ns-"

Cont enders representing one or another nation totalled only eight percent this year, a
steady drop from above fourteen percent sixteen years ago. In terns of population they should have
had nore like thirty percent. Funding for national contenders was generally higher. . . and still
they didn't take their share of wns.

Suspi cions confirnmed. The surviving nations offered nore support for the O ynpics because

they wanted their prestige back. It wasn't working well. Their contenders were beating thensel ves,
giving into their own |ack of self-respect. It was part of what Jillian Shoner (USA) woul d be
fighting.

But | osing Beverly- Holding her breath, she slipped the cartridge back into the console.

/O error 1154,

Shoul d she wait for a ransom note?

No, the inplications seened clear enough. So |long as she stayed conpletely away fromthe
Council, or the strange case of Lilith Shomer . . . actually, Jillian flattered herself that there
were Counsel ors eagerly awaiting her results. She was potentially useful to them

They' d play fair, she thought. If the Council barred her frommterial necessary to her
thesis, it would cause the nastiest stink in years.

Ri ght. And they couldn't hurt Beverly, either

I f she fought too hard to uncover things the Council wanted hidden, she could sinply have
a training accident. If they could hurt a Donny Crawford, Jillian Shomer neant nothing.

She' d have Sean send sonme of her old files by courier. Last year she had downl oaded
massi ve anounts of raw data into personal files. She could sift through it w thout being hooked
into the main | obe.

She sank her head down on her folded forearns. Beverly gone. Vital lines of inquiry seal ed
of f. O austrophobi a.

VWhat had her bl asted obstinacy really acconplished?

There were questions to which Jillian Shomer could not get answers. But perhaps a Boosted
and Linked A ynpic gol d-wi nner, one thoroughly co-opted by the Council, could open doors now
seal ed.

Could she risk it? Did she even have a chance to win, now that the Council disapproved of
her |ine of
questioning? |If she Boosted, could the Council sinply deny her the victory, guaranteeing her aslow
deat h?

Jillian was shivering as if she were ill. They. The Council? She'd known of the Counci
since grade school; what she knew m ght not be fully true, but it was a starting point. Was it the
Counci | who had snatched Beverly away? or sone single Council nenber? or a faceless "A d Bastard"?

What was he, what were They, hiding about her nother?

“I"'mgoing to win," she whispered. She would find out, beyond a doubt, if she could win in
At hens without Boost. If she couldn't, if she had to become a part of the Lie in order to expose
it, inorder to find the truth

In order to find Beverly again.

Then so be it.

Chapter 7
"I't's actually a tougher grade than what you'll face in Athens," Abner said.

Looking up at the nountainside, at a junbled rise of boulders and concrete steps, of
handhol ds and narrow j oggi ng tracks carved at a thirty percent incline, Jillian found his words

easy to believe. "At least ny attention isn't split."”

She inhal ed as Abner sealed a side edge of her feedback suit. Two | ayers of green and
white nylon net sandwi ched a thin | ayer of sensors. These woul d neasure bl ood pressure, skin
tenperature, heartbeat, gal vanic skin response, and other standard physiol ogical indicators. In
addi ti on, Abner had arranged a full kinesthetic readout. By the tinme the day's workout was over,
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t hey woul d know everything there was to know about her techni que and physical fitness.

The fell-run track was built into the foothills of the Col orado Rockies. Mst of the
obstacles were natural, but the terrain had been nodified. As her vital signs were relayed to
Abner's conputer, he would select routes of greater or lesser difficulty, depending on what he
needed to di scover. Beacons planted in the rocks woul d gui de her

Abner flexed Jillian's ankles, then her knees, then tested her hip flexors. Spine. Rotator
cuffs. Wists and fingers.

The sun was a few minutes past its zenith, and the wind whistling through the Rocki es was
stinmulating, would begin to cool in an hour or so. Jillian's feedback suit would nmaintain therm
equilibrium so her shivering was caused | ess by wind chill than adrenaline.

Abner checked her every novenent |ike a Grand Prix mechanic tuning the engine of a racing
Ferrari .

"Fl ui d?"

She twisted her mouth a half an inch, found the nipple taped to the corner of her nouth. A
slight pull got the flow going, pulling electrolyte fluid fromthe tube huggi ng her jawhine. Her
sl ender backpack hel d power for the sensors and a mnipunp for three pints of solution

"Fi ne, Abner."
"This will be a two-hour trial," he said.
Abner's single-seat sled humed above its nmagnetic rail. The sled was built like a | ow

sl ung wheelchair with a blue fiberglass cowwing to protect himfromweather. H s feet stretched
out into the nose.

He tested its bal ance al nost unconsciously: lean too far to either side, and it slowed to
acrawl. Ride it like a bicycle and the hovercraft could zip along the buried rail at forty mles
an hour at the level, and ten nmiles an hour at a forty percent grade. Its rail wove up into the
foothills, splitting and splitting again, weaving in a serpentine progression that allowed himto
stay within sight of Jillian no matter what path she took.

"Are you reading ne?" He adjusted the sound on his transmitter. Jillian touched her ear
and then her throat m ke. "Fine."

"All right, mark."

Jillian exhal ed, and started up the incline. One part of her concentration was on the
i medi at e physical work at hand, the other was |listening for Abner's voice.

"Jillian-slow down. Feel your way into the terrain. Don't just use your eyes. Feel it.
What kind of dirt is under your feet? WIIl it sustain a sprint? What kind of tread will maxim ze

traction? Brush the rocks when you pass them get a feel for texture.”

She had found a steady pace. Thirty yards ahead, the path split. She could try a cliff
face, and shave minutes off (risking early exhaustion and possible injury), or she could go around
t hrough uncertain terrain.

"Which is it going to be?" Abner said clearly. She searched the rocks, but his single-
seater was nowhere in sight.

"Don't know . . . not sure."

"Trust your instinct."

"I say feel the territory out. Take the |ong way."

"CGood girl. Time enough for heroics later." The
sl ed cane gliding around a corner, coasting up a vertical rock face for a nmonent, and then dipped

back down along the rail. Looked Iike fun

"Concentrate, dear."

"Changed nmy mind," she said suddenly. "I recognize this formation fromthe aerials. Al
right, I'm going over."

Jillian hit the incline, dug her toes into the fractured gray rock, and began to clinb.
She felt as loose and |ight as a nonkey.

"Too much tension in the left shoulder, Jill. Slow down. Work for it."

She | ooked around, glaring, saw Abner hovering just behind her, sled buzzing at the rail
As she braced hersel f and began to clinb, he shadowed her, never nore than ten neters away,
scanni ng his readouts, fixedly studying her form

The grade escalated to a sheet of granite at an eighty percent grade which rose al nost a
hundred feet. She skirted around the bottomuntil it met another wall, braced herself, and began
to clinb. Her fingers sought crevices and cracks. Wen the opportunity canme she worned her way
into a narrow defile, getting her back and stomach into the effort. She winced as stone spurs
pushed at her spine through the nylon suit. It was press, push, and rel ease, rest for a nonent,
press, push .

There are nmonents in clinbing when you nust risk, when you nust accept eight or twelve or
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twenty feet of continuous, bone-cracking stress to make it to the next resting place. She found a
kind of rhythmin her pain, pushed up and up w thout concern for any-

thing but the need for continual novenent, taking herself to the absolute limt and then pushing
beyond it.

Abner hovered over her shoul der, sliding up next to her, silent but vigilant.

She paused between sl abs of rock, using breath and nuscle expansion to wedge herself
tight. She sipped fromthe cheek nipple, and | et her gaze wander down. Bel ow her and off to the
di stance was a naze of domes and dormns, the Rocky Mountain Sports Research Center. Purplish
mount ai n shadows were creeping toward the red-gold buil dings.

Thirty feet above her was flat ground. She could nmake every novenent in these |ast feet
| ong and slow, stretching her tired nmuscles. Then when she hit the tip, she would be ready to
sprint.

This was a piece of cake. She could take gold. She could! And without nodification

Water swirled around Jillian's legs. It was turbulent and a little foamy, warned to a few
degrees bel ow her own skin tenperature. It felt heavenly, or would have if she hadn't been about
to suffer.

She sat on a shallow netal seat in the tank, conpletely enneshed in a thin exoskeleton, a
mesh of wire and plastic braces which extended fromher feet to the crowm of her head. It was
i nactive now, conpletely unresistant as she slipped her face nmask into place.

Abner hel ped her, adjusting her air line.

"Air flow?" Air fromthe recycler on her back was reassuringly cool

"Now rel ax,"” he said softly, and she slipped into the water

She hung there in a cocoon of warnth, watching Abner at the side of the Plexiglas tank
The exoskel eton was conpletely self-contained, all of its servos |linked in waterproof pods at
el bows, knees, hips, and shoul ders. She was neutrally buoyant, floating in the center of a three-
t housand- gal | on tank

"We'| | begin the programnow. |'ve integrated Beverly's data into my own banks, so | know
your strength curve on every mnuscle group. Your nuscles should reach proper relaxation in another
three m nutes. Just breathe deeply."

Jillian did as she was told, closed her eyes and thought of blackness. She searched for
hi dden nuggets of tension, failed to find them
"Right side," Abner said. "Spinal flexor, base. Relax, Jillian."

Abner touched a button, and she felt the nmuscle relax as he electronically nmanipul ated the
nerve endings. A touch of bliss. Total surrender, she could have remained in that space forever.
Then suddenly it ended, and she cursed to herself.

At | east, she thought it had been to herself. "Not nice," Abner said nerrily. "Find the
spot yourself. If you can't learn to do it yourself, we're wasting our tine."

She sank nore deeply into her body, searching for tension. There the little bastard was, a
tiny knot at the base of her spine. She consciously sent out waves of warnth and rel axation, and
it cal med.

"Al'l right. W're going to begin now, Please resist all novenent to the limts of your
capacity."

The exoskel eton began to twist Jillian's right leg, began to twist, and she fought it with
her quadriceps and abductors, fought the torquing of her upper torso with her obhiques, the
bendi ng of her armw th her triceps.

In a thousand different conbinations, guided by Abner's wi zardly hand, Jillian noved this
way and that. He punped air into foot bladders to spin her upside down and turn her sideways. He
kept the flow of oxygen to her lungs steadiest of all, eyes alert for any sign of cardiac distress

as he stinulated a nmuscle here, deinhibited a Golgi tendon organ there.

And when she was fatigued, he began to stretch her

She was delighted that she had spent the last year studying hatha yoga so intensely. In
the warmwater, linbered by effort and exhausti on, Abner tested her body to the absol ute naxi mum
He nonitored her readings to deternm ne optinmum pain thresholds then again and agai n coaxed anot her
inch of effort fromher, another second of exertion. Another, greater degree of excellence.

And then he started over again .

"l want you to look at this," Abner said a week |ater
In the rust-colored sphere of the Sports Medicine building, sound and activity were at a
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roar. The vibra
tions of hundreds of feet and hands in strenuous exertion reverberated dully through the floors,
and her mnuscles twitched in synpathetic effort.

Abner's cubicle was just |arge enough for two people. It was |ined with books and cube
nooks and a vidchart that took up half the wall

"This is the last sprint for the finish line." Abner tented his fingers and sank back in
his chair. "The corridor was lined with sensors, and |I've run sinulations based on seventeen
common race-day scenarios. Performance stress, weather variances, changes in terrain, everything I
could think of."

"And?" She watched herself on the vidchart as it flickered to life, eating a hole in the
wall. Her legs were a blur as she nade her final drive to the finish line along a neasured, red-
carpeted track. She broke the beam and it imediately replayed from above. Then again, her body a
skel eton abstracted into a structural diagram Then again, lungs and heart and big nuscles in the
t hi ghs hi ghlighted, acconpanied by glowi ng bar and line charts, and a shifting colum of figures.

"I'"ve exam ned your proposal, Jillian. | want to give you the up side first: no doubt
about it, you learn faster than anyone |'ve ever coached."

She hugged his arm feeling pleasantly woozy. Today had been rough-endless drills on the
judo mat, with a heavy enphasis on expl osive novenent.

She felt stronger, fitter, nore flexible than ever before in her life. Abner had been an
i deal choice for coach

"I was hoping," she began. "You know, | was
never convi nced that Boost was necessary, if you could bring all of-"

He made a soft, ugly sound, and she shut up, dismayed by his expression

"No, Jillian. |1've got spies, hon. 1've been able to anal yze data from Comuni cati ons,

Zi mbabwe, and Agricorp. You'd never nmake it."

Her hand withdrew fromhis. Her skin felt danp and col d.

"Not a chance?"

"No," he whispered. "And with the twenty percent advantage of Boosting, you still only
have a fifty percent chance of silver. You waited too long, Jillian. You should have Boosted four
weeks ago, if that was what you were going to do."

Lights in the room seened to darken, and the sound of her own breathing grew | ouder. Her
vi dscreen i mage swelled, and Jillian watched herself running and running .and running: now just a
nervous system now a shadow map of muscul ar tensions, now a conputer ani mati on of anot her
idealized Jillian running on an endl ess track toward an inpossibly far horizon

And al nost paralyzed with horror, she heard herself say: "That settles it then."

"I know," he said, as kindly as an executioner could. "I've always known."

"How did you know?" Her voice was as |lost and lonely as a child's.

"Because you don't give up," he said.

Chapter 8

Miscl es nust be stinulated to contract. In the case of skeletal nuscle, the nuscle nmaking up the
formati ve body, stimulation is in the formof a chemical neurotransmtter rel eased by nerve
endi ngs.

Di seases |i ke myasthenia gravis which involve profound nmuscl e weakness are often rel ated
to disturbances in neurotransmitter rel ease, uptake, or clearance. As a result, only feeble nuscle
contractions can take place.

Coverning the entire nervous systemis a conplex systemof cells in the brain stem known
as the reticular formation. Early anatom sts postul ated a diffuse net of neurons and fibres, a
sort of neural excelsior, providing unspecified functions for the surroundi ng cranial nerve
nucl ei .

Later research denonstrated conclusively the inmportance of this area in the control of
critical body functions such as respiration and circulation. It controls the entire spectrum of
awar eness, everything fromtotal alert down to deep cona

In fact, the brain stemreticular core is the only intracranial neural structure w thout
which life is inpossible.

It is here that the Boosters performtheir delicate nmagic, creating, in a sense, a
"di sease" which forces the body to function at greater than ordinary |levels, at enornous cost to
nervous system skeletal nuscles, and finally, sanity itself

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille’'s%20Choice.txt (26 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:22 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

Bursts of color flooded Jillian's mind as the neurosurgeons carefully probed. The
conmput ers nodel ed her brain. Human surgeons operated on the nodel, the noves recorded in tinme-
del ay. Was the stroke perfect? Did it violate any part of that fifty ounces of jellied mracle?
Every kiss of steel or thread of light could be edited to a mllinmeter or a microsecond, practiced
in the machi ne, and only when the surgical team agreed, played back through the robotic arns.
Perfection.

They probed a nerve here, retreated, asked a gentle question there.

VWhat color, Jillian? Wiat sound? \Wat snell? Wich finger? Wat taste?

Rehooki ng nerves, investigating cautiously, carefully. -

At times she was allowed to slide into total unconsciousness. At other times she was
conpl etely awake, staring at a glaringly white tiled ceiling in a stainlesssteel room Flatscreens
and vi dscreens pulsed with slow fire, unraveling her brain and nervous system converting her nost
intimte, secret self into colorcoded displays. Coiled nachinery hissed and beeped around her. And
everywhere, caneras watched

She never felt pain. Cccasionally she sensed a feather of |iquid pressure along her spine.
Then she slid down a tunnel lined with the finest, snoothest, darkest black silk

And was gone.

Voi ces. Light. Several tines, Jillian swam up out of the cavern hole toward the light. It
was warm ng, but the darkness seduced her back to unconsci ousness, and she subnitted to its
enmbrace w t hout resistance.

Safe in the darkness, Jillian conpleted the process of healing, and began the process of
gr owt h.

On Jillian's second full day of wakeful ness, Abner appeared at her door. A wheelchair
followed himlike a good dog.

Hi s face was thinner, his eyes nore sunken, his cheekbones nore cruelly pronounced.

He shoul d have seened fatigued. Instead, there was alnost a m ssionary gleamin his eyes,
as if the fire consuming his flesh also transforned him As if he stood on the threshold of a
terrible new world. "You' ve done it." H s eyes burned through her

She nmet his gaze for a few seconds, then had to turn away. She |lay on her side, peering
out through the w ndow.

The sunlight |ooked the same. The grass outside had beconme speckled with tiny pink
flowers, but was otherw se unchanged. The voices of those who strove in training rang with the
sane enotions and intensities.

If there was a difference, it lay within her. Unni stakably, irrevocably, Jillian Shoner
was the new center of an alien universe

She considered the operation itself, with its dreadful intimcy, its tender rape of the

clot of pinkish jelly wherein all that was Jillian Shonmer resided. That woul d be enough to cause
such an oddness, such a feeling of separation fromher own essence.

"You'll be back on your feet in three days." Abner touched her shoul der. "Training again
in a week."

"How long will it take?"

"1t

"How | ong before it begi ns?"

Gipping her shoul ders, his hands were cool and thin and enornmous. "You'll begin to fee
it within a week. Ten days at the nost. W' ve got seven weeks of training left. Mst drastic
reactions will start happening after the fifth week. Coordination will start increasing after the
third week. New dendrites are form ng now. "

Jillian felt as if his words were a cool wind lifting her, carrying her. She was floating
above the bed sheets. She was suspended in a pool of |ukewarmoil. The world was far away, and
with each passing noment she ball ooned further into an enpty sky. "Did | do the right thing?"

H s eyes were still bright, but cool. The fierceness had fled. Perhaps it had never been
there at all. "Only you can answer that question. If you win, you won everything . . . not just
life, but power. You'll be one of the few who actually run the world. If you |lose, at |east you

did the best you could. Nobody can ask for nore than that."
As he spoke the last words, a mld trenmor shook his body. His eyelids fluttered. She
caught a sudden whiff of sour perspiration, as if he'd had three hours of sleep and thirty cups of
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cof f ee.

"Abner? Are you all right?"

He reached out and laced fingers with her. His skin was cool. Wth the roomlights above
and behind him he seenmed sonehow transl ucent.

“I'"ve got tinme," he said with conviction. "I'll see you in Athens, Jill. I'll see you take
the gold. You' ve got nore natural talent, you're smarter and you train harder than any of them™

She watched his face, searching for deceit or nanipul ati on, and found only that curious
intensity. How much could she tell Abner? Here, they might be overheard; but |ater?

He stretched his lips into a snmle. "Do you feel up to a little sunshine?" As if he'd
guessed her thoughts.

"I'd like that."
Abner still had enough strength to help her into the wheelchair. He belted her in, and
said "main track" to its gui dance system It purred out of the door, down along a panel-lit

corridor and out to a ranped | andi ng.

Fromthere, it was a few snooth feet to the sunshine. He foll owed her along the concrete
and then onto the grass, heading out toward the gravel -covered oval of the track.

Inall it was |l ess than a quarter nile, but Abner was already red-faced and slightly
wi nded. They stayed there for a few m nutes, watching the dozens of athletes in training. Jeff
Tonpki ns was throw ng the hanmer, the corded wedge of his body contracting and expandi ng
expl osively, whirling, releasing the haft with perfect timng. H's body glistened in its
exertions.

She renenbered the nodel of Versailles.

"So," said Abner. "Second thoughts?"

"Ch, yes."

The sun warmed Jillian's face deliciously, the slow whisper of the wind its own strange
poetry.

She said, "All ny life I've watched the O ynpics.
All ny life I've wanted to be one of those. But . Abner, we're taught not to die. Don't Do Drugs.
Wal k
lights. Seat belts and air bags. The Boost, it's

"Ri sky."

"Ri sky, yeah. But |'ve spent. . . six years training with people who take it for granted!
For a gold in the Aynpics, sure they'd Boost. You Boosted. But does it really make sense?"

"Matter of priorities. You don't need an excuse to want to be the best . . . Jillian, the
truth is that | never
knew | could lose. | knewit, but | didn't knowit." He touched his forehead, and then his chest.

"Maybe I'mlying to nyself. Maybe achi evers are people who sel ect death over life."

"That's crazy. They're nore alive than anyone el se."

Hi s nmouth tightened, and his eyes were alight again. "This may sound odd, Jillian. | know
that I only have a few nonths to live, but 1've never felt nore alive. Maybe we're all dying, al
the tine, but the winners knowit, and use it, and aren't afraid of facing it."

“I'm. . . afraid.”

"I didn't say you shouldn't be. | said you shouldn't be afraid to face the fact of death.
There's a difference."

“"I"'mnot sure why | did it . . ." The wave of uncertainty hit her with a roar,

overwhel mi ng. She had had reasons and excuses, and all of themcrunbled into nothing before the
stark enormty of what she had done.
She was weak beyond words, helpless for the first time since the Marianas flu six years

ago.
She wanted to tell Abner. The Council has bl ocked ny research, they've kidnaped ny favorite
conmputer program |'monly doing this because- Some instinct held her back. Some anci ent paranoia

buried deep in her brain stem ineradicable- Wy had she Boosted? Was it to probe some dirty
mystery behind her nother's death, or the greater nystery of chaos in the human condition? O to
be the best fell-runner in all history? O only to beat Gsa?

Abner said, "There are nore questions than answers, Jillian. Wiy do the doctors perform
t he operation? What happened to the Hi ppocratic oath? Wiy does the Council want the best and the
brightest doing this to thensel ves?"

"I don't know," she said, never taking her eyes off the bodies as they |eapt and tw sted,
spi nning around the track. Brown and white bodies, nuscles knotting and coiling tirelessly.

Abner tal ked on. "People at the top want to stay at the top. Watever purpose they have in
letting some of us nove a little bit closer has nothing to do with anything that we want. | know. "
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That curious intensity was even nore severe now. "The A ynpic thesis, the performances, do
you know how new that is? It used to be strictly athletics. Now they're generati ng know edge."
"Boost doesn't hel p anyone there. We think faster, but naybe we'd |learn nore by taking

| onger-"

"Nobel Prize winners tend to pick up ideas fromthe O ynpic theses."

“I'f I could inspire. . . I'd rather take a piece out of violent crines than run any kind
of race. |'ve always known that." And just as definitely, with the visceral certainty of someone

treadi ng on a snake, she knew she'd made a horri bl e mni st ake.

Ch God. I'mgoing to die.

She breathed to the pit of her stomach, regaining control. She still had her goals to
consider, and she clung to those with both hands and her teeth. "Abner. You said . . . there was a
gol d wi nner who had an approach to crinme control."

"Not hi ng about fractals, love. Isn't that what you're-"

"He beat you. Literacy. Raise the literacy rate and the crime rate drops enough to pay for

"Yeah, | renenber. What was his nane, now?"
Her head was full of fog. "Westler, you said. One of the nations . . . ah, Soviet? Puss

Abner was noddi ng. Head | owered, eyes hidden in shadow. "Pushkin. Big as a redwood, you
woul dn't have thought there was a brain in there, and he lost to a Brazilian the sane year | did.

Ni col ai Pushkin! His paper is classified, but . . ." Along pause. "I think | can find a copy. |
got one before they slapped a seal on it."
She felt dubious. If the paper had been any good, the Council would have used it. . . but

she woul d have been grateful for anything he tried to do for her. She took his hand, squeezed it
with what little strength she had, and said, "Thank you, Abner."

Chapter 9

I/O error 1154.
The wafer containing Beverly's personality slid back out of the processor. It had just

arrived this norning from Massachusetts. Jillian's hand shook.
They still wouldn't let her load Beverly into the main processor
Be a good little girl. Play along, and maybe, just maybe, you 'ii see Beverly again.
Jillian slid her finger down the precious golden Sinulacrum nmodule. Wthout the slightest
trace of selfconsciousness, she raised the wafer and touched her lips to its cool surface.
"Sleep well, Bev," she whispered.

She' d be good.

A good little robot she was, and They knew where the buttons were. It woul d be nost
savagely satisfying to shake their predictions . . . but in fact their predictions were working
out fine. Jillian Shoner had given up prying into secret corners, had accepted t he Boost
treatment, had abandoned the topic of her nother's death. And hadn't given up on Beverly; she kept
trying to activate the program knowing it wouldn't work and trying, trying . . . telling herself
she was only nisdirecting Them

Were they wong?

Hgh time, it was, for any act that would let Jillian show herself that she wasn't a good
little robot. But all she could think of was to work on her thesis and wait to heal

Abner watched her from a shadowed corner of the gymmasium Jillian was already stretching
and bal anci ng her body, noving fromyoga Plow into Cobra and then out into the full split of the
Tortoi se pose with a gymmast's grace. He waited until she'd | evered her |egs out to a hundred and
eighty degrees, rolled stomach then chest and chin down to the mat, before he extended a sheaf of
papers with a hand-Ilettered cover

"Pushkin's paper," he said. "I had sone trouble finding it."

She opened her eyes, peeped up at him "G nme." She sighed into her long thigh nuscles,
ordering themto stop quivering, and hi ked herself up to her el bows. She started reading.

The approach wasn't |ike her own, but Pushkin's ideas were fresh, and vital, and
i mpressively presented. He had deserved that gold.

And there was sonething fam liar about the paper, sonething about the way Pushkin phrased
his thoughts. "Was this delivered in Russian?"
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"Sure. Straighten your back."

"Sorry. Who transl ated? The phrasing seens famliar."

He took it back, thunmbed it a bit. ". . . Doesn't say. | don't know. "

As she browsed it, she was jolted again and again by the careful, |ogical juxtaposing of
i deas. But there was nothing she could use, in fact at this late date it was al nbst distracting.
She handed it up to him

"Fascinating. Save this for nme, for after the conpetition, would you? Pushkin seens to
have been a first-class nmind."

Abner was wat ching one of the judo teamtussle with the Grappler. "They nust have found
flaws. He wasn't well rounded. Overall, he barely took a bronze."

"Fl aws? Then why classify it? Wiy not | et everybody look at it, and judge for thensel ves?
The idea is to reduce the I evel of violent crines."

Abner | ooked weary. "Is it?"
She didn't answer. Abner left her to her rigors.
The Council's nptives were not her own. Council, or Inner Crcle, or Ad Bastard: if crine

control was secondary to Them then what did they consider inportant?

She shoul dn't have read Pushkin's paper. It had been classified. Abner had put hinself at
risk to give it to her, and she was in trouble enough al ready.

She couldn't discuss it with Abner. Abner was ill. Soon enough he would be raving in pain
or babbling helplessly as his brain was el ectrostinmul ated i nto norpheme overload. Wat Jillian
di scussed with Abner would not remain private. If he spoke of the paper, it would be too late for
anyone to punish him and she could deny know edge of its restricted status. They couldn't squash
people for every little infraction .

They? Or Donny's Oynpic "Od Bastard"?

Jillian found she was building a nmental inmage of him Mrroring her enotional state, the
first image was an octopus with a human face. She | aughed at hersel f, but the laughter was darkly
fringed.

Cctopus? Big, oversized head, brain, intellect. Tentacles branched and branched again, in
the fashion of fractals. An infinity of tentacles, a tentacle in every aspect of human culture.
Augnented intelligence too high for neaningful neasurement. |nsanely anbitious. A strength of ego
that only longevity and invulnerability-imortality-could create or support. Awesonely intuitive,
pat hol ogi cal Iy ruthl ess, and possessed of a genius for organization.

Seventy years ago, he'd already been powerful enough to see his path to the top of the
Council. He may have created the Council

A programer? An engineer? Likely to have those talents, anpbng others. He must have
mast ered cybernetic technol ogy early. The technol ogy that nmade it possible for the Council to
govern the world. The A d
Bastard m ght have built the Council, and the technol ogy, too!

VWhen she thought of all that such a person would have to have done, and all that he had to
be, it was difficult not to admre him And for that admiration to shift fromthe general to the
specific, froman intellectual position to a disturbingly enotional one, to a physical warnth-
Shut it down, Jillian. At the core of all of that organization and intellect there |lurks the very
essence of chaos.

Beverly woul d have said, Al right, Mss Hot Pants. Could we by God get back to business?

But Beverly was being held for ransom Jihian could still work, but being forced to use
generic programri ng was |ike being blinded or deafened.

There had to be a better way. There had to.

“Hol | y?"

“Jillian. How you doing?" Holly | ooked up. She had been staring at her screen, her hands
folded in her |ap.

"Not ready to fight OGsa yet. | thought | could work on ny thesis while |I heal, but

hell. | need a new direction. How are you doi ng? Can we take the death out of Boost?"
"I don't have a short answer-"
"I was wondering if . . . Holly, you know |I'm working with chaos theory?"
"Sure."

"Sone problens are unsol vabl e because they're
very sensitive to initial conditions. Wiat if | were to do a fractal analysis of Boost, using your
dat a?"

Holly's eyes were not hostile, but wary. "And what if |1've been trying to trisect the
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angl e?"

"I'f you could prove it was inpossible, you' d get gold." Holly stared. "No fertilizer,
Holly, it can be very inportant to prove sonmething' s inpossible."

"No fertilizer?"

Jillian flushed and shrugged.

Holly grinned happily at Jillian's enbarrassnent. "Repeat after me. Shhh-cone on, the
whol e world won't stare in horror if you use the S word."

Jillian wagged her head, but giggled. "I just can't."

"Grl, I don't know what we're going to do with you. Al right. Wiat do you need?"

"Well, when they | earned that about weather control, it started a whole new science. You

can't predict weather nore than three, four days ahead. Could that be true of a Boosted athlete's
body chem stry?"

"What is it you want?"

"Let's play a little. If we find sonething, you'll still have to finish the work yourself.
You' d have to invest a few nonths learning fractal geonetry. If we find nothing but blind alleys,
you invest nothing. See? And maybe | can cone at sonmething froma different angle."

For the next couple of days they worked at Holly's conputer, with Holly on the keyboard.

That was justifiable. It was Holly's equipnent, and she was famliar with it. Jillian had
not told Holly how bad it could be if They caught Jfflian using Holly's systens.
So Jillian watched Holly at work, and specul ated al oud, and asked questi ons.

"How expensive would it be to just Link everybody? Every Boosted O ynpic contender. That's
the price we're trying to undercut."”
Hol Iy | aughed. She had a nunber already in file

e . . a ballpark guess. A good deal of what nmade the Linked what they were, was proprietary. But
it was an outrageous sum

" Sonof agun- "

"@Qun? Come on, will you. Try again. Rhymes with witch-"

""Hol ly!"'

"Ch, all right."

"Now, let's see. W& shouldn't have trouble beating that. How about prosthetics?"

"Haven't you noticed Abner's prosthetics? The trouble is, when your nerves go, they don't
reach the prosthetics."

"Mm WAl dos? Tel eoperated linbs. Transmitter in the brain. Send signals directly to the
linmbs."

"Losing your linbs isn't the biggest problem Jillian. Deterioration goes on. I'mtrying
to. . . Well, one thing at a tine. Wl dos?"

"Yeah. What's the state-of-the-art with wal dos? Wy don't they see nore use? | used to
wonder why the old Rockwell Shuttle didn't have a wal do hand in the cargo bay. Do they cost too
much? How dependabl e are t hey?"

They probed.

Your basic wal do was a hand-shaped machi ne that noved the way your hand noved. It could be
any size; it could be inhumanly strong or inhumanly delicate. Wal dos were generally used in the
nost alien environments: the Mon, asteroids, underseas, the ground receptors for orbiting solar
collectors (patches of desert running at 360 degrees Fahrenheit), the interiors of fusion plants.

The tractor-nounted wal dos used undersea seened the best nodel. Those woul d not be subject
to lightspeed del ays or deterioration due to radiation. They weren't cheap, as it turned out.

Still . . . arms and | egs noved by transmitters in the brain should cost factor-of-fifty |less than
continually nonitoring a Donny Crawford fromorbit.

"But wal dos aren't that dependable, either,"’

"Let's get sone figures on that."

Hol |y pointed out.

"What ki nd?"

"Holly, if my waldo sometines spills the coffee, that's okay. | mght accept |ow
reliability there, even if a bigger waldo would be spilling nolten netal all over a foundry."

"Well, darn. See what you nean." Holly went after industrial accident reports, current.

"How fast is this technol ogy inproving?"

Hol I'y sunmoned ol der records. Industrial accidents seened to cone in spurts. Holly said,
"Graphs of chaotic events tend to have spikes in them don't they?"

"Yeah. Say you're inocul ati ng agai nst Al DS or
cancer. Al of a sudden people are getting sick again, and you can't figure why. It's just the way
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of things. Let's print these out, shall we?" The graphs didn't |ook quite right.
Chaos tends to conme in double parallel curves; |ook closer and they doubl e again, and
again. These didn't. You could find the usual doubling pairs, but Jillian could see other lines.
During the past twenty years there had been waves of accidents, six tall spikes, with not
much between. Lilith Shoner had died right at the peak of one of those spikes.

Jillian didn't have to watch the old tapes again. She'd nenorized them | ong ago.
Lilith Shomer, marine biologist for Agricorp, had died in an undersea m ning acci dent due
to the failure of a waldo. A pillow lava hill had crunbled, the signal to a wal do had been

interrupted, the waldo armhadn't shut off. Huge steel fingers had ripped a done open and spilled
its air.

It was an accident. Sure it was. But a great nany accidents had happened in the shellfish
ranches offshore fromthe California coast, in April of 2049

Beyond that Jillian woul d be guessing. Fromthe way things were reported, you'd think
intercorporate conflict was dissolved with a wave of the Counsel or wand. But enough governnent and
civilian craft, services, and products had been involved to | eave traces.

Hol Iy asked, "You getting anything?"

"I've gotten us way off the subject, is what. W need Link technol ogy to nake wal do |i nbs
work. And that's classified."

She was pretty good, Saturn thought. Holly Lakem s thesis, Holly's equipnment, Holly's
tappity-tap style . « . her "fist," an old-tine tel egraph operator would have said. But certain
topi cs had been flagged by Mning and Forestry (which was what Saturn noticed first) and Holly and
Jillian Shomer were A ynpic contenders living in the same dorm

Two minutes ago, Saturn had been involved in calculations involving a nal functioning sol ar
station. But a citizen had made inquiries that touched on a certain topic, and correl ations had
been made, and a nonent later Jillian Shomer cane to Saturn's attention for the third tinme.

Jillian was an interesting wonan. They'd bl ocked her good, and she hadn't stayed bl ocked
O course she'd underestimated her opponents. M ning and Forestry woul d notice any second now.
fish farm ng, North American southwest shelf, April 2049, Bingo.

They'd notice the instant Saturn tanpered with the data, too. Wat to do, what to do?

He could. . . no, the coincidence would be noted too, if he acted now.

He could wait and. . . not good enough

Retroactivel y?

I f nobody was | ooki ng. Wherever nobody was | ooking. Before the flags were set in place,
four days ago.

To think was to act:

Ten days ago, an exposé on failures in tel eoperated equi pnent was on record as suppressed
by Saturn hinsel f.

A novel about the battle between Agricorp and Mning and Forestry was ready for
publication, as listed in the Pocket Books prospectus of |ast week. Saturn sequestered printing
presses, trucks, bookstore space. Qutlining, quotes, facts were the work of minutes. Witing it
woul d take | onger, but such a book needed his conscious attention. Qherw se the prose would cone
out flat.

A joke during the Toni ght show nonol ogue, not caught in tinme, last night. Edit those
tapes. The reference had reached only the Eastern tinme zone, North America, and that was why it
hadn't been fl agged.

Memo to Mning and Forestry, direct from Saturn. They weren't used to that. It woul d shake
them "You fucked up, citizens. Renenber that minor quarrel in which mnor people died? Everybody
wants to know nore about it. Wiy don't you forget the Shonmer girl and try to figure out what went
wong? An Aynpic contender's likely to be too busy to wite her nmenbirs, at least for a bit."
Leave out mention of the book; "discover" it |later. The book was half witten; the style needed
improving; fiddle with the program

Ni ne days after the operation, Jillian began the first fledgling efforts to exercise, to
reestablish contact with her body.

She was made of spun gl ass, cobwebs, and rusty iron filanments, infinitely fragile.

Suryananmaskar, hatha yoga's Sun Salutation, is a series of ten novenents |inked together
with precise breathing. It, and the ancient Chinese novenents of T ai Chi Ch'uan are probably the
exerci ses nost expedient for recovery fromdebilitating illness.

Under Abner's precise direction, she learned it:
i nhal e, reaching high. Exhale, extending the trunk forward and down. Inhale. Exhale as the |egs go
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back in push-up position. Inhale as she straightened her arms into a Cobralike position called
Upward Faci ng Dog. Exhale and lift the hips high, making a pyram d of your body. |Inhale as the
feet come forward next to the hands. Exhale. Inhale as you return to standing position

Abner corrected her ninutely at every bend and breath. His thin hands changed her posture,
spi nal alignnent, depth of breath, checked her degree of muscle tone. And when he was sati sfied,
he nade her do another one.

She forced it. Sweat exploded from her brow and drool ed into her eyes.

The next day, she managed four repetitions. And the next, seven

Wthin five nore days, her energy |evel approached nornmal, and nost of her flexibility had
returned. And there was sonething el se: her bal ance had inproved noticeably. And concentration
And that peculiar effect known as tine dilation.

She remenbered Gsa: the stocky Swede's coordination had been off just a tick. Jillian had
to find an exercise that would keep her speed synchroni zed with her body, so that coordination
didn't suffer.

Physi cal effort, physical pain, and bouts of total exhaustion becane her life. Anything to
keep her mind off the labyrinth of lies that the Council and their world had suddenly becone for
her. There were answers, but she couldn't get themnot right now

Even if the A ynpiad hadn't denmanded her conplete attention, Donny, her one certain |ead,
was unavail able. (According to a vidcast, he was in Jakarta, dedicating a bridge. Hs snmle was a
constel l ation.)

To use Holly's conputer again would risk her friend's life. As driven as Jillian was, she
couldn't bring herself to do that.

And what was |left was study, and planning, and training.

At midnight, thirteen days after the operation, Jilhan let herself into the main gymasi um
and used her personal ID card to access the Gappler Twel ve.

Her body felt conpletely oiled and powerful, as if she had never violated its envel ope of
protection. The Grappler waited for her on the mat, a cone of light surrounding it. Its tripod
bal ance arm seened a saunan tail to her, as if it were a small and friendly di nosaur.

"Progran?" the conputer requested politely.

"Coordi nation. Increase speed until ten percent error level, then decrease thirty percent,
and replay cycle."”

"Program accepted. "

She and the G appler began to dance. It was a formal, nonconpetitive exercise, the
G appl er' s nechani cal | egs expanding and contracting, its balance shifting every nonent as it
sought to upend her, to
sweep her feet from beneath her, to fling her to the mat.

But at every touch of its padded | egs she noved lightly away, delighting in the snoothness
and assurance of her own novenent. She and the robot flowed together, striving flesh and egol ess
steel, gleaming with sweat and oil in the single overhead light, for long mnutes. The ni nutes
stretched to an hour before Jilhan's strength suddenly |eft her

She col | apsed onto hands and knees, panting, grinning. She watched the sweat drizzle from
her face, puddling onto the nmat before her. A well of spontaneous, crazed | aughter boiled up. She
fell over onto her side, whooping.

Then she heard other | aughter join hers, followed by the sound of applause. Abner strode
out of the shadows. In that nmoment he didn't seemsick at all, just thin. If he walked |ike an old
man, it was a strong old man, a patriarch, proud and renewed as a man watching the first steps of
his grandchild. Hs eyes were fever-bright.

He beamed down at her. "You understand," he said. "By God. Osa could never |et anyone beat
her, let alone a nmachine. She couldn't do what you just did, Jillian." H's eyes glowed with
admi rati on.

He stretched out a bony hand to her, and she took it, and drew himdown until he was
kneel i ng.

"How nuch time do you have, Abner?"

Pause. Gim acceptance nuted the joy in his face. "A few nonths. Maybe. The drugs aren't
wor ki ng as well anynore. But |I'll make it to.-"

"No." She hushed himw th her finger. "Abner. W' ve both given up everything. We're both
so al one. You've been there for ne, and there's nothing | have to give you, no way | have to show
you what it's neant. So I'll just ask you. Don't be ny coach for a little while, okay? Don't be ny
t eacher."

"What then?" Their faces were very close.

"My friend," she said. "CGod, | need a friend."
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Abner put his arnms around her. She burrowed her face into the notch between cheek and
shoul der, and they stayed that way for a tine.

Utimately the gentleness turned into sonething el se, sonething fiercer and nore joyous,
with the Grappler as solitary witness.

The Grappler had no ears to hear, or nouth to offer judgnent as two |onely human bei ngs
found, for a short tinme at |east, a haven fromthe storm

But it did have eyes.

Saturn had seen sex in all its many fornms, nany times. Over the decades enbarrassnent had
given way to titillation, to amusenent, and finally to boredom
But this one . . - Jillian Shonmer interested him By an athlete's esthetics, her body was

perfect. She was coupling with a wasted skeleton of a man. Wthin a week or so, the sexua
function nmight well have been beyond Abner Collifax conpletely. One might safely rule out aninal
| ust.

The mating urge? Wuld she consider himto be good genetic material? He had | ost at both
the ninth
and tenth A ynpiads. Surely Jillian Shoner could do better than that.

Pity? Respect? Love perhaps?

O nothing so noble: the urge to bond an ally? Could Abner be of use to her? Had he
i nformation? Skills? Connections that she could access no ot her way?

Here was neat for the nmind. The oddities of human behavior still engaged a jaded intellect
after alnmost a hundred and fifty years.

Anot her sobering possibility presented itself. Perhaps he was approaching the problemwth
the wwong tool. Could he have becone so used to analytical dissection to resolve problens that he
had | ost contact with that part of himthat felt? Could a being who had | ost desire for sexua
contact understand the urge? For that matter, could the urge, and all of its manifestations, be
understood i f approached froma purely nmechani stic New oni an basi s? WAs under st andi ng even
possi bl e, in any absolute sense?

Hs mental smle was a child's, alight with the sinple joy of self-discovery.

The Shomer woman was. . . intriguing.
Chapter 10
Jillian faced Osa across the nat.

She ignored the glare of the lights and the thirty pairs of eyes watching them Her whole
worl d was the stocky bl ond dynano before her. They circled each other lightly, joined inplacably
in a conbative mnuet, wary and nervous as hungry cats.

Confi dence and a barely | eashed anger boiled within her. Discipline kept alid on it: the
confidence was m spl aced. She hadn't been Boosted | ong enough, hadn't gai ned enough strength. On
the other hand, she would put her tim ng against anyone in the world.

She had a hole card: Gsa held her in contenpt. Never Underestinmate Your Eneny. Conbat's
deadliest sin. Jillian could surprise the Swedish girl, get to her
and take advantage of that contenpt and uncertainty before the stronger woman had an opportunity
to adj ust.

A sudden shift of balance, a hul a-novenent with hips feinting one way, and shoul ders the
other. A nonent of carefully judged clunmsiness, swiftly conpensated -

Ch, Osa. | Boosted too late. |I'mangry and desperate. Conme. Take ne.

To a mat hematician, judo is a matter of bal ance points and coefficients of friction,
equati ons of mass and nmomentum and inerti a.

| magi ne a cone which nmust roll onto its edge in order to nove, exchanging stability for
mobility. It is this novenent, in the service of aggression or defense, advance or retreat, that
creates vulnerability.

Csa swooped to the attack. Her hands, seeking grips on Jillian's gi, were as |light as
butterflies. Deceptively, hypnotically gentle. Jillian didn't |let them deceive her. Once they
gai ned purchase, once OGsa found the flaw in her bal ance, the butterflies would becone rocs, talons
which lifted and tw sted and thundered Ji hian down to the mat.

Jillian played fear, played passivity, retreat. She let her breathing catch raggedly, as
if fatigued by apprehension. Three tinmes in a mnute, Jillian flinched into abortive attacks,
barely countering Osa's aggressive defense in tine.
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Csa's lips pressed together in a pale line, the edges beginning to twitch upward as she
gai ned confi dence.

Jillian inhal ed, relaxing-

Then in the mddle of the breath, exhal ed explosively, attacking with a Feral intensity
that no human being coul d have antici pated or countered.

Wth timng perfect to the mllisecond, Jillian swept GCsa's ankle at the instant when
wei ght transferred fromone leg to the other. It was as if the Swedish girl had trod on the
proverbi al banana peel. They crashed to the mat together, Jillian in control

The rest happened in a single cycle of breath:

Moving in the eerie slownotion world created by total focus, she trapped Gsa's forearmin
her right arnpit, swng her legs up in a body scissors. As they hit the mat she adjusted the
sci ssors so that her ankles pinioned Gsa's throat.

Gsa heaved once, titanically, twisted |ike a beached eel, tensed her throat and arm and

drummed her heels on the mat seeking balance that Jillian refused to let her find.
Anot her spasmbut Jihlian only bore down nore viciously.
And t hen-
She sl apped Jillian's | eg, choosing submni ssion over unconsci ousness or injury.
Gsa coughed, then rolled away as Jillian rel eased her, face dark wi th anger
Jillian heaved for air, speckles of light dancing in her eyes, nuscles shaking with the

sudden intensity of the effort.

For ten seconds the two wonen stared at each other, notionless, twin ivory imges carved
with flanme.

Then, slowly, Osa regai ned conposure and forced herself to smle.

She stood as Jillian stood. Osa flicked imaginary dust fromher gi, still eyeing her
opponent with new respect.

Then slowy, and with inmense solemity, she bowed.

Chapter 11

The vacuumtube car was wall-to-wall O ynpians, their coaches and | uggage. They travel ed at just
under orbital speed, deep underground. There were no w ndows, but then again there was nothing to
see.

In the forward car a classic flatfilmplayed, electronically nodified so that one Q ynpi an
after another replaced Hunphrey Bogart or Katherine Hepburn aboard the African Queen. \Wen they
tired of that, they replaced the two stars with other performers. After trying a hal f-dozen
current male matinee idols, including a gi bbon who perfornmed in Asian, they settled on a fortyish
Sean Connery. To fill Hepburn's spinster role, they recruited the image of an Australian beauty
queen naned Brigitte Chan-Snyt he. Chan-Snythe had recently scandalized Transportation with
por nographic satires of their nbst recent advertising canpaign. D al ogue and action were
ent husi astically inprovised.

Conversations ran sluggishly in the aft car. Maybe the occupants felt the cl ose quarters,
or the gigatons of earth and sea above, or the pull of vacuum and the dark

But in the mddle car they eschewed passive entertainnment, retracted the seats and danced.
At a quarter gravity all dances were slow, to nusic three centuries old. Eldren Cowan taught
Engli sh Regency line dancing to tapes he had brought for his Spirit Event.

Jillian curtsied to Jeff Tonpkins, solemmly linked arms with him and revolved carefully.
Too nmuch enthusiasmin low gravity could send an dynpian caronming into a wall, to the vast
amusenent of all but Eldren.

Gravity returned: the track led up, the cars began to slow. Jillian excused herself and

made her way to the novie car.

Connery and Chan- Snythe had just sunk the German warship, and were celebrating in a manner
probably envisioned, but certainly never filmed, by John Huston. Wth a final roar of appreciation
the filmwas term nated, and soneone conjured up a map of the subway.

Jillian just glinpsed the world-girdling network as the scale began to zero in on the deep
Atlantic tunne
e . onthe Aegean Sea . . - on Geece . . - It was |ike watching a conmputer programtake the

Mandei brot Set to finer and finer scale. Mjor subway trunks ran across
continents, coast to coast, under mountains and deserts and farnl and. Bigger channels yet ran
beneat h the oceans. The view ran up from beneath the Atlantic, took a branch that ran beneath the

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille’'s%20Choice.txt (35 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:22 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

Aegean, out of the sea to Greece, chose from hundreds of branches
the view zeroed in on Athens, on ghostly city streets, follow ng the nmoving dot that was
t hensel ves.

Funny, she'd never noticed that the world's subway system was designed as fractals.

The cars turned snoothly; they twitched as other cars matched or detached. Presently the
doors opened on |ight and sound.

At hens Convention Center. Hundreds of anonynous human shapes milled near the terninals,
hel d back by ropes and security forces as they waved placards and chanted wel cone. Jillian
returned to her seat.

There on the narrow cushi ons Abner stirred restlessly fromhis nap. He slept a great deal
| at el y, husbandi ng his energy, perhaps, or seeking in unconsci ousness a nmuting of the ceasel ess
pai n.

H s eyes opened, took a few seconds to focus. H s face was nore brutal |y weathered by the
Boost now, and his breathing was nore | abored. Sonetines she listened to it at night as he slept.
She dreaded its irregularity, inmagined that she heard in it a cry for peace, a weariness of body
that extended, finally, even to the spirit which animated the wi thered shell.

"W're here," he said. His lips |ifted at the corners. "I promised nyself |1'd nmake it this
far."

"W're not done here yet, Abner." She gripped his hand as if by strength al one she could
halt his deterioration. "You can't |eave ne until |'ve won."

The subway eased through a seal, and air hissed into the I ock. The O ynpi ans hoot ed,
hustl ed up out of their seats, and began to unload their gear

She wai ted. Abner shoul dn't even have been on a general passenger train. He could be hurt
in the press.

The aisle began to enpty toward the front, and she stood, snaked out past Abner, and
hel ped himto his feet.

Li ke a granddaughter hel ping a bel oved but doddering elder to cross the street, Jillian
escorted Abner, took both of their bags in tow, helped himout into the termni nal

A Greek band oonmpah'd its way through a bizarre nedl ey of "God Bl ess America" and
Transportation's corporate anthem "Songs fromthe Sky." A few O ynpians autonatically stiffened
to attention. Jillian scanned the A ynpians until she saw Holly. The biol ogi st was fighting hard
to swall ow a sardonic grin.

As they flowed toward the line of waiting shuttles they were showered by confetti and
streaners, cheered, given all of the fanfare that jillian had craved on departure from Boston. Now
it was too late. Now she didn't really give a dam.

Rai n swept down in curtains, wavering across the pavenent |ike bed sheets blowing on a
clothesline. The crowd eddied |ike ocean waves, frantic to see the arriving athletes. She could
not see faces. Their faces were darkened, backlit ovals.

A pool of light: they were close enough now for her to nmake out a sign printed in Geek
Japanese, and English. The English read: STOP THE OLYMPICS. The protester was clearly visible for
a nonment, face no ion-
ger an indistinguishable smear, now a tw sting, screaming mouth and a fringe of sopping hair. Then
security nmen noved swiftly fromthe sides, and he vani shed into the shadows.

Sonme of the others strutted and posed for the crowds, flexing nuscles, sniling broadly.
Holly held up a briefcase containing her precious files, waving confidently to the caneras.

Holly was ready. Her studies on the i mmune system were conpl ete and broken down into
display node. If they didn't win her the gold, they mght still save her fromthe effects of
Boost .

Maybe. The worl d woul d change.

"Quite a show, isn't it?" Abner said as their car glided away through the crowd.

The press of humanity actually thickened for the first hundred feet or so, then thinned
out. Then they were on the road and headi ng out of the term nal

Jillian felt like hiding. "Wiy do | get the feeling that | haven't seen anything yet?"

"Because you are a bright, perceptive girl."

The caravan to A ynpic Bay took hal f an hour

The floating islands were tethered in standard three-by-three resort formation. Each
hosted a network of dormitories, gymasiuns, cafeterias, and entertainment facilities. They were
fortffied and fenced, protected on all sides: a tenporary luxury conmmunity created to fill every
d ynpi an need.
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Oynpic Bay glittered in the misty rain like a mythical nmountain fortress, and Jillian
felt her pul se race.

Ferry skimrers were coasting in on plunmes of steam ng foam Helicopters and floatcars
braved the wind to reach | anding pads. And fromevery vehicle streamed A ynpians and their
coaches.

Jillian hel ped Abner onto the docking platform hustled himto a two-passenger robot
monotram |t surged forward the nonent they were seated.

Abner's thin fingers tapped agai nst the glass, and he sighed audibly.

"What is it?" Jillian asked as they drew up to one of the condos. It rose up out of an
artificial hillside on enornous alum numstilts. An escalator rippled up the side of the hill to
the main entrance. Rain was deflected by a silver awning.

"Al'l the rest of it was just rehearsal, Jill. | can't help you anynore."

Was he asking pernission to die? Abner seened translucent, epheneral.
"It may be | don't need you," she said in a voice she m ght have used with a child. "But I
want you to see ne win."

Hi s hands slid down into his lap, were still. "Al right."

She kissed his cheek as the tram stopped and the door slid open. "I'Il be in touch."
"Pl ease. "

A silver-garbed young nman offered to carry Jiiiian's luggage for her, and she decli ned.

She shrugged the strap over her shoul der and straightened up, stepping onto the escal ator.

The little nonotram di sappeared around a curve.

Holly waited for her at the top of the escalator. "Were's Abner going?”"

"A Medtech Intensive. He's going to need |ifesupport soon." The w nd whi pped a spray of
rain into her face. Wth the tip of her tongue she tasted it. Salt. "Real soon."

"I's he septic?"

She shrugged. "It's a miracle he's hung on this long. He'll make it another nonth. Bet on
it."

They stood and wat ched the crowd gather and thin on the dock, ebbing and surging as a

tide. Holly chuckl ed, calculatedly changing the nood. "I've never seen so nuch healthy flesh in
all ny life. | wonder if the runors are true."
Curiosity nudged Jillian out of her pensive nmood. "What runors?"

"“Ah, you know." Holly | eaned over, stagewhi spered conspiratorially. "They say that the
nmost i ntense sex in the known universe takes place in the Aynpic villages."

"I'"ve heard that. Are you planning a little personal inquiry?”

"Certainly. A series of controlled experinents in the nane of science."

"Doubl e-blind, | suppose."”

“I"1l keep one eye open."

A pair of gorgeous young nale attendants escorted themto their separate roonms. Jillian's,
atall,
darkly Mediterranean | ad who | ooked usefully fit, offered to help Jillian unpack. He al so offered
to rub her feet, nassage her | ower back, or performany other service that m ght be required. He
was cute, but she decli ned.

When the door cl osed, she began to unpack. She pl aced shoes beneath her bed, tested the
bed, hung pantsuits and dresses in the closet, squirreled toiletries away in the bathroom She
busi ed hersel f around and around the room unaware that she was being watched until Holly cleared
her throat fromthe doorway.

"You know, " the biologist said thoughtfully, "you are definitely not the sane anxious
little girl | met eight weeks ago."

Jillian sat on the bed, unnaturally aware of the play of every nuscle as it flexed and
knotted. She felt like a bundle of live wires. "Wat's the difference?"

"You - " Holly closed her eyes, stared into the darkness for a few seconds before
answering. "Your eyes don't have any humor in them but your mouth is smiling all the tine.
There's just sonmething a little distant about you. Detached.”

Jillian's lips curled up, but there was no warnth in them "Well, nmaybe | finally got the
joke, Holly."

Suddenly, Holly seenmed very unconfortable, found it difficult to neet Jillian's gaze. "Uh-
huh," she said. "Well. Mybe so."

Holly seemed in a hurry to |l eave, and Jillian did nothing to stop her

Jillian stared down at her hands, felt the play of tendon and nuscle in her forearns,
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cl osed her eyes to hear the slow thunder of her heartbeat.

The Boost was speeding up. She could feel the changes, feel her body growi ng and shifting.
She wi ggl ed her toes and could nentally isolate every tendon, mnuscle, and nerve fiber. Every
breath reverberated hollowy in the cavern of her chest.

Where was Jillian Shoner? Here, on the edge of a bed in a strange room in a strange pl ace
a world away from her begi nnings?
And if not.. . then who was she?

She had wanted Abner to cone with her, and was ashaned of the true reason. They spoke of
conpani onshi p, of support, of coaching, directly of affection and obliquely of [ove. The truth was
dar ker.

Abner was rotting inside. |Inmpending death enshrouded himlike a fetid cloak. Death was in
his eyes, his novement, his precarious balance. It creaked in his voice.

Jillian Shoner, nore vital than ever before, was norbidly fascinated. Abner was a |iving
rem nder of the hell which awaited her if she fail ed.

She felt as if she were falling through a black hole toward some ultinate encounter with a
Jillian that had never been

Jillian | ooked up at the wall clock, and junped. Two hours had passed, tine during which
she sat notionless, listened to her body grow and change, felt the heat as her blood raced to
remove toxins and rebuild tissue.

She shucked herself out of her clothes, lay back, told the ceiling light to shut down.

There were ways to deal with jet lag. Tension, too. Boost made it even easier

She withed in the dark, stretching and tensing each nuscle in individual sequence. Back
side, belly.

roll ed out of bed, dressed, noved into the silent hallways. Fromfar away, another fl oor
per haps, came sounds of nerriment. She saw no one in the halls.

Qutside the rain had stilled, leaving the silver trail of the escalator glistening with
its menmory. She took the escalator down two | evels, and caught a submarine tramto the shore.

The little tube cars were nine parts entertai nnment excursion and one part practica
transportation. Fish slipped in and out of the floodlanps. Jillian stared up through the
transparent tramwalls as they hissed along. The water turned black just a few yards beyond the
| anps. Fish flashed to life, then vanished utterly. There night have been nothing bel ow her or

above her, or anything at all in the universe except this tiny capsule cruising through an endl ess
sea.

A young wonan in a silver blazer with an Aynpic patch greeted her at a shoreside tram
station. In heavily accented English she asked if Jillian would require a |inbusine, or an escort.
Jillian denmurred, and nounted the upward escal ator al one.

What the night required was a wal k. The mi sts of evening were cleansing, conforting. The
stadia were less than a nmile fromthe dock

El ectrici ans and caneranen, carpenters and painters were still busy, working |ike a col ony
of welldisciplined termtes to prepare the stadia and surroundi ng environs. The main stadi umrose
like the
Coli seumof old, a structure a quarter mle long and fifteen stories high, with seats for a
hundred t housand spectators.

Just as A ynpians had been arriving half the night, so had their audi ence. Fromall over
the world they cane, flooding the hotels in Athens, overflowing out to smaller artificial islands
in the bay. Live spectator seating in three different arenas, holo feeds winging out to the world
and beyond, the O ynpiad would be watched by three billion people. Those who stayed hone woul d
have a better view

They were a | egion of three thousand, the new gladiators, joined in nortal combat wth
sonething infinitely more terrible than lions.

Jillian stood in the shadows, watching: soneone el se had had the inspiration for a | ate-
ni ght stroll.

A slender man in a silver w ndbreaker was running |aps on the track. He was singing as he
ran. His voice was beautifully cultured, and barely seened affected by the rigors of a pace that
accel erated to sonmething near sprinting. As he circled the track and cane cl oser she coul d nmake
out the words he sang:

He's never, ever sick at sea!
What, never?

No, never.

Well, hardly ever
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As he passed her she saw the Bulgarian flag on the back of his jacket, beneath Agricorp's
crossed stal ks of wheat. She recogni zed himfroma Newsweek | ocop on the transport in from Denver.

He slowed to a jog and ran out of the stadium trailing song behind.

Jillian wal ked out to the nmiddle of the field, sat cross-legged in the wet grass.
Uncounted tons of concrete, tens of thousands of foamsteel girders, nmllions of man-hours had
gone into building this stadium

Here, track-and-field events woul d take pl ace.

A roofed oval to the north was reserved for swi nm ng and gymastics, weight lifting and
judo, fencing and archery and the other indoor events.

A third location, also doned, would house the academnm c and esthetic events. Chess, flight
simul ati on, conmputer art, oral interpretation, all of the skills that would nean success for sone
and di saster for others.

In these three stadia, and in a selected location in the nountains to the north, Jillian
woul d di splay her gifts and talents. Here she would stretch her body and m nd and heart to the
maxi mum She prayed that it would be enough

She noticed sonmething. For the first time in her life, as she prayed, there was no sense
of praying to something outside herself. Her prayer was directed to a new Jillian, the creature
growi ng inside a chrysalis conposed of the old Jillian's hair and eyes and hopes and fears.
Splitting away now. Another creature. Stronger. Fiercer

It heard her prayer, and hissed its savage reply.

The noon sun gl eaned down on them Row after glittering row they cane, the O ynpians. They
carried,
according to their allegiances, corporate or national banners. Three thousand strong, every human
color, fromevery corner of the planet they cane.

Jillian stood shoul der to shoulder with strangers. She stole a glance back through the
pack. Holly was back there, sonmewhere. They coul dn't stand toget her
Hol Iy owed all egi ance to Medtech, as Csa did to Agricorp

She peered around, caught sight of Mary Ling, the tiny Taiwanese girl said to be one of
the toughest conpetitors in the fell-running division

But Ling wasn't as fornidable as Catherine St. Clair, the English Medtech chem st who was
not only a top fell-runner, but had worked on the five-man British Acadeny of Science team which
garnered |l ast year's Nobel Prize in nedicine. St. Cair was a strong chess player and a stunning
redhead to boot. Jillian gritted her teeth.

So they marched in their pockets and rows, carrying their banners and singing their songs,
saluting the crowd that overflowed the stands and spread out across the world. They were best of
the best, three thousand of the finest m nds and bodies that had ever strode the planet.

Wthin seven years, ninety-eight percent of themwould be dead. There were just fifty open
sl ots anong the Linked.

As the anthens of two dozen nations and si xteen corporations played, they marched.
Speeches were made. Fireworks were ignited, and a gigantic OneWrld hol ogram the Council's
ultimate enblem rotated overhead.

Fromthe north corner of the stadium a lone figure ran with the grace of a gazelle,
carrying on high a torch which snoked and flickered in the still air.

The stadiumfell into a hush, and every eye watched as a thin, pale man entered the stands
and sprinted up a carpeted stair to touch the flame to the official dynpic torch.

The crowd relaxed into a collective sigh, and then expl oded i nto appl ause.

The d ynpi cs had begun.

Chapter 12

In the Arts and Entertai nnents auditorium ei ghteen thousand people sat in their patient rows.

Jillian Shomer scanned their faces, striving to read their nminds, their hearts. If each of
them were deepscanned, so that she could read their heart rates and bl ood pressures, skin
tenperatures and EEGs . would it help her to talk to then®?

The question, the doubt, the yearning to touch the facel ess audi ence, had plagued artists
si nce the beginning of time. Technol ogy had changed not hi ng.

"Ladi es and gentlenen, Mss Jillian Shomer.
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Di vi si on: Spirit. Presentation: Fractal Art."
Pi cture: gl aci ers, advancing fromdifferent directions, neeting in a central fissure in the
earth, grinding the countryside into gravel and splinters.

As the hol ographic inages materialized in the dome of the main theater, Jillian distanced

herself fromreality, allowed herself to pretend that she had not created these i mages through
countl ess hours of programm ng. She becane instead a spectator, a student attending a phantasma
geol ogy | ecture.

The ice was spectacul arly varicol ored. Wiere two nmoving cliff faces struck one another
clouds of steamboiled forth. The inage expanded swiftly. The canmera POV glided into the steam
the curls and wi sps and patterns of |ight becane clear. The inmages reveal ed were not confined to
curlicues and arcs: networks of edge and angle energed. As they pushed deeper into the scene, the
i mage paradoxically reverted to the macro i mage

Here again was the ocean of crawing ice . . . but a hole seenmed to have been torn in the
bottom of the world. The floes crunched and swirled in a slowrtion whirlpool. The grinding scream
of amllion mllion tons of ice filled the auditorium Darkness congealed into a dense strip of
junbl ed cubes and triangles that pulsed with the roar |ike an optical sound track

The sound itself was a repeating pattern

Geonetric pul ses shone so bright, |looned so |large that they stunned the senses. Chunks of
angl e broke free, coalesced into glaciers once again. The gl aciers crashed, gouged nmountains from
their path, and tore sinplified redwods up by their roots.

The i mage expanded once again, pushed into the trees thenselves. The pattern of the |eaves
was a re
peating pattern, its angles and cool green geonetries fading to outline to produce crystals, ice
ciystal s which were once again gl aciers.

And again two walls of ice met scream ng. The conputer sinmulation expanded the scene, took
the judges and audi ence to sonme new aspect of that primal scape. Wth col or, depth, shape, sound,
and novement Ji hian conjured up the infinite variations of pattern within pattern, until the
repetitions becane a nusical novenent, the entire ebb and fl ow of change the heartbeat of an
enornous creature fromages past, the living fire of its breath a dance of creation and
destructi on.

She'd found the core of this while exploring sonething nearly outside her field: the
torpid formation and fl ow of plasma between the core and rimof a spiral galaxy: the |laws that
govern a transgal actic lightning bolt. Her very sinple equation mght not describe such a process
in all detail, but as the basis for a visual display. . . In Jillian's hunble opinion, it made the
Mandel brot Set look like a six-year-old's first attenpt at needl epoint.

The sequence ended. The lights came up full

Nervous at the lack of response, Jillian stood, |ooking out at the thousands of
spectators, perhaps twelve thousand who had cone to witness her presentation

Finally, soneone near the judges' box began to appl aud, and the cl appi ng becane
infectious, until the entire auditoriumrocked wi th appl ause.

Overwhel med, Jillian took her bow, keeping her eyes on the scoreboards as the officials
rendered their judgnent.

© ©©
NN R

A respectabl e score. Saturn thought that the Shomer wonman could take a silver with that.

I nteresting mnd.

She was capabl e, and creative, and intelligent enough. And ... unpredictable. Driven by
nmotivations he didn't quite understand. She bore further exam nation.

As did her associate Holly Lakein.

Saturn scanned all of the inputs fromthe Aynpiad, as he did inputs fromaround the Earth
and to the outer reaches of the solar system

Lakein's performance on the bal ance beam had been stunning, a gold. Her nodern dance
di splay was less inpressive-all force and altitude, technique masqueradi ng as enotion

But her chess . . . ah.

A mind that can think thousands of noves ahead can take no pleasure in the w nning or
| osing of such a gane. But there was beauty in the patterns of her play.
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Her five matches tested her to the linmt. Her second opponent was Catherine St. Cair.
Saturn recogni zed notifs devel oped by Botvinnik in the Netherlands, Al ekhine in Zurich, Korchno
i n Leningrad.

Lakei n was experinental, bold, and innovative. St
Cair played a straightforward pressure ganme, grinding attrition which could well have crippled a
| esser player. Utimtely St. Cair had taken a pawn sacrifice which devel oped into a forked
check. Five noves |ater she retired, congratulating an exhausted Holly on a brilliant coup

It was Holly Lakein's finest nmonent. Overall, she bronzed, and Saturn knew that she had
only one nore hope: her nolecul ar biol ogy presentation

Saturn effortlessly broke through Lakein's security codes, decrypted her files, and
scanned her paper on alternative avenues for Boost control

Agai n, inpressive. She presented her case clearly and creatively, and had obviously had
access to classified data. She quoted none of it, but sone of her concl usions woul d have been
i mpossi bl e, her lines of reasoning corrupted, unless she had seen. . . perhaps the 2046 RAND
st udy.

But she could not hope for gold, and w thout gold, Holly could not possibly Link

Too bad. Still, she had another four years. Then there were Saturn's own priorities

Again he turned attention to the Arts and Entertai nments auditorium now enptying. One of
the judges was a guest Counsel or, Aziltov from Comunicati ons, who had given Jillian a 9.2. He
seermed still fascinated by the enpty stage. No doubt he was replaying the fractal art display in
his mind, with the exactitude possible only to a Linked.

And then he woul d probably do it again. And again. Aziltov had devel oped an unhealthy
tendency to replay pleasurable noments. O invent them

Aziltov was borderline Feral

The world was a fracturing dike to Saturn, and he was a little Dutch boy with a thousand
busy wet fingers.

Abner was consci ous, but barely so. The machines breathed for him filtered his bl ood,
kept the pain at bay.

Sone pain remai ned. He dared not slip too deeply into narcosis. Blocking the nerves
electrically left himin a disassociated state that unravel ed sanity even nore swiftly.

He desperately wanted to see Jillian conpete.

She visited himdaily, speaking to himof strategy, or trivial things, and he wondered if
she knew how he had lied to her.

A white lie, certainly. He'd made a m stake, nentioning the illiteracy paper. No Russian
had witten it. Her precious Donny had won gold with the damed t hing.

The paper had won gold, and then been buried, dam themall to hell.

On the hol oscreen, Jillian approached the nmat, bowed to her second opponent.

She cl osed, and the Boost-accel erated refl exes of both opponents nade the action a blur
Ordinarily he woul d have sl owed the inages down, inspected themfrane by frane. But he was so
tired, and hurt so badly. Only one nore thing now, and he could let go.

His attention had wandered. Jillian was in a pret
zel with her opponent, a straining tangle of arnms and | egs. The other girl's shoul ders were pinned
to the mat.

Jihlian stood, victorious.

Abner closed his eyes, smiling, as the screen went dark. The nurses had programmed it to
turn on only when Jilian was conpeting, to allow himto save his strength. Abner slipped away into
an uneasy sleep, a dimdreamworld, its horizon boiling black with |ocusts.

A buzzing filled the room He opened his eyes, nmanaged to rub sone of the gum out of them

Jillian. GCsa. Conpeting for gold.

"Ch, Jillian. Darn it all to heck." He nentally repeated that |ast sentence, and gloomly
decided that Jillian was a bad infl uence.

He had hoped that the Scandi navi an woul d have foul ed out, or been beaten, or broken an
arm Anything to keep her away from Ji hhian

They went at each other |ike a pair of dervishes. Long phrases of careful circling, Iight
touches, and then a blinding flurry of novement. Osa took her opponent dead seriously this tine,
used her phenonenal agility to keep Jillian from cl osing.

Then . . . an opening. Jillian took Osa to the mat, slamming her down so brutally hard
that Abner winced and grinned at the sane tine.

Jillian went for the pin . . . was straining for the hold..
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And went |inp. Abner cursed. Gsa had shamred, let Jillian try to pin, and had worked
herself into a choking position

The screen went bl ack.

Fell -running was still a hope, but he was so tired.
And the pain. He just couldn't take the pain nuch |onger. He would have to ask for drugs, and
Bl ocki ng. And then he would slide down that final hole, and couldn't be sure of ever coming up
agai n.

There was still sonmething to say to Jillian, but he could no | onger be sure of his ability
to say it.
Jillian had two chances at the athletic events. The judo which had so tested her body and

spirit had yielded a respectable silver. The fractal art presentation had yielded silver, but her
thesi s on chaos theory and sociol ogy had only earned a bronze. Not good enough. The fell-running
had becone do-or-die.

Traditionally, fell-running is a European sport. Not until the third Aynpiad had it
become a truly international pastime. Conpetitors traverse a ten-kilonmeter obstacle course, facing
natural and artificial barriers.

There shoul d have been el even wonen on line with Jihian. Nine were there. Two were Boosted
vet erans who had no chance of |inking, who had been quietly renoved fromthe O ynpiad in the nane
of security.

Four of the women, including St. Cair, were of purely European extraction. Three held
varyi ng degrees of African blood in their veins. One was the sinewy Taiwanese, Mary Ling.

Jillian settled down into a confortable crouch, heel against the block, and waited.

The changes within her body had peaked-she hoped. She felt all whipcord and whal ebone,
every
nerve fiber aflane. She glared at the other wonen on the line, and their eyes held no warner
wel cone.

She woul dn't just beat them She would crush them The gun sounded. Jihian expl oded out of
the bl ocks. Fell-running is conducted over savage, broken terrain: rocks, boul ders, ravines. There
was no clearly marked path, and it was up to each participant to make her way through the course
to a predeternined finish Iine in a mnimmof tine.

She could go around, stay to |level ground, and add mles to her run. She could go directly
over, using pitons, or she could "cut the edges,"” free clinbing, trusting her agility and strength
to deal with the obstacles as they cane.

Jillian paused, consulting her conpass. She was heading northwest. It was eleven in the
norni ng, and the sun woul d begin its descent soon. She fixed its arc in her mnd, swore to herself
that she wouldn't consult the conpass again, and began to clinb.

Thirty yards to her left, Mary Ling was ascending a pile of boulders with the confidence
of a spider nonkey.

Jillian herself had screwed her concentration down to a narrow beam "Bl ack dot" focus,
she called it. She was aware of the rest of the world, even if concentrating on the next rock, the
next step, the next nonent.

"White dot" focus would build an attention so extrene that the rest of the world seemed to
di sappear. Fine for playing chess. Dangerous for a fell-runner

She had reached the top of a cairn of rock, pulling herself up into shadow, breathing
deeply and evenly. One nore toehold would bring her to safety.

She sensed nmore than saw the rock as it fell. Jillian released her left hand' s grip, swing
out to the right as the rock whistled past.

Her reflexive swing back to the left took her into the path of a second rock. It glanced
off the cliff face next to her arm and struck her shoul der

Jillian's left side went numb. She skidded, |ost her purchase and found it again. Gasping,
she stared down the colum of rock. If she had fallen, it would have nmeant a fractured leg, at the
| east .

And hadn't there been a flicker of a human shadow up above her? And hadn't she heard
sonet hing very like retreating footsteps?

She hung there, distant fromthe pain in her shoul der, gasping. She began to clinb again
more slowy now. Her mind burned with anger, and that anger pushed aside all fatigue, all fear
| eaving only the clinb.

She reached the level, and glanced around swiftly, crouching. Nothing. A floatcar whirred
up behind her, its canera doubtless recording her intrepid efforts.
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She ran now, picking her way through the rocks as quickly as she could. The anger seethed
in her, fueled by suspicion, and the urge to find her tornenter.

Exhaustion clawed at her. She ignored it, buried it under a l|ayer of discipline so deep
that she would die rather than yield.

The sun beat down on her, glaring off the rocks as she crossed the nesa, and she stole
anot her glinpse at her conpass, naking a slight correction.

She had cut as nmuch distance as she dared fromher tinme. Now it was- A scream It was short, and
despai ring, and

abruptly cut off by the dull, heavy sound of a human body inpacting a shelf of rock.

Jillian put on a burst of speed. The sound had cone fromin front of her. Soneone ahead of her had-
At the edge of the nmesa was a decline, steeper

than the ascent but with better hand and foot holds. And a hundred feet bel ow her, a rag dol
crushed by an angry child, was Catherine St. Chair.

Hal fway down the face was Mary Ling. The Tai wanese paused, glared up at Jillian, face
tight with chall enge.

Or concentration.

It could have been an acci dent.

Jillian's own concentrati on was shot now. As she clinbed down the cliff she had to pass
within five feet of the woman's body. She tried to confine her thoughts to her breathing, to the
snooth fl ow of nuscles in shoulders and hips. But then St. dair, shattered on the rocks, suddenly
moved. Her body arched, and her nmouth nmade a wet keeni ng sound.

From sonmewher e behind her cane the burring whistle of a Medtech aircar comng in for a
pi ckup. It was still seconds away. Catherine St. Clair tried to nove, tried to turn. Her eyes
stared at Jillian without focusing. Jillian was frozen to the rock face, unnoving, until the woman
from Kenya descended past her

She snapped out of her trance then, and started to nove, but the Engli shwonan stretched
out her hand and tried to say sonething like "Help ne . " except that the words canme out as an
i ndeci pherabl e groan, all vowels and wet consonants.

Wiere was the Medtech vehicle? She couldn't |eave.

St. Chair's eyes locked with hers, and Jillian saw her die, saw the |ights go out, the
body coll apse into |ifel essness.
Shaki ng now, Jillian conpleted her descent.

Her control was shattered. She was already breathing hard, her ankle felt swollen, and her
shoul der had little strength.

It was a straight run nowto the finish line, and she was in third place, with Mary Ling
twenty feet ahead of her

Jillian bore down, willed her legs to punp faster and faster, ignored the pain. Ignored
everything but that final sprint to the finish line, to the reward that awaited her if she could
only overconme the fatigue built up over the week of conpetition

Her entire body was aflanme now, but she couldn't and wouldn't stop. She had cut the
di stance between herself and the Taiwanese to perhaps ten feet, still gaining, five feet now,
three feet- Then, from sone uni nagi nable well of hidden resources, Mary Ling seened to go into
anot her gear, and sinply pulled away fromher, crossing the finish line a full eight feet ahead of
Jillian Shoner.

The shock of it alnost drove Jillian off her feet. Her entire body began to shake, as if
every strand of connective tissue were suddenly unraveling. She lurched the last few feet,
col | apsed across the finish line.

She tasted dust, and defeat, and death.

Chapter 13

A nmle anay, in the central stadium the crowds were cheering.

Jillian wat ched as speeches were made. The wi nners paraded proudly al ongsi de those | osers
who had, in Donny's fevered phrasing, "the strength of character, the wi sdom and depth of
comritment to share in the true spirit of the games, to rejoice in the uplifting of the human race
wi t hout the hunger for personal gain." And she watched himpresent the gold nedal to that little
Tai wanese sl ut.

Abner had been awash in pain medication by the time she got to his room He munbl ed words
that m ght have been conforting if they had been conprehensible. H s eyes were closed-she'd
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t hought he'd
gone to sl eep-when he said clearly: "Check the records. Check ny records."
"Records? Abner, which records?”

"O. . . lym . . piad."
He had slipped further and further away fromher, into delirium H's words and thoughts
becane ever nore garbled. Jillian sat beside himin a darkening room feeling her bruises and

scrapes, watching Abner Warren Collifax slide into the same pit which would, in five or six years,
yawn to wel conme her.

For twenty hours she sat there, a statue of flesh, watching himwther before her eyes.
Wth all of her strength she willed himto speak, to breathe, to live.

In vain. After twenty hours he died.

Nunmb, Jillian tucked the sheet around his neck, kissed his forehead, and left quietly,
al nost on tiptoe, as if he were nerely asleep

More | oss:

Wal ki ng back to the dorm al ong the edge of the island. A warm Mediterranean eveni ng,
falling swiftly. A sweet heavy breeze swayed in fromthe south.

Activity over next to one of the |ow sea walls. A hal f-dozen silver blazers, the sudden
appearance of a Medtech tram

Sormet hing wet and |inp was haul ed up fromthe ocean. Jillian caught a nmonentary inage of
flaccid, heavy muscle, dripping water. Vul nerabl e nakedness. Wt bl ack hair, shadow dappl ed by
dyi ng sunlight.

An easy death. Anesthetized by the cold, put to sleep by oxygen starvation-Wat was that,
in the shadows off to the right? Broken, shattered: sonething
in the darkness. Jillian stepped quietly to it, bent, watching her fingers trenble as she reached.

Hal f of Jeff Tonpkins's palace was still perfect, a study in ivory. Half was stove in as
if by a sudden, terrible effort, one of those nonments of nadness which, once done, cannot be
undone.

Even partly crushed, the nodel was exquisite, a nonunent to his persistence and skill. But
it hadn't been good enough. In the end, Jeff's castle had been not of ivory, but of sand.
A silver girl took the nodel from her hands and waved a wordless Jillian away fromthe

scene.

Back in her room she watched the O ynmpics closing down. She was too heavy and linp to
nmove. From beyond her w ndow machi ne noi ses ebbed and fl owed as helicopters, boats, and ski nmers
arrived to take the | osers away.

A nebul a of fireworks expl oded above the coliseum Jillian heard their distant thunder
could see the brief bright prom se of their flame wavering through a sheen of tears.

For hours she sat there, until the fireworks died and the stadi umenptied, and the
spectators began their |ong exodus. The roomwas illuminated only by yell ow orange streetlights
and the distant glow of the Athens cityscape. Internittently, linos cruised or floatcars drifted
past her wi ndow, their headlights piercing her shadows.

She flexed her hands in the darkness.

The door swung open, and Holly stood there, hipshot and gently nocking, resplendent in
frilly pink chiffon that plunged and gathered and teased, and contrasted beautifully with her dark
ski n.

She pirouetted, and the dark waters of Jillian's grief grew shallow "Poetry," Jillian
croaked, and nmanaged a smle
Holly took Jillian in her arnms, conforting, and finally Jillian let go in great whooping

sobs. Holly stroked the back of her head.
"Do you want ne to stay here with you?" Holly whispered. "All you have to do is say the

word - -

"How do you do it?" Jillian's voice was | ow and hoarse. "You |lost, and you act |ike you
won. "

"I've got four years to try again, and |'ve got insurance,"” Holly answered, as kindly as
she could. "I believe in nyself."

"You may be the smartest person here." Jillian sniffed. "You go to that party tonight.
Whoop it up for both of us."

"A promise." Holly smiled. "And another one: if |I make it, we'll both make it, [ ady.
Remenber that."

Jillian started to protest, to say sonething about honor, and chances taken, and perhaps
sonmething trite about dice rolling as they nmay. Holly hushed her

"Trust ne, Jillian. And listen: you're not Linked, but you've earned nore Comet tinme. W

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille’'s%20Choice.txt (44 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:23 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

can help each other, Jillian. We're going to hel p each other, understand?"

"Al'l right. Now, get out of here, go to the party. Enjoy yourself."

They hugged again, nore fiercely this tinme, and then Holly left.

The city was settling down to sleep, gradually deflating after two weeks of nedia
gluttony. Reflected in the glass was a wonan Jillian didn't know, a wonan who had abandoned
everything famliar, and had nowhere |left to turn.

For the thousandth tine, she inserted the plastic chip into its slot, saw the error
nmessage appear, and knew just how big a fool she had been.

Took the card out, tenderly tucking it back into her purse.

It was seven steps to the bathroom She had neasured them Eventually she would need to
know the di stance to the nedicine cabinet.

There were pain tabs and sl eeping tabs in there. Just peel back the protective strip and
press the adhesive edge onto a pul se point. One was enough to ensure a sound night's sleep
Utimately she would increase the dosage until even Abner's deep, devouring pain floated away from
her, l|eaving her in soothing oblivion

She felt the play of webbed nuscles in her forearns, sensed the strength and i nhuman
preci sion of her every notion. Being human hadn't been enough. Today she was stronger, faster
better than she had ever been in her life. It still hadn't been enough. God damm it, it hadn't
been enough.

She' d be twenty-seven by the next O ynpiad. How could she take a gold in judo? O even
pl ace as highly as she had this time? She was over the hill for conpetition. She was wal ki ng
around, dead.

She pushed agai nst the window, felt its slight bend, guessed at its thickness.

There. She felt the exact angle to push. She could rip it right out of its track. Could
shatter it. She and the shards of glass could go tunbling down to the pavenent bel ow, down into
the night place where Beverly waited

It would be sin. And she shoul dn't have bl asphened.

Jillian offered a quick prayer for forgiveness, then slamed her pal magai nst the gl ass
pl at e.

There were questions |eft unanswered.

Abner had left a hint.

She didn't need anything el aborate to access public files. She used the building s
computer. What was it that Abner had sai d? Check the records?

The 2044 A ynpi ad?

Not hing cl assified there.

She quickly found hersel f skinmnrng through fouryear-old images, stopping whenever
sonet hing interesting occurred. There was the usual scattering of "C assified" notices. She wi shed
she coul d have borrowed Holly's Void. Froma Void, she nmight have figured out ways past the
security blocks, and any information she got would be absorbed nmuch faster. But this would get her
t here.

She sorted for Abner, and his records cane up on the screen swiftly. H's judo wins were
fanmous, and she had studied thema thousand times. It was still startling to see himat the peak
of his physical prowess, a wiry streak of quicksilver. He'd made a decent showing in fell-running,
a bronze, and in Arts his recital of original poetry had won an ovation, if not a gold.

Hi s | ast category had been abstract sociology, simlar to her own. H s paper had expl ored
the emergence of a pseudomatriarchal |eadership structure in the Anerican prison systens.

She scanned for Pushkin's nane.

And found it, but his paper was on-the rebirth of Keynesian econonics.

Confused now, she called up the list of conpetitors and.

Donny Crawford's nanme junped out at her. The subject of his paper?

Cl assified.

Donny had taken the gold, of course. Abner had lied. He'd given her a clue, then backed
of f when he realized she could get in trouble. Donny Crawford excelled at everything he touched.
He had taken gold in one athletic event, and two academnic categories. One of his papers had been
i mpl ement ed. One hi dden

She doubl ed back to social theory, and scanned to be sure she had mi ssed nothing. She
hadn't. Donny Crawford was the only choice.

Jillian turned off the console, and stood.

Vel | .

She hadn't wanted to go to the party, but nmaybe there was sonething for her to do there
after all.
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The main ballroomof the Arts and Entertai nments pavilion was thinning out. A few couples
still swayed to live nusic, a few conversations still percolated around the refreshnment tables.

She attached herself to a group of revelers. They sl apped her on the back, got her drinks,
called her a hell of a good sport, and were too drunk to | ook carefully at her eyes, to notice
that she wasn't drinking at all.

To see that her eyes rarely strayed far from Donny. He was still there, smling and
noddi ng and officially congenial. And Mary Ling was standing so close to him taking every
margi nal |y di screet opportunity to rub against him marking off her territory.

Jillian gritted her teeth, searched the room and found Holly dancing with a knot of
pl easantly inebriated A ynpians. Al had placed, none had won gold or silver

They weren't really dancing in partners. They were a group, noving in intense rhythm
tribal rhythm perhaps, trying to |lose their enptional pain in a cocktail of endorphins and
al cohol

Hol Iy waved a glassy hello, and went into an even nore violent gyration

Jillian joined them keeping one eye on Donny and his vixen. She couldn't really forget
herself, couldn't really lose the pain, but it hel ped, nade the ache of waiting nore endurable.
Hol Iy handed her a gl ass of spiked punch. Jillian hesitated, and then gul ped it down

greedi ly. Then anot her
M nut es passed, and songs changed. By the tine Donny and Mary nmade their excuses and
headed for the door, the roomwas spinning pleasantly.

Jillian waited five mnutes and then excused herself. She was al nost to the door, when she
felt the hand on her arm
Hol I y.

Her friend gazed up at her, with narrowed eyes that showed not the slightest trace of
intoxication. "Be sure, Jillian," she said. "Be very careful."

"Bei ng careful doesn't make a whole | ot of sense just now, Holly."

Hol I'y' s cal ves bunched as she tiptoed up and kissed Jillian's cheek. Then she returned to
her friends.

The back stairs were deserted, and Jillian raced down them consunmed now with an ugly

curiosity. She slipped through the front door of dorm 7, then searched the registry until she
found Mary's nane.

Gve thema little tine. Let the sweet heavy intoxication of sex and al cohol, excitenment
and fatigue, work their savagely hypnotic nagic.

For twenty mnutes she stared sightlessly into Oynpic Boul evard, eyes observing but not
tracking the occasional tram Then she dictated the nunber.

After a few seconds a drowsy, nusically accented wonman's voi ce cane on the line. "Hello?"

"I have a nessage for your friend."

"Who is this?"

"I don't think names are inportant. Just give himthe nessage."

A pause. Mary Ling's voice becanme cautious. "Yes?"

"The nmessage is: the Denver Mountain Rescue conmittee would Iike to have a few words. "

“"Ah. . . | do not understand."

"That's all right. He will."

Al nmost exactly a minute |ater, Donny cane on line. "Is this who | think it is?" H's voice
was nore guarded than Mary's.

"Yes."

"Ah. . - listen. I'"'msorry about the bad break that you got."

Go to hell. "Conme and talk to ne. | need five minutes."

He was down in four, wearing a robe that clung Iike wet silk. It was such a sight that she
al rost forgot what she cane to say. She saw nervous inpatience, but also a kind of arrogant
conpassi on.

He said, "Listen, sorry about the way it went.'
with his shrug. "There's nothing I can do about it."

"I know. | also knowthat it wouldn't be a good idea if anyone found out about your
col | apse on the nountainside."

The conpassion went; so did the inpatience. Easy arrogance now. The breeze shifted, and
she caught a whiff of body oils, of Mary Ling's pungency. She was disgusted and utterly turned on
at the sane instant, and ashaned of her reaction. He watched her coolly. He said, "I wonder if you
know what you're playing with."

H s massive shoul ders rippled the robe
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"Alittle. | did some research. Wat's really going on here, Donny? Do a dyi ng wonan a
favor."

Donny stopped, seened to be listening to the wind. Finally, he sighed.

“I'"1l nmeet you up on the roof in ten mnutes. Take the back stairs."

Jillian's I D card got her through the back door of dorm 7, and she clinbed up the back
stairs with legs and lungs and arns working together |ike gears churning in an inplacabl e nachine.

A chill w nd whipped across the roof, but Jillian didn't feel it. She | ooked out across to
the city lights.

Donny showed up fifteen mnutes |ater

He rubbed a wistband nervously. A weapon? Modre probably just a specialized conlink
sonet hi ng not patched directly into the neural net.

"So what do you want from ne?"

"I want their notives. Is the Council at war with itself? Crinme and pl agues and ci vi
di sobedi ence and industrial accidents-1've seen work that could have stopped all that. They're not
just accidents and happenstance and unavoi dable turnoil."

"You're way out of your depth.”

"I went through the public records. You' ve been representing Transportation, and Trans has
been angling for a twelve percent increase in its rates shipping oil for Energy and Pan-Latin
Industrial. Two days after the disruption of your nervous system they settled for six and a half
percent."

"I don't see-"

She was so tired of lies. The cityscape blurred in her vision. She closed her eyes, and
the Iights danced on her eyelids. "Sure you do, Donny. Wthin ten hours of your little problem
there were several 'events' involving your section | eaders. A thronbosis in Bangkok. A nyocardi al

infarction in Vienna. | counted twel ve apparently unconnected events."

"Just where is this leading you, Jillian?"

"The Council is lying. They can't deliver on their prom ses. |I'mnot even sure they want
to."

He turned up the collar on his robe. Hs face was hard. "I don't have anything to say to
you. Your time is up."

"Donny-"

"Publ i sh and be damed."

"No, no." She half |aughed. "They'd never let ne do that anyway, but Donny, | know about
your illiteracy paper! It would have worked. W could have cut crine, human m sery, violence. They
chose not to. Wiy? And why did you | et them buy you of f?"

He stared at her, silent. He tried to twi st away when she reached out to grasp his wist,
but her fingers dug in and held.

"The man who wrote that paper had conpassion," she said urgently. "lInsight. He cared,
Donny. Look at yourself now. You don't believe in anything anynore. Did you know that your little
bedmate killed Catherine St. Cair with a rock? Do you care?" It mght have been her inmagination
but Donny seened to shiver. "What will you bet that nothing will be done about it? It isn't
justice they're after, Donny. They want the best and the brightest to kill each other scrabbling
to the top. They swallow our data whole, and use it or don't use it, but us they throw away. Wen
they let soneone |ike you through, you' re a damed pet puppy.

"Tell me the truth, Donny. Make a dyi ng worman happy."

A floatcar spun up into its flight pattern, the headl anps flashing across Donny. His
handsone face was a mask of pain, of anger, of msery. After a |ong pause, he spoke.

"All right. The truth. But it won't make you happy, Jillian.

“I't's not a war. A donination gane, maybe. A few people die. Check the nunbers on a single
maj or battle
in Wrld War Two and tell me we're not better off.

Everybody's better off." -

"And t he babies who die in poverty? Donny, if you can reduce crine and human msery by
i mproving the schools, you can increase it by reducing the standard of education. How nmany little
nudges has the Council used to weaken governnents, destroy the faith of the voters, strengthen the
cor porations?"

"Jillian-"

"How nuch have you kept yourself from seeing, Donny? How about-Ch, ny Cod."

"Conspiracy theories are old stuff. They can even be fun if you . " He saw her shock
"What ?"

"Jesus Christ, | just sawit, just now It's so blasted obvious once you think of it.
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Don't you see how the Council has been at war with the nations? They control the O ynpiad. How
many papers besides yours have been classified, Donny? For at |least forty years the Council has
had the best m nds on the planet hel ping them underm ne partici patory governnent."”

""Shit."

Jillian waited, but that was all Donny had to say. He believed her. It was real

She asked, "Who's the O d Bastard, Donny?"

"l don't know," he said dully. "I've never seen him"

"It's a hin? Not a her or a then"

Donny shrugged. "The runor is about an old man. The Council is waiting for himto die. He
can't last nmuch |onger, they say. He's behind all of this. You want to bl ame soneone, find him"
He pulled his robe tight, and turned away from her. "Leave ne al one, Shoner. | don't want to know
about any of this. | don't care what happens to you. Just . . . leave ne to hell alone."

“You were the dream" she said contenptuously, stepping back away from hi m

"I have to tell themwe tal ked, dear heart. They'll know already, or they might. If

they' ve been listening, you' re dead. They don't need you, and if you're right about the nations.
you're just dead." He shivered. "Goddamm you for telling nme that."

"Donny Crawford." She spoke the nane al nost reverently. "l guess everyone dies in the
A ynpi ad, huh, Donny?" She turned away abruptly.
"Goddam you! "

But she was al ready droppi ng down the staircase, quick but quiet, in a fell-runner's
control | ed descent.

Chapter 14

Her body flamed with tension. Her instinct was to work it off.

She wal ked for half an hour, wanting to run but not wanting to be conspi cuous, unti
chance brought her to the gymasts' stadi um

The guards didn't stop her. The few worknmen ignored her. She tried running, sprinting over
and over around the indoor track until her [egs and |lungs burned and she was di zzy and nauseous
with fatigue. Fromthere she went to yoga, feeling the twists and turns clicking her spine into
position effortlessly, handstanding, and bending herself into knots. She found a set of paralle
bars, kipped up and spun into a series of free-
form exercises that woul d have won a perfect ten only forty years ago. She was | aughing, and
crying.

Her body was perfect.

Her body was dyi ng.

She was sweat -soaked and steani ng when she |eft. An orange dawn caught her by surprise

She was ravenous.

She found a restaurant just as it was opening. The waiter was snitten; she enjoyed that.
She was the only customer. She ordered like an arny battalion, and watched the waiter's jaw sag.

For all of this time she was wonderi ng how she woul d die.

The Council woul d know of her conversation with Donny. They m ght know now . . . or not;
they couldn't nonitor every conversation on planet Earth. But because they m ght know, Donny woul d
tell them

They couldn't afford to allow her to live

Someone woul d cone for her. O a car would crash. O botulismwould develop in her food.
My CGod, have | really eaten that nuch? She was pleasantly full, with just roomfor nore coffee.
And she might as well enjoy herself, because it seenmed she was out of answers.

If she could tell the people

But They controlled the nedia. No nessage woul d get out.

Beverly's last nessage. It is theoretically possible for a single human being to contro
fifty-four percent of world economic activity, forty-eight percent of political activity.
But Beverly had been tal ki ng about the Ad Bastard. Any Council nenber would control much |ess.

The nedia could not be perfectly controll ed.

Gl ose enough, though, probably. (They hadn't used the botulismyet. She felt wonderful
She was even getting used to Greek coffee.) What would she have to do to get a nessage out? Hijack
a video station?

Afamly of six drifted in. Could these. . . no. The four boys were suspiciously well
behaved, but still too young to be professional assassins.
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-Hi jack a spacecraft. She could use it to control a relay satellite and really blanket the
world with her story.

The restaurant wasn't hers anynore, so she left. She ran two mles along the strand, on
wet sand, sprinting backward, passing other runners as if they were jogging through qui cksand.

-Murder Mary Ling. That'd get nedia attention

Begi nning to puff now, she passed a | ean runner and grinned back at him He took it as an
invitation and chased her. He was good, she was beginning to tire, and she faced forward and put
sonme effort intoit. She led himinto a subway entrance, where he gave up.

She took the subway back to her hotel

She stretched out on the bed and wondered if she would sleep. O wake up

-The vicious little rock-throwing bitch hadn't trained as a fighter. Strangle her in
public! Surrender imediately, then talk to anyone and everyone, tel
every secret, announce always that the Council is bound to have Jillian Shomer nurdered. Wen it
finally happens, it'll confirm everything.

Actually, it mght work.

That was di st urbing.

Jillian had been rai sed Episcopal; her faith had never flagged. She had consi dered
tracking and killing her nother's nurderer . . . but her nother had been killed by a social
pattern. Vengeance required breaking the pattern. But not nurder! Surely her conscience would
never tenpt her to so great a sin.

O to suicide; but last night she'd been close.

So | ook again. The Council's doni nance ganes have brought death and misery to hundreds of
t housands of people. Killing one innocent to break that pattern still cannot be justified; but
Mary Ling is no innocent. Her public strangling would buy the attention Jillian needed. The nedia
woul d be hot to watch a hair-pulling match between two O ynpic contenders. Especially if they were
supposed to be fighting over a man, over Donny Crawf ord.

-Tell every secret: that was the flaw. They had cut her off from her data. Wthout Holly
Lakein's help she would have nothing. If she exposed Holly, Holly would die, too.

Jillian was al nost relieved.

-Hold it. Let the nmedia believe that she'd used her own data sources! Granted that the
Council had silenced Beverly; but who would ever tell?

The wal | pul sed, and buzzed gently.

This was actually getting to be fun; she didn't appreciate the interruption. "Yes?"

A man's face appeared on the wall. She had never seen it before, but he was young, and
pl easant, and officious. "Good norning. |I'm Stewart Kaporov at O ynpiad Central. Wuld you pl ease
report to our offices? There has been a slight irregularity."

Too late. She'd never had a plan anyway.

For an instant she considered fleeing; but her face was known everywhere on Earth. She
consi dered goi ng as she was. Instead she took a quick shower, rinsed a nmealy taste out of her
mouth, and tried to do sonething nice with her hair.

Her whol e body was begi nning to cranp. She set out for the nearest subway entrance.

The streets were curiously deserted now, wistfully so. A few young nen and women in silver
bl azers hustled here and there, and worknmen were di sassenbling platfornms and col | apsi ng tenporary
scaf f ol di ng.

There was a nice, busy, alive sound in the air.

The subway was crowded. It nust have been unbelievable during the ganes; it was the reason
none of the contenders had tried it. An elderly gentlenman offered her his seat; she refused with a
smil e.

The offices of Aynpiad Central were in the Arts and Entertai nnents pavilion, and the
guard at the front entrance recogni zed her and opened it at once, saying "Third floor, Mss
Shormer . "

She nodded wi t hout speaking, wal king straight to the elevators, giving hima clean shot at
her back.

Not hi ng. She reached the elevator, and it bing 'd and opened at once.

Where is Mary Ling, she wondered, right now?

The ride to the third floor was surprisingly uneventful. No cyanide, no sudden stall. No
Ni njas dropping fromthe roof. A genuine snmile curled her nouth at that image. She chuckl ed, a
good sound.

Kaparov's secretary ushered Jillian into a spacious office. A wall-w de vidscreen showed
waves rolling peacefully in fromthe Aegean

Kaporov entered, and stopped, and seened to brace hinself. He | ooked threatened, here in
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his own office. "M ss Shoner?"

"So far."

"Ah - . . yes. Wll. W have a . . . difficult situation here."

"Yes."

"I believe you know M ss Gsa G evstad."

"Of course."

"There was a. . . diplomatic problem The papers which allowed her to conpete on North

Aneri can Agricorp were never conpletely validated. She has |ost her position. Considering the fact
that your loss to her in judo cost you five points, you are nowin position for the gold as
opposed to the silver."

Jillian was frozen, couldn't even react when he extended his hand. Just |ike that. Could
it really be that sinple? Could they.

Oh God. Gsa? The ultraconfident, brutally skilled strangler had just been given the death
sentence. Because of Jillian.

She couldn't take the gold. And yet.

If she didn't, and the judgnment on OGsa's status had al ready been announced, what good
woul d she have done?

Jillian extended a trenbling hand.

"Congratul ations," he said.

Chapter 15

It took nearly forty-five minutes to push through the reporters and the crowds at Kennedy Airport.
It was all a sniling, churning nob.

In twos and threes, the O ynpians were hustled into cars. She caught sight of Donny
talking to a phalanx of reporters. His smle seenmed just as warm and sincere as ever. H s gaze
slid across her wthout stopping to focus.

She was ushered into a car with the Bulgarian G lbert and Sullivan devotee. They waved at
the crowd |ike new yweds.

Once the car started noving, she closed her eyes and | eaned back into her seat. The |ong-
post poned fatigue cane crashing down on her. O else it was enp
tional whiplash fromthe changes in her life . . . or jet lag. . . or the beginning of the death
that comes with Boost.

In a few days there woul d be another operation. She would be one of the Linked then, part
machi ne, and death woul d no | onger be inevitable. Death would conme when she | ost a doni nance gane

whose rul es she had better |earn quickly.

The Bul garian put his hand on Jillian's arm "Your name is Jillian?"

She turned.

"I am Jorge."

Hi s square face was too close; his el bows and knees occupi ed too much of the space. He was
one of the runners, tall and attenuated. Folding himinto the car had been awkward. Any second now
he'd go Sproing! and pop through both doors.

He grewtired of waiting for a response. "W don't know each other, but we will both be
Li nked now. Special people we are."” He grinned infectiously, and she thought of Sean, |ost |ove,
left a world away. "Perhaps we could spend sone tine .

Her snmile was broken from overuse. She said, "I think we both need rest."

It sounded stupid; small wonder if he didn't take the hint. "Soon. W are both staying at
the MGM Grand Hot el ?"

The car had stopped for a traffic light. Jillian opened the car door and stepped out. To
t he astoni shed Bul gari an she said, "Later. Sorry."

She just couldn't face any nore faces.

The traffic was noving again. She wove her way to the curb in a blare of horns, stepping
on bunpers, vaulting over hoods, sw nging across anoverhead rail. She was too tired to word-dance
with a man on the make; but not too tired for fell-running in traffic.

Did she have to go to the MaGM Grand? Her | uggage woul d be going there, and she'd need a
phone to get a reservation el sewhere. She would regret her rudeness later. Send himflowers? Ask
himto dinner and apol ogi ze? She m ght need Jorge as an ally. She | ooked about her for a subway
entrance.
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The ol d concrete had taken on a thousand different shades. Tinme and travel ers had worn
ruts in the floor. The shops, gates, ticket dispensers, and barber booths varied from sparkling
new t hrough venerable to decrepit. The lighting was uneven; one coul d i magi ne nmuggers in the
shadows.

Parts of H P. Lovecraft's "Dream Quest" had been filned in these ancient tunnels, ten
years before Jillian was born. Those were the scenes where Carter |ived anong the ghouls.

Jillian used her credit disk to sumon food from a noodl e di spenser. She ate while she
unravel ed the maps on the walls. These days she seemed to be hungry all the tine.

She wanted platform 28, an L car. Just get her |uggage, find another hotel, and go.

It was deep in the bowels of the earth, down an escalator that seened to run all the way
to Hell. New York's subways had a bad old reputation. Charles
Bronson and Bernhard Goetz no | onger sprinted up and down the escalators - . . but their prey, the
muggers, were gone too, and Jillian Shomer could break any ancient rugger in four pieces wthout
wor ki ng up a hunger

The platformwas occupied. Alittle girl held her nother's hand. The girl was maybe ei ght
years old and small for her age, all in pleated cotton print. She had long red hair that m ght
never have been cut at all, falling past her shoulders in a scarlet cascade. She |ooked at Jillian
for three minutes, while a score nore of passengers gathered and avoi ded each other's eyes.
Finally the little girl screwed up her courage.

'Scuse ne," she said politely. "Aren't you Jill Shoner?"

Jillian smled, and gave a small nod. The girl's mother glanced sideways a little, gave a
qui ck, nervous smile, and stared strai ght ahead.

A gleaning silver tube six cars long energed fromthe tunnel with a silent puff of air.
Four cars were marked as L's.

The little redhead's eyes never noved fromJillian's. "I saw you on the vid," she said
wor shi pfully. "Wen | grow up, I'mgoing to be an Aynpian! | want to be just |ike you."

Jillian's smile drooped.

The cars opened. The girl's nother dragged her toward a front car. The redhead waved
frantically. Jilhan turned to find a | ess crowded car, and | ocked eyes with a tall, wiry nman with
square-cut brown hair and a florid conplexion

Sean!

Sean Vor haus gaped. Then he waved, pointed, and half ran for the last L car. -

Jillian foll owed, already becoming irritated. He could have waited! These cars came through every

fifteen mnutes. How did he know they both wanted a | ocal ? And what was he doi ng here, and why
hadn't he told her? Oh, naybe there was a nessage waiting for her at the blasted MGM Grand- There
were six people in the car, with seats for at

| east twenty. Weird. A nonent ago it was as crowded as the others. Sean nust be at the back. She'd
t hought he was at the back- The doors had cl osed.

These little airtight cylinders were in use worldw de. They ran on i ndependent notors and
switched back and forth fromtrain to train, fromlocals to gravity-assisted cross-continenta
vacuum tubes to tunnels that ran beneath the oceans-and they were too snmall to hide in. Where was
Sean?

She' d nmi ssed hi m sonmehow, and the other six passengers were staring at her. She sat down
next to an old Hispanic woman. Now only a chubby late-teen in | oose creased pants, white shirt,
and a vest sweater was still looking at her. She waited for the 38th Street platform

The train humred along in near silence. The dimlight fluttered a little when the car
reached its first switch point. The train slowed. The cars decoupled, and rearranged with cars
fromother lines, clicking back together and headi ng down new | i nes.

There was an odd bulge in the boy's sweater, like a small left breast. The kid was soft,
under nuscl ed,
over padded. Hi s eyes flicked toward her every few nmonments. Wearily she thought, Again?

The car dropped. Jillian stifled a scream of surprise. There was a soft pop. They'd passed a seal
into vacuum The car was still falling, still accelerating. But this was a local |ine! They

shoul dn't have- Al arned, she glanced at the other passengers.

They were taking it very well, suspiciously well. None of themhad noved. In fact . . - they were
fewer.

They were di sappeari ng whenever she turned her head!
Now only the kid in the sweater was |eft.

The car was still falling through the Earth.
Jillian nmade herself relax as Abner had taught her. If They wanted to kill her, there were
a thousand easier ways . . . and her fear of death, she discovered, was gone. C ean gone.
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She asked, "Are you a hologram too?" He had to be. She was getting her first good | ook
Winkles in his pants. Buttons, zippers, glasses-He nmust be as old as the subways.
The kid smiled back at her. "I"'mthe Ad Bastard," he said.

Chapter i6

She asked, "What's that on your chest?"

O the nyriad questions whirling through her head, she'd found one to surprise him Hs
smle flickered. Then he pulled his sweater over his head. There was a pocket in his runpled
shirt, and a clear plastic envelope in the pocket, and a dozen colored sticks in that.

"Shirt protector.”

"What's in it?"

"Things for witing and drawing. These days |'d have a wist link, or just use the neural
net. Ever see one of these?" He pulled, froma pants pocket that couldn't have been deep enough, a
flat wooden stick painted white with fine black narkings. "My father had one. Slide rule.”

She renmenbered: a slide rule canme sonewhere between an abacus and a pocket cal cul at or
"That must be worth a fortune."

Al nost unconsciously, her hand had drifted out toward it. Her "ghost" snatched it out of
reach in a gesture remniscent of a ten-year-old protecting a sheaf of trading chits. A sheepish

smle. "Let's save some tinme, Jillian. The Council doesn't know about this interview and never
will. The car is headed for Denver. So's your |luggage. The records will show you arranged it al
yoursel f. Half the passengers in another car are listed as traveling on this car. So we've got
plenty of time to solve any little nysteries that are still bothering you, but let's not abuse it,
okay? | need sone of ny attention for the rest of the planet."

Jillian examned the A d Bastard, seeing too nuch weakness. The thin shoul ders, the baggy

body, the eager, friendly eyes. This was the nonster who controlled the Council? She felt
di sorientation, savage di sappoi ntnment, and an al nost norbid di staste.
She said, "You arranged for ny gold, didn't you?"

"Yes."

"You' ve killed Osa."

"Osa bribed her way in. Not likely to pass her genes on, either. She'll try again in four
years."

"“And Abner."

"Because of our research, Abner lived | ong enough to coach you."

She paused. "And ny not her ?"

"She was in the wong place at the wong tine."

"Acci dent ?"

"Jillian, it's the kind of accident that happens when things aren't running right. Mning
and Agricorp were dancing. Certain machines didn't get serviced. A program picked up some noise. A

wal do cl aw pi cked up just the top of a habitat when . . . sorry." The boy flickered and was in a
different position, palns raised in supplication. "Calmdown, Jillian. Maybe |I'm giving you this
too fast-"

Her voice trenbled, rose to a half-scream "Just tell nme why."
"I can't do that short."

"“Long, then."

He nodded once. "It's been an even century since | |ooked like this. Conputer nerds, they
called us. W didn't get along well with people, but we got along fine with conmputers.

"Conmputers don't deal in nuances. If | type, '"Is there no friend to rid nme of this
pestilential priest? my conputer doesn't kill Thomas a Becket for ne. It says, 'Bad conmand or

file name' and waits for ne to say what | nean. Sanskrit was one of the few spoken | anguages with
no ambiguity. Using it produced a useful clarity of thought, and birthed a body of phil osophy.
Conput er programers speak a | anguage of mathenmatics. Wen that |anguage became integrated into
our natural thought patterns, it was the beginning of an entirely new human culture, Jillian."

"Capabl e of mastering the world?"

"Capabl e, with the eventual devel opnent of Linkage, of nastering our own nervous systemns."

Jillian wanted to laugh. "It doesn't seemto have hel ped Donny. You still have wars."

He brushed it off. "I'Il get to that. You still |istening?"

He waited for her nod.

"W | earned conputers,” he said. "W made conputers and programs. Sone of us used computer
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power to keep track of the stock market-" He saw her eyebrows arch. "It tracked the worl dw de fl ow
of wealth. Often you can nove wealth to where it's worth nmore. Sonme of us got rich. Sone played
politics. Around nine hundred of us took major risks, played with our brains and bodies, |inked

ourselves directly to infrared and UV sensors, satellite broadcasts, digital tel escopes and
m croscopes, conputer menory, data sources |like the stock exchange and traffic nonitors and police
bands, and of course we devel oped our own."

"And you turn geniuses into weaklings. You kill innocent people."

This time he ignored her. "Sonme died. Sone went Feral. Eighty of us had control of nost of
the world's wealth before we cane into serious conflict. Eleven of us are left, and anot her
ei ghteen who cane later, and we constitute the Council. But as for war, it's nore like a quarre
at a bridge club-"

“You nust have kill ed thousands of people by now "

"You're misusing the word, but it's not your fault. W' ve altered the records."” For an

i nstant he | ooked haggard. "After you're Linked, spend an hour readi ng about war. You'll have
access to the reality. The death rate could be nillions."

She didn't want to think about that at all. She said, "You don't really call yourself the
ad Bastard. "

“I call myself Saturn. You could hunt up ny original name, but it wouldn't tell you much."

Saturn? Leave it. "Wiat do you | ook |ike now?"

Then she junped. There was a great oval bed in the car with them its far edge was beyond
where the trancar's wall should have been. Its surface rolled in slow shall ow waves, a sl uggish
ocean, as if the bed were nore alive than the patient. Machinery hovered above the bed, fading
above the tranctar's roof, extending thick unbilicals that bifurcated repeatedly to cover the
patient in a fur of silver spiderweb

That inpossibly ancient figure seemed to be part nman, part machine. Just as she deci ded
that the thing nmust be dead, its head popped up and slurred, "Did you ever see a novie called Two-
Thousand- One? Eh, eh," and fell back

The kid said earnestly, "That's nme. Barely. It's the pattern that's inportant, and the
pattern is in the bubbles . . . recorded in bubble nmenory," he anplified before she could say,
Huh?

"So why not kill the thing?"

The old man's head lifted again. It spoke with rmushy difficulty. "Here | have senses |
don't have el sewhere. Snell. Menory. Shtuff that's hard to retrieve, but inposh-inpossible to copy

over. | don't nmean | can't nake it work. | mean, inpossible.”
"Saturn. Are you still human?"
The ancient smled; the boy spoke. "Very good, Jillian. But leave it for a nonment, okay?"

Again he'd answered instantly. He never stopped to think

H s hol ographi c appearance was ol der than she had originally thought. Twenty-five? His
posture: he
was not awkward, not diffident, not watching a desirable woman and prayi ng she woul dn't notice. He
| eaned forward, looking directly into her eyes, challenging, good smle lines at the corners of
hi s nout h.

Jillian said, "Ckay. There are problens the Council doesn't solve. Crinme. Disaster
control. Safety designs. W could nmake Paradise, and |'mnot the only O ynpic contender who's
proved it. Saturn, what's wong with Paradi se?"

"Wong problem™

"Then why did Lilith Shoner die?"

He said, "A small group of people can control an entire world. Can evaluate a trillion
bytes of data w thout a nonent's personal experience. Can reduce people, aninmals, plants, whole
popul ati ons and ecologies to integers to be mani pul ated. The Council does that."

"Nobody cared enough?"

"That's part of it. Jillian, it is very tenpting."”

"Why aren't you tenpted?”

For the first tine, Saturn broke eye contact with her. "If you | ook at a human being as a
machi ne," he said softly, "as a stinulus-response | oop, what happens when every urge can be mnet
with a trickle of electricity? Wen fantasies are as powerful as reality? The world . . . your
world is no nore real than what's in the bubbles. . . what happens in ny own mnd. Megal onani a and
catatonia are very real conpanions to the Link. That's the rest of the problem Jillian. Citizens
di e when we go Feral ."

Ch

"l give Donny five years."

file:/l/F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20Achille’'s%20Choice.txt (53 of 58) [1/19/03 5:34:23 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20A chill e's%20Choice.txt

"And the rest of humanity?"

"That's up to you, Jillian."

Now it was Jillian's turn to be silent

"Why nme?" she asked finally. "Wat is this all about? And what nakes you any different?"
"I created the gane. And when | Linked, and lived nore in the machine than in ny body, and

could create or reexperience every sensation inmaginable, | thought |I would be happy."
"And you weren't?"
"No, and it frightened me. If you have everything, and the hunger still exists, then the

hunger has nothing to do with stinulus and response. The answer doesn't lie in the real m of
objective reality or subjective experience. It has to do with the function of the observing m nd

in the creation of its world. Jillian, who is the 'I' that sees and desires?"

"That . - .," she said carefully, "is a very old question."

"And a very new one. Am| really in the bubbles? W need an answer. For the first time in
human history, we can have literally anything that we want, including inmortality . . . and the

Li nked are proving that it's not enough. W wage petty power-ganme wars. Homicidal intrigue. W
totter into insanity. It's the furthest reach of human technol ogy and experience, and it m ght be
a dead end."

Perhaps for dramatic effect, the Iight had shifted to highlight Saturn. She noticed that
the bed was gone, patient, machinery and all. Saturn was a sensitive host.

Jillian said, "You thought you were a machine, didn't you?"

Sat urn nodded quietly.

"That's why you buried yourself in a world of mathematics. In retrospect, it nakes sense
that the whole thing is coning apart."

Again, the al nost inperceptible dip of the chin.

"But you still dream don't you, Saturn? You still desire? You think you should be free of
the flesh, of all this, and you' re not, and you don't know what to nake of it."

The tube car was silent, save for a distant hiss of air through the ventilation system "
have access to all the information in the world,” he said. "And | can't answer that question.”

"Where do | cone in? Do 1? Is it that you want to be told that you have a soul ?"

He waved it away. "You can't answer that question. This isn't about nme, Jillian-"

“Isn't it? Has it ever been about anything el se?"

"I't's about saving humanity-"

"Which you are a part of, like it or not."

He glared at her. "I deal in what is quantifiable, Jillian. I never wonder how many angel s
can dance on the head of a pin-that question being, incidentally, an exercise in quantum nechanics-

"I"'mnot interested in a lecture," she said flatly.

"Jillian, shall | turn up the heat?"
"Pl ease."” Quite suddenly, she was freezing. And he'd known before she did!
"Done. | wonder,"” he said, "if you realize how nany ways there are to be hunan. Maoris,

Nazi s, Mornons, abos in the Australian outback, slaves and slavers, drug cultures in the United
States in the sixties and then the eighties, don't even start to cover it. There
are all the dead cultures, too. The French and Soviet reigns of terror. Ancient half-hunmans who
ate shellfish and each other. Mental hospitals. Christian sects wherein the nen castrated
t hensel ves. Rosi crucians. The Vel vet Under ground.

"You could take nost of the aliens in science fiction and match their lifestyles to

sonebody. | renenber a critic who thought Bram Stoker's Dracula was about syphilis. O take Ursula
Le Gum s-"

"'I haven't-"

"You did, too. Third year of high school, English Lit. You wote a paper, 'Vanpirismas a
Venereal Metaphor.' It was quite explicit, and led to what you described to your diary as an

"affair of incandescent intensity, sufficient to set the noon ablaze' with your Lit tutor." He
grinned happily, an innocent voyeur. "You read Le Gum too."

Her face was burning. "How dare you! Do you think peeping into the enotions of real human
bei ngs makes you nore alive? You're a ghoul, Saturn. You don't even have the courage to lie down
and die." She felt violated. Saturn had pried into Beverly! He must know everything, every hope
and prayer, every chil dhood nenory. How coul d he?

"Are we done? Le Gum The Left Hand of Darkness. Le Gunmis aliens are a branch of the human
race, but they're neuter nost of the tine, and when they devel op a gender you can't guess which
one-" She renenbered then, and he saw it. "Ckay. Good science fiction, but do you think | can't
find people like that in Qakland?
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"But the other side is, whenever | wonder about
sonmething, it starts a subprogram 1've got access to nost of human know edge.

"Twenty-six years ago | wondered if | was human. | had an answer w th ninety-one percent
confidence in just under two mnutes. In ten mnutes | had four nines of confidence. Every known
human cul ture had been explored. Le Gunis aliens were human, Dracul a was hunman, but by any
reasonabl e standard, |I'mnot."

"I'magi ne my surprise,” Jillian said bitterly.

"Rise above it, Jillian. Mre is at stake here than your feelings."

"They' re what make ne human!”

"Having them or wallowing in then? | thought you prized discipline. Strength.

Achi evenent. Enotional control nakes it possible. Do you see the inplications of what | said?
Maybe the Council's not human, either?"
"So you keep replacing them Your children. Saturn.”

"'"You got it."

"How | ong? Until you get it right?"

"I"mgetting closer. The younger Linked are staying human |longer. | need to keep them
under control, too. You spoke of nmotives. | don't trust theirs. Mne you nust have guessed- No? Al
right, Jillian, what would you do if you were ne?"

She felt bone-weary. It was all too much, too quick. Her head was reeling, and she yawned
mghtily. "Sleep for a week."

"Coffee under the seat. Jillian, | can't do this twice. The Council can see patterns. |
won't nmake you a target, Jillian. This conversation ends at Denver."

Fai r enough.

Under the seat was a winkled plastic bag. It held a small thernps and a Bul |l ocks sal es
slip and a package of oat bran cookies with several mssing. My God, he's thorough. The coffee was
bl ack and sweet, not too hot. She could feel it pulling her awake.

She said, "Kill themall and then suicide." She surprised herself that tine: there wasn't
any bitterness in that suggestion.

Again Saturn answered instantly. "Wat about the equi pnent? Software, conputers, never-

I i nked sensing devices, tailored nmedical procedures |ike Boost, everything that nade us what we
are: what about that? If the capability is there, there will be nore Linked."

"That . . . that's why the new stuff stopped appearing in the shops!"

"Yes, that was ne."

"Moh. You could destroy. . . How far back would we have to go to be safe? N neteen fifty?"

"Destroy the information?" Saturn shrugged. "Making transistors di sappear nay be beyond
me. No, that's not the way to go. | want a human bei ng who can use everything that was and is
available to nme, and still remain human. What do | have to do to acconplish that?"

"You'd have to . . . a training progran? You son of a bird. You changed the O ynpics."

"Yes. To help me find people |like you, or shape them M nd and body and spirit. | had to

meke sone conprom ses, but that won't last. One day a majority of the Council will be Aynpic
wi nners. They won't put up with the current death rate. WII you?"

WIl I. "Not likely. Wat have you got in m nd?"
"Change the rules. Even so, the pattern |I'ml ooking for includes courage. | get that
through the AQynpics. I'mtrying other approaches too. G ve conputer equipnent to primtives after

they reach fifty. Gene carving-"

"Only a nonster of arrogance woul d deci de what constitutes hunan.”

"Gve ne a human and I'll let himrewite ny specs! | don't dare. Jillian, the Link
techni ques are too good. They must be used. The Linked will be the human race. They're a wal
across the future, even if they're a blind alley. If they go Feral and rip up the Earth, that's
the future too. If they can stay human-1 just need one."

"To be your . . . child?"
"Partner. Successor. You're too filled with doubt, Jillian. Power won't turn you into a
monster. It may kill you, tear you apart, but you're no stranger to inner conflict. | think you'd

say that was part of your birthright as a human bei ng, wouldn't you?"

She was silent.

"Woul dn't you say it was a natural result of the soul's attenpt to achieve perfection in
human forn? Wouldn't you tell nme of Christ's tenmptation in the desert, his despair on the cross?"

"Shut up," Jillian said flatly. "Just shut up. Don't nock me, Saturn. If you don't believe
in the human soul, then you don't know who | am no natter how nmany facts you nmay have stored
away. "

"You have friends who aren't Christian. You won't demand that | convert."
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Fair enough. But-"wWhat do you want from me, Saturn?"

"Not much. | protected you when you were using Holly Lakein to get information. |'ve put
you anong the Linked. You'll be one of the powers that rule the human race, on the Earth and off-"

"You' ve made this speech before."

"To all who'd listen. To the others |'mthe old one, the crazy one."

"You're not offering nuch, either, are you?"

"I don't interfere with the donmi nance ganes, no. You'll be on your own, and I'Ill be
wat chi ng, hoping you can become what |'mhoping to see. If you make it, then wel come to the hunman
race. A small, select group.™

She stared at him He waited . . . probably busy el sewhere, a hundred el sewheres, |eaving
a tendril of attention for the hologramin the subway car.

She si pped coffee, and thought.

She no longer feared death . . . she had finally accepted that she need not. Wat she
feared now was that she woul d becone Saturn.
Presently she said, "Here it is, Saturn, like it or not. You could have gone to six

decimal points, or twenty, and it wouldn't nake any difference. Wiat it is to be human can't be
determ ned by what we were. Human evolution is too sensitive to initial conditions. My religion
says that we bring sonething into this life which is beyond flesh, or mnd, or enmotion. | can't
prove it, you can't disprove it. | choose to believe it. | think that you're so totally human you
scare yourself. You |l ook at me and say, 'Ah, she has the hunmanity I

gave up,' and it's a crock. Your brain is alive. Your heart is asleep. Wake up, damm you. You may
be the only chance we have."

She held her breath for a long beat. Saturn was notionless. Five seconds, perhaps. How
many worlds of possibility did he spin through in that noment? WAs he reviewing the entirety of
his life? O a thousand futures, projecting fractal probabilities to the nth power?

Then he sighed, and smled tinmdly. Saturn held out an ethereal hand to her

"CGod help ne."
"Hel p us both," Saturn said.
Was he nocking her? She couldn't tell. She nust trust himuntil she | earned nore.

She extended her hand. There was no sensation of touch or pressure, just a man's hand
melting into hers, sealing a bargain whose inplications she was just beginning to consider. Then
she was al one, falling beneath the earth at three mles per second.

Chapter 17

The cab dropped Jillian Shoner off at the main gate of the Rocky Muntain Sports Mdicine
Facility. She stood there surrounded by three bags of l|uggage. The air carried a strong chill, and
she tugged her collar up.

The gate slowy slid back, wel comng her. Once there was a wonan naned Lilith S honer. Jillian

hefted the bags in her hands and across her shoul ders, over a hundred pounds total. She barely
felt the weight. She began to walk toward the Medtech facility, a gleanm ng donme which flaned in
t he noonday sun.

The new Commet wristlink still felt odd. She preferred the earpieces: at |east she could
take themoff. Fromthis point onward, the Council would know
where she was at every noment, who she was with, what they said, what they did.

The price of imortality was privacy. How could it be otherw se? Her body must be
nmonitored fromoutside; it could no |onger run itself.

She had a little girl naned Jillian, and died, an innocent victimof a secret war

The external canp was deserted. Soon, perhaps within weeks, the first arrivals would begin
anew. Training for a winter Aynpics still three years distant. A new, young, hopeful rmnultitude
woul d begin to clinb that fatal, irresistible peak once again.

The little girl grew up to be a woman who |ived a dream of honor and responsibility, and
had that dream corrupted- She stopped, watching the rays of sunlight reflected fromthe done. If
she squinted just a bit, the lines of light seemed to fracture off into finer and finer |ines.

-so many choi ces, so nany possible futures. And every new day closes a billion options and
opens a billion nore. Lives are sensitive to initial conditions.

She set the |uggage down, and renoved an identification card fromher pocket, waited for
the door to ask her name, for her palmprint, for her retinal scan

When it did, and opened to her, she carried her baggage in. A silver-vested attendant took
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it, gleaming a cap-toothed smile at her. "Room 110-A, M ss Shoner. They'|ll be with you in a while.
You're early."

"Yes," she said quietly.

In an hour the doctors would be ready for her. They would begin prelimnaries for the
Li nki ng oper
ation. She had needed terribly to arrive early, to have tinme to think, and to hear her own
t houghts in peace.

And woul d they be Jillian's thoughts at this tine next week? Could one be a god, and
human, too?

Room 110- A opened to her touch. She sat in a small theater |ooking down on the operating
room A place of conference, perhaps. O neditation and strengthening of resolve.

In the white-tiled roombeneath her, her skull would be opened once again, and new life
breathed into her.

She fol ded her hands around her face, biting her Iip until pain rang in her head. She
woul dn't cry. She wouldn't.

VWhat price privacy? Saturn certainly had ways of maintaining his privacy. Perhaps there
was a way to wite fiction into what her Cormet sent to the Council. She had better |earn how

After a tinme, her wistlink buzzed. Jillian wearily touched it to an intercomon the seat
in front of her, and a throat/earpi ece popped out of a slot. She slid it into place. Fog washed
across the seat in front of her, and then it was a w ndow.

The man in the wi ndow was crested like a bird, in silver. It was the first thing she
noticed: a fatly curved netal ridge, three or four pounds fromthe look of it, ran fromhis
forehead to hal fway down the back of his head, to where tightly coiled white hair was stil
gr ow ng.

"Jillian Shoner!" he said merrily.

"Yes." Too heavy for confort. Could it be silvered plastic? Its proud obtrusiveness had to
make him a
Counci | member. He |ooked to be in his sixties, in good health given a sedentary lifestyle; and
that woul d make hi m one of the second generation, after Saturn but previous to the altered
a ynpi cs.

“I'm Carter MFairlaine. Transportation."

"Pl eased to nmeet you."

"Well, well. | know that Arts and Entertai nnents is bidding for your services, but I
wanted to have lunch with you next week to discuss the advantages of a Transportation contract.'

After you Link, and you are ours.

“I'd be-" H's head turned for an instant, to sonething offstage, and back. She saw the
socket at the back end of the crest. Her breath caught. She understood with her guts, then: He's
part machi ne!

"-delighted," she finished.

"Fine." That gl eeful |ook: he'd caught her reaction. "I'I|l put the appointnment into your
personal data system Beverly, | think her nane is?"
"I . . . what?!"

McFairl ai ne chuckl ed. "Wl cone to the team" And he faded out-

-and was replaced al nost i medi ately by anot her face.

The coppery strands were nore pronounced in Beverly's hair now The cheekbones sonehow
softer, the nmouth gentler. But it was Beverly, and Jillian's first, frighteningly powerful urge
was to say to hell with the Linking operation and just junp into her Void that nonent.

She dared not, not yet. Beverly had been edited.

Jillian reached out to touch the hol oscreen, her fin-
gers di sappearing into depth before brushing flat plastic. "Beverly."

"Who el se, sugar?"

"I was so worried

"You're getting to be a popular girl. | put through that last call, but starting next
week, you've got appointnents lined up fromhere to Menphis." Beverly cocked her head slightly,
gave Jillian a shrewdly appraising gaze. "Is there sonething | should know about, hon?"

""You will, intinm.""

"I notice they're piping me in over the priority network. Executives, rich fol ks, and
Li nked only-" Beverly stopped, and her nmouth was art O of surprise. "Persons unknown have updated

me, two seconds ago. |I'll be-You lost and then you won! Jillian, why can't you do things |ike
ot her peopl e do?"
"I don't seemto be like other people Her fingers scratched against the plastic like a
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kitten pawing at a porch screen, trying to get into a warm house. "Please, Beverly. Don't go on at

me. | missed you so nuch.”

"M ssed nme? | haven't been anywhere. You don't call, you don't wite, sonmetimes | think
you just don't |ove ne anynore-" Beverly |ocked up for a noment, because Jillian was crying.

She couldn't help it now Tears were spilling fromher eyes and both pal n6 were pressed
agai nst the hol oscreen, buried in Beverly's face.

"l haven't seen you cry for eleven years, darlin'," Beverly said softly. "Shhh. |'m here
with you. I'll always be here. You've got to help ne understand what you need, and I'Il be that

for you. You know that."

There were sounds in the building around her. A three-nman nedical tech teamentered the
operating room bel ow her, led by a thin, efficient-looking Chinese man who began to check the
instruments with sober thoroughness.

"Beverly. You-" Go look for the Od Bastard. Make contact with him Partition off, and
find out everything that you can..

She couldn't tell Beverly that. It would be suicide, until they could slip into a Void
together. Honesty, like so many other things, would have to wait.

The nen down in the operating theater | ooked up at her, notioned her to cone down. Talk
And then Preop. And then

"Beverly. | have to go now |I|'Il be back."

""1"msure you will."

"l have prom ses to keep."

"And nmiles to go before you sl eep?”

"Yes." Jillian snmled. "Mles. Good night, Beverly."

"Good night, Jillian. Sweet dreans."

The screen wi nked of f.

Lives, Jillian thought, are |ike weather, are sensitive to initial conditions. And because
of that, not Commet, or the O d Bastard, or the Counci

Especially the Council

could predict lives.
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