Science Fiction
The Best of 2001

Introduction copyright © 2001, 2002 by Agberg, Ltd.

“Undone” copyright © 2001 James Petrick Kelly; “Know How, Can Do” copyright © 2001 Michael Blumlein; “From
Here Y ou Can Seethe Sunquists’ copyright © 2001 Richard Wadholm; “Keepers of Faith” copyright © 2001 Robin
Wayne Bailey; “Anomalies’ copyright © 2001 Abbenford Associates; “ One of Her Paths’ copyright © 2001 lan
Watson; “The Dog Said Bow-Wow” copyright © 2001 Michael Swanwick; “And No Such Things Grow Here”
copyright © 2001 Stephen Baxter; “Into Greenwood” copyright © 2001 by Jm Grimdey; “On K2 with Kanakaredes”
copyright © 2001 Dan Simmons.

An ibooks, Inc. ebook

ibooks, Inc.
24 West 25th St.
New York, NY 10010

Theibooks World Wide Web Site Addressis:
http://mww.ibooksinc.com

elSBN: 1-59176-062-3
Print ISBN: 0-7434-3498-6

This text converted to ebook format for the Microsoft Reader

ROBERT SILVERBERG'smany novesincludeThe AlienYears ; the most recent volumein the
Majipoor Cycle,LordPrestimion ; the bestselling Lord Vdentine trilogy; and the classcsDying Inside
andA Time of Changes .Sailing toByzantium , acollection of some of hisaward-winning novellas, was
published by ibooks in 2000.Science Fiction101—Robert Siverberg’ s Worlds of Wonder , an
examina-tion of the novellas that inspired him as ayoung writer, was published in March 2001, followed
byCronos , acollection of three time-travel pieces published in August 2001. He has been nominated for
the Nebula and Hugo awards more times than any other writer; heisafive-timewinner of the Nebula
and afive-timewinner of the Hugo.

KAREN HABER isthe bestselling co-author (with Link Y aco) of The Science of the X-Men , a
scientific examination of the popular superhuman characters published by Marvel Comics. Shedso
creeted the bestsdlingThe Mutant Season series of novels, of which she co-authored the first volume
with her husband, Robert Silverberg. Sheisarespected journalist and an accomplished fiction writer.
Her short fic-tion has appeared inThe Magazine of Fantasy and ScienceFiction, Full Spectrum 2,
Science Fiction Age , andlsaacAsimov' s Science Fiction Magazine.

Contents

INTRODUCTION
Robert Silverberg and Karen Haber



file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\introduction.htm
http://www.ibooksinc.com

UNDONE
James Patrick Kdly

KNOW HOW, CAN DO
Michad Blumlen

FROM HERE YOU CAN SEE THE SUNQUISTS
Richard Wadholm

KEEPERS OF EARTH
Robin Wayne Bailey

ANOMALIES
Gregory Benford

ONE OF HER PATHS
lan Watson

THE DOG SAID BOW-WOW
Michadl Swanwick

AND NO SUCH THINGS GROW HERE
Nancy Kress

SUN-CLOUD
Stephen Baxter

INTO GREENWOOD
JmGrimdey

ON K2 WITH KANAKAREDES
Dan Smmons

SCIENCE FICTION

THE BEST OF 2001
AN INTRODUCTION

by Robert Silverberg

and Karen Haber


file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\001.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\002.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\003.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\004.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\005.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\006.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\007.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\008.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\009.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\010.htm
file:///D:\~NEW ARRIVALS\library\~proofing\ScienceFictionBestof2001 eb Robert Silverberg(htm)\011.htm

Thefirst of dl the Y ear’ sBest Science Fiction anthologies gppeared in the summer of 1949. It was
edited by Everett F. Bleiller and T. E. Dikty, apair of scholarly science-fiction readerswith long
experiencein thefidd, and it was cdled, not entirely appropriately (snceit drew on materia published in
1948), The Best Science Fiction Stories: 1949.

Sciencefiction then was avery smal entity indeed—ahandful of garish-looking magazines with names
likePlanetSories andThrillingWonder Sories , adozen or so books a year produced by
semi-professona publishing houses run by old-time s fans, and the very occasiond short story by the
likes of Robert A. Heinlein inTheSatur dayEveningPost or some other well-known dick magazine. So
esoteric agpecies of reading-matter wasit that Bleiler and Dikty found it necessary to provide their

book, which wasissued by the rdatively minor mainstream publishing house of Frederick Fll, Inc., with
two separate introductory essays explaining the nature and history of sciencefiction to uninitiated readers.

In those days sciencefiction was at its best in the short lengths, and the editors of
TheBestScienceFic-tion: 1949 had plenty of splendid materid to offer. There were two storiesby Ray
Bradbury, both later incorporated inTheMartianChronicles , and Wilmar Shiras sfine superchild story
“InHiding,” and an excellent early Poul Anderson story, and one by Isaac Asmov, and haf adozen
others, dl of which would be recelved enthusiastically by modern readers. The book did fairly well, by
the modest sales standards of its era, and the Bleller-Dikty series of annual anthologies continued for
another decade or so.

Toward the end of itserathe Bleiler-Dikty collection wasjoined by avery different sort of Best of the
Y ear anthology edited by Judith Merril, whose sophisticated literary tastesled her to go far beyond the
sf magazines, offering stories by such outsidersto thefield as Jorge Luis Borges, Jack Finney, Donad
Barthelme, and John Steinbeck cheek-by-jowl with the more familiar offerings of Asmov, Theodore
Sturgeon, Robert Sheckley, and Clifford D. Simak. The Merril anthology, inaugurated in 1956, aso
lasted about a decade; and by then science fiction had become big business, with new magazines
founded, showslikeStar Trek appearing on network television, dozens and then hundreds of novels
published every year. Since the 1960s no year has gone by without its Best of the Y ear collection, and
sometimes two or three smultaneoudy. Such distinguished science-fiction writers as Frederik Pohl, Harry
Harrison, Brian Aldiss, and Lester dd Rey took their turns a compiling annual anthologies, along with
veteran book editorslike Donald A. Wollheim and Terry Carr.

In modern timesthe definitive Y ear’ s Best Anthology has been the series of encyclopedic collections
edited by Gardner Dozois since 1984. Its eighteen mammoth volumes so far provide a definitive account
of the genrein the past two decades. More recently a second annua compilation has arrived, edited by
an equaly keen observer of the science-fiction scene, David A. Hartwell; and that thereis so little
overlap between the Hartwell and Dozois anthologiesis atribute not only to the ability of expertsto
disagree but aso to the wedlth of fine shorter materia being produced today in the science-fiction world.

If thereisroom in the field for two sets of opinions about the year’ s outstanding work, perhapsthereis
room for athird. And so, herewith, the newest of the Y ear’ sBest Science Fiction anthologies, inwhich a
long-time writer/editor and hiswriter/editor wife have gathered a group of the science-fiction stories of
2001 that gave them the greatest reading pleasure.

—Robert Silverberg
Karen Haber

UNDONE



JAMES PATRICK KELLY

pani cattack

THE SHIP SCREAMED. I TS screens showed Mada that she was surrounded in threespace. A swvarm
of Utopian asteroids was closing on her, brain clans and mining DIsliving in hollowed-out chunks of
carbonaceous chondrite, any one of which could have mustered enough votesto abolish Madain dl ten
dimensons.

“I’'mgoingto die” the ship cried, “I'm going to die, I'm going to. . .”

“I’'mnot.” Madawaved the speaker off impatiently and scanned down-when. She saw that the Utopians
had planted an identity mine five minutesinto the past that would boil her memory to vapor if shetried to
go back in time to undo thistrap. Upwhen, then. The future was clear, a least asfar as she could see,
which wasn't much beyond next week. Of course, that was the direction they wanted her to skip. They’d
be happiest making her their greet-grest-great-grandchildren’ s problem.

The Utopiansfired another spread of panic bolts. The ship tried to absorb them, but its buffers were
dready overflowing. Madafet her throat tighten. Suddenly she couldn’t remember how to spellluck ,
and she bdlieved that she could fedl her sanity oozing out of her ears.

“Solet’ sskip upwhen,” she said.

“You s-sure?’ said the ship. “I don’'t know if. . .how far?
“Far enough so that al of these droneswill befossls”

“I can'tjudt. . .I need anumber, Mada.”

A needle of fear pricked Mada hard enough to make her reflexeskick. “ Skip!” Her panic did not alow
for the luxury of numbers. “ Skip now!” Her voicewastight asafig. “Doit!”

Time shivered as the ship surged into the empty di-mensions. In three-space, Madawent al wavy. Eons
passed in a nanosecond, then she washed back into the strong dimensions and solidified.

She merged briefly with the ship to assess damage. “What have you done?’ The gain in entropy was an
achein her bones.

“I-I'm sorry, you said to skip 0. . .” The ship was till jittery.

Even though she wanted to kick its sensorium in, she bit down hard on her anger. They had both made
enough mistekesthat day. “That’ sdl right,” she said, “we can always go back. We just have to figure out
when we are. Run the star charts.”

two-tenthsofaspin

The ship took amost three minutes to get its charts to agree with its navigation screens—abad sign.
Reconciling the data showed that it had skipped forward in time about two-tenths of agalactic spin.
Almost twenty million years had passed on Mada s home world of True-born, time enough for its crust
to fold and buckle into new mountain ranges, for the Green Seato bloom, for the glaciersto march and
melt. More than enough time for everything and everyone Mada had ever loved—or hated—to die, turn
to dust and blow away.



Whiskers trembling, she checked downwhen. What she saw made her lose her perch and float aimlesdy
away from the command mod'’ s screens. There had to be something wrong with the ship’sair. It settled
like dead, wet leavesin her lungs. She ordered the ship to check the mix.

The ship’s deck flowed into an enormous plastic hand, warm as blood. It cupped Mada gently inits palm
and raised her up so that she could seeits screens straight on.

“Nomina, Mada. Everything isasit should be.”
That couldn’t beright. She could breathe ship-nomina atmosphere. “Check it again,” she said.
“Mada, I'm sorry,” said the ship.

Theidentity mine had skipped with them and was till dogging her, fiveinfuriating minutesinto the past.
There was no getting around it, no way to undo their legp into the future. She was trapped two-tenths of
aspin upwhen. The knowledge was like asucking hole in her chest, much worse than any wound the
Utopian psychologica war machine could have inflicted on her.

“What do we do now?’ asked the ship.

Mada wondered what she should say to it. Scan for hostiles? Open a pleasure sm? Cook anice, hot
sew? Or-derstwisted in her mind, bit their tails and swallowed themsalves.

She conddered—rhbriefly—telling it to open dl the air locks to the vacuum. Would it obey this order? She
thought it probably would, athough she would as soon chew her own tongue off as utter such cowardly
words. Had not she and her sibling batch voted to carry the revolution into al ten dimensions? Pledged
themsalvesto fight for the Three Universa Rights, no matter what the cost the Utopian brain clans
extracted from them in blood and anguish?

But that had been two-tenths of a spin ago.

beanthoughts

“Where areyou going?’ said the ship.

Mada floated through the door bubble of the command mod. She wrapped her toes around the perch
outside to steady herself.

“Mada, wait! | need amission, acourse, some lineof inquiry.”
She launched down the companionway.

“I’'m a Dependent Intelligence, Mada.” Its speaker buzzed with sdlf-righteousness. “| have theright to
proper and timely guidance.”

The ship flowed avell across her trgjectory; as she approached, it went taut. That was DI thinking: the
ship was sure that it could just bounce her back into itsworld. Madaflicked her clawsand dashed &t it,
ghredding holes haf ameter long.

“And | havetheright to beanindividua,” shesad. “Leave me done”

She caught another perch and pivoted off it toward the greenhouse blister. She grabbed the perch by the
door bubble and paused to flow new aveali into her lungsto make up for the oxygen-depl eted,



carbon-dioxide-enriched air mix in the greenhouse. The bubble shivered as she popped through it and
she breathed deeply. The smells of life helped ground her whenever operation of the ship overwhelmed
her. It was always so needy and there was only one of her.

It would have been different if they had been designed to go out in teams. She would have had her sibling
Thiras at her side; together they might have been strong enough to withstand the Utopian’ s panic. . .no!
Mada shook him out of her head. Thiras was gone; they were dl gone. There was no sensein looking for
com-fort, downwhen or up. All she had was the moment, the tick of the relentless present, filled now
with the moigt, bittersweet breath of the dirt, the sticky savor of running sap, the bloom of perfume on the
flowers. As she drifted through the greenhouse, leaves brushed her skin like ca-resses. She settled &t the
potting bench, opened abin and picked out asingle bean seed.

Mada cupped it between her two hands and blew on it, letting her body’ s warmth coax the seed out of
dor-mancy. Shetried to merge her mind with its blissful unconsciousness. Cotyledons stirred and began
to ab-sorb nutrients from the endosperm. A bean cared noth-ing about proclaiming the Three Universal
Rights. theright of dl independent sentientsto remain individua, the right to manipulate their physicd
structures and the right to access the timelines. Mada dowed her meta-bolism to the steady and
deliberate rhythm of the bean—what Utopian could do that? They held that individu-ality bred chaos,
that function done must determine form and that undoing the past was sacrilege. Being Utopians, they
could hardly destroy Trueborn and its handful of colonies. Instead they had tried to put the Rights under
Quarantine.

Mada stimulated the swesat glands in the palms of her hands. The moisture wicking across her skin caled
to the embryonic root in the bean seed. Thetip pushed against the sead coat. Mada s sibling batch on
Trueborn had pushed hard against the Utopian blockade, to bring the Rightsto the rest of the galaxy.

Only ahandful had made it to open space. The brain clans had hunted them down and brought most of
them back in disgrace to Trueborn. But not Mada. No, not wily Mada, Mada the fearless, Mada whose
heart now begat but once a minute.

The bean embryo swelled and its root cracked the seed coat. It curled into her hand, branching and
re-branching like thetimelines. The rootstickled her.

Mada manipulated the chemistry of her sweet by forcing her sweat ducts to reabsorb most of the sodium
and chlorine. She parted her hands dightly and raised them up to the grow lights. The cotyledons
emerged and chloroplasts oriented themsdves to the light. Mada was thinking only bean thoughts as her
cupped hands filled with roots and the first true leaves unfolded. More leaves budded from the nodes of
her stem, her petioles arched and twisted to the light, thelight . It was only the light—uviolet-blue and
orange-red—that mattered, the incredi-ble shower of photons that excited her chlorophyll, passing
electrons down carrier molecules to form aden-osi ne diphosphate and nicotinamide adenine dinu-cleo. . .

“Mada,” said the ship. “The order to leave you doneis now superseded by primary programming.”
“What?’" Theword caught in her throat like abone.

“Y ou entered the greenhouse forty days ago.”

Without quite redlizing what she was doing, Mada clenched her hands, crushing the young plant.

“| am directed to keep you from harm, Mada,” said the ship. “It'stimeto eat.”

She glanced down &t the dead thing in her hands. “ Y es, dl right.” She dropped it onto the potting bench.



“I"ve got something to clean up first but I'll be therein aminute.” She wiped the corner of her eye.
“Meanwhile, caculate acourse for home.”

Not until the ship scanned the quarantine zone at the edge of the Trueborn system did Madabegin to
worry. In her time the zone had swarmed with the battle aster-oids of the brain clans. Now the Utopians
were gone. Of course, that was to be expected after al thistime. But as the ship re-entered the home
system, dumping excess vel ocity into the empty dimensions, Madafet a chill that had nothing to do with
the temperature in the com-mand mod.

Trueborn orbited a spectral type G3V star, which had been known to the discovers as HR3538. Scans
showed that the Green Sea had become a climax forest of de-ciduous hardwood. There were indeed
new mountains—knife edges dicing through evergreen sheets—that had upthrust some eghty kilometers
off the Fire Coast, leav-ing Port Henoch landlocked. A rain forest choked the plain where the city of
Blair's Landing had once sprawled.

The ship scanned life in abundance. The seasteemed and flocks of Trueborn’ sflyers darkened the skies
like storm clouds: kippies and bluewings and warblers and migrating gilts. Animals had retaken dl three
conti-nents, lowland and upland, marsh and tundra. Mada could see the dust kicked up by the herds of
herbivorous aram from low orbit. The forest echoed with the clatter of shindies and the shriek of
blowhards. Big hunters like kar and divil padded acrossthe plains. There were new species aswell,
mostly invertebrates but dso anumber of lizards and something like agreat, mossy rat that built mounds
fivemeterstall.

None of the introduced species had survived: dogs or turkeys or llamas. The ship could find no cities,
towns, buildings—not even ruins. There were neither tubeways nor roads, only the occasiond animal
track. The ship looked across the entire e ectromagnetic spectrum and saw nothing but the natural
background.

There was nobody home on Trueborn. And asfar asthey could tell, there never had been.
“Speculate,” said Mada.
“I can't,” said the ship. “ Thereisn't enough data.”

“There syour data.” Mada could hear the anger in her voice. “ Trueborn, asit would have been had we
never even existed.”

“Two-tenths of aspinisalong time, Mada.”

She shook her head. “They ripped out the founda-tions, even picked up the dumps. There s nothing,
nothing of usleft.” Madawas gripping the command perch so hard that the knuckles of her toeswere
white. “Hypothesis” she said, “the Utopians got tired of our troublemaking and wiped us out.

Speculate”

“Possible, but that’s contrary to their core beliefs” Most DIs had terrible imaginations. They couldn't tell
jokes, but then they couldn’t commit crimes, either.

“Hypothesis: they deported the entire population, scattered usto prison colonies. Speculate.”
“Possible, but alogigtical nightmare. The Utopians prize the e egant solution.”

She swiped theimage of her home planet off the screen, asif to eraseits unnerving impossibility.
“Hy-pothesis: there are no Utopians anymore because the revol ution succeeded. Speculate.”



“Possible, but then where did everyone go? And why did they return the planet to its pristine state?’

She snorted in disgust. “What if,” she tapped afinger to her forehead, “ maybe wedon't exist. What if
we' ve skipped to another time line? One in which the discovery of Trueborn never happened? Maybe
there has been no Utopian Empirein thistimeline, no Grest Expansion, no Space Age, maybe no human
cavilizationat dl.”

“One does not just skip to another timeline at random.” The ship sounded huffy at the suggestion. “I’ve
monitored al our dimensiond reinsertions quite carefully, and | can assure you that dl these events
occurred in the timeline we currently occupy.”

“Y ou're saying there’ s no chance?’
“If you want to write astory, why bother asking my opinion?’

Mada s laugh was brittle. “ All right then. We need more data.” For thefirst time since she had been
stranded upwhen, she felt atickle stir the dead weight she was carrying insde her. “Let’ s start with the
nearest Utopian system.”

chasingshadows

The HR683 system was abandoned and all signs of hu-man habitation had been obliterated. Mada could
not be certain that everything had been restored to its pre-Expansion state because the ship’ s database
on Utopian resources was spotty. HR4523 was similarly deserted. HR509, aso known as Tau Ceti, was
only 11.9 light years from earth and had been thefirst outpost of the Great Expansion.

Its planetary system was aso devoid of intelligent life and human artifacts—with one striking exception.

Nuevo LA was spread aong the shores of the Sterling Sea like a half-eaten picnic lunch. Something had
bitten the roofs off its buildings and chewed itswalls. Meta skeletons rotted on its docks, transports
were melting into brown and gold stains. Once-proud boulevards crumbled in the orange light; the only
traffic was wind-blown litter chasing shadows.

Madawas happy to survey the ruin from low orbit. A closer ingpection would have spooked her. “Wasit
wa?’

“There may have been awar,” said the ship, “but that’s not what caused this. | think it' s ddliberate
decongtruction.” In extreme magnification, the screen showed a concrete wall pockmarked with tiny
holes, from which dust puffed intermittently. “The composition of that dust islimestone, sand, and
auminum slicate. The buildings are crawling with nanobots and they’ re egting the concrete.”

“How long hasthisbeen going on?’
“At aguess, ahundred years, but that could be off by an order of magnitude.”
“Who did this?’ said Mada. “Why? Speculate.”

“If thisisthe outcome of awar, then it would seem that the victors wanted to obliterate dl traces of the
vanquished. But it doesn’t seem to have been fought over resources. | suppose we could imagine some
deep ideologica antagonism between the two sdesthat led to this, but such an extreme of cultural
psychopathology seemsunlikely.”

“I hopeyou'reright.” She shivered. “ So they did it themsalves, then? Maybe they were done with this



place and wanted to leave it asthey found it?’
“Possible” said the ship.

Mada decided that she was done with Nuevo LA, too. She would have been perversely comforted to
have found her enemiesin power somewhere. It would have given her an easy way to caculate her duty.
However, Mada was quite certain that what this mystery meant was that twenty thousand millenniahad
conquered both the revolutionand the Utopians and that she and her sibling batch had been designed in
van.

Still, she had nothing better to do with eternity than to try to find out what had become of her species.

anever-endingvacation

The Atlantic Ocean was now larger than the Pacific. The Mediterranean Sea had been squeezed out of
exigtence by the collision of Africa, Europe and Asia. North Amer-icafloated free of South Americaand
was nudging Siberia. Audtrdiawas drifting toward the equator.

The population of earth was about what it had been in the fifteenth century CE, according to the ship.
Half ahillion people lived on the home world and, asfar as Mada could see, none of them had anything
important to do. The means of production and distribution, of energy-generation and waste disposa were
in the control of Dependent Intelligences like the ship. Despite repeated scans, the ship could detect no
sgn that any independent sentience was overseaing the system.

There were but ahandful of cities, nonelarger than aquarter of amillion inhabitants. All were scrubbed
clean and kept scrupuloudy ordered by the Dls; they reminded Mada of databases populated with
peopleingtead of information. The mgority of the population spent their bucalic livesin pretty hamlets
and quaint towns overlooking lakes or oceans or mountains.

Humanity had booked a never-ending vacation.

“The brain clans could be controlling the DIs,” said Mada. “ That would make sense.”

“Doubtful,” said the ship. “Independent sentients create a Signature disturbance in the sixth dimension.”
“Could there be some secret dictator among the humans, a hidden oligarchy?’

“| see no evidence that anyoneisin charge. Do you?’

She shook her head. “Did they chooseto livein amuseum,” she said, “ or were they condemned to it?
It sobviousthere’ sno First Right here; these people have only theillusion of individudity. And no
Second Right either. Those bodies are as plain as uniforms—they’ re sill davesto their biology.”

“There sno disease” said the ship. “They seem to be functionaly immortd.”

“That’ snot saying very much, isit?” Madasniffed. “ Maybe thisis some schemeto Start human civilization
over again. Or maybe they're like seeds, stored here until someone comes aong to plant them.” She
waved dl the screens off. “1 want to go down for acloser look. What do | need to pass?’

“Clothes, for onething.” The ship displayed asdection of current styles on its screen. They were
extravagantly varied, from ballooning pastel tents to skin-tight sheaths of luminescent metal, to festhered
camouflage to jump-suits made of what looked like dried mud. “Fashion design is one of their principa
pasttimes,” said the ship. “In addition, you'll probably want genitaliaand the usua secondary sexud



characterigtics.”

It took her the better part of aday to flow ovaries, fallopian tubes, a uterus, cervix, and vulvaand to
re-arrange her vagina. All these unnecessary organs made her fed bloated. She saw breastsasawaste
of tissue; she made hersas small as the ship thought acceptable. She argued with it about the severd
substantia patches of hair it claimed she needed. Clearly, grooming them would require constant
attention. She didn’t mind tam-ing her clawsinto fingernails but she hated giving up her whiskers. Without
them, the air was practicdly invisble. At first her new vulvatickled when she walked, but she got used to
it.

The ship entered earth’ s atmaosphere at night and landed in what had once been Saskatchewan, Canada.
It dumped most of its massinto the empty dimensions and flowed itsdlf into baggy black pants, a
maoss-colored boat neck top and apair of brown, gripall loafers. It was able to concedl its complete
sensorium in acanvas belt.

It was 9:14 in the morning on June 23, 19,834,004 CE when Mada strolled into the village of
Harmonious Struggle.

thedevil’ sapple

Harmonious Struggle consisted of five clothing shops, six restaurants, three jewelers, eight art gdleries, a
musical instrument maker, a crafts workshop, aweaver, a potter, awoodworking shop, two candle
stores, four theaters with capacities ranging from twenty to three hundred and an enormous sporting
goods store attached to a miniature domed stadium. There looked to be apart-ments over most of these
establishments; many had views of nearby Rabbit Lake.

Three of the restaurants—Hassam'’ s Paace of Plenty, The Devil’s Apple, and Laurel’ s—were practicaly
jostling each other for position on Sonnet Street, which ran down to the lake. Lounging just outside of
each were waiters eyeing handheld screens. They sprang up as one when Mada happened around the
corner.

“Good day, Madame. Have you eaten?’
“Wel met, fair stranger. Come break bread with us.”
“All natura foods, friend! Lightly cooked, humbly served.”

Mada veered into the middle of the street to study the Situation asthe waiters called to her. ~
Sol canchoosawnhi chever lwant?~ She subvocalized to the ship.,

~| nanattenti on-basedeconomy,~ subbed the ship in reply, ~alltheyexpectfromyoui sanaudience. ~

Just beyond Hassam'’ s, the skinny waiter from The Devil’ s Apple had awry, crooked smile. Black hair
fell to the padded shoulders of his shirt. He was wearing boots to the knee and |oose rust-colored shorts,
but it was the little red cape that decided her.

Asshewalked past her, the waitress from Hassam' swas practically shouting. “Madame, please , their
batter isdull!” Shewaved her handheld at Mada. “ Read thereviews . Who puts shrimp inmuffins ?’

Thewaiter a the Devil’ s Apple was named Owen. He showed her to one of three tablesin thetiny
restaurant. At his suggestion, Mada ordered the poached peaches with white cheese mousse, an
asparagus breakfast torte, baked orange walnut French toast and coddled eggs. Owen served the



peaches, but it was the chef and owner, Edris, who emerged from the kitchen to clear the plate.
“The mousse, Madame, you liked it?" she asked, beaming.

“It was good,” said Mada.

Her smile shrank asize and ahdf. “ Enough lemon rind, would you say that?’

“Yes. It wasvery nice”

Mada s reply seemed to dismay Edris even more. When she came out to clear the next course, she
blanched at the corner of breakfast torte that Mada had |eft uneaten.

“I knew this.” She snatched the plate away. “ The pastry wasn't fluffy enough.” Sherolled the offending
scrap between thumb and forefinger.

Madaraised her handsin protest. “No, no, it was delicious.” She could see Owen shrinking into the far
corner of the room.

“Maybe too much colby, not enough gruyere?’ Edris snarled. “ But you have no comment?’
“I wouldn't change athing. It was perfect.”

“Madameiskind,” shesaid, her lips barely moving, and retreated.

A moment later Owen set the steaming plate of French toast before Mada.

“Excuseme.” Shetugged a hisdeeve.

“Something’ swrong?’ He edged away from her. *'Y ou must spesk to Edris.”
“Everythingisfine. | wasjust wondering if you could tell me how to get to thelocd library.”

Edrisburst out of the kitchen. “What are you doing, beanheaded boy? Y ou are distracting my patron
with absurd chitterchat. Get out, get out of my restaurant now.”

“No, redly, he...”

But Owen was aready out the door and up the street, taking Mada s appetite with him.
~You' redoingsomethingwrong, ~ the ship subbed.

Mada lowered her head. ~lknowthat! ~

Mada pushed the diver of French toast around the pool of maple syrup for severa minutes but could not
edt it. “Excuse me,” she cdled, sanding up abruptly. “ Edris?’

Edris shouldered through the kitchen door, carrying atray with aslver egg cup. She froze when she saw
how it was with the French toast and her only patron.

“Thiswas one of the most ddlicious meals | have ever eaten.” Mada backed toward the door. She
wanted nothing to do with eggs, coddled or otherwise.

Edris set thetray in front of Mada sempty chair. “Madame, the art of the kitchen requires the tongue of
the patron,” shesadicily.



Shefumbled for thelatch. “ Everything was very, very wonderful.”

nocomment

Madadunk down Lyric Alley, which ran behind the sta-dium, trying to understand how exactly she had
offended. In this attention-based economy, paying attention was obvioudy not enough. There had to be
some other cultura protocol she and the ship were miss-ing. What she probably ought to do was go
back and explore the clothes shops, maybe pick up apot or some candles and see what additional
information she could blunder into. But making afool of herself had never much gppeded to Madaasa
learning strategy. She wanted the map, a native guide—some edge, preferably secret.

~Scanning,~ subbed the ship. ~
Somebodyi sfol lowi ngyou. Hej ustduckedbehi ndtheprivethedgetwel ve- point-threemeter stotheright. It
' sthewaiter,Owen.~

“Owen,” cdled Mada, “isthat you?’m sorry | got you in trouble. Y ou're an excdllent waiter.”
“I’'m not really awaiter.” Owen peeked over the top of the hedge. “I’m a poet.”

She gave him her best amile. “ Y ou said you' d take meto the library.” For some reason, the smile stayed
on her face* Can we do that now?’

“Hirgt listen to some of my poetry.”

“No,” shesaid firmly. “Owen, | don’'t think you’ ve been paying attention. | said | would liketo go to the
library.”

“All right then, but I’m not going to have sex with you.”

Mada was taken aback. “Redly? Why isthat?’

“I'm not attracted to women with small bressts.”

For thefirst timein her life, Madafelt the stab of outraged hormones. “Come out here and talk to me.”

There was no immediate break in the hedge, so Owen had to squiggle through. “ There’ s something about
methat you don't like,” he said as he struggled with the branches.

“Isthere?’ She consdered. “I like your cape.”

“That youdon't like.” He escaped the hedge' s grasp and brushed leaves from his shorts.
“I guess| don't like your narrow-mindedness. It' s not an attractive quality in apoet.”
There was agleam in Owen's eye as he went up on histiptoes and began to declaim:
“That soring you left | thought | might expire

And losetheloveyou left for meto keep.

To hold you once againismy desire.

Before | give mysdlf to death’slong deep.”



Heillustrated his poetry with large, flailing gestures. At “death’slong deep” he brought his hands together
asif to pray, laid the side of hishead againgt them and closed his eyes. He held that posein silence for an

agonizingly longtime.
“It'snice” Madasad a last. 1 liketheway it rhymes.”

He sighed and went flat-footed. His arms drooped and he fixed her with an accusing stare. “ Y ou' re not
from here”

“No,” she said. ~Whereaml from?~ she subbed. ~Someplacehe’ I1havetol ookup. ~
~MarbleBar.It' snAustralia~

“I'mfrom Marble Bar.”

“No, | mean you're not one of us. Y ou don’'t comment.”

At that moment, Mada understood. ~Iwanttoski pdownwhenfour minutes. | needtoundothis.~
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He".rhymesit way thelikel.” .last a ssid Mada“ ,nicelt’s’ .timelong agonizingly an for silencein pose
that held He .eyes his closed and them against head his of sidethelad ,pray to if astogether hands his
brought he “deep long death’s’ At .gesturesflailing large with poetry hisillustrated He*.deep long
death’ sto mysdlf give | Before desire my isagain once you hold To keep to mefor left you love the lose
And expire might | thought I left you spring That” :declaim to began and tiptoes his on up went he aseye
Owen'sin gleam awas There“.poet ain quality attractive an not It's .narrow-mindedness your like don’t
| guess|” .shorts hisfrom leaves brushed and grasp hedge' s the escaped He *.likedon't you That”




“.capeyour likel” .consdered She " %here|s? .branches the with struggled he as said he like don’t you
that me about something There's’ .through squiggle to had Owen o, hedge the in break im-mediate no
was There“.meto talk and here out Come’ .hormones wronged of stab thefelt Mada life her intime
first the For “.breasts smdl with women to attracted not I'm” “hat isWhy ?Redlly” .aback taken was
Mada“.you with sex haveto going not I’'m but ,thenright All” “ library theto goto likewould | sad |
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Hrg”

Asthe ship surged through the empty dimensions, three-space became asliquid as adream. Leaves
smeared and buildings ran together. Owen’ sface swirled.

"They want criticism," said Mada. "They like to think of themselves as artists but they’ re insecure about
what they’ ve accomplished. They want their audience to engage with what they’ re doing, help them make
it better—the comments they both seem to expect.”

"l seeit now," said the ship. "But is one person in abackwater worth an undo? Let’ sjust start over
somewheredse.”

"No, | have anidea." She began .owing morefat cellsto her breasts. For the .rst time since she had
skipped upwhen, Mada had a glimpse of what her duty might now be. "I’m going to need abig specid
effect on short notice. Be ready to reclaim mass so you can resubstantiate the hull at my command.”



“Firgt listen to some of my poetry.”

“Go ahead.” Madafolded her arms across her chest. “ Say it then.”
Owen stood on tiptoesto declaim:

“That spring you left | thought | might expire

And lose the love you | eft for me to keep.

To hold you once againin my desire




Before | give mysdlf to death’slong deep.”

Heillustrated his poetry with large, flailing gestures. At “death’slong deegp” he brought his hands together
asif to pray, moved them to the side of his head, rested against them and closed hiseyes. He had held
the pose for just a beat before Madainterrupted him.

“Owen,” shesaid. “You look ridiculous.

Hejerked asif he had been hit in the head by ashovel.

She pointed at the ground before her. “Y ou’ Il want to take these comments Sitting down.”
He hesitated, then settled at her feet.

“Y ou hold your meter well, but that’ s purely amechanica skill.” Shecircled behind him. “A smart oven
could do as much. Stop fidgeting!”

She hadn't noticed the ant hills near the spot she had chosen for Owen. The first scouts were beginning
to ex-plore him. That suited her plan exactly.

“Your red problem,” she continued, “isthat you know nothing about death and probably very little about
desre”

“I know about death.” Owen drew hisfeet closeto hisbody and grasped his knees. * Everyone does.
Flowersdie, squirrelsdie”

“Has anyone you' ve ever known died?’

Hefrowned. “I didn’t know her personaly, but there was the woman who fell off that cliff in
Merrymesting.”

“Owen, did you have amother?’
“Don’t make fun of me. Everyone hasamother.”

Madadidn’t think it wastimeto tell him that she didn’t; that she and her sibling batch of athousand
revolutionaries had been autoflowed. “Hold out your hand.” Mada scooped up an ant. “That’ s your
mother.” She crunched it and dropped it onto Owen’s palm.

Owen looked down at the dead ant and up again at Mada. His eyesfilled.
“I think | loveyou,” he said. “What' s your name?’

“Mada.” Sheleaned over to straighten his cape. “But loving me would be avery bad idea.”

allthat’ deft

Madawas surprised to find afew actual booksin the library, printed on real plastic. A primitive DI had
cat-alogued the rest of the collection, billions of gigabytes of print, graphics, audio, video, and VR files.
None of it told Mada what she wanted to know. The library had sms of Egypt’s New Kingdom, Idam'’s
Abbasd dynasty, and the International Moonbase—but then came an astonishing void. Mada s searches
on Trueborn, the Uto-pians, Tau Cei, intelligence engineering and dimen-siona extensibility theory
turned up no results. It was only in the very recent past that history resumed. The DI could reproduce the
plansthat the workbots had |eft when they built the library twenty-two years ago, and the menu The



Devil’s Apple had offered the previous summer, and the complete won-lost record of the Black Minks,
thelocd scatterbal club, which had gone 533-905 over the last century. It knew that the name of the
woman who died in Merrymeeting was Agnes and that two years after her death, areplacement baby
had been born to Chandraand Y uri. They named him Herrick.

Mada waved the screen blank and stretched. She could see Owen draped artfully over anearby divan,
asif posing for aportrait. He was engrossed by his handheld. She noticed that hislips moved asheread.
She crossed the reading room and squeezed onto it next to him, nestling into the crook in hislegs.
“What'sthat?" she asked.

He turned the handheld toward her. “Nadeem Jerad’ sBurningtheShow . Would you like to hear one of
his poems?’

“Maybelater.” Sheleaned into him. “1 wasjust reading about Moonbase.”

“Yes, ancient history. It s sort of interesting, don’t you think? The Greeks and the Renaissance and all
that.”

“But then | can't find any record of what came &fter.”

“Because of the nightmares.” He nodded. “ Terrible things happened, so we forgot them.”
“What terrible things?’

He tapped the side of hishead and grinned.

“Of course” she sad, “nothing terrible happens anymore.”

“No. Everyone s happy now.” Owen reached out and pushed a strand of her hair off her forehead. “Y ou
have beatiful hair.”

Mada couldn’t even remember what color it was. “But if something terrible did happen, then you' d want
toforgetit.”

“Obvioudy.”

“The woman who died, Agnes. No doubt her friends were very sad.”

“No doubt.” Now he was playing with her hair.

~Goodquestion,~ subbed the ship. ~Theymusthavesomemechani smtowipetheirmemories.~

“Is something wrong?’ Owen' sface was the size of the moon; Madawas afraid of what he might tell her
next.

“Agnes probably had amother,” she said.

“A mom and adad.”

“It must have been terrible for them.”

He shrugged. “Yes, I'm sure they forgot her.”

Madawanted to dap his hand away from her head. “ But how could they?’

He gave ger apuzzled look. “Where are you from, anyway?’



“Trueborn,” she said without hesitation. “It'salong, long way from here.”

“Don’t you have librariesthere?’ He gestured at the screensthat surrounded them. “ Thisiswherewe
keep what we don’t want to remember.”

~Sip! ~ Madacould barely sub; if what she sus-pected were true. . . ~Skipdownwhentwominutes.~

~minutes two downwhen Skip~ . . . true were suspected she what if sub barely could Mada ~!Skip~
"remember to want don’t we what keep wewhereis This' .them surrounded that screen the at gestured
He"2herelibraries have you Don't" ".here fromway long ,long alt’'s" hesitation without said she

" Trueborn" "?anyway, from you are Where" .|ook puzzled a her gave He "they could how But" .head
her from away hand his dap to wanted Mada".her forgot they surel’m, Yes' .shrugged He".them for




terrible been have must It" "dad aand mom A" ".mother ahad probably Agnes' next her tell might he
what of afraid was Mada .moon the of size of the was face Owen’ s Avrong something IS'. ~memories
their wipe to mechanism some have must They" .ship the subbed; ~question Good~ hair her with
playing was he Now ".doubt No" ".sad very were friends her doubt no, Agnes, died who woman The"
".Obvioudy" ".it forget to want you' d then ,happen did terrible something if But”" .wasit color what
remember even couldn’'t even Mada

She wrapped her arms around hersdlf to keep the empty dimensions from reaching for the emptiness
ingde her. Was something wrong?

Of coursetherewas, but she didn’t expect to say it out loud. "I’ ve lost everything and all that’ sleft isthis

Owen shimmered next to her like the surface of Rabbit Lake.
"Mada, what?' said the ship.

"Forget it," she said. She thought she could hear something cracking when she laughed.



Mada couldn’t even remember what color her hair was. “But if something terrible did happen, then you' d
want to forget it.”

“Obvioudy.”
“ Something terrible happened to me.”

“I'm sorry.” Owen squeezed her shoulder. “ Do you want me to show you how to use the headbands?’
He pointed at arack of metal-mesh strips.

~Scanning,~ subbed the ship.
“ Microcurrenttapscapabl eofmodul atingpost-synapti coutputs.| thoughttheywer esomekindofvirtual r




ealityl/O.”

“No.” Madatwisted away from him and shot off the divan. She was outraged that these people would
ddib-erately burn memories. How many stubbed toes and un-happy love affairs had Owen forgotten? I
she could have, she would have skipped the entire village of Har-monious Struggle downwhen into the
identity mine. When he rose up after her, she grabbed his hand. “| have to get out of hererightnow .”

She dragged him out of the library into the innocent light of the sun.

“Wait aminute,” he said. She continued to tow him up Ode Street and out of town. “Wait!” He planted
hisfeet, tugged at her and she spun back to him. “Why are you so upset?’

“I’'m not upset.” Mada s blood was hammering in her temples and she could fed the prickle of sweat
under her arms. ~Nowl needyou, ~ she subbed. “All right then. It’stime you knew.” Shetook adeep
breath. “We were just talking about ancient history, Owen. Do you remember back then that the gods
used to intervenein the affairs of humanity?’

Owen goggled at her asif she were growing beans out of her ears.

“I am agoddess, Owen, and | have comefor you. | am cdling you to your destiny. | intend to inspire you
to great poetry.”

His mouth opened and then closed again.

“My worshippers cal me by many names.” Sheraised a hand to the sky.
~Help?~

~TryAthene?Here sadataburst.~

“To the Greeks, | was Athene,” Mada continued, “the goddess of cities, of technology and the arts, of
wisdom and of war.” She stretched a hand toward Owen’ s astonished face, forefinger aimed between his
eyes. “Unlikeyou, | had no mother. | sorang full-grown from the forehead of my maker. | am Athene, the
virgin goddess.”

“How stupid do you think | am?’ He shivered and glanced away from her fierce gaze. “1 used to livein
Maple City, Mada. I'm not some simple-minded country lump. Y ou don’t serioudy expect meto believe
this god-dess nonsense?’

She dumped, confused. Of course she had expected him to believe her. “1 meant no disrespect, Owen.
It'sjust that thetruthis. . .” Thiswasn't as easy as she had thought. “What | expect isthat you believein
your own potentia, Owen. What | expect isthat you are brave enough to leave this place and come with
me. To the stars, Owen, to the starsto start anew world.” She crossed her armsin front of her chest,
grasped the hem of her moss-colored top, pulled it over her head and tossed it behind her. Beforeit hit
the ground the ship augmented it with enough reclaimed mass from the empty dimensionsto
resubstantiate the command and living mods.

Madawas quite pleased with the way Owen tried—and failed—not to stare at her breasts. She kicked
the gripall loafers off and the deck rose up beneath them. She stepped out of the baggy, black pants;
when she tossed them at Owen, he flinched. Seconds | ater, they were eyeing each other in the metallic
light of the ship’s main companionway.

“Well?" ssid Mada.



duty

Mada had difficulty accepting Trueborn asit now was. She could see the ghosts of grest cities, hear the
murmur of deed friends. She decided to live in the forest that had once been the Green Sea, where there
were no landmarks to remind her of what she had lost. She ordered the ship to begin constructing an
infrastructure smilar to that they had found on earth, only capable of supporting atechnologically
advanced population. Borrow-ing orphan mass from the empty dimensions, it was soon consumed with
this monumenta task. She missed its company; only rardly did she usethelink it had left her—asdglver
ring with adirect connection to its sensorium.

The ship’sfirst effort was the farm that Owen called Athens. It consisted of their house, aflow works, a
gravel pit and abarn. Dirt roads led to various mines and domed fields that the ship’ s bots tended. Mada
had it build a separate library, alittle way into the woods, where, she declared, information wasto be
acquired only, never destroyed. Owen spent many evenings there. He said he was trying to make himsdlf
worthy of her.

He had been deeply flattered when she told him that, as part of histraining as a poet, he wasto name the
birds and beasts and flowers and trees of Trueborn.

“But they must aready have names,” he said, as they walked back to the house from the newly tilled
soyafidd.

“The people who named them are gone,” she said. “ The names went with them.”

“Your people.” Hewaited for her to speak. The wind sighed through the forest. “What happened to
them?’

“I don't know.” At that moment, she regretted ever bringing him to Trueborn.
Hesghed. “1t must be hard.”

“Youleftyour people,” she said. She spoke to wound him, since he was wounding her with these rude
ques-tions.

“For you, Mada.” Helet go of her. “I know you didn’'t leave them forme .” He picked up a pebble and
held it in front of hisface. “Y ou are now Mada-stone,” hetold it, “and whatever you hit. . .” Hethrew it
into the woods and itthwocked off atree. “. . .is Mada-tree. We will plant fields of Mada-seed and
press Madajuice from the sweet Mada-fruit and dance for the rest of our days down Mada Street.” He
laughed and put his arm around her waist and siwung her around in circles, kicking up dust from the road.
She was so surprised that she laughed too.

Mada and Owen dept in separate bedrooms, so she was not exactly sure how she knew that he wanted
to have sex with her. He had never spoken of it, other than on that first day when he had specificadly sad
that he did not want her. Maybe it was the way he continually brushed up against her for no apparent
reason. This could hardly be chance, considering that they were the only two people on Trueborn. For
hersdlf, Madawel comed his hesitancy. Although she had been emotionally intimate with her batch
shblings, none of them had ever insarted themsalvesinto her body cavities.

But, for better or worse, she had chosen this man for this course of action. Even if the galaxy had
forgotten Trueborn two-tenths of aspin ago, the revolution still called Madato her duty.

“What'sit liketo kiss?’ she asked that night, asthey were finishing supper.



Owen laid hisfork across aplate of cauliflower curry. “Y ou’ ve never kissed anyone before?’
“That' swhy | ask.”

Owen leaned across the table and brushed hislips across hers. The brief contact made her cheeks flush,
asif shehad just jogged in from the gravd pit. “Likethat,” he said. “ Only better.”

“Doyou 4ill think my breasts aretoo smdl?’
“I never said that.” Owen’ sface turned red.
“It was acomment you made—or at least thought about making.”

“A comment?’ Thewordcomment seemed to stick in histhroat; it made him cough. “ Just because you
make comment on some aspect doesn’'t mean you reject the work asawhole.”

Mada glanced down the neck of her shift. She hadn’t really increased her breast massdl that much,
maybe ten or twelve grams, but now vasocongestion had begun to swell them even more. She could aso
fed blood flow-ing to her reproductive organs. It was a pleasurable weight that made her fed light as
pollen. “Yes, but do you think they’retoo small?’

Owen got up from the table and came around behind her chair. He put his hands on her shoulders and
she leaned her head back against him. There was something between her cheek and his stomach. She
heard him say, “Y ours are the most perfect breasts on thisentire planet,” asif from agreat distance and
then redlized that thesomething must be his penis.

After that, neither of them made much comment.

ninehours

Mada stared at the celling, her eyes wide but unseeing. Her concentration had turned inward. After she
had rolled off him, Owen had flung hisleft arm across her belly and drawn her hip toward hisand given
her the night' slast kiss. Now the muscles of hisarm were dack, and she could hear his seashore bresth
as she released her ovum into the cloud of his sperm squiggling up her fallopian tubes. The most vigorous
of the swvimmers butted its head through the ovum’s membrane and dissolved, releasing its genetic
materid. Madaimmediately Sarted raveling the strands of DNA before the fertilized egg could divide for
thefirgt time. Without the necessary diversity, they would never revive the revolution. Sat-isfied with her
intervention, she flowed the blastocyst down her falopian tubeswhereit locked onto thewall of her
uterus. She prodded it and the ball of cells became acommawith abig head and athin tail. An array of
cdlls specidized and folded into atube that ran the length of the embryo, weaving into nerve fibers. Dark
pigment swept across two cupsin the blocky head and then bulged into eyes. A mouth dowly opened; in
it was a one-chambered, beating heart. The front end of the neural tube blossomed into the vesicles that
would become the brain. Four buds swelled, two near the head, two at the tail. The uppermost pair
sprouted into pad-dles, pierced by rays of cellsthat Madaimmediately began to ossify into fingerbone.
Thelower buds stretched into ddlicate legs. At midnight, the embryo was asbig asa her fingernall; it
began to move and so became afetus. The eyes opened for afew minutes, but then the eydids fused.
Mada and Owen were going to have a son; his peniswas now a nub of flesh. Bubbles of tissue blew
inward from the head and became his ears. Madalistened to him listen to her heartbeat. Helogt histail
and hisintestines dithered down the umbilica cord into his abdomen. As hisfingerprintslooped and
whorled, he stuck histhumb into his mouth. Mada was having trouble breathing because the fetus was
floating so high in her uterus. She eased hersdf into a sitting position and Owen grumbled in hisdeep.
Suddenly the curry in the cauliflower was giving her heartburn. Then the muscles of her uterustightened



and pain sheeted across her swollen belly.

~Drinkthis.~ The ship flowed atumbler of nutrient nano onto the bedside table. ~
Thefetusgainsmassr api dlyfromnowon.~. The stuff tasted like rusty nails., ~You' redoingfine.~

When the fetus turned upside down, it felt like he was trying out agymnastic routine. But then he
snug-gled headfirgt into her pelvis, and camed down, probably because there wasn't enough room left
indde her for him to make large, flailling gestureslike hisfather. Now she could fed eectrica buzzes
down her legs and inside her vagina as the baby bumped her nerves. He was big now, and growing by
amogt akilogram an hour, laying down new muscle and brown fat. Madawastired of it al. She dozed.
At six-thirty-seven her water broke, drenching the bed.

“Hmm.” Owen rolled away from the warm, fragrant spill of amniatic fluid. “What did you say?’
The contractions started; she put her hand on his chest and pressed down. “Help,” she whimpered.
“Wha. . .7" Owen propped himsdf up on hiselbows. “Hey, I'm wet. How did | get. . .?’

“O-Owen!” She could fed the baby’ s head stretching her vaginain away mere flesh could not possibly
Sretch.

“Madal What'swrong?’ Suddenly hisface was very closeto hers. “Mada, what' s happening?’

But then the baby was dipping out of her, and it wassooo much better than the only sex she had ever
had. She caught her breath and said, “1 have begotten a son.”

She reached between her legs and pulled the baby to her breasts. They were huge now, and very sore.
“Wewill cal him Owen,” shesaid.

begot

And Mada begot Enos and Feliciaand Maladed and Raph and Jared and Elisaand Tharss and
Masahiko and Themaand Seema and Casper and Hevilaand Djanka and hdennifer and Jojo and Regma
and Elvisand Irinaand Dean and Marget and Karoly and Saba-thaand Ashley and Siobhan and
Mei-Fung and Neil and Gupta and Hans and Sade and Moon and Randy and Genevieve and Bob and
Naziaand Eiichi and Jus-tine and Ozmaand Khaled and Candy and Pavel and I saac and Sandor and
Veronicaand Gao and Pat and Marcus and ZsaZsaand Liand Rebecca.

Seven years after her return to Trueborn, Mada rested.

ever after

Madawas convinced that she was not a particularly good mother, but then she had been designed for
cour-age and quick-thinking, not nurturing and patience. It wasn't the crying or the dirty digpers or the
Spitting-up, it was the utter usalessness of the babies that the revo-lutionary in her could not abide. And
her materna ingtincts were often skewed. She would offer her chil-dren the wrong toy or cook the wrong
dish, fdl silent when they wanted her to play, prod them to talk when they needed to withdraw. Mada
and the ship had cal-culated that fifty of her genetically manipulated offspring would provide the
necessary diversity to repopulate Trueborn. After Rebeccawas born, Mada was more than happy to
stop having children.



Although the children seemed to love her despite her awkwardness, Madawasn't sure she loved them
back. She congtantly teased at her fedings, pedling away what she considered pretense and
sentimentality. She worried that the capacity to love might not have been part of her emotiond design. Or
perhaps begetting fifty children in seven years had left her numb.

Owen seemed to enjoy being a parent. He was the one whom the children called for when they wanted
to play. They cameto Madafor answers and decisons. Mada liked to watch them snuggle next to him
when he spun hisfantastic stories. Their father picked them up when they ssumbled, and let them climb on
his shoulders so they could seejust what he saw. They told him secretsthey would never tell her.

The children adored the ship, which substantiated a bot companion for each of them, in part for their
protection. All had inherited their father’ s al-but-invulnerable immune system; their chromosomes
replicated well beyond the Hayflick limit with integrity and fiddlity. But they lacked their mother’ s ability
to flow tissue and were therefore at peril of drowning or breaking their necks. The bots adso provided the
intense individudized attention that their busy parents could not. Each child was convinced that hisor her
bot companion had a unique personality. Even the seven-year--olds were too young to realize that the
bots were reflecting their ideal persondity back at them. The botswerein generd asintelligent asthe
ship, athough it had programmed into their DIsatouch of naiveté and atendency to literalnessthat
alowed the children to play tricks on them. Pranking abrother or sster’ s bot was a particularly delicious

sport.

Athens had begun to sprawl after seven years. The library had tripled in size and grown awing of
classrooms and workshops. A new gym overlooked three playing fields. Owen had asked the ship to
build alittle theater where the children could put on showsfor each other. The original house became a
ring of houses, connected by corridors and facing acentral courtyard. Each night Mada and Owen
moved to their bedroom in adifferent house. Owen thought it important that the children see them
deeping in the same bed; Mada went aong.

After she had begotten Rebecca, Mada needed something to do that didn’t involve the children. She had
the ship’sfarmbots plow up afield and for an hour each day she tended it. She resisted Owen'’ s attempts
to namethis*“Mom’'s Hobby.” Mada grew vegetables; she had little use for flowers. Although she made
aspecidty of root crops, she was not a particularly accomplished gar-dener. She did, however, enjoy
weeding.

It was at these quiet times, her hands flicking across the dark soil, that she considered her commitment to
the Three Universal Rights. After two-tenths of aspin, she had clearly lost her zedl. Not for thefirgt, that
independent sentients had the right to remain individua . Madawas proud that her children were as
individua asany inteligence, flesh or machine, could have made them. Of course, they had no pressing
need to exercise the second right of manipulating their physical structures—she had taken care of that for
them. When they were of age, if the ship wanted to introduce them to molecular engineering, that could
certainly be done. No, thereal problem was that downwhen was forever closed to them by the identity
mine. How could shejustify her new Trueborn society if it didn’'t enjoy the third right: free accessto the
timdlines?

undone

“Madal” Owen waved at the edge of her garden. She blinked; he was wearing the same clothes he'd
been wearing when she had first seen him on Sonnet Street in front of The Devil’ s Apple—down to the
little red cape. He showed her a picnic basket. “ The ship iswatching the kidstonight,” he called. “Come
on, it'sour anniver-sary. | did the calculations mysdlf. We met eight earth years ago today.”



Heled her to a spot deep in the woods, where he spread a blanket. They stretched out next to each
other and sorted through the basket. There was a curley sdad with a perts and thumbnuts, brainboy and
chive sand-wiches on cheese bread. He toasted her with mada-fruit wine and told her that Siobahn had
let go of the couch and taken her first step and that Irinawanted everyoneto learn to play an instrument
so that she could conduct the family orchestraand that Maded had asked him just today if shipwasa

person.
“It'snot aperson,” said Mada. “I1t'saDI.”

“That'swhat | said.” Owen peeled the crust off his cheese bread. “ And he said if it’ s not a person, how
comeit' stelling jokes?’

“It told ajoke?’
“It asked him, ‘“How come you can't have everything? and then it said, * Where would you put it? ”
Shenudged himin theribs. “That sounds more like you than the ship.”

“I have apresent for you,” he said after they were stuffed. “I wrote you apoem.” He did not stand; there
were no large, flailing gestures. Instead he did the picnic basket out of the way, leaned close and
whispered into her ear.

“Loving you islike catching rain on my tongue.
Y ou bathe the leaves, soak indifferent ground;
Why then should | get so little of you?

Yet dill, likeaflower with afool’ sface,

| open mysdf to the sky.”

Madawas not quite sure what was happening to her; she had never redly cried before. “I like that it
doesn’'t rhyme.” She had understood that tears flowed from asadness. “| like that alot.” She sniffed and
smiled and daubed at edges of her eyes with anagpkin. “Never rhyme anything again.”

“Dong” hesad.

Madawatched her hand reach for him, caressthe side of his neck, and then pull him down on top of her.
Then she stopped watching hersdlf.

“No more children.” Hiswhisper seemed to fill her head.
“No,” shesad, “no more.”

“I’m sharing you with too many dready.” He did his hand between her legs. She arched her back and
guided him to her pleasure.

When they had both finished, sheran her finger through the swest cooling at the smdl of hisback and
then licked it. “Owen,” she said, her voice asilken purr. “That wasthe one.”

“Isthat your comment?’

“No.” She craned to see hiseyes. “Thisismy com-ment,” she said. “Y ou’ re writing love poemsto the
wrong person.”

“Thereisnoonedse” hesad.

She squawked and pushed him off her. “ That may betrue,” she said, laughing, “but it' s not something



you' re supposed to say.”
“No, what | meant was. . .”

“I know.” She put afinger to hislipsand giggled like one of her babies. Mada realized then how
dangeroudy happy she was. Sherolled away from Owen; al the lightness crushed out of her by the
weight of guilt and shame. It wasn't her duty to be happy. She had been ready to betray the cause of
those who had made her for what? For thisman?“ There' s something | haveto do.” She fumbled for her
shift. “I can’'t hdp mysdlf, I'm sorry.”

Owen watched her warily. “Why are you sorry?’

“Because after | doit, I'll be different.”

“Different how?’

“The ship will explain.” Shetugged the shift on. “ Take care of the children.”

“What do you mean, take care of the children? What are you doing?’ He lunged at her and she
scrabbled away from himon dl fours. “Tel me.”

“The ship says my body should survive.” She staggered to her feet. “That' sl | can offer you, Owen.”
Madaran.

She didn’t expect Owen to come after her—or to run so fast.

~Ineedyou, ~ she subbed to the ship. “ Substantiatethecommandmod.~

Hewasright behind her. Saying something. Wasit to her?“No,” he panted, “no, no,no .”
~Substantiatethecom. . . ~

Suddenly Owen was gone; Mada bit her lip as she crashed into the main screen, caromed off it and
dropped like a dead woman. She lay there for amoment, the cold of the deck seeping into her check.
“Goodbye,” she whispered. She struggled to pull hersdlf up and spat blood.

“Skip downwhen,” shesad, “sSx minutes.”



"minutes X" ,said she" ,downwhen Skip" .blood spat and up hersdlf pull to struggled She .whispered she
" ,Goodbye" cheek her into seeping deck the of cold the ,moment afor there lay She .woman dead alike
dropped and it off car-omed ,screen main the into crashed she aslip her bit Mada ; gone was Owen
Suddenly~. . . .comtheSubstantiate ~“.no,no no” ,panted he“,No” ?her to it Was .something Saying
.her behind right wasHe~.modcommandtheSub- stantiate~ .ship the to subbed she ~youneed| ~ .fast so
run to or—her after come to Owen expect didn’t She .ran Mada“.Owen ,you offer can | al That's’ feet
her to stag-gered She“.survive should body my saysship The’ “.meTdl” .foursal on him from away
scrabbled she and her at lunged He * 2doing you are What? children the of care take ,mean you do
What.” “.children the of care Take” on shift the tugged She“ .explain will ship The’ “7how Different”

“ different be I'll it do | after Because” “?sorry you are Why” .warily her watched Owen. “.sorry I'm
;mysdf help can't” .shift her for fumbled She .her made had who those of cause the betrayed have




would she easily How “.do to have | something There's” .happy beto duty her wasn't It .shame and guilt
of weight the by her of out crushed light-nessthe dl, Owen from away rolled She .was she happy
dangeroudy how then redized Mada .babies her of onelike giggled and lips histo finger aput She
“know I” “. .. Wasmeant | what ,No” “.say to supposed you' re something not it’sbut” ,laughing, said
she* true be may That” .her off him pushed and squawked She .said he“,elseonenois There’ “.person
wrong theto poemslovewriting You're’ .said she,comment my isThis’” .eyes his see to craned She
“.No” “2comment your that 1S’ “.onethewas That” .purr silken avoice her, said she*,Owen”

When threespace went blurry, it seemed that her duty did too. She waved her hand and watched it
smear.

"Y ou know what you're doing,” said the ship.

"What | was designed to do. What al my batch siblings pledged to do." She waved her hand again; she
could actudly seethrough hersdlf. "The only thing | can do.”

"The minewill wipeyour identity. Therewill be nothing of you left."

"And then it will be gone and the timelineswill open. | believe that I’ ve known thiswaswhat | had to do
sncewe .rst skipped upwhen.”

"The probability was dways high," said the ship "But not certain.”

"Bring meto him, afterward. But don’t tell him about the timdines. He might want to change them. The
timelines arefor the children, so that they can .nishtherevol. ........................



“Owen,” she said, her voice asilken purr. Then she paused.

The woman shook her head, trying to clear it. Lying on top of her was the handsomest man she had ever
met. She felt warm and sexy and wonderful. What wasthis?“l. . .I'm. . .,” she said. She reached up and
touched thelittle red cloth hanging from his shoulders. “I like your cape.”




“.minutessx" ,said she " ,downwhen Skip" .blood spat and up hersdlf pull to struggled She .whispered she
" ,Goodbye" cheek her into seeping deck the of cold the ,moment afor there lay She .woman dead alike
dropped and it off caromed ,screen main the into crashed she aslip her bit Madaine was Owen
Suddenly~. . . .com the Substantiate ~".no,no ,no" ,panted he",No" 7her to it Was .something Saying
.her behind right was He~.mod command the Substantiate~ .ship the to subbed she ~you need | ~ .fast
S0 run to or—her after come to Owen expect didn’'t She .ran Mada".Owen ,you offer can | al That's'
feet her to staggered She".survive should body my says ship The' ".me Tdl" .foursal on him from away
scrabbled she and her at lunged He "doing you are What? children the of care take ,mean you do
What." ".children the of care Take" on shift the tugged She".explain will ship The'" "7how Different”
"different beI'll ,it do | after Because" "?sorry you are Why" .warily her watched Owen. ".sorry I'm,
mysdf help can't I" .shift her for fumbled She .her made had who those of cause the betrayed have




would she easily How ".do to have | something There's" .happy be to duty her wasn't It .shame and guilt
of weight the by her of out crushed lightnessthe dl, Owen from away rolled She .was she happy
dangeroudy how then redized Mada .babies her of onelike giggled and lips histo finger aput She
"know I"". ... Wasmeant | what ,NO" ".say to supposed you're something not it’sbut" laughing, said
she" true be may That" .her off him pushed and squawked She .said he " ,elseoneno is There" ".person
wrong theto poemslove writing You're" .said she",comment my isThis' .eyes his see to craned She
".No" "2comment your that IS’ ".onethewas That" .purr silken avoice her, said she"”,Owen”
Madawaved her hand and saw it smear in threespace. "What are you doing?" said the ship.

"What | was designed to do." She waved; she could actually see through herself. "The only thing | can
do."

"Theminewill wipeyour identity. None of your memorieswill survive."
"l believe that I’ ve known that’ s what would happen since we first skipped upwhen.”
"It was probable," said the ship. "But not certain.”

Trueborn scholars pinpoint what the ship did next asitsfirst step toward independent sentience. Inits
memoirs, the ship credits the children with teaching it to mishehave.

It played a prank.

"Loving you," said the ship, "islike catching rain on my tongue. You bathe. . ."
"Stop," Mada shouted. " Stop right now!"

"Got you!" The ship gloated. "Four minutes, fiftyone seconds.”



“Owen,” shesaid, her voice asilken purr. “That was the one.”

“Isthat your comment?’

“No.” Madawas astonished—and pleased—that she gtill existed. She knew that in most timelines her
identity must have been obliterated by the mine. Thinking about those brave, lost selves made her more
sad than proud. “ Thisismy comment,” shesaid. “I’m ready now.”

Owen coughed uncertainly. “Umm, dready?’

She squawked and pushed him off her. “Not forthat .” She sifted his hair through her hands. “To bewith
you forever.”




KNOW HOW, CAN DO

MICHAEL BLUMLEIN

AM ADAM. AT LAST can talk. Grand day!

Am happy, happy asaclam. What's a clam? Happy as apanda, say, happy asalark. And an aardvark.
Happy and glad asdl that.

Past days, talk was far away. Adam had gaps. Vast gaps. At chat Adam was alaggard, a sadsack, a
nada.

Adam’slamp was dark. Adam’ sland wasflat.
Fact was, Adam wasn't amammdl.

Was Adam sad? Naw. Was Adam mad? What crap. Adam can crawl and thrash and grab and attach.
Adam had amap, away. Adam’sway. Adam’ s path.

Adamwas small. Hardly agnat. Adam was dark. Adam wasfat. A fat crawly.

What Adam wasn't was smart.

Pangs at that? At what Adam wasn't?

That' s crazy.

A hawk lacksarms. A jackal lacks a kngpsack. Santa hasn't any fangs. And chalk hasn't any black.
Wants carry apal. Pangs can hang aman. Wants and pangs can wrap a hangman’s hard cravat.

What wasn't wasn't. Adam, frankly, was many ways ablank. Any plan at al wasfar away, dark, and
way abstract.

Gladly, that’ s past. Tak swarms. Awkwardly? What harm at that? Anarchy? Hah! Talk sashays and
attacks.

Adam saysthanks. Adam says, crazy, man! What aday! Had Adam arms, Adam claps.

Mafiana Adam may stand tall. May stand and walk and swag. Carry afan. Crash acar. Stack bags and
hang alamp.

Mafiana s a grab bag. Adam may wax vast and happy. Pray at dtars. Play at anagrams. Bash awall.
Mafiana Adam may talk fast.

Fantasy? Can't say that. A stab at man’ sway, man's strata—that’ s Adam’ s mantra. Adam’s chant.
Cdl Adam crazy. Cdl Adam brash.

Mafiana Adam may catch adar.

A martyr?

Adam can adapt.



| am Adam. Findly, | can say that. | can say it right. What athrill! And what aclimb! Again| cry thanks
(and dwayswill).

What can | say inaway that bringsingght, that sailsin air, that sngs? I’ ll start with my past: Smply said, |
wasalab animd. A lab animd inatrid. Thistrid wasagtab at attaining a paradigm shift. A stab at faith.
My brainwassmadl. (Wasit, infact, abrain a al?) My mind wasdim. (*Dim” hardly sayswhat it was.)
Inabigway, | wasinggnificant.

Pair that againgt what | am thisday. I’'m aman. Part man, anyway. I'm gill part animd. A smdl, flat, tiny
animd, athing that canfitinavid, ajar. A lady that | talk with calsthisthing that | am rhabditis. | say
I’m Adam.

—Isthat afact? saysthislady.

| say | thinkitis.

—Adam wasaman with athirs.

—What kind?| ask.

—A mighty thirg, lacking limit.

—Thiswasaflaw?

—A flaw and agift. Filling hismind was Adam’ swish. His primary am. It was, in fact, acraving.
—Filling it with whet?

—TFacts. Data. Carnd acts. Light. Filling it with anything. With dl things.

—I want that.

Thislady’smind, asrapid asrain, trills happily.—I’m glad. That was my wishin this. My plan.
Firg thingsfird. (That'samaxim, isn'tit?) A brain has many strata, many strands and strings. Think

baclava Think grassy plain with many tralls, trailswith winding paths that plit and split again, that climb
and fdl and zigzag, paths that sandwich paths. A brainisthisat birth.

And this. it swhitish and grayish, springy and firm. It'simpartid. It sgavanic. It sasbig asaham.

A brainisathing. A mindisdigtinct. It' sdainty and whimsica and killingly vast. By night it Sngs, by day it
fillswithwill and travail. A mindismighty. A mindisfral. It saliar. It sablizzard. Gaactica, impracticd,
amind inhabitsar.

That iswhat | think. I’m aninfant, and my mind isn't rich. My brainishardly haf abrain. I'm ahaf-wit.
Hdf ahdf-wit. Mainly what | amisinginct.

What isingtinct? That | can say. Ingtinct is habit. It sastraight path. 1’ sbasic, and it’sfindl.
Ingtinct has an inward hand, atiming that is strict. It can spring asfast aswhimsy, and it can wait.
Ingtinct isn't dwayscivil. It isn't dwaysfar and kind.

Isthat bad?1 can't say. Wizardsdid my brain. It' sl in planning. Still changing. Ask awizard whet is
fair and kind, what isright. Ask that lady.



Tdk isanarchy. Tak isbliss. Tdk sayswhat isand isn't. Tak isking.
Theat lady wants daily highlights. A diary, astaxing asitis. All right. I'll start with this alist that sayswhat
| am.

I”’m an amalgam with many partsand traits. Smdl brain. Dark skin. Thinasahair. If hit by abright light, |
gpasm and thrash. If bit by anicy chill, pardysskicksin, andinaningtant, I’'m ill asadtick. | can't
stand sdlt, and adry day can kill.

| lack wit. And skill at cards, | lack that. | can’'t fight, and | can’t thaw achilly affair. I’'m part man, part
ani-md, and dl virgin.

Criticsmight say that I’ m apassing fancy. A magic trick, adaft and wayward wish, atrividity, afad.
That'sappdling, and it isn't afact. I'm aswayward as anything atypica. I'm astrivia asanything distinct.

What | amisaninkling, atwinkling, alight. I'm an ant climbing sairs, aman gazing Sarward. I'ma
dwarf. I’'magiant. I’m basic and raw.

Thisisabirth, and fittingly, it sahard and ahappy affair. Plainly, I'm aninfant. Can | fail?1 can. Will 1?
Hah! Thisismy dawn.

I’m aworm. | now can say it. Similarly (apropos of noth-ing), | can say moccasin. Borborygmi.
Lambswool. Bony joints. Pornographic sanctity. Military codition.

What words! What rosy idioms! What bawdy clowns of oration! Or shal | ask what silly fogs, what airs
my brainisgiving off?

| don’t mind. | know that I'm not with it. Not totaly. I’m agoofbdl notion, ataxonomic knot. Did | say
an ontologic cryptogram? That, too. And, according to that lady, awork of art.

* * %

My mind is coming fast now. My brainisgrowing. Row on row of axons, rooting, dividing, branching
into pathways, coiling into labyrinths, forging forward asif to lock tomorrow in its spot.

I’m shaking, tingling, giddy with anticipation. I'm on adliff, abrink, I'm blagting off. Thisworld as| know
it isashadow of what awaits. A drip, adrop, avacant lot. My brain is gaining mass, gram by gram. My
mind is bright with words and symbols, adictionary of anging birdsand risng moons, aportd to
cognition.

Abdtract thinking—what anotion! What acrazy plan! Grammar, syntax, symbolic logic. Syllogisms.
Aphorisms. Dogma. Opinion. A worm | am, aworm of constant cogitation. A philosophizing worm, a
psychol-ogizing worm, a pontificator, a prognosticator, aworm of wit and aspiration, aworm of cortical
digtinction, aworm of brain.

Ingtinct isso boring. So minimal, so common. It lacks originality, to say nothing of sophigtication. It'sso
lowly, so wormish, sofilthy inaway.

That lady who | talk to finds my saying this aston-ishing.
—Why? 1 want to know.

—Indtinct isimportant. It bringsanimasin contact. It' svitd for having offspring. Also, it actsasa
warningdgnd.



—Indtinct hasitslimits, | say.

—Livingwithinlimitsiswhet living is.

—For aworm, | maintain—Not for aman. Right?

—TFor anything.

—I don’'t want limits.

—ANh, thislady saysdryly. —A worm of ambition.

—Isthat bad?

—Ambition? No. Not at al. Infact, it's sort of what | had in mind.
At this, | want to show thislady what | can do. | want to boast a bit.

And s0 | say, —It’ simportant to know aright word from an dmost right word. Critically important.
Want to know how criticd itis?

Lickity-split, thislady snagps at my bait. —Okay. How criticdl isit?
—Firg think of lightning.

—All right. I'm thinking of lightning.

—Now think of alightning bag.

—A what?

—A lightning bag.

It'ssort of agag, and | wait for thislady to grasp it. To say good job, how scholarly, how witty, how
gmart. | wait, and | wait. For awizard, I'm thinking, thiswoman isdow.

—It' sasaying, | add asahint. —By Mark Twain.
—ANh, thislady saysat last. —Now | know.

| glow (whichisatrick, for I'm not aglow worm), and with pompaosity | crow, —I’m aworm of
philologicd prodlivity.

—It'snot bag, saysthislady.

—What?

—Bagiswrong. Sorry.

So high only aningtant ago, my spirits hit bottom.

—Almost. Good try.

—I”’m no good with words, | groan. —I’m afoal. A clown. A hack.

—Not to worry, saysthislady. —A worm with abrain, gphasic and slly or not, isno piddling thing. Any
transmisson at al ishigoric.



So | wasn't born aprodigy. So what? Inaway | wasn't born at dl. Nowadays, that isn't vital. Birth, I'm
saying, isn't obligatory for aliving thing to spring forth.

I’m asplit-brain proposition, an anatomic fiction, ahybrid born of wizardry and magic. I’ m acanon, if
not to wisdom, to ambition and faith. My tomorrows, dl indl, look rosy. Daily | grow in ability.

What I’'m hoping for—what I’ m anticipating—is not Smply afacility with words. | want atota grasp, |
want command. Grammar, syntax, jargon, dang—I want it dl, and | want it right, asright asrain.

Words bring glory. Words bring favor.

Words gir, spirits, and words transform.

Wordswill lift thisthing | am as hands|lift wormsfrom dirt.

Or won't.

Factis | don't rightly know. It smy first go at dl this. I’'mwinging it. Totdly.
Takissmply tak. If | had arms, I’d do.

At last | am complete. Fully formed in brain and body. Eloquent, articulate, pretentious and tendentious,
ver-bose and possibly erroneous, but most of al, immensdly grateful for what | am. And what isthat?
I’ve explained before, or tried. But I’ ve been hampered. Today I'll try again.

I’'mCaenorhabditiselegans, aworm of mud and dirt, presently residing in a petri dish in agreen and
white-walled research |aboratory. At least at root | am thisworm, which isto say, that’ show | began.
Grafted onto me (or more precisdy, into me), in ways most clever and ingenious, isthe centra neurologic
gpparatus of Homo sapiens, that is, ahuman brain. The grafting took place genomicdly, before |
technicaly cameinto existence. The birth and study of the mind isthe object of this exercise. The subject,
need | say, isme.

Why me and not some other creature, alobster, say, amouse, a sponge? Because I’ m known, I’ ve been
se-quenced, I"ve been taken gpart and put together; each and every building block of mine, from geneto
cdll to protein, has been defined. Many of my genes, conserved through evolution, are smilar to human
genes and therefore objects of gresat interest. Some, in fact, areidentical to human genes. Which means
that C. elegansand H. sapiens are, in some small way, the same.

My source of information on dl this, gpart from my own rambling interna colloguy and sdf-examination,
isthe lady who attendsto me. Her nameis ShellaDowney. Sheisageneticist, abench scientist aswell
asatheo-retician, and afount of knowledge. She communicates to me through an apparatus that turns
her words to wire-bound signals that my auditory cortex reads. Sim-ilarly, using other apparati, she feeds
visud, tactile and other information to me. | communicate to her viaef-ferent channel s throughout my
cortex, the common thread of which is carried through a cluster of filaments embedded in my posterior
temporoparieta region to amachine that smulates speech. Alternatively, my words can be printed out or
displayed on screen.

She saysthat while | am by no meansthefirst chi-meric lifeform, | am by far the most ambitious and
advanced. Far more than, say, bacteria, which for years have been engineered to carry human genes.

Not that | should be compared to them. Those bac-teria hybrids of which she speaksexist only asa
means to manufacture proteins. They’ relittle more than tiny factories, nothing close to sentient.



Not that they wouldn't like to be. Bacteria, believe me, will take whatever they can get. Thelittle beasts
are never satisfied. They’ re opportunigtic and self-serving, grasping (and often pilfering) whatever isa
hand. They reproduce like rabbits and mutate seemingly a will. In the kingdom of life there are none
more up pity or am-bitious, not surprising given their lowly origins. They’ re an uncouth and primitive
breed, never content, dways wanting more.

Worms, on the other hand, are aremarkably civilized race. Of the higher phylawe arerivaed only by the
insectsin our ubiquity. We re flexible, adaptable, enlightened in our choice of habitats. We re gender
friendly, able to mate aone or with one another. And for those of you conversant with the Bible, you will
recal| that, unlike the insect horde, we' ve never caused a plague.

| myself am aroundworm (at least | started out as one), and as such, am partia to roundworms.
Compared to our relatives the flatworms (distant relaives, not to draw too fine aline), aroundworm has
an inherently more rounded point of view. Living aswe do nearly everywhere—in water, soil, and plants,
aswell asin thetissues and guts of countless crestures—we take a broad view of the world. We know a
thing or two about di-versity and know we can't afford to be intolerant. Like anyone, we have our likes
and didikes, but on the whole, we're an open-minded group.

Some say we are overly diffident, that we shy from the spotlight, squirm, asit were, from the light of day.
Tothis| say that modesty isno great sin. In the right hands humility can be a powerful wegpon. Certainly,
itisonethat isfrequently misunderstood.

Stll, itisatrait of our family, though not by any meansthe only one. Certain of my cousins are assertive
(somewould say aggressive) in their behavior. They stick their nosesin other crestures businessand
ingnuate themselves where they’ re not wanted. Trichinella, for example, will, without invitation, burrow
into human muscle Ancyl ostoma will needleinto the intestine, piercing the wall and lodging there for
yearsto suck the human blood.Wuchereria prefer the lymph glands.Onchocerca the eye. And
Dracunculus, the legendary fiery serpent, will cut aswath from digestive tract to epidermis, erupting
from the skin in ablaze of necrotic glory. Diffident, you say? Hardly.Dracunculus cravesthe limdight
like afish craveswater. It would rather die (and usualy does) than do without.

| myself am lessdramaticaly inclined. I’ d rather gar-ner attention for what | am than what | do. On the
whole, I'm easy to work with, humble without being self-effacing, clever without being snide. I've aquiet
sort of beauty, muted, elegant. Hence my name.

Unlike my parasitic cousins mentioned previoudy, | do not depend on othersfor my surviva. | livein soil,
mud and dirt, free of attachments, independent. | am no parasite, nor would | ever choose to be.

That said, | understand perfectly the temptations of the paragitic lifestyle. The security of awarm intestine,
the plenitude of food, the comfort of the dark. | do not judge my cousins harshly for what they are. Their
path has led them one direction; mine, another. I’ ve never had to think of others, never had to enter them,
live with them, become attached. I’ ve never had to suffer the va-garies of another creature’ s behavior.

Never until now.

A worm amillimeter long, weighing barely more than a speck of dugt, attached to abrainthe szeof a
footbdl. Imagine! And now imagine dl the work in-volved to keep this venture going. All thework on
SheillaDowney’ s part and al the work on mine. Cooperation is essentid. | can no longer be
sdf-centered or even ca-sudly independent. | cannot hide in muck (not that thereisany in thishygienic
place) and expect to live. I'm a captive creature, under constant surveillance, utterly dependent on my
keeper. | must subordinate myself in or-der to survive.

Does this sound appdling? Unfair and unappeding? If it does, then think again. All freedoms come at the



expense of other freedoms. All brains are captives of their bodies. All minds are captives of their brains.

| am ahappy creature. My body isintact, my brainistightly organized, and my mind isfreeto wander. |
have my ease (I got them yesterday), and miracle of mir-acles, | have my ewes, too. You, | mean. My
us

And having them, | now have everything. If there' s such athing asbliss, thismust beiit.
Unfathomable, | now can say.

Unconscionable.

Unpardlded, this scientific achievement.

Unnaturdl.

I’'min afunk sometimes (this captivelife).

I”’m going nowhere, and it'sno fun.

Andyet it'sonly naturd that science experiment and try new things.
Intruth, it'sunbelievable what | am. Unimaginable how far I’ ve come.
From stupid to Stupendous.

From uninspired to unprecedented.

An upwardly mobile worm. . .how unusua. How presumptuous. How morally ambiguous. How puerile
and unsettling. How absurd.

Mixing species as though we were ingredients in a pancake batter. Cookbook medicine. Tawdry
science. Mankind a hismost creative, coruscatious, and corrupt.

How, you might well ask, isdl thisdone? Thisjoining of the parts, this federation, this mgestic union of
two such disparate entities, worm and man? With wires and tubes and couplers, that’s how. With nano
thisand nano that. Baths of sdt and percolating streams of micro-eements, genomic plug-ins, bilayer
diffusion circuits and protein gradients, syncretic information systems. I'm aweb of filaments so fineyou
cannot see, ajuggle of dectrocurrents, an interdigitated field of biomolecules and interactive membranes.
Worm to brain and brain to worm, then both together to amost excellent machine, that’s how it’s done.
With deight of hand and spit and polish and tria and tribulation. It seems miraculous, | know. It looks
like magic. That's sciencefor you. The how isfor the scientists. The why and wherefore are for the rest
of us, the commoners, the hoi polloi, likeme.

Whichisnot to say that I’ m not flattered to be the object of attention. | most certainly am, and have
every hope of living up to expectations, whatever those might be. Each wirein my brainislikeawishto
learn. Eachislikeawish to give up information. Eachislike athank you.

They do not hurt. I cannot even fed them. They ground me (in al the meanings of that word), but they're
aso akind of tether. Theirony of thisisnot lost on me.

I’m no parasite but no longer am | free. No longer freeto livein mud and filth, where amea and acrap
pretty much summed up my life. No longer freeto live without tomorrows (or yesterdays). Living without
lan-guage, like living in the moment, isahopeess sort of living, which isto say unburdened. No longer



freetolivelikethat. Lucky me.

My newborn mind isvast, my neurd net amaesty of convoluted dream. A million thoughts and questions
swirl throughiit, but al pae before the single thought, the central one, of my existence. Who am 1? Why
am| here?

ShellaDowney says | shouldn’t bother with such questions. They have no answers, nonethat are
congs-tent, certainly none that can be proved. Life exigts. It' safact—you could even say an
accident—of nature. There' sno reason for it. It just is.

But I’'m no accident. | was put together for apurpose. Wasn't 17 [sn't there aplan?
—You're here, she says. —Be satisfied.

| should be, shouldn’t 1?7 would be, were | till asimpleworm. But I'm not, and so | ask again that most
human, it would seem, of questions. What' sthe point? Why was | made?

Sheila Downey doesn't answer. For some reason she seems reluctant.
At length she clears her throat. —Why do you think?

| have anumber of theories, which I’'m happy to share. One, she wantsto learn how the brain works.
More specificaly, she wantsto learn about language, how words are put together, how they’ re made and
un-made, how they dance. Two, she wantsto study how two dissmilar creatures live together, how they
co-exist. Three (the least likely possibility but the closest to my heart), she wants to learn more about
worms.

—Very interesting, says Sheila Downey.
—Whichisit?
—Oh, shesays, —I'll belooking at al of them.

Which answersthe question. Though somehow it doesn't. What | meanis, | havethefeding she's
holding something back.

Why, | wonder, would she do that? What isthere to hide? | sense no danger here. And evenif there
were, what could such omnipotence as hers possibly haveto fear?

Today | fdl inlove. | didn’t know what love was until today. Before | had theword for it, | had no idea
there was even such athing aslove. It' s possible there wasn't.

SheilaDowney isthe object of my affection. ShellaDowney, my creator, who bathesmy brainin
nutrients, manipulates my genome, fixesmy eectrodes. SheilaDowney, so gentle, professiond, and
smart. What fin-gertips she hasl What dextrousjoints! She croonsto me as she works, coosin what |
think must be a dove-like voice. Sometimes she jokes that she is no more human than | am, that sheisa
chimera, too. | was born a pi-geon, she says, laughing. But then she says, not redlly. | was born aclumsy
ox, or might have been, theway | fed sometimes. Only latdly have thingsfallen into place.

—What things? | ask.
—You, for one, she says.

| swell with pride. (I dso swell abit with fluid, and ShellaDowney, ever vigilant, adjusts my osmolarity.)



—You are avery brainy worm, she says. —It took avery brainy person to make you. And that person,
adong with afew dgnificant others, wasme.

—I’'myours, | say quiteliteraly.

—Wil, yes. | guessyou are.

—You carefor me.

—You know | do. Both day and night.

—What | mean s, you care about me. Right?

She seems surprised that | would question this. —Yes. In dl sorts of ways.

At thismy heart turns over (dthough, strictly speak-ing, | do not have aheart; it’smy fluid, my oozy goo,
that shiftsand turns).

—1I need you, SheilaDowney.

Shelaughs. —Of course you do.

—Do you need me?

—I suppose, she says. —Y ou could look at it that way. Y ou could say we need each other.
—Wedo?

—Likethe star gazer needsthe gtar, she says. —Like the singer, the song. Likethat. Yes. We do.

It wasat thispoint that | fell inlove. It was asif aray of light had pierced aworld of darkness. Or
con-versdaly, a hole of darkness had suddenly opened in aworld composed soldly of light. Prior to that
moment, love smply did not exig.

SheilaDowney was interested in this. She asked how | knew it was love.

| replied that | knew it the sameway | knew everything. The notion came to me. The letters made aword
that seemed to more or less describe a chain of cortical and subcortical activity. Was| wrong?

Shereplied that love might be adight exaggeration. Gratitude and appreciation were probably closer to
the truth. But the definitions weren’t important. Of more in-terest to her was my continued facility for
concept for-mation and abstract thinking.

—I’mimpressed, she said.

But now | was confused. | thought that definitions were important, that meanings and shades of meanings
were the essence of communication. | thought that words made al the difference.

—If thisign't love, | told her, —then tell mewhat is.
—I"m no expert, sad Shella Downey. —But in my lim-ited experience, having abody isfairly important.
—1I do have abody.

—Understood. But you lack certain essentid charac-teristics. Essentid, that is, for ahuman.



—What? Eyes? Ears? Arms and legs?

—Al| of those, shesaid.

—But | can smdll, | told her. —I can taste your chem-icals.
—I wear latex.

—Laex?

—Gloves, shedarified.

In other words, it’snot her I'm tasting. So what, | say. So what that oursisnot aphysical attraction. |
don’'t need touch or smell or taste. The thought alone, the word, is sufficient. Having lovein mind, saying
it, bedieving it, makesit so.

* % %

When | wasaworm, | acted likeaworm. | thought like one. Now | think like ahuman, but I'm gtill a
worm. How puzzling. What, | wonder, makes a human fully human? What exactly isahuman I’d liketo
know.

It'smore than amammal with armsand legsand hair onits head, fingernails on itsfingers, binocular
vision, speech, and the like. What | mean is, it's more than just abody, clearly more, for take away the
limbs, take away the eyes and ears and voice, and gill you have ahuman. Take away the gonads,
replace the ovaries with hor-mones and the testicles with little plastic balls, replace the heart with meta
and the arteries with dacron tubes, and still you have a human, perhaps even more so, con-centrated in
what’ seft.

Well then how about the brain? Isthat what makes an anima uniquely human? And if it is, exactly how
much brain is necessary? Enough for language? Fore-thought? Enough to get by day to day? Hour by
hour? Minute by minute? Enough to tie ashoe? To cook aturkey? To chat with friends?

Andif aperson losesbrain to injury or disease, does hefdl from the ranks of humanity? If he cannot
speak or organize histhoughts, if he has no short or long-term memory, if he wets his pants and smears
hisfeces, is helessahuman? Something e se perhaps? A new entity, whose only lasting link to humanity
isthe pity and dis-comfort he evokes?

Well, what about the genome then, the touted human genome? Does that define ahuman?| don't see
how it can, not with genes routinely being added and sub-tracted, not with al the meddling that’ sgoing
on. Who'sto say acertain person’s not a product of engineering? Maybe he' s got agene he didn’t have
before, to make a substance he couldn’t make. And where d he get that gene? Maybe from afungus. Or
asheep. Maybe from aworm.

Y ou see my difficulty. It'shard to know one' s place without knowing one' s species. If I'm aworm, so
beit, but I'd rather be a human. Humans tread on worms (and nowadays they take apart their genes),
not the other way around.

ShellaDowney says| shouldn't worry about such things. The distinctionsthat I'm grappling with, besides
being of little practicd value, are no longer germane. Taxonomy is an anachronism. In the face of
bicengi-neering, the celebrated differentiation of the peciesis of historic interest only.

She does, however, continue to be impressed by the level of my mentation. She encourages me to keep
onthinking.



Thisgets my goat. (My goat? What goat? | wonder.)
—Thereisagoat, says ShellaDowney crypticaly, —but that’ s not what you meant.

And then she says, —Y ou want to know what you are? 1’|l tell you. Y ou’ re nineteen thousand
ninety-nine genes of Caenorhabditis elegans and seventeen thousand forty-four genes of Homo sapiens.
Taking into account the homol ogous sequences, you' re 61.8 percent worm and 38.2 percent human.
That' s not approximate. It's exact.

Somehow thisinformation doesn’t help.

—That’ sbecause it doesn't matter what you cal yoursdf, she says. —It doesn’'t matter where you think
you fit. That's subjective, and subjectivity only leads to mis-understanding. What mattersiswhat you are.
Y ou and you done.

Respectfully, | disagree. Aloneisnot astate of na-ture. What you are depends on who you' re with.
Differ-ences and distinctions matter. The oneswho say they don’t are the oneswho haven’t been trod
upon. Or perhaps not trod upon enough.

—Poor worm, she says. —Have you been abused? The world’ s not just, | know.
—Why not?Why isn'tit?

She gives aharsh sort of laugh. —Why? Because our ingtinct for it isn’t strong enough. Maybethat’s
something we should work on. What do you think? Should wefortify that ingtinct? Shouldwe R & D the
justice gene?

By thispoint my head is spinning. | don’t know what to think.

She says| shouldn't tax myself. —Relax. Look on the bright Sde. This sense of indignation you' re feding
isavery human trait.

—Redlly?

—Ohyes. Very. That should make you happy.

I”’m ashamed to say it does.

—Shame, too? How precocious of you. I'm impressed.

She pauses, and her voice drops, asif to share something closer to the heart.

—My sympathies, little worm.

| have an inexplicable urge to mate, to wrap mysalf around another body, to taste its oozing sdtsand
earthy humors, to fed the dimy freshness of itsskin. | want to intertwine with it, to knot and curl and
writhe. Theurgeisclosetoirresdible. I'mal atingle. It' sasif another degansisnearby, caling me,
wooing me, Srening mewith its song.

SheilaDowney assures me thisis not the case. Thereisno other worm. It san hallucination, adelusion,
trig-gered, she suspects, by an ingtinct to preserve my worm-ness through procregtion, areflex
mechanism for perpetuation and surviva of the species gone awry. She hypothesizesthat I'm
experiencing arebound effect from my preoccupation with being human. That the pendulum, asit were, is
swinging back. Shefindsit in-teresting, if not curious, that my worm identity remains so strong.



—I expected it to be overshadowed, she says.

Theway I'mfeding | wish it were. Craving what | cannot have (what does not even exist) is tantamount,
it seems, to craving death. Thisis strange and unfamiliar territory to aworm.

—It'sasif your lower structures are refusing to be enlightened by your higher ones. Asif your primitive
brain, your e ementd one, isrebdling.

| gpologizeif thisishow it seems. | do not mean to be rebellious. Perhapsthe pH of my fluid needs
adjust-ment. Perhaps | need some medicine to cam me down.

—No, she says. —L et’ swait and see what happens.
Wait? While| writhe and twitch and make afool of mysdf? While |l hunger for relief and moan?

Of coursewe' |l wait. How silly of meto think oth-erwise. Science beginswith observation, and Sheila
Downey isascientist. We' |l watch and wait together, dl three of us, the woman who made mewhat |
am, theworm that is't there, and me.

On further thought (and thought iswhat | have, my daily exercise, my work, my play, my everything) |
uncover apossible answer to my question. What makes a human different from dl other animasisthat
sheaonewill cut another anima up for study, she donewill blithely take apart another creature for
something other than amed.

ShellaDowney says| may beright, dthough again, sheisn't very interested in what she cdlsthe field of
idle speculation.

But I, it seems, am interested in little else. —Isthat why | was made? To be like that?

She will not answer, except to turn the question back on me. —Isthat how you want to be?
The human inme, | have to admit, is curious. The worm, quite definitely, isnot.

—I"m of two minds, | reply.

This comes as ho surprise to her. —Of courseyou are. Does it seem strange?
—Doeswhat?

—Having two minds, two consciousnesses, diveinside of you at once?

It seems strange sometimes to have even one. But mostly, no, it doesn’t. On the contrary. Two
conscious-nessesiswhat | am. It'show I'm made. It would seem strangeif | were different.

| wonder, then, if thisiswhy | was made. To bring our species closer. To prove that two can work
together asone.

—A noblethought, says SheilaDowney.

Now there' saword that sends a shiver down my spineless spine. A noble thought to bring, perchance, a
noble prize.

—But not as noble asthe truth, she adds portentoudly, then pauses.

At length she continues. —I’ Il tell you why we made you, she says. —Because that’ swhat we do. We



humans. We make things. And then we study them, and then we make them over if we haveto. We
make them better. It swhy we re here on Earth. If thereisawhy. To makethings.

—And thisisbeing human?
—It' spart of being human. The best part.
—Then | must be human, SheilaDowney, because | want to make things, too.

—Do you, worm? She sounds amused. Then she lapsesinto silence, and many moments pass before she
speaks again. Her voiceis different now: subdued, con-fessonal.

—Y ou want to know why we made you?

| remind her that she told mewhy. Just now. Has she forgotten?
—No, she says. —Thered reason. Thetruth.

How many truths, | wonder, can there be?

—Because we had the tools and technology. Because someone asked the question. Not, isthis
experiment worthwhile, isit beneficia ? Not that question, but can we do it? That’ sthe red reason we
made you. Because we could.

She bears some guilt for this. I'm not sure why.
—Isthat detestable to you? she asks.

| tell her no. I'm grateful that she made me. Humans making other humans seemsthe epitome of what a
hu-manis.

—Tosomeitis. Detestable, | mean. They say that just because we can do something doesn’t mean we
should. They say that science should be governed by ahigher precept than smple curiosity.

—And what do you say?

—1I say they don’'t understand what scienceis. It's hu-man nature to be curious. There€ sno purposetoit.
There sno reason. It'sahunger of the brain, atropism, like aplant turning to the sun, to light.

Her mention of thistropism gives me pause. Tradi-tionally, worms avoid the sun. It makes us easy prey.
It driesusout. But now | fed dightly differently. I’d like achanceto seeit. I'm curious about the light.

SheilaDowney isn't done with her defense of science. —It'saforce of nature. Morals smply don’t
apply. It proceeds regardless of ethics, regardless of propriety and sometimes even decency. That’s what
makesit ugly sometimes. That' swhat makesit hurt.

| assure her I'm not hurting.
—L.ittleworm, she says, with something sweet yet bit-ing in her voice. —So self-absorbed. Progress

never comes without a price. The boons of science aways hurt.

Badlisk, red or not? Not.
Sphinx? Not.



Minotaur? Forget it.
Pan? A goat-man? No way.

And al those centaurs and satyrs, those gorgons and gargoyles, mermaids and manticores—phonies, the
wholelot of them.

And whilewe' re at it, how about those cherubim? Fat-cheeked, plump little nuggets of joy hovering in
thetintoretto air like flies—I mean, get real. They’ d be scared to death up there. And thosetiny little
wingswould never hold them up.

| doneam red. Thirty-six thousand one hundred and forty-three genes and counting. The first and now
thefirst again (Madam, I’'m Adam). The Avatar. The Pride of Man. The Toast of Nature. The Freak.

SheillaDowney sayswe' ve reached acrossroads. | can no longer be kept alivein my current state. My
body, that is, cannot sustain my brain. We have a choice to make.

A choice. How wonderful. I've never had a choice before.

—One, we sever the connection between your body and your brain.

—Sever?

—Snip snip, she says. —Then welook at each of them more closdly.

—How close?

—Very close, she says. —L ayer by cortical layer. Cell by cell. Synapse by synapse.
—Y ou dissect me,

—Yes. That'sright.

—Will it hurt?

—Has anything hurt yet?

She hasapoint. Nothing has. And yet, for reasons| can’t explain, | seem to be hurting now.
—You'renot, shesays.—You can't fed pan.

—No? This sudden sense of doom | fed, thistremor of impending loss. . . thesearen't painful? They're
not asign of suffering?

She hesitates, as though uncertain what to say. Asthough she, like me, might be morethan asingle
crea-ture, with more than asingle point of view. | wonder. Isit possible? Might she be suffering alittle,
to0?

Sheadmitsit'll beasacrifice. She'll missme.
Il miss her, too. But more than anything, I’ll miss myself.
—Silly worm. Y ou won't. Y ou won't remember. Y our words and memorieswill al be gone.

—And you? Will you be gone?



—Toyoul will. And someday you' |l be goneto me, too. I’ ll be goneto mysdlf. Being goneis part of
being here, it’s part of being human. Someday it won't be, probably someday soon. But for now it is.

This gives me strength, to know that SheilaDowney will dso die. | wonder, will she be studied, too?
—Y ou mean dissected? She laughs. —I can’t imagine anyone being interested.
—I would be.

Another laugh, awarmer one. —Tit for tat, isit? My inquisitive little worm. If only you had hands and
eyesto do thejob.

—Give methem, | say. Give me arms and legs and ears and eyes. Please, SheilaDowney. Make me
humen.

—I can't, shesays. | can’'t do that. But | do have an dternative.

—What' sthat?

—We have agoat.

—A godt.

—Yes. A fine Boer buck. A very handsomefdlow. | think he'll hold up nicdly.

—Hold up to what?

—Thesurgery.

Shewaitsasif I’m supposed to answer, but I’ m not sure what she'sasking. So | wait, too.
—Weél|?sheasks.

—Wsdl what?

—Should we giveit ashot? Take your brain and put it in this goat? See what happens?
She' snot joking.

| ask her why.

—Why what?

—A goat. Why agoat?

—ANh. Because we have one.

Of course. Scienceis nothing if not expedient.

—The other reason isbecause it sfeasible. That is, we think we have a chance. Wethink we can do it.

This| should have known. But the fact is, I ve never wanted to be agoat. Not ever. Not once. Not even
part of once.

—Maybe s0, she says. But remember, you never wanted to be ahuman until you got ahuman brain.

| recall her saying oncethat living within limitsiswhat living is. I'm sure| should be grateful, but this



so-caled dternative is hard to ssomach. It' s like offering an arm to aperson who'slost aleg. A pointless
charity.

Moreover, it ssemsrisky. How, | wonder, can they even do it, fit ahuman brain into agoat?
—With care, says ShellaDowney.

Of that | have no doubt. But I’ m thinking more dong the lines of sze and shape and dimensiond
disparity. I'mthinking, that is, of my soft and tender brain suffed into the small and unforgiving skull of a
goat. Forgive me, but I'm thinking there might be a paucity of space.

She admitsthey’ || have to make adjustments.

—What kind of adjustments?

—WE Il pare you down abit. Nothing mgor. Just alittle cortica trim.

—Snip, snip, eh, SheillaDowney?

—If it' sany consolation, you won't fed it. Most likely you won't even notice.

That’ swhat scaresme most. That I'll be different and not know it. Abridged, reduced, diminished.
I’d rather die.

—Posh, she says.

—Help me, SheilaDowney. If you carefor meat dl, do thisfor me. Give me ahuman body.

She sighs, denoting what, | wonder? Impatience? Dis-appointment? Regret? —It’' snot possible. I’ ve
told you.

—No?
—No. Not even remotely possible.
—Fine Thenkill me.

An ultimatum! How strange to hear such words spring forth. How unwormly and—dare | say it—human
of me.

| can't believethat she will actudly doit, that she will sacrifice what she herself hasmade. | can't believe
it, and yet of course | can.

Shesighsagain, asthough it’s she who' s being sac-rificed, she who' s being squeezed into a space not
her own.

—Oh, worm, she says. What have we done?

I"ve had adream. | wish that | could say that it was prescient, but it was not. | dreamed that | wasa
prince, awormly prince, an eegant, deserving prince of mud and filth. And in this dream therewas a
maiden sent to test me, or | her. An ugly thing of golden hair and rosy cheeks, she spurned me once, she
spurned me twice, she spurned metime and time again, until at last she placed mein her palm and took
me home. Shelaid me on her bed. We dept entwined. And when | woke, | had become a human, and
the maiden had become a princess, smdl enough to fit in my pam. | placed her there. | thought of all her



hidden secrets, her mysteries. I'd like to get to know you, | said, enraptured. Inside and out. I'd like to
cut you up (no harm intended). | redlly would.

Did | say I'd never beagoat? Did | say I’ d rather die? Perhaps | spoke abit too hagtily. My pride was
wounded.

In point of fact, | will beagoat. I'll be anything SheilaDowney says. She has the fingers and the toes.
She has the meddlesome nature and the might.

Words and thoughts are wonderful, and reason is afine conceit. But ingtinct rules the world. And Shella
Downey’singtinct rules mine. She will dice and dice exactly as she pleases, pick gpart to her heart’'s
content and fuss with putting back together until the cows come home. She' s eager and she' srestless and
she has no way to stop. And none to stop her. Certainly not me.

Soyes, | will beagoat. I'll be agoat and happy for it. I’ [l be agoat and proud.

If thismeansadiver or two less cortex, so beit. Less cortex means lessidle thought. Fewer hopes that
won't materiaize. Fewer dreams that have no chance of ever coming true.

| doubt that | will love again, but then | doubt that | will care.

| doubt that | will doubt again, but this, I think, will be ablessing. Doubt muddies the waters. Doubt
derails. SheilaDowney doesn’t doubt. She sets her sights, and then she acts. Sheisthe highest power,
and I'm her vessd.

Make that vassal.
Command me, SheilaDowney. Cut me down to size. Pare me to your purpose.
Yoursisaruthless enterprise. Ruthless, but not without merit.

Thisworld of yours, of hybrids and chimeras, hu-mans and part-humans, promise to be an interesting
world. Perhapsit will also be abetter one. Perhaps more fun.

What good in this? For humans, the good inherent in making things. The good in progress. Thegood in
living without restraint.

What good for worms? That’s smple. No good.

All the better, then, that | won't know.

But will 1?Will I know? Today’ sthe day, and soon I’ll be this capricornis persondity, yet one more
permutartion in aline of permutations stretching back to the dawn of life. | will lose speech, that much
seems certain. But thought, will that building aso crumble? And words, the bricks that make the building,
will they dis-integrate, too?

And if they do, what then will | be, what kind of entity? A lesser one | cannot help but think. But less of
moreis gtill morethan | ever was before. It does no good to rail at fate or chew the cud of destiny, at
least nogoodtome. If | loseu’'s, so what? I’ ll lose the words unhappy and ungrateful. I’ [l lose unfinished
and unre-gtrained. Uxorious | doubt will be an issue. Ditto usury. And ululation seems unlikely for agoat.

And after that, if | lose more, who cares? I’ [l fill my mind withwhat | can, with faling rain, crispair and
danting light. I'll dlimb tdl hillsand shgwhat | cansing. I'll walk in grass.

Livingisagift. Asatiny crawly, asafat and hairy ram, and asaman.



Cdl apd.

Bang apan
Say thanks.
Adapt.

FROM HERE YOU CAN SEE THE SUNQUISTS
RICHARD WADHOLM

ALL THAT SUMMER, THE Sunquists debated atrip to La Jetée.

Mr. Sunquist said that summer was the time to go. The tourists would be off to Kleege' s Beach, where
the hotels were new and no one worried about dipping back and forth in time as they walked down the
beach. The Sunquists would have La Jetée to themselves.

Mrs. Sunquist was plainly uneasy about La Jetée. She would not say why. The Sunquists were travelers,
after al. Cosmopolitans. They savored adifficult aesthetic ex-perience.

She spoke only of their neighbors, the Dales, who had spent amonth in Nepd. “ They seemed so happy,”
shesad. “They had their own sherpas. They rodein acart up to Annapurna, pulled by ateam of yetis.”

Mr. Sunquist wondered at her reluctance. Was she worried for the baby? He knew that she was
nervous. Mrs. Sunquist had the sort of nervesthat only amid-life pregnancy can bring on. But women
had babiesin La Jetée dl the time. Some women spent their entire pregnancies there. Mr. Sunquist
proposed nothing more than aweek—afarewell to the city of their youth. What could that hurt?

He plied hiswifewith nostalgia He reminded her of their first meeting, in the galeriesalong Gull Street.
Mr. Sunquist had purchased mangoes at Sonny’ s Seafood Chewder Bar and shown her how to eat them
with salt and cayenne pepper.

He smiled as Mrs. Sunquist twisted her lipsto taste the sweetness of the fruit, the hesat of the red pepper.
Thiswas one of their quiet and indelible memoriesto-gether. Mr. Sunquist knew it.

“We can go back and seeit, just exactly asit was,” hetold her.

“Nothing isever exactly asit was,” she said.

“InLaJetéeitis” hesad. Thiswasnot an article of faith on hispart. In La Jetée, it wasasmplefact.
“What about us? Will we be the same?’

“Wewill bewhat we ve dwaysbeen,” he promised her. “You'll see”

It wasin the nature of the world that their last journey to La Jetée should begin sweetly. Just asthe hours
of canyon roads had become unendurable, something shimmered in the air, achange of light or air

pressure. Theroad took aturn and they found themsalves at the bottom of the cliff road, looking out at
the city of their youth.

Mrs. Sunquist had been quiet these last two hours. Now, she could not help smiling. “It’ s <till the most
beautiful placeswe ever lived,” she said.



LaJetée glowed under the danted light of evening, asvivid asafever dream. Every little outbuilding and
caféarich, ridiculous red. Every boat-repair shop abit-ter aqua, aharsh viridian.

Meancholy limned the moment. The Sunquists had agreed that thiswould be their last trip to La Jetée.
The baby was coming. They both had experienced thingsin La Jetée that no one needed to grow up
with, Mr. Sunquist had said so himsdlf. That had been an easy decision in their kitchen. Ashedrank in his
last vidits of LaJetée, Mr. Sunquist would have taken it back.

“Do you remember that time at Lola s Bookstore,” Mr. Sunquist asked hiswife, “when Pieczyznski, the
chess master, challenged nineteen of his own iterations to Speed tournaments?’

“And he beat twelve of them?’ She laughed at the image. “And played the other sevento draws. .. .”

“—And then hekilled himsdlf, because twelve of the nineteen were older versons of himsdlf, and he
could see how his powerswould decline!” The Sunquists shook their heads; this was afavorite memory
of theirs. Something they had aways planned to get back to see again.

“Do you think we can find that?’ she asked.

Mr. Sunquist nodded down the road. The La Jetée of last summer had passed into the expanding time
sg-natures of the Present City. He thought he recognized it, floating against the horizon, spectral and
overbright. Or maybe he saw some other iteration, realized by other Sunquists on other summer jaunts.

“He sthere,” Mr. Sunquist said. “1 know that. We need a Feyaman diagram to orient ourselves, that's
al.” He knew akiosk in the hotd digtrict, they could get onethere.

Just off the frontage road, they passed the skeleton of anew luxury hotel, half-built and abandoned. It
rose from behind its screen of congtruction siding like the rusted gantries of some failed cosmodrome. A
faded sign promised completion in the spring. It did not mention the year.

Mr. Sunquist winced alittle asthey drove by. So many friends had gonein with him on thisinvestment.
They should have known, he told himself. Vacation real estate can be so risky.

But Mr. Sunquist had no time to indulge regret. His mind was on the row of orchid houses that had been
dug under in the hotel’ swake. Where was that paglla kitchen where he had taught Mrs. Sunquist how to
eat mangoes? Or the hotel where they had hidden themsalves away from the heat on those breathless
August days when the sky was blue-black with unspent rain? A less romantic man would have
surrendered these placesto theiterations of memory. Mr. Sunquist surrendered nothing.

Twenty-five years up the highway would be the Ho-tdl Mozambique, just asit had been at the height of
its renown. During the hot weekends of August, the Sun-quists had alowed themsdves little vacations
from their basement gpartment on Four O’ Clock Street. The Hotel M ozambique had been their
destination. Mr. Sunquist remembered the room they had asked for. Number 219 |ooked out on the
black-bottom pool and the ocean across the road.

Here also would be Sonny’ s Bar, and the night he had proposed marriage to Melanie Everett. Thiswas
oneof Mrs. Sunquist’ sfavorite moments.

They would get their room at the Mozambique, he decided. From there, they would find the night of their
proposal. But something about their Feynman was cor-rupted. Or maybe Mrs. Sunquist wasn't reading it
prop-erly. Whatever, the Sunquists found themsalves retracing a patch of highway twenty-five years up
the road. Just astheir navigating turned quarrelsome, Mrs. Sunquist Sghted a blue-and-white
beachcomber bicycle racked up dongside the Ciriquito Street pier.



She pointed into the haze of decoherence that muf-fled the world beyond the road. In that instant, a
mo-ment coaesced before them.

Mr. Sunquist found himsdf in anarrow parking strip looking down on agentrified waterfront. Sailboatsin
dips, caféswith sun decks. Temporal observatories of-fered “Views of Paralle Worlds” And, “The
Chanceto Seethe Life You Might Have Led!” All for two dollars.

Sonny’ s Bar nestled into the crook where the Ciri-quito Street Pier met the beach. Like every other
build-ing on the beach, Sonny’ s Bar showed its backside to the landiubbers world. A sign had been
painted above the dumpsters, reminding al the old neighborhood that Sonny had been serving themin
thissamelocation.” S ncemostofyouwer eunderage.”

“I don't seemy truck,” Mr. Sunquigt said. “Areyou surethisisthe night?’

“Y ou caled me from your office and said to meet you here,” Mrs. Sunquist said. “I do not make a habit
of bicycling to bars. Thisisthe night you proposed.”

“Maybe we pulled off the highway afew minutes early,” Mr. Sunquist offered. He suggested they wait
for him insde the bar, just to be sure.

Theinterior was designed in one of those inverted situations from the turn of some century. The patrons
clambered together on alarge round cushion the color and texture of boxing gloves. Three bartenders
hovered over a counter that encircled them.

TV monitors were placed to catch the eye a every angle. In thisage, Sonny’ sfancied itself a sports bar.
But Sonny himsaf? Helikednovelas , Mexican soap operas. Two different ones were playing
smultaneoudy asthe Sunquists waked in. A regular was complaining that the World Cup was on, Brazil
versus Russa. Sonny was laughing and nodding, paying the man no particular mind. Hiseyeswere
neither on the man, nor on the screens.

Like everyone esein the room, Sonny watched the girl in the sun dress and sandals. She sat on the quiet
sde of the circular cushion, away from most of the tele-vision screens. She readJustine (the one by
Lawrence Durrdll, not the Marquis de Sade), and nudged a glass of chardonnay around by the stem.
Maybe it was something about seeing across twenty-five yearsin the space of asingle room, but Mr.
Sunquist imagined that the girl was bathed in asingular light. Maybe it was Smply that everyone else
seemed to dim by comparison.

The Sunquists found chairsin an a cove beneath one of the television screens. They had aview of the bar
from here, and the television to distract anyone who looked their way.

A waiter asked what they were having. Mrs. Sunquist asked for iced tea. (“lced teg,” she snickered,
“Thiskillsme™)

Mr. Sunquist liked ascotch and soda, but not here. And As he looked across the bar, he recognized
iterartions of himsalf and hiswife from other summers, dl drinking scotch-and-sodas. He did not wish to
be known by the sort of drink he ordered. He ordered a glass of merlot.

Mrs. Sunquist put ahand on hisarm. “Y ou know, | wasfurious at you for leaving medonein abar,” she
said. A phone cal had kept Mr. Sunquist from leaving some warehouse on Gull Street wanting to be an
atigs |eft.

Mrs. Sunquist did not seem furious; shewas smiling at her younger reflection. The girl on the couch didn’t
look furious. Shelooked like a stranded angd, patiently waiting on gravity’ sdemise.



“Right about now, | was giving you five more minutesto walk through the door.”
“Y ou were very tolerant with me, Mrs. S.”
But it wasn't tolerance that had kept her in her seat for an hour.

A little man entered the bar and approached her. He wore a suit and tie, but badly. They were not what
he was used to. He was not yet thirty, yet his scalp aready showed through the down at the top of his
head. A last bit of baby fat lent his eyes a squint when he smiled.

Mr. and Mrs. Sunquist bushed each other asthe little man asked to sit. “He was very polite,” Mrs.
Sunquist recaled.

“Hewas scared of you,” Mr. Sunquist chuckled. “Look how bad he' sbecomein just afew years.” Mr.
Sunquist remembered the little man from their old neighborhood. He didn’t remember the name. But the
young man had existed at the periphery of Bobby Shel-bourne' s crew, Mr. Sunquist remembered that.

The Sunquigts stifled giggles, Mdanielet him buy her aglass of wine, though aglass stood hdf full at her
elbow. She smiled at him as he fumbled at hisintroduc-tion: Roger J. Swann, from alocal desk of one of
the international banksin Kleege' s Beach. He never men-tioned the old bungadows they had al shared on
the beach, or the parties at Sonny’ s and at Bobby Shel-bourne’ s apartment. He seemed happy in hisrole
as stranger. In the presence of Meanie Everett, he might have been happy with anything. The story asthe
Sun-quigtsretold it to each other over the years had this desperate little man crawling into Meani€' slap.
In fact, Swann never looked down at her open décolletage. His eyes were glued to her face. Every smile
she made brought one in return. Her jokes made him laugh, and cover his mouth with his pam.

Melanie Everett asked him about himsalf. (Surely, she was being wicked!) Roger Swann was awed by
her con-sideration. He grew flustered. He might have gone.

Méelanie had thisthing she did, this nervous laugh, asif she were the one who needed reassurance. Swann
happily reassured her.

Hetold her about hiswork. Roger Swann was a pro-grammer for the bank. “More like a game warden,”
he confided. “The programs do their own programming anymore. | just make sure they remember who
they’ reworking for.”

Méanie laughed and put her hand up to her mouth. Roger Swann did the same. His eyes squinted down
to little black points of happiness and moist shine.

Mr. Sunquist remembered Roger Swann. What a per-fect fool he had been! He had missed his chance
with Mdanie at her twentieth birthday party. Look a him now—Mr. Sunquist could see the romantic
fantagesfill hismind. “Enjoy it while you can,” he chuckled.

One of the bartenders swung up the counter to let someone through. It was Bill Sunquist. He looked
sheep-ish at first. He saw the clock above the bar and lowered his head and sighed. Then he saw the
fervent little banker paying for Melanie swine. Thiswicked leer kinked up the corner of his mouth.

Roger Swann never looked up, but Meanie did. Me-lanie said not aword as Bill Sunquist pushed by the
two of them to take a seat on her left. Roger Swann was explaining the intricacies of Darwinian
programming strategies. She seemed perfectly content to listen.

Mr. Sunquist remembered looking across at Melanie as Swann continued on about his work—
Areyoul ookingforajob?What? That’' s when he saw the amusement in her eyes. What a hoot thiswould
be!



Bill Sunquist had alow boredom tolerance. There was only so much arlatrage trading and Darwinian
software business to put up with before the joke ran out. Just for fun, he leaned across Roger’ slap to
argue with the waiter over the provenance of agram of hashish.

“A spicy aromaof ginger,” he read off the thumb-szed packet. “ Redolent with earth musk and
cardamom.” Bill Sunquist opened it up for the maitred’ to smell. “Would you describe that as ‘ redolent
with earth musk and cardamom?’

Thewaiter looked at him long, apatronizing half-smile & the corner of his mouth. “We have afine roan
from Lebanon, with the eusive sweetness of late-harvest Rieding. Would you careto try that?’

“For my friend here.” Mr. Sunquist remembered smil-ing down on Roger Swann. “For my friend.” He
remem-bered Roger Swann smiling back, confused and helpful and friendly asa pup. Bill Sunquist
nodded across at Melanie. “ Are you ready, miamor? To Grandmother’ s house we go.”

A priceless moment—Roger Swann turns his hopeful gaze back to Meanie. But Mdanieisaready
moving past Bill for the open sde of the bar.

Looking on from the darkness of their dcove, Mr. Sunquist could not helpan ornery cackle. Ohh, hewas
terriblein those dayd

They shook hands like gentlemen, give them that. Such was his commitment to sportsmanship that Roger
Swann would have shaken Meani€ s hand aswell, but something made her turn away at the last
moment. She stumbled into Bill, pushed past him blindly for the door.

Mr. Sunquist had to bite hisfist to keep from laugh-ing at the ridicul ous tablea—Roger Swann, staring
after them with three half-empty wine glasses on the bar and alook in his eyeslike crushed violets.

Mrs. Sunquist squeezed hisarm the way she dways did when she was trying to make him behave. Oh,
but her eyes shone. Even before she said it, he knew that she must be exulting in their perversity.

He might have skipped the proposal at this point. He had no need to fight the crush of other Sunquists, all
hurrying out to see the same thing. He had seen what he wanted. Only courtesy made him remind hiswife
why they had come herein thefirst place.

“Right out there on the porch,” hetold her, “I’ m proposing marriage to you.”

Mrs. Sunquist had her eyes on Roger Swann. He had to nudge her for attention. “Y ou still want to see
this, don't you?’ Shelaughed then, the way she dways did. She assured him that shewas adl right, asif
he had asked.

They had managed to snag a prime parking spot from the clutches of their own grasping iterations. From
here, the Sunquistslooked on as Bill Sunquist dug in his coat pocket and came up with something small,
wrapped in velvet and chintz.

Even now, Mr. Sunquist remembered the moment. He remembered the way Médanie drew her handsto
her face, and looked from his handsto hisface asif to catch himin alie. He remembered the fedl of her
fingersin his palm as she took the box, the little breath as she opened it and turned the ring toward the

light.

Mr. Sunquist tried to remember what was going through the mind of the young man on the porch.
Mad-deningly, al he could think of was Roger Swann. People like that, you humiliate them and they think
they can win you over. Any minute, he had expected the door to open and a myopic smile to appear
beneath the wall seance.



The redization made him anxious for something to say. “Welook likewe revery muchinlove.” Intruth,
Mr. Sunquist had no ideawhat people in love were supposed to look like.

“I hateto tel you what | wasredly thinking.” Mrs. Sunquist gave aglance over her shoulder. There was
another couplein acar just afew spaces down. She leaned forward so they would not hear what she
had to say. “I had just downed aglass-and-a-half of cheap whitewineand dl | could think about was
finding someplaceto pee”

“And, of course, you couldn’t go back in the bar—"
“Roger Svann wasin there”

Mr. Sunquist found himsdlf roaring. Mrs. Sunquist hushed him; she was ashy person by nature, and
people might be listening. That made him laugh even harder.

The couple in the next car turned to see what was funny, but he didn’t care. He knew those people well
enough, he had nothing to proveto them.

They would be acouplein ther thirties. They would be having aconversation very much likethisone. A
little breathless, the woman hintsto her husband how these past fifteen years are as much a product of
bladder control aslove.

Perhaps she intends ajoke. Perhaps an insult. Things are not so good between the man and the woman
at thispoint in their marriage. The woman redizesthistoo late, and starts to back up and ssammer.

Tohimself themanthinks. . .

“Romanceis one of those things that does't redlly work as afirst-hand experience. Why we come back
hereevery year, | imagine”

“What?" Mrs. Sunquist looked up a him. “Y ou must have heard that somewhere.”

It was not an especidly generous thought, Mr. Sun-quist redized. He was alittle surprised he had said it
out loud. More surprised how much he believed it to be true. “We should move on,” he said. “L et these
kids havetheir privacy.”

She put ahand to hiswrist as he reached for the touchpad. “ One more minute,” she whispered. “They’re
amost done.” She stared so intently that Mr. Sunquist wondered what she was looking at. Her head
tilted to her right, and her mouth gaped in little-girl awe.

“I was abeauty in my day, wasn't 17" She smiled alittle, asif to make ajoke, but she could not hide the
shinein her eyes.

It must be the baby, he thought. The baby makes her sentimental. A half-dozen things cameto mind. All
had the antiseptic cheer of aget-well card. He squeezed her hand. “ Steady on, old girl. Let’ snot break
the mood here.”

Mrs. Sunquist nodded. Of course, of course. Sud-denly, she was laughing again. She waved dl his
wor-ried looks aside. Perhaps she had been having him on after all.

A few minutes further up the road awaited the Hotel M ozambique they had known as youngsters. White
stucco bungaows crowded protectively around a medium-sized black bottom pool. They opened at the
far end to show the sky at evening.



Mr. Sunquist got them the room they always asked for, looking out through the top of adate pam
toward Mer Noire.

Mrs. Sunquist pushed open the window. A blood-warm breeze came in off the bay, sour with brine,
pungent with road tar from the asphalt bike paths just beyond the courtyard.

“What was the name of that soap operathey filmed down the beach?’ Mrs. Sunquist eased hersdlf into
the corner of the sill, hugging hersdf in the dreamy light that spilled through the palmsjust beyond.

“Indigo Something,” Mr. Sunquist recdled. “ Shadesofindigo, I think.”

“They filmed right outside my window for Sx monthswhen | lived with Bobby Shelbourne. The next
year, the production company followed their expanding time signature up the beach and filmed the actors
play-ing opposite their own earlier iterations. Y ou remember that?’

“Mr. Sunquigt said he did. Thiswasalie—Mr. Sunquist had no money for televison when he was
young—hbut al liesare sweet in La Jetéein August.

Mrs. Sunquist smiled at him, knowing and unconcerned. She led him by the hand to the bed. They made
love in the cool shade of the whitewashed room—sweetly, avkwardly, stopping to seeif everything was
al right with the baby.

Later, asthe heat of the day enveloped them, Mr. Sunquist pressed hisarm around Mrs. Sunquist’s
shoul-ders and drew her close. They had not dept thisway since they were newlyweds. Her hair had the
soapy smell of newborn babies. The scent of it followed him into hisdreams.

Here was Méeanie Everett, the girl that would be hiswife. He remembered her al golden under the sun,
bash-ful but hardly uncertain. She had perfected the fasci-nation that goes with being the second-prettiest
girl at every party. Boys became aware of her in stages, the way they became aware of the first hit pop
tune of the summer.

Forthright kids like Bob Shelbourne were dways go-ing to get around to Melanie Everett, right after they
investigated the fulsome charms of Jenn LeMd, or the Maynard sisters. Shy kids aways thought of her
beauty astheir secret. Being shy, they assumed their secret sofe.

Lying beside her now, Mr. Sunquist dreamed not of hiswife, but of hisfriends—the things they would tell
each other. What did they think when they heard Me-lanie Everett had gone home with him? Hishad
been an epic battle, aspure asafairy tae. A riva had been vanquished. A maiden won. Being aman
living at acertain moment in history, he had learned to savor these stories. Nothing ismore vivid than a
moment re-lived, he would say. Not even the moment itself.

The hest of the day had broken when Mr. Sunquist shook off the last of his dreams. The breeze had
shifted around to come in from the south, from the future—side of the bay. Mrs. Sunquist said she could
lie benegth the billowing curtains dl night long. Perhaps Mrs. Sunquist still had doubts. If so, Mr. Sunquist
hardly heard. He was planning their road trip.

He asked Mrs. Sunquist if she remembered the first time they made love.
“Of course | do.” Asindignant as she could manage.

“We had to take ablanket out to Mourning Shoal's because your boyfriend was setting up your
gpartment for asurprise birthday party. Y ou remember? And the fog rolled in so we amost couldn’t find
the truck, and then we got back an hour and a hdf after the party Sarted?’



Mrs. Sunquist laughed, embarrassed. She remem-bered.

“You know,” Mr. Sunquist said, “that’ s one place you and | have never gone back to.”
“Oh, William. No!”

“It'sabirthday party. It would be easy to dip in. And we had such atime that night.”
Mrs. Sunquist touched his cheek. *Y ou remember everything so perfectly,” she said.

Something in her tone struck Mr. Sunquist as odd, so that he smiled and frowned at the sametime.
Perhaps his wife had not enjoyed the scene in the bar as he ex-pected. Time for something frivolous, he
decided. Piec-zyznski, the chess master, perhaps. Or maybe they could seeShadesofli ndigo filming up a
the old Hartringer. Hotdl.

Hedidn't tel her what he planned. He thought to surprise her. He expected that she might even mention
these places hersdf, but the scene in the bar had left Mrs. Sunquist in some reverie of her own.

Seven miles up the highway, and as many years fur-ther back, Mr. Sunquist found a neighborhood he
rec-ognized. Lola s Bookstore wasjust up the street in abus barn it shared with an equity waiver
theater. If someone could give them theloca date and time, they would pin down the moment of their
ariva.

The Sunquists discovered ayoung couple hiding among the shadows of Ciriquito Street. Mr. Sunquist
caled to them. The boy glanced back at him—what? The girl turned around to see what he was looking
a. The Sunquigtsreaized they were looking a themsdlves.

Mr. Sunquist knew immediately where they were. Somehow, they had ssumbled onto Melanie Everett’s
twentieth birthday party. Thiswasthe night that she had ended her relationship with her boyfriend. The
night that she had gone home with him.

Bill Sunquist and Méelanie Everett stood in the shadow of alargered estate sign. The sign showed an
artig’ srendering of tennis courts, acondominium, aho-tel complex.

The Ciriquito Street pier, where fishing boats till headed into the sun each morning, that wasto be
sub-sumed into atwo-hundred dip marina. Bill Sunquist no-ticed none of this. The sign was nothing to
him but cover. He had Meanie under hisleft arm and they were studying the beach-front gpartment she
shared with Bobby Shelbourne, the man who promised to love her,

“ nomatter howmuchshedi sappoi ntedhim.”

They weretaking. The Sunquists were too far away to hear the words. No matter; the Sunquists had
remem-bered this story to each other till they could mouth the words. Bill Sunquist and Melanie Everett
had parked along Kleege s Beach and spent the afternoon under the tarp in the back of Bill Sunquist’s
two-ton army surpluslorry. Now she was late to her own birthday party. Late, and sunburned and

swegty and very guilty.

Mr. Sunquist thought of Piecziznski, the chess mas-ter. Well, they were here now. Whatever he had
intended could wait until after. Mrs. Sunquist smiled, though she plainly was embarrassed. “William, |
don't know about this”

“What are you worried about? Y ou know how it turns out.”

“| don’t want to seethis.”



“Y ou were asking if you were beautiful.” He nodded toward their younger reflections. “Look at how
young we arein thisplace.”

“It saworld of ghosts,” Mrs. Sunquist said to the car window. “I don't care how young they are.”

Mr. Sunquist did not blame hiswife for being neg-ative. He ascribed her unease to Bobby Shelbourne's
oppressive aura. Understandable, certainly. Bobby Shel-bourne was a vegetarian and pathological
spoilsport, one of those people who savored his dights. No wonder Mrs. Sunquist quailed at the memory
of thisnight. He studied the girl standing under the real estate Sgn. Look at how frantic sheisto make her
story, hethought.

“The only way out isthrough,” hetold Mrs. Sunquist. And then: “Don’t be scared.” It was the sort of
patron-izing admonishment a six-year-old uses on ayounger sbling.

Mrs. Sunquist pureed her lips with amoment’ s thought, then she nodded at an open curb down the
block.

They pulled up in front of a shaded courtyard between two bungaows. Bill and Mdanie had
disappeared. Mr. Sunquist heard whispers and laughter though a screen of rust-colored bougainvillea
Up ahead was the ocean, and asmall yard inside a rusted fence that sep-arated the apartment from the
beach. He heard flapping above his head. A banner cut from bed sheets stretched between a pair of
upstairswindows. It read: HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MELANIE. | LOVE YOU.

Mrs. Sunquist paused when she saw the painted bed sheet. “Redlly,” shesaid. “Let’ snot do this” Just
for amoment, she glanced back the way they had come. She might have been gauging her chances of
making the street.

“Don't tell meyou fed guilty.” Mr. Sunquist hooted. “ Guilty for Bobby Shelbourne! Oh, wouldn't helove
that.”

“There s not enough peoplefor usto dip in. Someone will recognize us. They’ll know we came from
down the beach.”

Indeed, a young man with mild blue eyes had been stationed at the top of the sair to guard against
crashers.

For one moment, Mr. Sunquist cringed as Roger Swann nodded down at them. He thought of the
humil-iation. Roger had suffered in Sonny’ s—wondered if he might have to answer for it. But no, that bar
scene was saven yearsin Roger Swann’ s future. Swann gave them only alook of rueful curiosity. He
nodded toward the next bunga ow over, where he imagined they had come from. He asked if they were
here to complain about the noise.

Mr. Sunquist was thinking up a suitable lie when Meanie Everett stepped out onto the landing.

She had this nervous laugh as akid, which was odd. Watching her, Mr. Sunquist suddenly redlized that
Me-lanie hersdlf was not nervous at all. The laugh wasfor the benefit of whoever she spoketo. It
worked to spec-tacular effect.

Suddenly, Roger Swann was over histerror of pretty girls. He leaned forward to hear her as she asked
him something under the music. Smiling, he answered.

Mrs. Sunquist took her husband by thewrigt. “Y ou know what he' stelling me?’ Even now the boy’s
words affected her. “He' stelling me how Bobby’ s been waiting for me since four. And then hetellsme
he himsdf has been waiting for medl hislife”



“Aww,” Mr. Sunquist gave her alook of arch sentimentdity. Together, they went “ Aww,” loud enough
to attract the gaze of the kids on the stair. He thought that M elanie regarded them with some look of
secret humor. Who knew what she wasredlly thinking. Mr. Sunquist imagined pretty girls used thislook
when they could think of nothing to say.

Roger got a peck on the cheek for his sweethess. Me-lanie disappeared into the party without a
backward glance, but that was enough for Roger Swann. The Sun-quists were forgotten. He dicked the
thinning wedge of hair back from hisforehead. He followed after her. The Sunquisistrailed ashort
distance behind.

Onething that Mr. Sunquist remembered about Bobby Shelbourne' s gpartment, it was dangerousto
show too much interest in any bit of ornamen.

Bobby Shelbourne lived in amuseum of Memeac ice cream dishes, mis-matched kitchen chairs, and
deter-minedly outdated el ectronic entertainment gear. Every one with alittle story about where it had
been found, and how much it was redlly worth to some mythical dedler in garage-sale lamps, or kitchen
Formica, or dig-ital video downloaders.

A whir-sound passed by overhead. A scale mode of the Hindenburg was making stately passage from
the living room to the kitchen. Normally, Bobby would be following it around, pointing out the
hand-painted swagtika on the tail rudder. But the mood had gone out of him today.

He saw Méeanie and his pae blue eyeswent al weepy and proud. His pouty lip grew heavier than it was
aready. If Bobby had promised to forgive Melanie no matter what, he had not promised to make it easy.
Hewould not even acknowledge Mdanietill shetook hisarm and made him face her.

Someone put on music, too loud to hear her speak. No matter, Mr. Sunquist could tell by her rueful
de-meanor that she was making her story.

What was it he and Meanie had decided? Y es, he remembered now—Meéeanie had gone down the
T-line Highway to vidt theiterations of her own childhood. The Feynman diagramin her glove
compartment con-tained too many streets between there and here that had yet to be built. She' d gotten
confused coming back.

Mr. Sunquist spotted himsalf over by the kitchen door, watching. Meanie had asked Bill to stay away
while shetried to explain thingsto her boyfriend. Of course there was no way Bill Sunquist would do
that—Ilet her explain thingsto her boyfriend? So that they might smooth things out? Melanie had been
naive to think that he would.

It hardly mattered; Bobby Shelbourne saw him over Meani€ s head. Shelbourne smiled.
“It'syou, isT'tit.” Hiseyeswere luminous with anger.

Bill made no attempt to deny it. He smiled hismogt irritating smirk, motioned to Shelbournein that silent
gesture every young man knows—hands out, fingers cupping pamsinironic invitation:
Comeonthen.Comegetsome .

Melanie pulled him back by the arm, and for one moment Bobby Shelbourne let her. The pause was so
brief that Billy Sunquist had barely noticed. Twenty-five years older, Mr. Sunquist grinned: Look how he
glances around for away ouit!

“Y ou were never no street brawler, Bobby.” Slipping into avoice he had not spokenin sincehewasa
vain young man. “Y ou were never nothing likewhat | was.” Even now, Mr. Sunquist lived for these



moments. Anymore, the stakes would be infinitely higher than abro-ken nose. But that desperate
cdculation remained eternd: Pride? Or surviva?

Méeanie saw her chance to wedge between them. The two boys clenched each other tight against her.
Mr. Sun-quist remembered the collision between his belly and her skinny rib cage. He remembered the
sound she made as the breath went out of her.

Billy Sunquist might have reached for her. He dwaystold himself that he would have, if only Bobby had
not started in the way he did.

“Look at her,” Bobby hissed. “Now you' ve doneit. Now you’ ve hurt her.” Nobody put Billy Sunquist
onthedefensive,

Billy Sunquist took ahunk of genuine 100 percent Rayon bowling shirt and laughed in Bobby
Shelbourne sface.Nicetry . All these years away, Mr. Sunquist till felt Bobby Shelbourne' s cheekbones
beneath his knuck-les. Thetwo of them waltzed around till they fell back against the Formicatabletop,
damming the blender and liquor and ice onto the floor.

Melaniewasn't really so damaged. Mr. Sunquist found her, easing hersalf back against the refrigerator.
Her shirt was soaked watery green from a half-bottle of Midori, but she seemed dl right.

Roger Swann had come over to help her up, but she had more than pity on her mind. She took his elbow
and pointed toward the mess in the kitchen.

Like any young man of experience, he knew the risks of stepping into someone ese sfight. He thumbed
the side of hismouth in an expression of unease. But Me-lanie had this unassailable sense of mission
when the chips were down. It animated her. It swept up everyone around her. Roger found hisresolve;
together, they waded in. Each grabbed an elbow, or a shoulder, and yanked backward.

Bill Sunquist had Bobby Shelbourne' sface againgt the refrigerator. Mr. Sunquist dimly remembered the
conversation between them, something about eating the refrigerator’ s door handle. Oh well.

The next moments came vivid, but in flashes, like sngpshots. A hand on hisarm. A face comingin at him.
He remembered placating words, but his blood was up. He swung back hisleft hand and connected
solidly with hard bone, right at somebody’ s hairline. The face went away.

Bill Sunquist turned back for Bobby Shelbourne only to find that Meanie had got between them. The
fight was over.

He called to her. He nodded toward the door, Let’ sgo . But Meanie was angry, sheignored him.

Shelbourne fixed his eyes on her. Even as hisfriends moved him off to the far sde of the kitchen, he
spoke to her. Bobby asked if she’ d been hurt, was there anything he could do?

“You know | dwaystook care of you,” Bobby Shelbourne called to her. “I may not be exciting, but I'm
adwaysthere”

Oh, he was good. Anyone else would have blas-phemed and threatened.

Melanie looked big-eyed and stricken. Thiswas the moment she had chewed her knuckles over dl the
way from Kleege s Beach. Bill Sunquigt, too. By thelook on hisface, he might have swallowed anice
tray. Hewas astreet kid, after all. Smooth talk was not where he excelled.

Melanie wavered. She started to raise her hands the way she did when she was miserable and dl out of



words.

But here was Roger Swann, leaning forward with his hand on hisforehead. Blood was seeping through
hisfingers and plopping in the wet muck. He wobbled on his knees and Meanie took him. Bobby's
appedalsto her conscience would have to wait.

Bobby smiled, sure. “Y ou' re doing theright thing,” hetold her. “Take care of Roger. We Il talk later.
When you have aminute.”

Mr. Sunquist had not seen this side of Mdanie since they were married. She could be magnificent,
couldn’t she? He marveled: Bobby Shelbourneistwo months from buying up thiswhole block of
gpartments for his daddy’ s marina project, look a how he ssammers before her.

Hiswife felt the weight of his consderation. For one moment, she wasthe girl she had been.
Saf-possessed and certain. Perhaps she knew what he was thinking. She would have said something to
him, but Melanie Ev-erett came thisway. Roger Swann bumped aong in her wake. Mr. and Mrs.
Sunquist stood up to make room for him on the couch.

She was saying something under her breath, hadf to Roger, haf to hersdlf. “Limo.” It was Bill Sunquist’s
dreet name. “Limo, Limo, Limo,” she said—eventudly winding up with, “Damn him.” Meanietipped
Roger’ s head back. She squinted againgt the bad party light. The blood was starting to roll down his
nose. She dipped akitchen towe in the punch bowl and dabbed it off.

“It was just awild punch.” Roger’ s hand came up, agesture of indifference. “He hit meleft-handed
anyway. Probably doesn’t even know hedid it.”

“Him and those stupid rings he wears. He' s been dy-ing to use them on someone.”

Roger was sllent for afew dabs. Mr. Sunquist could see him working hisway up to something. “Y ou
redly haveto gowith him?’

For one moment, Meanie looked up at the Sunquists with this exasperated grimace—
youexplainitforhim. Mr. Sunquigt felt hiswife sfingers clutch his, stricken. But it was anillusion.
Melani€' slook was intended for anyone within earshot—anyone who knew what it was to be the
second-prettiest girl at every party. For one night, she had her pick between princes. How could she
explain to the nicest kid in the room what this meant?

“I"'m going homewith Limo.” She squeezed Roger’ s blood into the punch bowl. “I redly am.”
Roger Swann shook his head, whatever. “We' |l see each other again,” he said.

Mr. Sunquist nudged Mrs. Sunquist. Heraised his chin at the boy. “Sonny’s Bar,” he whispered in her
ear. “Thisiswhat he was thinking when he saw you aonein Sonny’sBar.”

Helaughed so loud that both the people on the couch turned back in curiosity. He didn’t care. He waved
them back to their conversation. “Thisistoo good,” he hissed.

Mrs. Sunquist was supposed to laugh aong at timeslike this. She bit her lipand looked down at her
shoes. “How do you do it?” She sounded breathless, she might have been amazed. “1 seethetime
passing and it makes me so weary. And you just keep getting angrier. Don't you ever fed any pity? Or
regret?’

He put out his hands, he smiled. He figured there had to be ajoke in here somewhere. “We are what
we' ve dways been. Isn't that enough?’ It wasthe only expla-nation he could think of.



“Poor Roger,” she said.
To himsdlf, hethought, Somebodyhastol ose .

Did she know what he was thinking? Suddenly, she had thislook on her face, till and ddliberate and
cam. It was the face he recognized from the taxi drivers who came to pick him up from bars. Whatever
she saw in hiseyes only made her sgh.

“Timefor usto go,” Mrs. Sunquist said.

“We haven't seen the end yet. Remember? | sweep out of the crowd and pick you up, and Bobby
Shd-bourne—"

“Y ou know what happens. Y ou take me home with you. We spend the next twenty-five years coming
back to seeit dl again. | have something | want to remem-ber.”

Here was a phrase Mr. Sunquist would think back on:lhavesomethinglwanttoremember .

In al the years he had come back to La Jetée, Mr. Sunquist had never felt the need to remember
anything. Memories were for people who didn’t cometo La Jetée. Memories were for the ones Mr.
Sunquist imagined in hisaudience.

Evening was coming on asthey pulled onto Ciriquite Street. The shutters on &l the beach bungalows and
flower kiosks had opened to thefirst breath of an eve-ning breeze. The air was dense with the musk of
orchids.

Thiswasfive yearsearlier, LaJetée was a strip of bun-galows, caught between the highway and the
beach. Mr. Sunquist remembered thin times. The tourists had bypassed La Jetée for the more devel oped
resorts down the beach. The only money in the town came from the nurs-eries across the highway, and
servicejobsin the hotels south of Kleege' s Beach. Every evening, the street care would be full of people
in haf-undone housecleaning uniforms. Head waiters from the lesser restaurants would hang from the
doors, swigging pilfered wine bottles and caling out insults as they passed each other.

And everyone ended up in thetiny patio a Sonny’s.

Here was the Sonny’ sthat the Sunquists never tired of Sonny’ s Seafood Chowder Bar was an open
courtyard, an old banyan tree, gnarled as knuckles, a cast concrete bar patterned with ridicul ous wood
grain. Sonny Himsalf was whip-thin these days. With ashy skin and freckles and awide grin that seemed
somehow more charming for itsingncerity.

He was not charming tonight. He was esting Spanish peanuts out of the bar dishes, which iswhat he did
when hewas nervous. His eyeswere like black ice and he kept checking hiswatch.

A door behind the bar led out into an alley that ran from the Street to the beach. People passed in and out
carrying guitars and tambales and a set of wide-mouthed clay jugs, each one painted with “ Jug Breskers’
on the sde—Bobby Shelbourne' s band.

Sonny glared at every kid who passed through that door. He pointed to hiswatch. They scuttled off to
the stage like roaches caught in akitchen light.

Bobby Shelbourne had played here every Thursday night for most of the summer, but anyone could see
the blow-up that was coming. Sonny Scorzy was a congen-ia host, but he was hell as an employer. He
hated |ateness, even when he was paying no money. Bobby Shelbourne had a star’ s concept of time,
even though he made no money. Sonny Scorzy hated that.



On thisnight, only one person was exempt from Sonny’ s evil eye. Even now, Mr. Sunquist lost hisbreath
at the sght of her. That golden hair. Those exotic eyes. Sonny had saved her his own chair, right at the
end of hisbeloved bar. Shetook it with thisair of modest ex-pectancy—she was gracious and patient as
Sonny wiped off the peanut skins and beer. But it never occurred to her to Sit elsewhere,

Mr. Sunquist still loved the way she said things and then covered her mouth with her hand, asif surprised
by her own sense of humor. He loved the careful, prim way she crossed her ankles. He loved her
dubious smile asyoung Billy Lee Sunquist did in next to her.

Mr. Sunquist wondered how much it would take to impress a girl like Meanie Everett now. How much
had he spent on that account rep from Loach & Widdl? Not including lunch at that expensive bistro she
had rec-ommended? Billy Lee Sunquist had held his knowledge chegply when he'd lived in La Jetée, and
givenit away for the asking.

“Here,” Billy Lee said to the young woman struggling with the fruit that Sonny had put out for her. “Y ou
wannaknow how to eat amango, I’ ll show you how to est a mango.”

“I’'m with someone,” she said, and nodded toward alittle door into the aley, where Bobby Shelbourne
and his Jug Breakers were tuning up.

Billy Lee Sunquist laughed at the caution on her face. He held up hishands. “I’ m just showing you how to
east amango.” Hetook the fruit from her hand, salted it, dusted it with cayenne pepper, and dipped it
down histhroat. He licked his fingers one by one and gave her alasciviousgrin.

Mrs. Sunquist gave her husband a secret smile. *Y ou remember what you said to me?’

Mr. Sunquist claimed he did not. Mrs. Sunquist said she did not believe he didn’t remember. Out on the
patio, Billy Lee Sunquist whispered in Meanie Everett’ sear. She grew big-eyed and aghast. She gave
Billy Lee adap on the shoulder, and then said something under her bresth that made him laugh and made
her cover her mouth with her hand.

Mr. Sunquist gripped hiswife' s hand. Thistrip was aready working changes on her. That sturdy quiet
she had acquired over the lean years of their middle age, that had melted to the shyness he remembered
so well. Hewould have shared this moment with the world.

Bobby came out with his nickel-topped Dobro guitar. Roger Swann hunkered down next to him with
some squat Caribbean drum between his knees. They were ateam in those days, Bobby and Roger. If
Bobby played guitar, Roger would be there with the drums.

There was this trombone player that neither of the Sunquists remembered. He nudged Bobby
Shelbourne. He motioned toward hisgirl and the young man Sitting next to her.

Perhaps he had alook of mischief. If so, he would be disappointed. Bobby Shelbourne saw Bill Sunquist
leaning closeto Mdanie. He grinned and shook hisfin-ger, school-marm style. Billy laughed. Mdanie
gave him agirl-dug and nodded toward her boyfriend on the stage—See”?Itol dyou.

Everybody knew each other at Sonny’s. Everything was easy.

The music started. Jug hand blues, smple and irre-sistible. Everybody on the patio pushed forward under
the gnarled banyan tree. They sang aong to the songs they knew. They shoulder-danced to the songs
they didn’t know. They ate mangoes and papayas, and drank fermentedcidra from terra-cottajugs.

Thenit cametimefor thiswalking blues, “Limousine Blues” Billy Lee Sunquist liked this song. Hewasn't
sureyet, but he was thinking about incorporating it as his personal theme,



Hethrew back his head at the first note. Hisface split into awide grin. “My song!” he cried. “ Bobby
remem-bered my song!”

Meanie was still wiping mango pulp from her fin-gers as he took her hand. “Ohh no,” shewas saying as
heled her out in front of the band. “ Ohh no.”

There, infront of God and her boyfriend and everybody they knew, Billy Lee Sunquist and Melanie
Everett danced some imaginary swing that they knew only from watching Tex Avery cartoons.

Mr. Sunquist felt hiswife draw near. She asked him if he knew why they were here. He put hisarm
around her; heknew. “Thisisacute moment together. Look at usthere.” Helaughed at hisyounger
iteration. Billy Lee Sunquist was barely more than adouch and alazy amile. “We were so poor;” he said.

“Y ou might have been abillionaire for the way you acted. | was so impressed with you.” She looked so
long and hard at the young couple that she might have been trying to imprint this scene forever in her
mind. “Thisisthemoment | fell inlove” shesad.

Mr. Sunquist tried to remember the moment, what he was thinking. He couldn’t. Maybe he too had been
inlove. Mr. Sunquist laughed as heredized it.

Asthey walked out to the car, he offered to take her to see Pieczyzoski, the chess master. But something
had gone out of the mood. Perhaps thislast moment had been amiscal culation? Mr. Sunquist decided
they’ d seen enough for their first day of vacation. He turned the car back up the highway for their hotel.

Mrs. Sunquist asked him about Roger Swann—mback in that first iteration of Sonny’s, he should have
rec-ognized them. It had been just afew years sSince they’ d al seen each other, had they changed so
much?

They fell into afoolish argument about Roger Swwann, and why hadn’t he recognized them? Mr. Sun-quist
wanted to laugh, except that underneath it dl, the argument wasn't foolish. And somehow it was't redly
about Roger Swann.

Arguing, they missed the Hotedl Mozambique. They drove south, beyond even the present iteration of La
Jetée. Mr. Sunquist looked around to realize they had gone down the road, on to South Beach—into the
future. They became quiet asthey redlized that nothing around them looked familiar.

No one ever came out to thisend of the T-Line highway. Like one of these weighty popular art novels,
South Beach was a place on every tongue, but rarely experi-enced in person. Everybody knew someone
who had risked dl to catch some glimpse of themsalvesin anew and unimagined placein their own lives.
Always somefriend, somerelative. Never the person telling the story. Always the tale had some ghadtly,
amusing outcome.

They werewell and truly lost when they reached the first town south of the Present Iteration. Mrs.
Sunquist hesitated, but they were running low on power, and she had to use the bathroom again.

“Let’'sdoit,” cried Mr. Sunquist, his middle-aged tim-bre catching some of that old devilishtone. “Let’s
take a chance and see what we run into down herein The Future.”

Mrs. Sunquist looked uneasy. But she would not be outdone by her husband. Laughing together, they
swung off the T-Line to get directions from the future back to the present.

Another building cycle was coming to La Jetée. All of the old orchid stands that had been on Noon
Street and then replanted on Meridian Street were being uprooted again for atract of old-style bungal ow



rows. Theartists conception reminded Mr. Sunquist of places he had lived. He wondered if thiswould
be one of hisinvest-ments.

No mention of the temporal anomaly. Wasthat no longer considered adraw? The only connection of the
town they had left back in the gloom of fog and quan-tum wave-functions was atag at the bottom of the
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SERIOUSONLY
ENQUIRE WITH MR. ROBERT SHELBOURNE.
LA JETéE

“Look at this” Mrs. Sunquist said, “ They’re even tearing down the buildings | hated to make way for

Mr. Sunquist knew he should be irate. Bobby Shel-bourne hustled his phony nostagiain the one place
where nostal giawas usdless. Somehow, he could do nothing but envy the man’sgall.

They found an open-air market down the street. Palm fronds covered the porch, implying some sort of
tropica oeuvre . Nearer the road were the hydrogen pumps, and el ectrical-charge outlets, and gasoline
for the hybrids. As Mr. Sunquist started into the hydrogen lane, hiswife grabbed hiswrist and pointed
acrossthe street.

Their own car was parked at the curb, asif the oc-cupants had gone for awak over the chak-white
dunesto the ocean.

The Sunquists stared in astonishment. It was indeed their car, only the paint had faded to a dried-out
cord. The seats had been |€eft to the sdlt air and the sun till they had rotted open.

Someone had haf-pulled an old beach blanket across the over-ripened seat cushions. Aninsigniaon the
blan-ket commemorated the Mer Noire regatta, fourteen years hence. The blanket looked asif it had
been in the sun a couple of years even beyond that.

Mr. Sunquist thought for amoment. He redlized what it had to mean. “It’sour car dl right, but we' ve
passed it onto our child. Thisisjust the sort of thing we would do.”

Mrs. Sunquist looked doubtful. “ Sixteen years from now? W€ Il havethis car sixteen yearsfrom now?’

“It surely wouldn't beus .” Mr. Sunquist cast amel-odramatic stare toward Mrs. Sunquist. “ Arewe
down on the beach somewhere? Should we go |ook?’

Mrs. Sunquist had given over the need to match her husband, dare-for-dare. “Let’ sjust get some power
and go,” shesad.

Mr. Sunquist wanted to egg her on alittle. “ Are you sure? We might be out there. On the beach. Living.”
“Thisisn't funny,” shesaid. “Let’sjust get the power and go.”

Mr. Sunquist might have pushed alittle harder but for the baby.

“You'relucky,” hetold her. He went upto pay for the fud. She followed dong to find a bathroom.

Around the corner from the pump idand was afruit stand and a cashier. Asthey gpproached, they heard
agravelly voice. *Y ou know what you put on those? No, not sugar.” Chesty laughter. “Thing s aready



sweet. Why would you put sugar onit? No, you know what they do in Mexico? They put sat on their
mangos. A little cay-enne pepper. Here.”

Mr. and Mrs. Sunquist traded looks. An afternoon of chasing the ghosts of memory had |eft them
unprepared for their role as someone else' s ghost. They asked each other in that wordless language of
married couplesif they should go, but neither of them moved.

Mr. Sunquist felt histhroat dry up. He thought for amoment. Was he sure he wanted to see himself like
this? He grew impatient with his own timidity. What would happen, anyway?Would they blow up? Some
sort of mutua annihilation, asif they were both opposing nuclear particles?

They stepped into the back of the cashier’ sline as casualy asthey could manage.

He was with ayoung girl. She had caramel-colored hair, like Mrs. Sunquist’s had been when she had
been a student. That same lithe waist. Thoselegs.

Thisismydaughter, Mr. Sunquist redized. The lust in him should have shamed him, but it merely made
himfurtive

The store clerk flipped alight on so the old man could see what he was doing with that mango. A
re-flection appeared in the counter glass. Mr. Sunquist stared in fascination at the face of atired satyr.

“We were such scoundrels when we were your age.”
“Who'sthat?’ the young woman frowned at the yel-low fruit coming apart in her fingers. Her mind wasa
million years down the T-Line Highway.

“Here. Let me show you something. Over here to the northwest.” He was so casua about the way he put
hisarm around the girl’ swaist. He amed her toward adark smudge aong the knife-edge of the horizon.
It was the most natura thing in the world.

“Who were you such scoundrelswith, Billy?’

“If you look over thisway,” the old man said, “you can see the actua heat death of the universe.” Hewas
trying hard to indtill hisvoice with asense of wonder that life had not held for himin avery longtime. The
young woman followed hisarm.

Mr. Sunquist was shocked at the resemblance she had to hiswife. The dark, doe eyes, thelong,
caramel-blond hair, the mobile mouth.

“It looks morelikefog,” she observed with adolescent irony.

“Can’'t seeit with the naked eye. Somebody set aradio telescope pointing that way. Came back with
deed air. Nothing.”

The girl nodded. She understood: The cosmic background radiation. It was supposed to be evenly
distrib-uted throughout the universe. “ Gee, that' sinteresting.” She durped mango dices.

The old man leaned close asif hewanted to steal akiss. The girl smiled back at him,What? The soft light
of her trust set him back. He looked away down the beach, asif uncertain what to do.

She asked him what he was thinking. He ran his hand up and down her arm, elbow to shoulder ashe
consd-ered his answer.



“I wasthinking of amoment from my lifealong time ago,” he answered. “| was on apatio, dancing with
agirl who looked very much like you. We were both alittle drunk, and her boyfriend was playing for us,
and everyone was friends, you know? Just. Friends. And right now, | was thinking that may have been
the sweetest moment of my life”

“It must benice” the girl offered, “having alifetime of memorieslikethat. | wish | had one moment |
could look back on.”

The old Sunquist laughed, shook hishead. “No, it' sterrible,” he said. *'Y ou spend the rest of your life
trying to find that moment again, and it’s never where you thought.” He paused, asif he'd only just heard
his own words. “It's amazing what a person will do to recapture one moment of peace. Amazing and
terrible.

Something in histone made the girl back away. But somehow shewas il in hisarms, and in turning she
had presented her faceto him.

He kissed her hard on the mouth. The girl pushed him back. For amoment, her chin bunched up and her
cheeksreddened asif she might cry, or pummel the old man to the ground.

“Dammit,” shesad. “ Damnit.” Her hands went up in exasperation. An impulse took hold of her. Sheran
up and dugged him in the arm, dared him to respond.

The old Sunquist could do nothing but stare at her in stupid love. A moment of silence, then she stalked
away down the beach. He squeezed his|lips between hisfingers. He squinted in anguish. He paced
aroundin alittlecircle of perplexity, so that Mr. Sunquist could not help feding sorry for him.

He cdled after the girl, laughing heartily asif it had al been ajoke; she made an obscene gesture over her
shoulder.

The present-tense Mr. Sunquist became aware of a profound silence directly behind him. Hewaited as
long as he could before turning around.

Mrs. Sunquist—Meanie—was gone.

He put hisfingersto his nose the way he did whenever he had to steady hisvision after too much
bourbon. He thought, thisisridiculous. How can | be blamed for something that hasn't even happened
yet? Our child isn’t even born. | don’t even know for certainit will beagirl.

But in his heart, he knew it was not ridiculous. He knew himsalf well enough to know it was entirely
likely. He smply couldn’t believe Mrs. Sunquist would not forgive him. He had been forgiven al hislife,
hedn't he?

He pushed himself up to the sand dune and searched the beach. He saw the girl stalking away adong a
con-crete seawall, making angry little skipswith her pam against the rough stone blocks.

He couldn’t find Mrs. Sunquist anywhere.

Heredized the old man was beside him. He won-dered what he should do. He had heard of people
meet-ing themsalves, of course. One aways heard stories. He just couldn’t remember how any of those
storiesturned out.

When he could stand it no longer, he turned to the old man: “'Y ou know what you' ve done?’ he asked.

The man looked shocked, like atheater patron sud-denly addressed from the stage.



“Y ou' re not supposed to—"
“Y ou couldn’t keep your hands off your own daugh-ter? Damnit.”

In truth, he was not very angry. Mr. Sunquist was more overcome with weariness. In hisweariness, he
saw hisolder personain acool and distant light, the way one sees one’ s parents after awhile. Hewasn't
address-ing himsdf anymore. He was addressing a sad old man who had lost track of things somehow.

He crouched down to take the old man’ s hand. It was bloated, the skin shiny and taut. “1’m sorry,” he
sad, “It' sjust—" He paused. How to put this?“That’ s our daughter. Do you understand? There are
somethings| just can't do. If | do these things, therewill be no limitsfor meat al.” Helooked into the
cracked old face for some sign he was getting through.

“Daughter?What do you take me for? That’ s not our daughter.” The old man laughed. Therewasa
certain malicious strain in the reedy voice. Even now, hewasn't so different. “We don't have a daughter.
We have ason, Jeremy, but | haven't seen himin five years. Y ou don’t know thisyet, do you? Sorry.
Shouldn’t have opened my mouith, | guess.”

Mr. Sunquist sighed; of course, this man would know how Mr. Sunquist longed for ason. Hewould use
that knowledge to win sympathy, emotiond leverage. Mr. Sunquist wondered if thiswas the man hetruly
was destined to become. What a pathetic and salf-serving old liar.

“Comeon, now,” he said as gently as possible. “I recognized her eyes. | know her cheekbones. The
resem-blanceistoo sirong. Y ou can't tell methiswas just some kid you picked up.”

The old satyr leaned close. Mr. Sunquist held his breath at the tang of stale bourbon. “Of courseit looks
like Mdanie,” he hissed through his gaping teeth. “Itis Mdanie”

Mr. Sunquist felt something clammy and soft in the pit of his stomach. “Y ou’ re not supposed to. . .

“I waslondly,” hesaid. “Mrs. Sunquist left me a cou-ple of years ago—Ieft us, | should say. Left us. | got
my car, | took aride down on the T-Line Highway.” The rheumy eyes squinted defiantly. “L ook at you,
you' re 0 self-righteous. What are you doing here? Huh? What are you doing here?’

“You'relying.” Mr. Sunquist backed awvay. Meanie had to be somewhere on this beach; she had been
right behind him amoment ago. He called out for her, but hiswords were caught up in asudden gust of
wind and scattered across the beach like sea birds.

“Lying? To you?Why would | lietoyou , of al peo-ple?’

Way down by the waterline, Mr. Sunquist saw the young girl hiswife had been. She looked back at the
sound of her name. Was that recognition in her eyes? Mr. Sunquist entertained the notion of following
after her. But she was not hiswife, and he was not realy Billy Lee Sunquist. Not her Billy Lee Sunquist.
Sheturned away up the beach even as he debated his next move, and then she was gone.

“I would know if you' d messed about in my past. Mrs. Sunquis—Meée anie—would have said
something.”

“Times change. Have you talked to Melanie re-cently?’
“Y ou can't just drive down the road and change my life. Y ou can'tdo that.”

“Screw your life. | waslondly.”



“You can't do that,” he repeated fervently, hopefully.

Heleft the old man on the top of the dune and started back for his car. Hefound it Sitting quietly inits
refu-eling lane. The passenger-sde door remained dightly gar, just as hiswife had lft it.

Hewalked out in the street and called for her. He had to be wrong. She was here somewhere. She was
confused; maybe she hated him alittle bit. But shewas still hiswife. He couldn’t have changed time. One
didn’t do such thingsin La Jetée. It just wasn’'t done.

Heran down the street, backward in time, calling for her as he went. Among the empty dliffswhere
beach hotel s and seafood restaurants and tempora observa-tories had once been, gulls cocked their
heads to peer down at him.

He pulled up, gasping at the highway on-ramp. All right, he told himself. Something terrible had
happened. But it wasn't too late to fix things. Meanie was till there for him. She was alittle ways down
the T-Line Highway, that wasdll.

Hewould find her as she had been. He would protect her from that sad old ghost. And she would love
him more than ever. He would seeto it. He would be good to her, and listen to what she said. He would
love the woman she wasnow . And the memories of the people they had been? He would let them
remain beautiful memories, nothing more.

Headlightsrolled across his shoulders. He turned and ssumbled. The car rolled right up to hisknees. He
thought he was dead.

The driver was awoman with shoulder-length caramel-colored hair and exotically danted eyes. The
passenger was a sad-eyed little man. He stepped out to help Mr. Sunquist off the pavement.

“Areyou dl right? We didn't even see you. We got lost coming up the T-Line Highway and missed our
city. We'rejust trying to find our way out of here. Trying, you know, not to see more than we should. . .

Mr. Sunquist looked at hiswife. Her face was clouded with blank concern for a stranger she had dmost
killed.

Heraised hishandsto plead with her through the windshield. He started to ask her,
Havel changedsomuch!

“Roger,” she said to her husband, “ask him if he needsto go to the doctor. He looks like he' sin shock.”
She started to dip out from behind the whedl. Her hus-band waved her back in the car.

“Don’t do that, Honey. Just stay there.”
Mr. Sunquist saw by the way she moved that she was extremely pregnant.

“Here.” Roger Swann peded atwenty-five dollar bill off hismoney clip and stuffed it in Mr. Sunquist’s
hand. “Go on now, fella” He glanced back a hiswifein ameaningful way. “ She'shaving ababy,” Roger
Swann confided. 1 just want to keep her happy.”

Mr. Sunquist looked down at the bill, wadded up in his palm. When he looked back, the Swannswere
a-ready driving away.

He wanted to say something, but he couldn’t think what. He watched them pull around, back onto the
T-Line Highway going south.



He ran back to the car. He used the twenty-five dollar bill to pay for his charge. Thetruth, he redlized,
was back in one of those cities along the beach. All he had to do was find where hislife had diverged
from its path—findthatmomentofclarity. Wasn't that what he’ d a-ways come back to La Jetée to do?
Hewould makeit right.

Fifteen minutes up the highway, the towers of La Jetée, like acity sculpted from thoroughly burned ash,
rosein the heat of amorning Mr. Sunquist couldn’t remember seeing.

He pulled off the highway and wegpt.

KEEPERS OF EARTH

ROBIN WAYNE BAILEY

THISUNIT REMEMBERS. THISunit. ... .I. .. .I. . .| remember.

| remember the empty streets. | remember the empty buildings, the empty shops, and the empty parks. |
remember an empty swing creaking in thewind. | remember the silence of an empty city. | remember the
amd| of emptiness.

| remember the empty blue sky—no cloud, no smoke, no smog, not even abird. A dirty newspaper
blew against my metal foot as| stood aone and looked up at that sky. My eyes were empty, too, but |
wascrying al ingde.

| remember the sun, and most of dl | remember the sudden fierce light, the horrible whiteness, then the
endlessfire.

And | thought, Wher earemymaster s?

* * *

Ezekiel 808 stood adone in the Prime Observatory. The lights of the stars that shone down through the
open dome reflected on the slvery metd of hisface, in the flawless, technological perfection of his
gleaming eyes. Heloved the sars, the still beauty of the night with all hismechanical heart. Y et the great
telescope and the sky’ s mysteries offered no distraction to soothe his tur-moil.

He held up one hand to the starlight, studying hislong fingers. They seemed strange to him now as he
dowly flexed and opened them, not hisown at al. He peered at theimage of hisfacereflected in his
smooth pam, and wondered what—no, who—he was.

“Ezekid 808 isdisturbed.” Michael 2713 stood in the observatory’ s entrance. His speech programs
seemed to be mafunctioning. His voice wavered, and his words were punctuated with uncharacteristic
pauses and hes-tations. “You. . .” he began again, troubling over the pronoun. “Y ou are monitoring to
the Alpha stesti-mony.”

Michael 2713 was only an assisting unit, assigned to the observatory to process computations, to
cdlibrate equipment, and to maintain the great telescope’ strack-ing units. He was not a high-order unit,
yet he served well, and of late seemed even to exceed his program-ming.

“I must provide data,” Ezekid 808 answered findly. He, too, found speech oddly difficult. Hisneurd
pathways churned with an inexplicable chaos, and none of his self-run diagnostics provided acause. “I
must also render judgment,” he continued. “It falsto the First-Orders to eva uate the Alpha s actions.”



Michadl 2713 walked across the floor and stopped at the console that controlled the dome’ s massive
drive en-gines. Though he looked up into the night, the shadow of the tel escope eclipsed hisface. “I, too,
have been monitoring,” he admitted. “I am only Fourth-Order, Eze-kiel 808. How isit that thisunit. . .”
He hesitated again. “How isit that | can fedl such confusion? Such uncer-tainty? Such. . .” Michad 2713
stopped and stood un-moving asif awaiting acommand, though within the parameters of his
programming he wastotally capable of independent action. “Revulson,” hesad at last.

Ezekiel 808 focused his atention more keenly on hisassisting unit. A Fourth-Order might experience
confu-sion over ingruction or datainput or even express un-certainty if sufficient variables affected a
computationa outcome. But revulsion?

“The Alphahas committed agrest crime,” Ezekid 808 explained. “We have never known crime. The
Firgt-Orders must try to understand.”

Michael 2713 raised his fists and dammed them down on the console. Sparks flew, wiring shorted, the
smdll of smoke and seared plastic rose up from the shat-tered controls. The dome doors lurched into
motion, closed halfway, then shuddered to a stop.

“Why only the First-Orders?” Michad 2713 de-manded, turning on Ezekiel 808 in the near darkness.
“Have we not al been deceived? How can we trust the Alpha ever again?’

It was astonishing behavior for a Fourth-Order. Eze-kiel 808 stared at the damaged console, then
backed away as his assistant approached him. “Y ou are mal-functioning,” he said.

“No,” Michadl 2713 replied. Histensed eyes gleamed, no longer full of shadow, but with the coldest
garlight. “I am exceeding my programs.”

To observe and record, that was my directive.

| watched the vast bulk of humanity board their shin-ing space arks. | watched the thundering fleetslift
off. They left by night, like thieves snesking away, like cow-ards skulking into blackness. And yet there
was beauty in their exodus, for their great vessals shimmered like starsfdling in reverse acrossthe
heavens asthey fled.

| had athousand eyeswith which to watch it al, for my masters had linked my sensorswith an array of
orbiting satellites. | was the camera through which they documented their departure. They saw their last
mgestic views of their mountains, their oceans, their sweeping foredts, thelr glittering ice fidds through my
eyes. Their last sunset shone through my eyes. Their last dawn—through my eyes.

| rlayed it al to them in asteady stream of digita images. Alone, | wandered through their cities, through
their universties, libraries, museums. Those images, too. | sent to them. My eyes were camerastaking
sngpshots, capturing reminders, moments of aculture. | sent it al to them.

| wonder if they wept. | wonder if they ever thought of turning back.

Luminosity gradients, temperature increases, radia-tion surges—these, too, | observed and recorded and
sent to my masters. These were automatic functions. Like some extra-planetary rover | roamed about at
will, in constant contact while the signal between us lasted. It lasted for days, weeks, while they raced
farther and fa-ther away.

| remember the day the birds died. They fell from the sky, from their nestsin the trees, and | felt strange
because, for al my technological intelligence, | could not grasp the desperation in their chirping. | picked
one up in my metal hand, looked long upon it with my meta eyes, and sent its dying image to my masters.



| felt its heartbesat cease, its breathing cease. It cooled whilel held it.
| sent amessage to my masters.Explain . | received no answer.

For thefirg time then, in that moment when | held the dying avian, | discovered it was possible to exceed
my programs. | observed and recorded.

But | dsofelt.

* * *

Malachi 017 stood on a hilltop beneath atree he, himsalf, had planted seventy-six years ago. Its great
shade spread over him, sheltering his metal body from the misty rain as he gazed westward over the lush
savan-nahs of waving grass and wildflowers. He could not say why the tree gave him pleasure or why he
came o often to the hill. But in thistime of confusion he wanted to be nowhere else.

The darkness of night was no obstacle to his eyes. He looked down the hillside and watched Joshua
4228 knedl among a gathering of smaller Tenth-Order trac-tors. The tractors should have been about
their work, planting the grasdands, tending the new shoots, sowing fresh seed.

But acrossthe world, it seemed Metdlics everywhere, no matter their order, had stopped their tasksto
ligen.

“Y ou should not waste your time with them,” he said when Joshua 4228 findly climbed the hill and stood
besdehim.

“They are confused,” Joshua 4228 said evenly.

They aretractors.” Maachi 017 gazed down at the clustered machines. They hadn’t moved from their
places at the bottom of the hill. A few stared up at him, their heads swiveled backward on their
shoulders. The rest faced eastward where the dark spires of the city stabbed at the cloudy sky. “You
would amost think they were Sitting in judgment, too,” he said.

“Perhapsthey are,” said Joshua4228. “Perhapsthisis not justly a matter for Firs-Orders alone.”
“Nonsense. They are built only for tilling the soils and planting the seed.”
“You havetilled soil and planted seed,” Joshua 4228 reminded him.

Malachi 017 turned stiffly around. “ThisunitisaFirg-Order,” he said. “1 stood at the Alpha s sdewhen
the world was ash and charred rock. | nursed and farmed the blue algae beds that replenished the air and
made dl this possible again.” He waved one arm over the sprawling vista. “1 designed and made agarden
from aseaof fused glass.” He turned a hard gaze on Joshua 4228. Do not compare meto amere
tractor.”

“You err, Mdachi 017, to cdl themmere tractors.” Joshua 4228 waked afew steps down the hill.
Droplets of rain sparkled on hissilver form as he regarded the smaler machines. “Y ou arethe Alpha' s
gardener, and there is some smal part of you, some expression of yoursdlf, in every grove, every
orchard, every meadow, every forest. If you did not plant the seed yourself, your assisting units did,
following plans made by you, using techniques taught and passed on by you. Tell me, Ma-achi 017,
when you look upon your labors do you seemere plants, weeds, flowers?’

Joshua 4228 paused to turn hisface up into the cool drizzle. His eyes closed briefly before he turned to
Mal-achi 017 again. “Y ou forget who made you, gave you thought, fired the first beam of
information-laden light into your photonic brain.” He turned again and extended his hand toward the



tractors. “Thisunit isthe Alpha’ s engineer, and there is some part of mein even theleast of the
Tenth-Order workers. In them, | am perpetuated; through them, some expression of me goes on and
mul-tiplies.” His voice became staccato, and static punctu-ated hiswords. “ These tractors. . . you,
Malachi 017. .. are.. .dl...” He seemed to freeze, asif hismarvelousy complex circuitry had locked up
in mid-gesture. Findly, he managed to finish his statement. “My. . . children.”

For atime, the only sound on the hilltop came from the soft patter on theleaves. In the west, adim flicker
of lightning briefly lit the lowest clouds, and eventually the soft rumble of thunder followed. Neither
Joshua 4228 nor Mdachi 017 moved. They stood gtill asapair of sculptures, in the manner of Metallics,
conserving en-ergy.

Theeyesof Mdachi 017 brightened ever so dightly. “ Are you still monitoring the Alpha stestimony?” he
in-quired.

“Itisour duty,” Joshua 4228 answered. “1 have not stopped. Our conversation does not interfere.”

Maachi 017 fell silent once more; then, asif with ashrug, hismetdlic body cameto life. He waked once
around the tree he had planted and placed his hand on the rough, wet bark. The sophisticated network of
sen-sorsin hispam alowed him to fed its organic texture. He often found pleasure in the touch. Tonight
he found something new—consolation. “1 do not understand de-struction,” he confessed.

Joshua gtirred himsalf to motion also. Once again he moved afew paces down the hill to regard the
tractors still gathered below. “Y ou do not come to the city often, Maachi 017,” he said dowly. “Have
you vidted the li-brary there?’

Malachi 017 turned his head toward the city’ s distant spires of black glass. “Long ago,” hesad, “while
plan-ning the gardensin the northern region of this conti-nent, | discovered thefirst of severa vaults of
books and documents our masters had left behind. The Alpha dic-tated they should be brought to the
city and the library was begun. They seemed a crude means of preserving information; | never scanned
them.”

“I have spent many hours here,” Joshua 4228 ex-plained. “Even more so, since thistria began. No
Metd-lic, except the Alpha, ever interacted with humanity, ever observed, ever knew them. To render
accurate judg-ment, | have been reading their books, viewing their films, their histories, biographies.”

“These have given you indgght into the Alpha s ac-tions?’

“No,” Joshua 4228 answered. “But they have given me some insght into Humanity, and | have discerned
the prime distinction between Metallics and Humans. It doesnot liein our skins, Maachi 017, but in
something more fundamental, more. . .” He hesitated, and when he spoke again, hisvoice wavered with a
grange note. “More. . . disturbing. It liesin humanity’ s capacity to destroy.”

At the bottom of the hill, the tractors began to move. In an orderly line, perfectly spaced, they strung out
through the darkness and headed for the city, al save one, who waited below, asmall and solitary figure,
whose gaze was locked on Joshua 4228.

“See how carefully they move through the grass,” Joshua 4228 pointed out as he watched them. “They
do no damage to the precious blades as they make their way, and the garden is preserved. Thisisan
imperative with even the least of us, the Tenth-Orders—restore and preserve.”

Malachi 017 came to the side of Joshua 4228. He, too, stared after the departing tractors. “ Thiswas not
S0 with humans?’



A soft burgt of static sounded from Joshua 4228. “ Their records reved agift for destruction, for turmoail,
for chaos. Their histories glory iniit; their biographies ennobleit; their fictions elevateit to aform of art.
Metallics have never known this capacity for destruc-tion. It isnot programmed into us.”

Malachi 017 laid ahand gently on Joshua 4228’ s shoulder. It was an unusud gesture for one Metalic to
make to another, and asign of his confusion. “Then what of the Alpha. . .7’

Joshua 4228 stared down at the sole remaining trac-tor. “Yes,” he said quietly. “What of the Alpha?’

My magters had built mewell. Their citiesburned to ash, and dl surface traces of Human civilization
vanished in asingle, searing day of heat and fire and radiation. |ce-caps and glaciers melted, and entire
seas rose up out of their beds, vaporized. Clouds of super-hested steam and smoke roiled into the
atmosphere. All creatures of the world perished save those worms and insects that made their burrowsin
the deepest places of the Earth, or those stranger species that thrived near the vol canic vents of the
darkest ocean depths.

Through the cataclysm, | strove to maintain contact with those who had made me. Perhapsit wasthe
radi-ation that interfered, or perhaps they had smply shut down our link, presuming me destroyed. |
never received communication from them again. Still, for along period of time | wandered the planet,
dutifully transmitting what | sasw—scorched and barren earth that soon was buried beneath massive
snows, which, in turn, melted avay under torrentia rains.

| cannot say precisaly how much time passed, for | spent much of it folded down upon myself, no more
than arough meta cube on the landscape. Thiswas necessary to conserve my energy, for | did not know
when or if | would see the empowering sun again. My explorations were through, and my transmissions
continued to go unanswered, so | ceased those efforts. With al my func-tions secured in save-mode, |
waited.

When the sun did return, seemingly stable once more, and when at last | rose and stood erect again, |
made two immediate discoveries. My programming had subtly changed. Then, | wondered if it had been
some effect of theradiation. Now | believeit issmply in the nature of technologica intelligence that we
grow and evolve. Whatever the explanation,observeandrecord was no longer my misson imperative. It
had changed topreserveandrestore .

The second discovery proved equally exciting.
| felt lonely.

Of the Human cities, nothing remained, but deep underground in military facilities, in research bunkers, in
industrid caves, | sought and found equipment, parts, tools, technology. Using myself asthe template, |
then created companions and assistants. In turn, these units.. . .we. . . created still more.

Humanity once had anamefor us. They called usRobots . But we took our own name. We areMetallics
. And we are the Keepers of Earth.

Alonein the Prime Observatory, Ezekiel 808 labored over the shattered control console. Hefeared. . .
yes, hefeared . . . for the delicate mechanisms that opened and closed the precious dome and positioned
the great tel-escope. He peeled back a damaged pand, effortlessy breaking bolts and screws, and
examined atangle of meted wiring.

Hefeared, a0, for Michad 2713. Some hitherto un-recognized imperative in his programming urged
him to pursue his runaway assisting unit, to anayze the aber-rant behavior, to correct it if possible, to
understand it at least. In the current climate of confusion, Michadl 2713's mafunction endangered not just



him, but other units. Potentialy, if he went to the city, even the generd order.

Ezekiel 808 resisted the imperative, however. His need to repair the damage to the dome and the
telescope overrode his concern for the asssting unit. Where were the technicians? More than an hour
had passed since he summoned them. He paused, glanced at the narrow ribbon of sky visible above, at
the unmoving dome. Returning his atention to the tangle of wires, he worked with an uncharacteritic
speed, selecting, examining. He touched the exposed ends of two wirestogether. A spark resulted.
Above, the dome doors shuddered open another degree and stopped again.

Footsteps rang in the hallway outside the main chamber. Ezekiel 808 put down thewires asatrio of
techniciansfindly arrived.

“The distance from the city does not account for your lateness,” he said.

“There are widespread mafunctions,” said one of the technicians, a Second-Order. “Numerous units
have abandoned their primary functions. They interfered, de-layed, hindered our departure.”

Ezekid 808 stepped back from the console. The tech-nicians could do the repair work faster and with
greater efficiency. Freed, at least momentarily from his concern for the observatory, he strode from the
main chamber and up the long halway past darkrooms and chart rooms, record rooms, past displays of
smdller telescopes, past photographs of moons and planets, comets, and star systems. But most of dll
there were images of the sun—many of the sun. He had built the’ scopes, and he had taken the
photographs. They meant nothing to him now. He pushed open the outer doors and stepped into the
night.

The desert wind moaned with adistressng music. It promised a storm. Ezekiel 808 turned his gazed
upward. A blazing panoramaof stars dominated the black sky, but in thewest, along band of gray
clouds crept above the range of hills and mountains that separated him from the city. In the east, more
clouds, and those veined and reddened with flickers of lightning.

He walked toward the hover transport in which the technicians had arrived and opened its doors. Finding
it empty, he turned away. On the north side of the obser-vatory was an elaborate garden of desert plants,
ornamenta stones, and imaginative sculptures. He searched its nooks and acoves. Hewaked
completely around the observatory until he returned again to the entrance.

“Michad!” hecaled. Thenagain, “Michad!”

“If Michael 2713 was near, he did not respond. Eze-kiel 808 did not keep transport at the observatory.
When businessin the city required his presence, he summoned it. Otherwise, he and his asssting unit
remained on the premises, tending the gresat tel escope, making their ob-servations, observing, recording.

Would Michad 2713 have undertaken the long walk to the city?

AsEzekiel 808 stood in the darkness at the edge of the desert, he tried to analyze the numerous
uncertainties nibbling at his programs. Theroots of them dl lay in the Alpha scrime, initsrevelation, and
initsexam-ination. Of thishe was sure.

He had ceased monitoring the Alpha s testimony. The preservation and maintenance of the Prime
Observatory, above dl dse, was his primeimperative, and he had smply blocked thetrid transmissions
to concentrate on assaying the damage. Remembering that he must soon provide testimony, himsdlf, and
with the techniciansfi-ndly at work, he activated the interna radio circuit that linked him to the event.

He heard the Alpha s even voice. He had dways drawn comfort from the sound of it before. The



Alpha—the Firgt Unit, the Template of their creation.
There was no comfort to be found in that voice now. There was only more uncertainty.
And perhaps, there was also fear.

Ezekiel 808 did not return at once to the main cham-ber. The technicians did not need his assstance. He
went instead to the observatory’ s darkroom and began to pro-cess some photographs he had taken
through the great telescope at dusk and for an hour afterward.

When theimages were clear, he lingered over them along time. Michadl 2713 was forgotten, and the
sounds of the technicians at work barely registered in his aware-ness. The voice of the Alphadroned on.
Hepaid little attention.

The developed images were stark confirmation of his most recent observations. A long, soft hiss of static
sounded from Ezekiel 808. He held up hishand to the dim red light bulb and studied it just as he had
earlier thissame night held it up to the starlight. 1t had seemed strange to him, then, not hisown. It
seemed just as strange to him now.

The voice of the Second-Order technician called to him through the door. “We have completed repairs,
Eze-kid 808,” he said. “We must return to the city.”

“Wait,” Ezekiel 808 called in return. He placed theimagesin afolder, switched off the light, opened the
door. “Leave your two assgting units here. Ingtruct them that if Michael 2713 returns, they must not
alow him accessto the Main Chamber. Heis mafunctioning.”

“Malfunctions are widespread.” The Second-Order had said so before.

Ezekid 808 studied the Second-Order technician closgly. “ Are you monitoring thetrail of the Alpha?’ he
asked.

1] NO-”

Ezekid 808 paused briefly and listened once more to the Alpha svoicein hishead. “I will meet you at
your trangport,” hetold the technician. “I am coming with you.” He turned away and found himsdlf
confronted by multipleimages of the sunin deek meta frames under protective glassthat hungin the
hallway.

Thetechnician said nothing more and returned to his asssting unitsin the main chamber.

Thefolder in Ezekiel 808 s hand felt unnaturally heavy. He made atight roll of it, passed quickly down
the long halway and out into the night once more.

Stll no sign of Michad 2713.

The stars were gone from the sky, shut from sight by the thick clouds, which had closed in faster than
ex-pected. Sheet lightning danced in both the west and the east now as two fronts crashed together. The
wind howled; desert dust and sand swirled inthe air.

A familiar sound of gears and motors caused him to redirect his gaze.

The doors of the observatory dome closed precisely.

At thispoint in my tesimony | must introduce an admission of guilt.



For ten thousand years we have been the Keepers of Earth. This planet, abandoned by humanity and
reduced to acinder, passed into our Metallic hands. Where there was ash and wasteland, we made
gardens. We dug deep to find the few buried and protected seeds that had sur-vived the conflagration.
We plunged into the depths of the few surviving oceans to nurture the algae beds that replenished the air
and made abundant life possible once more.

Weinherited ablack and charred carcass. But Meta-lic determination and Metalic care breasthed new
existenceintoit. Metalic vison and Metdlic labor adorned it once again with grace and beauty. From
the Firg-Ordersto the Tenth-Orders, all units have done and con-tinue to do their parts.

Our work isnot done. From the ruins of cataclysm, we have made ahome for oursalves. But ahome
must be maintained. It must be safeguarded when possible from the eements; it must congtantly be
harmonized with nature.

And sometimes—though this concept is not embed-ded in Metdlic programming—ahome must be
defended.

Thisunit never knew what became of Humanity when they fled to the stars. Thisunit never knew if they
survived their journey, where they went, or if they made new homes for themselves. This unit never knew
their intentions.

But thisunit knew Humanity, and knew that if they survived they would come back. Thisunit knew that if
they saw thisworld we had made, this home, they would want it once more for themselves.

Six months ago, alink in my programsthat had been silent for more than ten millennia opened. The
unex-pected message was brief and smple.Welldone,servant.Prepar eforourreturn .

Y ou may not understand. If you do understand, you may not approve. | am prepared to give any answer
you ask. | am prepared to accept judgment, condemnation, punishment, sanction.

But this unit was aready prepared.
| did not remake the world for Humans.
Joshua 4228 admired the beauty of the lightning as he walked through the wet grasses with Maachi 017

a hissde. Therewasagrandeur in the display of energiesthat delighted him and something deeper,
dranger dill inits pyrotechnic unpredictability that mystified even asit soothed him.

Theinner world of aMetallic was one of order and perfectly defined programming. And yet he
sometimes considered that there was something to be studied, ob-served, learned from randomness,
from unpredictability, from chaos.

He had seen aword recently in abook in the library, and the word wasmystical . It intrigued him, and he
spoke it sometimes when he was aone. He knew its def-inition, yet he did not quite grasp its meaning.

As hewatched the lightning, though, and felt the rain striking his upturned face, he thought for just a
flicker of an instant that it was within his grasp.

“Do you experience pleasurein walking?’ he asked Maachi 017.

“Itisnatura and efficient,” Maachi 017 responded automatically. Then, after apause, “Yes, | find it
plea-surable. | do not report such experiences often.”

“Why do we not speak of emotions, Malachi 0177’ Joshua 4228 persisted. “They are part of our



program-ming. Y et we withdraw from them. Or we deny them.”

Malachi 017 remained quiet for along moment. “ Perhaps because we cannot express them outwardly,
we cannot easily expressthem inwardly. Metal faces do not smile or frown. Our eyesdo not cry.”

It was Joshua 4228 sturnto fal slent. “But | havecried insde” hesaid at las. “| have made mistakes,
Mal-achi 017.”

Malachi 017 emitted a short burst of gtatic. “Unlikely. You are First-Order.”

Before Joshua 4228 could explain, asound inter-rupted them. They stopped and turned. Through the
grass camethe small tractor. It had been following them since they |eft the hill, though its shorter legs had
not enabled it to keep up.

“Why do you follow, Tractor?” Maachi 017 asked. “Why did you not go with your work team?’

Thetractor did not answer. Itslensed eyes focused only on Joshua 4228. It approached him, reached
out, touched hisleg, then backed away. “ Permissonto inquire,” it said.

“We have busnessin the city,” Maachi 017 an-swered, turning away again.

“Wait,” Joshua 4228 said. “ Thistractor interestsme. It's behavior isuncharacteristic.”
“Permisson toinquire,” the tractor repested.

“Granted,” said Maachi 017.

“I recognize Joshua4228,” the tractor said, “the Al-pha’ s engineer. Thisunit wishesto ask: why did
Joshua 4228 make this unit stupid?’

“Areyou mafunctioning? Maachi 017 demanded.

Joshua 4228 stared, his programs momentarily un-baanced by the unexpected question. Hisinterest
turned to curiosity, and he knelt down to observe the tractor more carefully. It waited, splattered with
mud and blades of wet grass, dripping with rain.

“You are not stupid,” Joshua 4228 explained. “Y ou possess afully functioning Tenth-Order intelligence.
That is adequate for your assigned tasks, and you perform those tasks well.”

Thetractor swiveled its head from left to right. “ Thisunit worksthefields,” it said. “ Thisunit worksthe
grasdands, forests, gardens. This unit understands seed and soil. This unit understands the care of these,
the main-tenance of these, the value of these.” It hesitated. Its gaze fixed once more on Joshua4228. “Is
there no more, En-gineer?’

Joshua 4228 felt agrowing confusion. He reached out and wiped rain from the tractor’ seyes. “You are
very necessary,” hesaid. “You play an essentid role.”

Thetractor interrupted. Y ou are Joshua 4228. That unit isMaachi 017. But this necessary, essentid unit
has no name. Thisunit atractor like dl other tractors.”

Joshua 4228 gazed up at Maachi, then back again at the tractor. Was it possible that a Tenth-Order
mocked him?

“The Alpha made you, Joshua 4228, the tractor con-tinued. “And the Alpha shared its First-Order
intelli-gence with its creation. But | am your design, Engineer. | am your technology, your creation.”



Malachi 017 bent nearer with asuddenly acute in-terest. His voice was little more than awhisper. “Y our
child,” hesad.

Thetractor gazed up at the sky. “Thisunit fedsthe rain. Thisunit seesthe lightning. Thisunit knowsthese
are good for the seed and the soil. But in this knowledge there is nounder standing . Why isthererain?
What islightning? This unit works sometimes in the city, tends the gardens there, seesso much that is
confusing, so much that confounds this unit’s programming.” The tractor extended its hands, one toward
Malachi 017, the other toward Joshua 4228. “ This unit repeatsitsinquiry:

whyhaveyoumadethi sunitstupid? ”

A trembling that defied diagnostics seized Joshua 4228’ s limbs. He caught the tractor’ s extended hands
inhisown. Hisvoicefailed him. Hetried to form words, tried to get up, but his meta joints would not
respond. “I. . .thisunit. . .I have made. . .mistakes,” he re-peated.

Thetractor backed away astep. “Thisunitisamistake,” it said, misunderstanding Joshua s statement.
“Thisunit will ddeteits programming. Thisunit will go offline”

“No!” Joshuagrabbed the tractor’ s shoulders.
Thelight in the tractor’ s eyes faded out. The pulse of energy beneath its metal skin ceased.

Malachi 017 aso backed away. “1 have never seen such athing before,” he said. There was uncertainty
inhisvoice

Joshua 4228 could not respond. His body froze, and his programs locked up in a cascading series of
contradictions, paradoxes, and reconfigurations. He barely felt Maachi 017’ s hand when it settled on his
am,

Findly, he pressed hishandsto hisface. “There are raindropsin my eyes, but why are there no tears?’
he said when he could spesk again. He stared at the im-mobile tractor.

“Because we are Metdllics,” Malachi 017 answered. “We do not die. Thistractor’s program can be
restored. Y ou can even upgrade it, should you wish. Or you can placeits programsin another, better

Joshua 4228 brushed away the hand on hisarm. “But will it bethe samelittle tractor?’ he asked. “ Are
we no more than the sum of our programs? Are you such an empty container, Maachi 017, that you
believe that? Then you have less understanding than thistractor!”

“You are over-tasking,” Maachi 017 said. “This mat-ter with the Alphais affecting dl units.” Helooked
at the tractor and backed away yet another step. “I, mysdlf, am. . . confused.”

Joshua 4228’ s eyes dimmed and brightened, and hiswords were harsh. “Y ou are afraid.” He drew
himsalf up from the mud, but he was not yet quite ready to leave. “Why did | not seethis?’ he said,
placing one hand gently on the tractor’s head. “Why do | only now begin to understand? We speak of
our roles, Mdachi 017, of our necessary partsin rebuilding thisworld. We speak of gardens asif they
were the beginning and ending of al things desirable. We speak of beauty.” He turned to the other
Metdlic. “But we have aso made athing that suddenly seemsvery ugly, and that isMetalic society. We
have made arace of mastersand daves.”

Would you have dl Metdlics be First-Orders?” Md-achi 017 asked.
“Why not?’ Joshua 4228 answered.



They resumed their journey toward the city again. Overhead, lightning shot suddenly acrossthe sky in
jag-ged boltsthat it the landscape. The black glass of the city reflected the dazzling reds and oranges: the
spires and rooftops seemed to glow, and the facades shim-mered.

Malachi 017 stopped in mid-stride to watch. “It al-most looks asiif the city were onfire,” he said.

Joshua 4228 continued on. “ Perhapsit is,” he whis-pered. “ Perhapsit is.”

| am Ezekiel 808, and | have been on-line for six thousand, three hundred, and thirty-two years, seven
months, and sixteen days. Many of you present in this court chamber or listening from other corners of
the world have never seen me before. | do not come to the city often, and when | do, | comein private,
aone, and leave quietly. | spend my time far to the east beyond the hills and mountains at the Prime
Observatory.

A few of you have been there. A few of you have put your eyesto the great telescope and viewed the
wonders of our neighboring worlds, our neighboring stars. A few of you may have been moved as| was
moved, inspired as| wasinspired each time | gazed upon those stars, those eyes of the universe which
seemed aways to be looking back.

To observe and record—that has dways been my first imperative. Thisisnoblework. Thisis necessary
work. Metalic society is more than well-planned gardens and gleaming glass buildings. We have moved
beyond the recongtruction of thisworld into a period of discovery, inquiry, exploration. | have found
unceasing pleasure. . . yes, | admit it. . .pleasure. . .in devoting my exis-tence to the study, not just of this
world, but of worlds beyond.

| do not mafunction when | say this.: Humanity did not err when they built their mighty arks and fled the
destruction of thisworld. The accomplishment is an in-dicator of their greatness. Does atractor not fleea
col-lapsing cave? Which of uswould not dodge afaling tree? We cannot understand Humanity, athough
the Al-pha says he can. But how can we condemn their actions?

But no matter. Humanity isnot ontrid. The Alphais.

To observe and record. That was my purpose, and the purpose for which the Prime Observatory was
con-structed. But now | tell you. There was adark purpose, aswell. | did not know it, recognizeiit,
understand it before.

My programstry to freeze, lock up, as| attempt to speak of it.
To observe and record. . .but also. . .to watch. . . and. . . warn!

Fourteen months ago, | aimed the gresat tel escope toward a distant nebula. Thiswas routine observation,
and part of my effortsto map unusual phenomenain the sky. My assisting unit, Michagl 2713, and | took
many photographs of the region. Not until the next day, however, when we processed the images, did we
discover what the cameras had caught—a barely observable stregk of light, much closer than the nebula
itsdlf that indicated an object moving a an extreme rate of speed.

Each night for one month, Michadl 2713 and | observed and photographed this object. Then, onthe
thirty-second night of our observation, the object not only dowed its velocity, but it modified its course.

Michael 2713 is asuperlative Fourth-Order analy<t. His ca culations have been without error, and they
supported my own conclusions. There was no doubt. We were observing acraft, vessd, vehicle. And it
was gp-proaching us.



On the thirty-third day, | journeyed to the city.
Again, my programs cascade, attempt to freeze. Yet, I. . . must. . .speak.

Thisunit. . .I. . .conferred with. . .the Alpha. Thisunit. . . revedled, explained, told. . .of our discovery.
Thisunit. . .I. . .presented photographs, charts, evi-dence, caculations.

The Alpharequested. . . silence. The Alpharequested . . . that | continue. . .to observe.
Thisunit. . . complied.

Thisunit. . .I. . . observed the craft, vessdl, vehicle . . .approach our solar system. It passed within the
orbit of the outermost world. It continued to dow, to brake. . . . and Michael 2713. . .photographed it as
it passed the ring-world. It had become easy to see—a gleaming metal sphere, silver in color, with skin
smilar to our own. Past the red planet it came.

We. . . thisunit and Michadl 2713. . . could seeit in the night sky without the gresat telescope. Any
Metallic who looked up . . . and we do not ook up often enough . . . could seeit. It ingtilled a sense of
wonder, awe, mys-tery that mere programming cannot convey or explain. On severd nights, we watched
it with no other equip-ment than our own eyes.

Nevertheless, my eyeswere at the telescope. . . three nights ago. . . when the Alphacommitted. . .his
crime. . . when the Alpha sweapons. . . destroyed the craft.

Michael 2713 ran. Never tiring, never short of breath, he ran for hours through the dark and therain. It
seldom rained in the desert, but he paid no attention. Hisfooting remained surein the thin mud and damp
sand. He raced the lightning and the wind. The flat desert made a per-fect track.

His programs cycled in an unending cascade, but he did not lock up, nor freeze. He ran, instead,
directing dl hisenergy into that Sngle unthinking activity, fixing his gaze on the ground at hisfest.

When the observatory could not be seen behind him, or even the pesks of the hills and mountains thet
stood between the observatory and the city, Michad 2713 fi-ndly stopped. Because he had not tried to
monitor himself, he had no idea how fast he had run or how far he had gone. He looked around and saw
nothing familiar. He had never been so far east before.

He glanced up at the sky, at the thick cloud cover. It was an automatic action, ingtilled in him by hislong
sarvice to Ezekid 808. But he had no wish to seethe stars, no wish to be reminded of hisownroleina

trag-edy.
Y et, hedid look up, and he was reminded.

Michadl 2713 sank to his knees, not because he was weary, but because there was nothing else to do.
Hewas only Fourth-Order. Why did hefedl. . . what was he fed-ing? Guiilt.

He leaned forward and closed hisfistsin the wet sand. Some words of Ezekiel 808 cameto him, a
memory loop that opened unbidden. Thisisthestuffthatstar saremadeof , Ezekid 808 had told him as he
held up a handful of soil. Then the First-Order had put afinger on Michael 2713’ s chest.

Youar ethestuffthatstar saremadeof .

Michael 2713 wasyoung, a new model, no more than asingle century in age. He had not understood
then the meaning of Ezekid 808’ swords. He was not sure that he understood now. Y et the words
resonated in his pro-gramming, and he knew they were important, that they were symbols for something
he could, with effort, un-derstand.



He began to cry inside. He cried for theloss of the trust he no longer had in the Alpha. He cried for the
damage he had caused to the observatory. He cried for Ezekid 808, whom he had nearly attacked as he
had attacked the console.

Mogt of al, he cried for the humans. They had come home again only to diein aconflagration not unlike
the one they had fled.

Chaos overwhelmed his programs. His systemstried to lock up, to shut down, but he resisted. He cried,
and suddenly crying became an imperative. He had no tears, and yet the emotions churned, boiled,
demanded some greater expression. He threw back his head. His metd throat strained. Without thought
or design, awrenching cry rose up from deep insde him. It was no sound ever made or heard before.

Itwasdl pan.

After awhile, Michadl 2713 roseto hisfeet again. He considered switching on theradio circuit in his
head and listening to thetria. But there was no purpose or logic in that. The outcome was irrelevant to
him. He stood apart from Metallic society now. The Alphawasfadse. If hereturned to the city, evento
the observatory, he knew that he would find many more things that were false, many more assumptions
that could no longer be trusted.

Heturned his back to the city, set his gaze on the cast, and walked.

After atime, therain ended. It never lasted long in the desert. Overhead, the clouds began to diminish,
and the moon shone through.

Michadl stopped on the rim of what seemed to be a crater. The moonlight intensified asthe clouds
scattered. Itsglow lit the desert with amilky shimmering that spilled down into that deep cauldron,
showing him asght.

Again, hethrew back hishead, but thistimeit was not acry of pain that came from him. It was ahow! of
rage.

Onthe crater floor, rising tall and straight above the rim itsdf like needles stabbing the sky stood
ninety-eight gleaming missles. Among them, on the floor of the crater, he spied two black and empty

launching pads.
Michadl 2713 swiftly caculated how long it would take him to dismantle them dl. Then he descended
into the pit.

| am Joshua 4228, and | am the Alpha’ s engineer. | made many of you. If | did not make you, | helped
to make you. Or | designed you, or you contain elements of my designs. | am the Second, endowed with
life by my Cre-ator and fashioned in hisimage.

Y ou have heard the words of Ezekidl 808. His state-ment was smple, accusatory.
Y ou have heard the words of the Alpha. He has ad-mitted his guilt.
Now. . . thisunit. . . will admit his.

The Alphadid not act done. Hetold me of Ezekid 808’ sdiscovery, revealed histimetable, explained his
in-tention. | opposed none of it. | exposed none of it.

Y ou have heard many facts. But even facts may be open to interpretation. That is not a concept many of
you will undergtand. Itisno lesstrue.



The Alphahas dways believed that Humanity would someday return to reclaim thisworld. | have
believed it, too. | have read their books, their literature, studied their documents, records, films. | know
that as a species they were courageous, inventive, resourceful. | know that they were also aggressive,
decetful, untrustworthy.

The Alpharemembers that Humanity fled this world because the sun had become ungtable. Their
scientists predicted asolar flare. . .aprominence. . . would brush or even engulf thisworld.

| do not claim to know more than the Alpha But | am Firg-Order, and | may question, anadyze,
examine. What science could predict such an event with such ac-curacy? When | look up in the sky now,
the sun appears stable. When Ezekiel 808 turns his telescopes on the sun, he finds no evidence of
ingtability | know thisbecause | have asked him. | have studied thousands of his own records and

photographs.

Y ou have only to go to the library to see adifferent kind of record, an older record, arecord of wars. . .
con-flict. . . treachery. Y ou may then question, analyze, as| have done. Y ou may ask what | have asked.

Wasit asolar flare that destroyed thisworld? Or was it aweapon, something unimaginable. Wasit some
test perhaps that went wrong? Or was there deliberate de-struction orchestrated by a race gone mad?

| do not know the answer. But | must ask the ques-tion.

| must ask why the Alphawas built to withstand the cataclysm. Wasit so that he could transmit images
and readings? Then why did Humanity shut down itslink with him before the event transpired?

Why did the Alpha s programmed imperative shift fromobserveandrecord to adifferent imperative:
restoreandpreserve . Was it some effect of the radiation, as he has speculated? But he has dso said that
his programs were well shielded. | must ask, then. Was this second imperative a corruption of the first?
Or wasit implanted from the beginning by his crestors and designed to ac-tivate at a practicd time?

The Alphahas said that he became lonédly. Could that, too, have been embedded in his so carefully
shielded programming? | must ask. Wasmy cregtion. . . your cregtion. . .the Alpha sorigina idea? Or
did Hu-manity plan from the moment of his design that he should eventualy make more of us, that we. . .
Robots! . . . would then rebuild. . . restore and preservel. . . their world so that it became fit for them
once more?

How many tools did we find buried in deep vaults? How much equipment? How many books and
records did they themsalves preserve underground out of reach of the flames?

| must ask: why?
Y ou must ask: why?
The Alpha has stated that he dways believed Humanity would return. And they came.

| take no pleasure, pride, satisfaction in admitting that | have engineered more than Metdlics. | anaso
the maker of the weapon that destroyed the human vessel. Five thousand years ago, in preparation for
this moment, with these questions unanswered and unanswerable, | went far into the desert with acrew
and congtructed. . . destruction, cataclysm, armageddon. | put the trigger in the Alpha’ s hand.

| felt nothing when three days ago he pulled that trigger. Y et, in the intervening time, | have continued to
guestion. | cannot stop questioning. It. . .is.. .a. . . haunting. . .experience. | am. . . disturbed. And | find .
..no answers. Wasit right? Was it wrong? Where isthe answer?



.. thisunit. . .| may havefoundit. . .tonight, in the grasdands, in therain. It camein thevoiceof. . .a
smdl tractor.

We are the Keepers of Earth. But now. . .| ask. ..
... Arewefit to keep it?
Malachi 017 stood aonein the court chamber. All the other First-Orders had filed out save for the Alpha

and Joshua 4228. They had retired together to a private inner room from which they showed no sign of
emerging.

How old and wesathered the Alpha had looked. There was hardly any gleam to hismeta skin.

Thewadlls of the court chamber were staid and fea-tureless. The thick black glasstinted the world
beyond. It was adifferent world, Maachi 017 realized, than he had ever known before. It was an
uncertain world with an uncertain future.

Children had rebelled againgt their parents.
A people had outgrown their. . .

... Creator. . .

... their.. .God.

In the Streets there till was chaos as Metdllics reacted to the news. But interesting things were
happen-ing. He thought of the tractor, and wished for aface that could smile. It had exceeded its
programming in astar-tling manner. Others had mentioned smilar reactionsin other Metdlics.

Could it be, he wondered, that out of adversity and uncertainty came. . .not just fear and turmoil. . .but
growth?

When he was sure that Joshua 4228 would not rgjoin him, he turned dowly and | ft the chamber. Storm
clouds still dimmed the sky, but there were sgns that the morning sun would soon break through.

Ezekid 808 stood unmoving just outside the entrance on the edge of asmall garden. Thelight in hiseyes
wasdim.

“I have heard it said,” Maachi 017 said softly, “that Humans dept through the night. Have you ever
wished that we could deep, Ezekiel 808? Have you ever wished that we could dream?’

Ezekiel 808 turned hisface toward the sky. “1 have dreamed,” he answered. “I am dreaming now.”

“Y ou must teach me this art sometime,” Maachi 017 said. He assumed a position Smilar to that of
Ezekiel 808 and turned hisface likewise to the sky. “May | ask about the folder you have rolled in your
hand?Y ou have dung toit dl through the night.”

Ezekid 808 faced Mdachi 017 for along moment, then said. “Walk with me through thisgarden,” he
sad. “My trangport will bejust alittle while”

Side by side, they passed among the ordered rows of colorful flowers and beds of herbs. Therain had
fresh-ened the blooms, and the petals shone. A pleasing scent sweetened the air. Maachi 017 especially
appreciated such beauty, for he was agardener.

When they reached the center of the garden, Ezekiel unrolled the folder. “ Areyou afraid of change,



Maachi 0177

Malachi 017 emitted a hiss of static that might a-most have passed for laughter. “Doesit matter if | am
afrad?’ he asked. “ Change happens. That isthe lesson of the night.”

Thelight in Ezekiel 808’ s eyes brightened. “Then | will tel you what | could not tell the others. | will
show you what | did not show them.” He opened the folder and held up the photographs, each with their
dark gtar fields, each with along stresk of light.

“Another shipiscoming.”

ANOMALIES
GREGORY BENFORD

| TWASNOT LOST upon the Astronomer Royad that the greatest scientific discovery of dl timewas
made by a carpenter and amateur astronomer from the neighboring cathedral town of Ely. Not by a
Cambridge man.

Geoffrey Carlide had aplain directnessthat apparently came from his profession, a custom cabinet
maker. 1t had enabled him to get past the practiced deflection skills of the receptionist at the Ingtitute for
Astronomy, through the Assistant Director’ s patented brush-off, and into the Astronomer Royal’ s corner
office

Running this gauntlet took until early afternoon, as the sun broke through a shroud of soft rain. Geoffrey
wasted no time. He dropped a celestial coordinate map on the Astronomer Roya’ s mahogany desk,
hand amended, and said, “ The moon’ s off by better’ n adegree.”

“Y ou measured carefully, | am sure”

The Astronomer Royal had found that the occasiond crank did make it through the Ingtitute’ s screen,
and in confronting them it was best to go straight to the data. Treat them like fellow members of the
profession and they softened. Indeed, astronomy was the only remaining science which profited from the
work of amateurs. They discovered the new comets, found wandering asteroids, noticed new novae and
generdly patrolled what the professionalsreferred to asloca astronomy—anything that could be seenin
the night sky with atelescope smdler than abuilding.

That Geoffrey had gotten past the scrutiny of the others meant this might conceivably bered. “Very well,
let ushave alook.” The Astronomer Roya had lunched at his desk and so could not useadatein his
college asadodge. Besides, thiswas crazy enough to perhaps generate an amusing story.

An hour later he had abandoned the story-generating idea. A conference with the librarian, who knew the
heavens like his own pam, made it clear that Geoffrey had done al the basic work correctly. He had
photos and careful, carpenter-sure data, dl showing that, indeed, last night after around eleven o' clock
the moon waswell ahead of its orbital position.

“No possihility of systematic error here?’ the librarian politely asked thetal, sinewy Geoffrey.
“Check "em yersdlf. | waskindahopin you fellowswould have an explanation, isal.”

The moon was not up, so the Astronomer Royal sent aquick email to Hawaii. They thought he was
joking, but then took a quick look and came back, rattled. A team there got right on it and confirmed.



Once derted, other observatoriesin Japan and Austraiachimed in.

“It'sout of pogition by severa of itsown diameters,” the Astronomer Roya mused. “Ahead of its orhbit,
exactly ontrack.”

Thelibrarian commented precisaly, “ Thetides are off prediction aswell, exactly asrequired by this new
position. They shifted suddenly, reports say.”

“| don't see how this can happen,” Geoffrey said quietly.

“Nor |,” the Astronomer Royal said. He was known for his understatement, which could masquerade as
modesty, but here he could think of no way to underplay such aresult.

“Somebody else' sbound to notice, I'd say,” Geoffrey said, folding his cap in his hands.
“Indeed,” the Astronomer Roya suspected some subtly had dipped by him.
“Point is, Sir, | want to be sure | get the credit for the discovery.”

“Oh, of courseyou shal.” All amateurs ever got for their labors was their name attached to a comet or
asteroid, but thiswas quite different. “Best we get on to the AU, ah, the International Astronomical
Union,” the Astronomer Royal said, his mind whirling. “ There' saprocedure for derting dl interested
observers. Establish credit, aswell.”

Geoffrey waved thisaway. “Me, I'm just afive-inch ‘ scope man. Don't care about much beyond the
priority, Sr. | mean, it’ sover to you fellows. What | want to know is, what'sit mean?’

Soon enough, as the evening news blared and the moon lifted above the European horizons again, that
plaintive question sounded al about. One did not have to be a specidist to see that something major was
afoot.

“It al checks,” the Astronomer Royal said before aforest of cameras and microphones. “ Thetides being
off true has been noted by the naval authorities round the world, as well. Somehow, in the early hours of
last evening, Greenwich time, our moon accelerated in its orbit. Now it is proceeding at its normal speed,
however.”

“Any danger to us?’ one of theincisive, investigative types asked.

“Nonel can see,” the Astronomer Roya deflected thismildly. “No panic headlines needed.”
“What caused it?" awoman’ svoice called from the media thicket.

“We can see no object nearby, no apparent agency,” the Astronomer Roya admitted.
“Usngwha?’

“We are scanning theregion in al wavelengths, from radio to gammarays.” An extravagant waste, very
probably, but the Astronomer Roya knew the price of not appearing properly concerned.
Hand-wringing was caled for at dl stages.

“Has this happened before?’ avoice sharply asked. “Maybe we just weren't told?’

“There are no records of any such event,” the Astronomer Royd said. * Of course, athousand years ago,
who would have noticed? The supernovathat |eft us the Crab nebula went unreported in Europe, though
not in Ching, though it was plainly visble here.”



“What do you think, Mr. Carlide?” areporter probed. “ Asanon-specidist?’

Geoffrey had hung back at the press conference, which the crowds had forced the Ingtitute to hold on the
lush green lawn outside the old Observatory Building. “1 wasjust thefirst to noticeit,” hesaid. “That far
off, pretty damned hard not to.”

The mediamavens liked this and coaxed him further. “Well, I dunno about any new force needed to
explainit. Seemsto me, might aswell say its supernatura, when you don't know anything.”

Thisthe crowd loved. SUPER AMATEUR SAYSMOON IS SUPERNATURAL soon gppeared on a
tabloid. They made a hero of Geoffrey. ‘ASOBVIOUSASYOUR FACE SAYSGEOFF. The
London Times ran afull page reproduction of hislog book, from which he and the Astronomer Roya
had worked out that the acceleration had to have happened in anarrow window around ten P.M., since
no observer to the east had noticed any oddity before that.

Most of Europe had been clouded over that night anyway, so Geoffrey was among the first who could
have gotten a clear view after what the newspapers promptly termed The Anomaly, asin ANOMALY
MAN STUNS ASTROS.

Of the saverd thousand working astronomersin theworld, few concerned themsalves with “local”
events, especialy not with anything the eye could make out. But now hundreds threw themselves upon
The Anomaly and, coordinated out of Cambridge by the Astronomer Roya, swiftly outlined its aspects.
So came the second discovery.

In acircle around where the moon had been, about two degrees wide, the stars were wrong. Their
positions had jiggled randomly, asthough irregularly refracted by some vast, unseen lens.

Modern astronomy is ahot competition between the quick and the dead-who soon become the
untenured.

Five of the particularly quick discovered this Second Anomaly. They had only to search al ongoing
observing campaigns and find any that chanced to belooking at that portion of the sky the night before,
The media, now infull bay, headlined their comparison photos. Utterly obscure dots of light became
famous when blink-comparisons showed them jumping afinger’ swidth in the night sky, within an hour of
the 10 P.M. Anomay Moment.

“Doesthis check with your observations?’ afirm-jawed commentator had demanded of Geoffrey at a
hadtily called meeting one day |ater, in the auditorium at the Ingtitute for Astronomy. They called upon him
firgt, dways—he served as an anchor amid the swift currents of astronomical detail.

Hooting from thetraffic jam on Madingley Road nearby nearly drowned out Geoffrey’ splaintive, “I
dunno. I'm aplanetary man, mysdif.”

By thistime even the nightly news broadcasts had caught onto the fact that having apatch of sky behave
badly implied something of awrenching mystery. And no astronomer, however bold, stepped forward
with an explanation. An old joke with not alittle truth in it—that atheorist could explain the outcome of
any experiment, aslong as he knew it in advance—rang true, and got repeated. The chattering classran
rifewith speculation.

But there was till nothing unusud visible there. Days of intense observation in dl frequenciesyieded
nothing.

Meanwhile the moon glided oninits etherea dlipse, following precisdy the equationsfirst written down



by Newton, only amile from where the Astronomer Roya now sat, vexed, with Geoffrey. “A don a
Jesus College cdled, felow | know,” the Astronomer Royal said. “He wants to see us both.”

Geoffrey frowned. “Me? |’ ve been out of my depth from the start.”
“He seemsto have an idea, however. A testable one, he says.”

They had to take specia measures to escape the media hounds. The Institute enjoys broad lavns and
ample shrubbery, now being trampled by the crowds. Taking a car would guarantee being followed. The
Astronomer Roya had chosen his offices here, rather than in his college, out of adesire to escape the
busyness of the central town. Now he found himself trapped. Geoffrey had the solution. The Indtitute
kept bicyclesfor visitors, and upon two of these the men took anarrow, tree-lined path out the back of
the Ingtitute, toward town. Slipping down the cobbled streets between ancient, elegant college buildings,
they went ignored by students and shoppers aike. Jesus College was afamoudy well gppointed college
aong the Cam river, approachable acrossits ample playing fields. The Astronomer Royal felt rather
absurd to be pedaling like an undergraduate, but the exercise helped clear his head. When they arrived at
the rooms of Professor Wright, holder of the Wittgenstein Chair, he was grateful for teaand small
sandwicheswith the crusts cut off, one of hisfavorites.

Wright was a post-postmodern philosopher, reedy and intense. He explained in acompact, energetic
way that in some sense, the modern view was that reality could be profitably regarded as a computation.

Geoffrey bridled at this straight away, scowling with his heavy eyebrows. “It’ sred, not abunch of
aithmetic”

Wright pointedly ignored him, turning to the Astronomer Royd. “Martin, surely you would agree with the
view that when you fellows search for a Theory of Everything, you are pursuing abelief that thereisan
abbreviated way to expressthelogic of the universe, one that can be written down by human beings?’

“Of course,” the Astronomer Roya admitted uncomfortably, but then said out of loyaty to Geoffrey, “All
the same, | do not subscribe to the belief that redlity can profitably be seen as some kind of cellular
automata, carrying out a program.”

Wright smiled without mirth. “One might say you are revolted not by the notion that universeisa
compuiter, but by the evident fact that someonedseisusingit.”

Y ou gents have got way beyond me,” Geoffrey said.

“Theideais, how do physica laws act themselves out?” Wright asked in hislecturer voice. “ Of course,
atomsdo not know their own differentia equations.” A polite chuckle. “But to find where the moon
should bein the next instant, in some fashion the universe must calculate where it must go. We can do
that, thanks to Newton.”

The Agtronomer Royd saw that Wright was humoring Geoffrey with this smplification, and suspected
that it would not go down well. To hurry Wright dong he said, “To make it happen, to move the
moon—"

“Right, that we do not know. Not aclue. How to breathe fire into the equations, asthat Hawking fellow
m it_”

“But look, nature doesn’t know maths,” Geoffrey said adamantly. “No morethan | do.”

“But something must, you see,” Professor Wright said earnesily, offering them another plate of thelittle
cut sandwiches and deftly opening abottle of sherry. “Of course | am using our human way of



formulating this, the problem of natural order. Theworld isusefully described by mathematics, so in our
sense the world must have some mathematics embedded in it.”

“God' sabloody mathematician?’ Geoffrey scowled.
The Astronomer Royal |eaned forward over the antique oak table. “Merely an expression.”

“Only way the stars could get out of whack,” Geoffrey said, glancing back and forth between the
experts, “isif whatever caused it camefrom there, I'd say.”

“Quiteright.” The Astronomer Roya pursed hislips. “Unless the speed of light has gone off, aswell, no
sgna could have rearranged the stars straight after doing the moon.”

“Sowe're at thetail end of something from out there, far away,” Geoffrey observed.

“A long, thin disturbance propagating from distant stars. A very tight beam of. . . well, error. But from
what?’ The Astronomer Roya had gotten little deep since Geoffrey’ s appearance, and showed it.

“Thecircle of digtorted stars,” Professor Wright said dowly, “remains whereit was, correct?’

The Astronomer Royal nodded. “We ve not announced it, but anyone with a cheap tel escope—sorry,
Geoffrey, not you, of course—can see the moon’ sleft the disturbance behind, asit followsits orbit.”

Wright said, “ Confirming Geoffrey’ s notion that the disturbanceisalong, thin line of—well, | should call
itanerror.”

“Isthat what you meant by a checkableidea?’ the Astronomer Roya asked irritably.

“Not quite. Though that the two regions of error are now separating, as the moon advances, is consstent
with adisturbance traveling from the sarsto us. That isafirst requirement, in my view.”

“Your view of what?" Geoffrey findly gave uphandling hissmal sherry glassand set it downwith a
decisverattle.

“Let me put my philosophy clearly,” Wright said. “1f the universeis an ongoing caculation, then
computational theory provesthat it cannot be perfect. No such system can be free of abug or two, as
the programmers put it.”

Into an uncomfortable silence Geoffrey finaly inserted, “ Then the moon’ s being ahead, the sars—it' sl
amistake?’

Wright smiled tightly. “ Precisdly. One of immense scale, moving &t the speed of light.”
Geoffrey’ sface scrunched into amask of perplexity. “And it just—jumped?’

“Our moon hopped forward a bit too far in the universal computation, just as aprogram advancesin little
legps” Wright smiled asthough thiswere an entirdly naturd idea.

Another slence. The Astronomer Royal said sourly, “That’ s mere philosophy, not physics.”

“Ah!” Wright pounced. “But any universe which isasort of analog computer must, like any decent digital
one, have an error-checking program. Makes no sense otherwise.”

“Why?" Geoffrey wasvisibly confused, a craftsman out of his depth.



“Any good program, whether it is doing accountsin abank, or carrying forward the laws of the universe,
must be ableto correct itsalf.” Professor Wright sat back triumphantly and swallowed a Jesus College
sandwich, smacking hislips.

The Astronomer Royd said, “ So you predict. . .7’

“That both the moon and the stars shall snap back, get themselves right—and at the sametime, asthe
correction arrives here at the speed of light.”

“Nonsense,” the Astronomer Royd said.

“A prediction,” Professor Wright said sternly. “My philosophy stands uponit.”

The Astronomer Royd snorted, letting his fatigue get to him. Geoffrey looked puzzled, and asked a
question which would later haunt them.

* % %

Professor Wright did not have long to wait.

To hiscredit, he did not enter the mediafray with his prediction. However, he did unwisdy air hisviews
at High Table, after aparticularly fine bottle of claret brought forward by the oldest member of the
college. Only ageneration or two earlier, such a conversation among the Fellows would have been
secure. Not so now. A Junior Fellow in Political Studies proved to be on aretainer from the Times, and
scarcely aday passed before Wright' s conjecture was known in New Delhi and Tokyo.

The furor following from that had barely subsided when the Astronomer Roya received atelephone call
from the Max Planck Ingtitute. They excitedly reported that the moon, now under continuous
observation, had shifted instantly to the position it should have, had its orbit never been perturbed.

S0, too, did the stars in the warped circle return to their rightful places. Once more, al wasright with the
world. Even o, it was aworld that could never again be the same.

Professor Wright was not smug. He received the news from the Astronomer Royal, who had brought
aong Geoffrey to Jesus College, arefuge now from the Ingtitute. “ Nothing, redly, but common sense.”
Hewaved away their congratulations.

Geoffrey sat, vishbly uneasly, through sometak about how to handle dl thisin the voracious mediaglare.
Philosophers are not accustomed to much attention until well after they are dead. But as discussion
ebbed Geoffrey repeated his probing question of days before: “What sort of universe has mistakesin it?’

Professor Wright said kindly, “ An information-ordered one. Think of everything that happens—including
ustaking here, | suppose—asakind of anaog program acting out. Discovering itsdlf initsown
development. Manifesting.”

Geoffrey perssted, “But who' sthe programmer of this computer?”
“Questions of first cause areredly not germane,” Wright said, drawing himself up.
“Which meansthat he cannot say,” the Astronomer Roya alowed himsdlf.

Wright stroked his chin at this and eyed the others before venturing, “In light of the name of this college,
and you, Geoffrey, being ahumble bearer of the message that began dl this. . .”

“Ohno,” the Astronomer Roya said fiercely, “next you'll point out that Geoffrey’ sacarpenter.”



They dl laughed, though uneesily.

But asthe Astronomer Royal and Geoffrey left the venerable grounds, Geoffrey said moodily, “Y’know,
I’m acabinet maker.”

“Uh, yes?’
“Wearen't bloody carpentersat dl,” Geoffrey said angrily. “We re craftsmen.”

The distinction waslost upon the Roya Astronomer, but then, much else was, these days.

The Japanese had very fast images of the moon’ sreturn to its proper place, taken from their
geosynchronous satellite. The trangition did indeed proceed at very nearly the speed of light, taking a
dight fraction of a second to jerk back to exactly where it should have been. Not the originad place where
the disturbance occurred, but to its rightful spot aong the smooth dlipse. The immense force needed to
do thiswent unexplained, of course, except by Professor Wright's Computational Principle.

To everyone ssurprise, it was not amember of the now quite raucous press who made thefirst telling
jibe at Wright, but Geoffrey. “1 can’t follow, Sir, why we can sill remember when the moon wasin the
wrong place”

“What?" Wright looked startled, almost spilling some of the celebratory tea the three were enjoying. Or
rather, that Wright was conspicuoudy rdishing, while the Astronomer Roya gave aconvincing
impresson of aman in agood mood.

“Y’seg, if theerror’ sal straightened out, why don’t our memories of it get fixed, too?’

Thetwo learned men froze.

“WEe re part of the physica universe,” the Astronomer Roya said wonderingly, “so why not, eh?’
Wright' s expression confessed his congternation. “ That we haven't been, well, edited. . .”
“Kindameans we' re not the same as the moon, right?’

Begrudgingly, Wright nodded. “ So perhapsthe, ah, ‘mind’ that is carrying out the universe's
computation, cannot interfere with our—other—minds.”

“Andwhy’sthat?’ the Astronomer Royd alittle too obvioudy enjoyed saying.
“I haven't thedightest.”

Light does not awaystrave at the same blistering speed. Only in vacuum doesit have its maximum
veocity.

Light emitted a the center of the sun, for example—which isamillion times denser than lead—finds itself
absorbed by the close-packed ionized atoms there, held for atiny diver of a second, then released. It
travelsan infinitesma distance, then is captured by yet another hot ion of the plasma, and the process
repeets. The radiation random-walks itsway out to the solar surface. In dl, the passage from the core
takes amany thousands of years. Once free, the photon reaches the Earth in afew minutes.

Radiation from zones nearer the sun’ sfiery surface takesless time because the plasmathereisfar less
dense. That waswhy afull three months elapsed before anyone paid attention to adetail the astronomers
had noticed early on, and then neglected.



The " cone of chaos’ (asit was now commonly called) that had lanced in from the distant stars and
deflected the moon had gone on and intersected the sun at agrazing angle. It had luckily missed the
Earth, but that was the end of the luck.

On an otherwise unremarkable morning, Geoffrey rose to begin work on anew pine cabinet. He was
glad to be out of the media glare, though il troubled by the issues raised by his discovery. Professor
Wright had made no progressin answering Geoffrey’ s persistent questions. The Astronomer Roya was
busying himsdf with aRoya Commission gppointed to investigate the whole affair, though no one
expected a Commission to actualy produce an idea. Geoffrey’ s hope—that they could “find out more by
measuring,” seemed to be at adead end.

On that fateful morning, out his bedroom window, Geoffrey saw a strange sun. Itslumpy shape he
quickly studied by viewing it through his telescope with adark glass clamped in place. He knew of the
archesthat occasiondly rose from the corona, vast galleries of magnetic field lines bound to the plasma
like bunches of wire under tension. Sprouting from the sun at a dozen spots stood twisted parodies of
this, snaking in immense weaves of incandescence.

He cdled hiswifeto see. Already voicesin the cobbled street bel ow were murmuring in darm. Hanging
above the open marsh lands around the ancient cathedral city of Ely wasaruby sun, itsgrand purple
arches swdling like blisters from the troubled rim.

Hiswife svoice trembled. “What'sit mean?’
“I'mafraid to ask.”

“I thought everything got put back right.”
“Must be more complicated, somehow.”

“Or ajudgment.” In hiswife' s savere frown he saw an eternal human impul s, to read meaning into the
physica world—and amora message aswell.

Hethought of the swirl of atomsin the sun, al moving dong their hammering trgjectories, immensay
complicated. The spike of error must have moved them all, and the later spike of correction could not,
somehow, undo the damage. Erasing such detail must be impossible. So even the mechanism that drove
the universal computation had its limits. Whatever you cdled it, Geoffrey mused, the agency that made
order aso made error—and could not cover itstracks completely.

“Wonder what it means?’ he whispered.

Theline of error had done itswork. Plumes rose like angry necklaces from the blazing rim of the star
whose fate governed dl intdligence within the solar system.

Thus began atime marked not only by vast disaster, but by the founding of awholly new science. Only
later, once studies were restored at Cambridge University, and Jesus College was rebuilt in aperiod of
relative calm, did this new science and philosophy—for now the two were dways linked—acquire a
name: thefield of Empirica Theology.

ONE OF HER PATHS

IAN WATSON



| N APRIL 2120 THE test shipProbe left Earth orbit, powered by the annihilation of matter and
antimatter. Since the discovery a decade previoudly of a tiny anti-iron asteroid and its successful
harvesting employing el egant containment techniques, new super thrust engines had empowered
ships to boost to the orbit of Saturn within eight weeks, a situation which the available supply of
antimatter would permit for another thirty years.

But Probe was not testing antimatter propulsion. Probe was to test the Q-drive which
theoretically should advance a ship to the nearer stars through probability-space, the underlying
condition of reality, within several monthsinstead of decades . Probe’ s destination: Tau Ceti,
twelve light years away.

By June 2120 Probe wa ssufficiently fa rout of the gravity well of the Sun for the Q-drive to switch
on, and, as planned and hoped for, the test ship vanished—to reappear in the solar systemallittle
over six months later, inwardbound.

When Probe was recover ed, the dozen rats on board were still alive, hale and hearty, and of the
six little monkeys, five survived in decent shape. The sixth was a victim of its food supply
jamming. All the animals had been caged separately, though spaciously, supplied with ex-ercise
equipment and toys. Time-lapse cameras recorded nothing untoward during the journey through
Q-space to the outskirts of Tau Ceti and back.

While Probe had lingered on those outskirts, it had established that, of the planets of Tau Ceti
already detected from the solar system, the second possessed a promising biosphere: an
oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, oceans, weather systems over the scattered land masses. Even if
only simple cells lived on that world, they had been beavering away for a long time to good
purpose.

In 2123 construction of Earth’sfirst crewed starship, Pioneer, began. Four years later the large
ship wasready.. . .

Long before Doctor Mary Nolan enters Pioneer itsdf, sheisthoroughly familiar with the spacious
interior from virtua redlity training. The Q-drive pod jutting ahead like along battering ram tipped with a
samovar, then the antimatter containers amidships that feed the en-gines at the stern, together form along
central spindle around which the great doughnut of living quarters rotates quickly enough to provide
imitation gravity at haf agee. The doughnut houses a hundred cabins, one for each crew member.

Bed-couches are big enough that the dozen coupleswho are aready married or partnered can bunk with
one another, though who knows what may happen during the course of such an expedition? The potentia
for privacy isimportant. On top of her medical qualifications Mary’ s second string is psychiatry. Asde
from the months necessary to progress beyond Saturn, and the six-month trip through Q-space, plus at
least ayear spent in the Tau Ceti system, colonization is possible (three shuttles are strapped to the
gpindle), so the ship is provisioned for agenerous four years, not to mention the food that will be grown
on board hydroponically.

After the obligatory pre-departure fortnight spent in quarantine—ten persons per isolation unit—the
interior of Pioneer strikes Mary as particularly spacious. (After another year or so, will it till seem so
roomy?) At half agee her tread is buoyant—yet deliberate and cautious, asisthe pace of other
colleagues newly aboard.

“Hi, Gisda” It' sdark-haired athletic Dr. GisdaFrick, who isqudified in microbiology and biochemistry
aswdl as medicine and physiotherapy. Mary did not share quarantine with Gisdla, nor with the
expedition surgeon Dr. Y ukio Y amamoto, nor with dentist and geologist Howard Coover. A surprise



infection must not catch the prime medica team al together. Back-up personnel werein separate
guarantine units as a precaution—awhole duplicate crew had trained.

“How doesit fed to you, Gisda?’

“To beredly aboard at last? Great! Ah, do you mean the motion. . .? It'sokay.” Gisda swings her head
skittishly. “Oaops”

The floor conssts of flat sections each acouple of meterslong, gently tilting with respect to one another.
Curved flooring would have presented an engineering problem as regards the furnishing of cabins and the
mounting of lab equipment and in many other respects, but the sense of down-orientation shifts subtly as
aperson waks. What's more, there are the effects of Coriolisforce. Hurrying, or abrupt changes of
direction, could disorient and nauseste.

“The anti-nausea pills seem to be effective,” says Gi-sda. Of course without the centripetal semblance of
gravity therate of boneloss would be unacceptable. “ | wonder whether there could be long-term
problems with tendonitis? Might we end up like birds gripping imagi-nary branches?’

Thisisnot something that the virtua redity tours were able to smulate. At the moment the difference
from true semi-gravity istrivia. Canit leed to physicad imparment in the long run? Not that anyone will
tryrunning around the main corridors, but only jogging on stationary treadmills.

Greeting colleagues after afortnight’ s separation from them, and nodding to fellow quarantinees, Mary
and Gisdlahead for their clinic, not to inventory it, but more to check that it corresponds exactly with
virtulity.

Which it does. As do the two gyms and the science labs and the restaurant (for the sociable) and the
recregtion hall and the hydroponics-cum-botany garden. . . . Yes, the ship issurely big enough for a
hundred people to share and work together harmonioudy for ages. Failing harmony and happiness, there
isaways recourse to one' s private cabin with computer accessto atreasury of literature, music, games,
and virtual experiences from skiing to scuba-diving, al the way through the aphabet of possibilitiesand
back again.

People, people—under the command of Commander Sherwin Peterson. Mary knows those with whom
shewasin quarantine quite intimately by now, many others rather well to varying degrees, and none of
the others are exactly strangers; besides which, she can screen all available data about them. No excuse,
after thefirgt few days of waiting in Earth orbit, for not matching namesto facesingtantly.

Theofficid language of Pioneer is English, but she hears occasionad German and French and Japanese
too. The four co-operating powers behind the expedition are America, the Euro-Union, Audtralia, and
Japan. If afoothold can be established on Tau Ceti 2, the Chinese plan their own independent ship. No
one can argue with that.

Here' s John Dolby, the climatologist, John James Pine, geologist and one of the three shuttle pilots, Eric
Festa, nutrition, botany, and hydroponics, Denise Dubois, astrophysics, Carmen Santos, engineering,
Chikahiro Suzuki, computer systems, navigator Nellievan Torn. ...

T wo months|ater, Pioneer has passed the reslm of Saturn (although its be-ringed monarch isfar away)
and no failures have occurred, neither of machine nor man, nor woman, aside from various minor
alments, swiftly diagnosed and cured. Mary and her two medica colleagues monitor everyone s hedlth,
making sure that sodium and iron levels do not rise. In liaison with Eric Festathey supply minerd
supplements where required. An Austraian pair of partners, Sandy Tate and Jeff Lee, oceanography and



life science respectively, are pregnant—or rather, Sandy hersdlf is. She must have conceived before
entering quarantine, either acciden-taly or irresponsibly. Their child will be born toward the end of the
sx-month trangt through Q-space, afirst for the human race. Mary will keep a careful eye on Sandy. By
now amost everyoneison first nameterms. Pilot Pineis Jay-Jay; Dr. Suzuki is Chika. Theshipisa
family. How appropriate that afamily should have ababy. A few other pairings are occurring, Jay-Jay
and Denisg, for instance. Mary isfedling agrowing fondness and shoots of desire for Eric Festa, who
reciprocates her fedings. Eric, from Dortmund, is anourishing person to know. Thetwo often stinthe
botany section and talk amidst the orchids—for beauty—and tomatoes and carrots and soy beansfor a
nutritious diet.

On the evening, ship-time, preceding Q-day there' safeast in the restaurant from the ample store of
varied vacuum-packed reduced sodium and iron gourmet mesls.

“Complimentsto the chef!” someone calsout.

“Chef’ sback on Earth!” dietitian Eric declares, prompting laughter and applause. Spiritsare high.

Afterward, Com Sherwin reminds everyone of pro-cedures. When the time comesto switch on the
Q-drive, dl personnd other than those on the bridge must be in their cabinstethered to their
bed-couches. Probe encountered no visible problems when entering Q-space. Nevertheless, err on the
safe sde. Trandent side effects that rats and monkeys could not report might affect hu-man beings.
Psychologica or perceptud glitches, akin to the mild imbaance caused by Coriolisforce.

Com Sherwin has an Air Force background, back in his younger days where backgrounds should be, his
route from daring test pilot to astronaut training. He piloted the first hazardous antimatter-asteroid
reconnaissance. Later, famoudy, he had risked hislife takingTheDart on aflythrough the clouds of
Jupiter, en route ramming agas-whale and carrying it back into space with him spitted onTheDart
indeed draped aroundTheDart , its collgpsed quick-frozen carcass dmost enfolding his ship, agift to
science athough a cause of some contro-versy. Of the numerous probes that had dropped into Jupiter
only two had ever spotted gas-whales.

Interviewed onSystemwide: “Aren't the gas-whaesvery rare?’

Peterson: “Not in that huge volume of aimosphere. Not necessarily.”

“Weren't you risking your ship and your life on asudden impul se?’

Peterson: “| had severa secondsto think. | reckoned | had a good chance.”

“Apparently your pulseratedidn’t evenrise.”

Peterson had merely grinned, engagingly.

“So what’ s your favorite book then,Moby-Dick ?’

“No, actudly it'sLinda Bernstein’ sBeYour OwnL eader atPeacewithYoursdlf . | read a page anight.”

Peterson was solid. Capable of split-second decisive-ness, yet possessing a balanced serenity, and dso a
folksy touch if need be.

Mary islying abed dressed in mission multipocket-wear, green for medic, in the cabin that by now seems
asfamiliar and homelike as her girlhood room in Michigan, listening to the calm tones of Com Sherwin
from her comp speakers as Sherwin talks through the Q-sequence, only partly understood by her. She
remembers doing her best to understand alecture at Mission Control, given as part of the year-long



training schedule,

“Fundamentally,” a dapper, bearded Physics Professor had said, “the Q-drive functions as a quantum
computer that is given the problem of trandating a ship from Sun-space to Tau Ceti space. Y our actua
ship’s computer for everyday useis a super-duper Turing-type machine. When you access your ship's
computer, it may sound to you like an artificid intelligence—the software’ sdesigned to be
user-friendly—but we' re il twenty years away from genuine Al.

“Aw, Sixty years ago people were saying the same, and Al hasn't happened yet, so | ain’'t making any
prophecies.

“Anyway, if you set a Turing machine arealy big task—for example, tdll it to factorize a 500-digit
num-ber—it’ Il tackle solutions one after another, and that will takeages , evenif themachineisredly fas.
In aquan-tum computer, on the other hand, al the possible an-swers are superposed. Superimposed
smultaneoudy, asit were. Bingo, the wrong answers cancel each other out, and you get the right one.
Not that this happens instan-taneoudy—it il takestime. In the case of determining arouteto Tau Ceti
al routes are consdered including going via Sirius or Andromeda or even by way of aquasar at thefar
sde of the universe. Quantum theory sums over al paths between two points, as we say, and that means

al possible paths.”
“Doesthismean,” someone asked, “that we might end up in another galaxy?’

“No no,Probe proved that won't happen. The nonsense routes cancel out. Now a quantum device such
asthedriveisvery speciadized and needsto be kept asisolated as possible. It' s entangled with the ship,
but reg-ular computing on board still hasto be done by your Turing machine.”

Some wit had stuck up hishand. “1’d say that the Q-driveisthe red touring machine!”
“Very droll. | wasreferring to computer pioneer Alan Turing, who unbelievably was hounded to suicide

because he was differently sexed.” Evidently a cause of anguish and anger to thislecturer.

Sum over paths, Mary muses.
Some Over-Paths. Ways of jumping from here to there. Or perhaps of burrowing.

Samovar Paths, in view of the shape of the Q-driveunit. . . .

Summer Paths, the bright way to the stars. However, the gppearance of Q-space as recorded by Probe
'S cameras was an ocean of gray frogspawn. . . .

* * %

“Initiating primary power upteke. . . .We havefour green bdls. . . . Sixty secondsto Q-insertion. . . .”
“Thirty seconds. .. .”

“Fifteen....”

The seconds pass. The cabin quivers and shimmers and is the same again. Same photos of family and
friends and scenery sticky-tacked to the walls. Same dream-catcher mobile of feathers and knots. Same

everything.
Except for the sllence, silence apart from the softest hum from the speskers.

Has communication failed? In Q-space can no one hear you make announcements over eectronic
equip-ment?



“Uh, testing?’ she queriesthe silence, and she hears her own voice clearly enough.

Mary untethers and sits up, goesto her door, didesit open. The corridor is empty; other cabin doors
remain closed. Evidently she' sthefirst to emerge. Gisela s cabin isonly three doors down.

Mary knocks, then dides the door open.
Gisdla scabin isempty apart from her personal possessions.

Likewise Carmen’scabin, likewiseDenise's. . . .

All the cabins Mary tries are empty. It seemsimpossible that everyone can have untethered before her
and goneto the bridge to ook at the viewscreens,impossible . But what else could they have done?
Mary must have suffered alapse of consciousness, agap in avareness.

To the bridge, then! Though without running or rush-ing.

The bridge is deserted, instruments and control s un-tended. Lights glow on boards, equipment purrs. On
the viewscreens is the mottled gray of Q-space. No gars, just endless dimens onless frogspawn. Exactly
as expected.

“ Wher €' severyone?Willsomebodyanswer me!”
No answer comes.

Has everyone hidden in the rec room or in the hydroponics section to play ajoke on her. . .? She'll goto
the rec room and ninety-nine voiceswill chorus,Boo . Oh redly, at this momentous moment, the first
entry of thefirst crewed ship into Q-space? And why pick onher ?

Nevertheless, she does go to the rec room, which is deserted, then to the empty restaurant, then to the
bot-any areawhere only plants are to be seen.

A typeof hysterical blindness and deafnessis afflicting her—people are here yet sheisfailing to hear and
seethem.

This hasto be nonsense.
“ Gisdla! Eric!'Yukiol ComSherwin! Whereareyou?”

They are gone, dl gone. SheisaoneonPioneer .

The reason for this mass disgppearance must be something to do with the nature of Q-space—an effect
of the Q-drive as regards conscious intelligences such as human beings. So Mary reasons.

Why didProbe ’s cameras not show monkeys and rats as missing? Ah, but the test animalswere dl
caged separately from one another. Concelvably they did notexperience the presence of their felowsin
the other cages. But they could not report their experience, or lack of it.

Can it be that each conscious observer on board thePioneer has given riseto acopy of the ship, each of
which contains only one person? Right now one hun-dred copies of thePioneer are heading through
Q-spacetoward Tau Ceti. When dl of these arrive and switch off their drives, will al the copies
reintegrate and become once more one single ship with a hundred people aboard it?

Collapseofthewavefunction. . . that’ sthe phrase, isn't it? Something to do with multiple probabilities



becoming one concrete redlity, as Mary recalls. Surely that stuff happens at the subatomic level, not to an
entire ship massing thousands of tonnes.

Sill, it salifdineto ding to: in Sx monthstime everyone will cometogether.

During so many months the hundred ships can hard-ly remain identical. Mary will consume certain
supplies; absent colleagueswill account for different supplies. She rememberstheripple that occurred as
she entered Q-space. On emergence, will the merging ships adjust so that there are no discrepancies?

What if two people happen to be in exactly the same place? |'s one of them displaced? Does that happen
gen-tly or violently?

The more shethinks about it, the more iffy the idea of reintegration becomes.

T he deserted ship subtly menacing. Random noises might be phantom footfalls. A reflection or trick of
light and shadow could be a glimpse of someone moving out of Sght. Her vanished colleagues may, in
their own copies of the ship, be experiencing minor psychotic episodes or halucinations.

Suppose someone monkeys with the controls. Suppose that a copyship re-enters normal space
prema-turely, or is disabled. Reintegration might never be able to occur. Pioneer might fly onward
forever.

She mustn't let this notion obsess her. She has hun-dreds of years' worth of food and drink if consumed
by one person done. She shan't starve!

If each shipissmilarly stocked this seemsabit like the miracle of the |oaves and fishes. How can redlity
multiply in such away? Maybe Mary’ sisthe only ship. Maybe only one conscious observer could
remain in ex-istence. By sheer chance this happened to be her.

No, no, remember all therats. And al but one of the monkeys.

* * *

“Taking to yoursdf, areyou, Mary?’

“Nothing wrong with that. People do talk to themsdlves. That’ s how we monitor what’ s going on. Helps
us plan what to do next. Evolution didn’t give us fast random-access memories—so wetell oursavesa
story, the story of our self. That’s how we remember things. It reinforces short-term memory.”

“Adults generdly tak to themsdves silently, not doud.”
“Wall, there’ s no one around to take offense. There' sjust me.”

“Just you, en? After awhile, if you talk doud to yoursdf, it' sasif there are two of you—the talker, and
the person you talk to. You can become the audience, hearing words which smply seemto emerge. In
that case who isdoing the talking? Listen: when we al come to-gether again maybe we might re-enter
any of ahundred different universes”

“Surely astar very like Tau Ceti hasto bein the same location, otherwise how could we emerge from
Q-space?”’

“Ah, but maybe we would pick up no ten-year-old radio signals from the solar system, supposing we had
apowerful enough receiver. In that other universe the human race may never have evolved. Pioneer may
be the only abode of life. Tau Ceti 2 may not be habitable.”



“Thanksabundle”
“Look, why don't you talk to thecomputer more?’

“Because the computer only smulates having amind of itsown. That’ swhy it hasno name. A woman's
voice, yes, and awoman’ s avatar-face if we want one, but no name so wewon'’t befooled. A
psychiatrist seeking aid and counsel from a program is absurd. However sophisticated the programiis, it
cannotknow . It merdly listens and responds as appropriately as possible. After awhile, that's
maddening. Ask it how to repair asolar power plant or remind you how to fix aruptured spleen, fineand
good. It goesthrough itsrepertaire. If we did have true artificia intelligence, | dunno, maybe there would
be some magic quantum link between the Alsin dl the ships and we could al communicate. But we
don't, and thereisn't.”

Of course she dready asked Computer what is hap-pening.Pioneer istransting through Q-space, Mary.
Do you want afull status report? No, just whereis everybody € se? Where isthe Commander? | don't
know, Mary. Shemay aswell ask hersalf. She doesn't wish to confuse Computer. Just take usto where
we re going and carry on with the housekeeping.

Playing her favorite arias by Puccini throughout the ship turns out to be abad idea. The music seemsto
mask rustlings and whispers.

When Mary was sixteen she thought she saw an angd. Mot likely she was dazzled by sunlight while
hiking through woodland. A tiny lake was asilver mirror, and bushes were covered and linked by
innumerable be-dewed spiders webs. She saw abeing with wings, spar-kling bright. Of a sudden
bird-song seemed to combine in asingle rhapsody of musica counterpoint the mean-ing of which only
just duded her. Shefdt cdled. A few centuries earlier she might have become anun. In the event she
specidized in psychiatry after earning her medica qudifications.

Her parents were both practicing Catholics, who con-fessed and went to mass regularly. They dways
denied themselves some treat during Lent—generaly, in her Dad' s case, drinking with thefelowson a
Saturday night. None of the fellows were Catholics, nor was the town a Catholic one—her Mom and
Dad needed to drive twenty milesto attend mass—so Dad had adopted ajokey, ironic front for hisfaith.
“Next year | might give up fast food for Lent.” “Oh we don't need to worry about what to

believe—we retold what to think.” He did good works, quietly, smple kindnesses to neighbors and
col-leagues. Mary had dready begun |apsing into agnosti-cism by the age of fourteen, and she
encountered no pressure or reproach from her parents, but where it came to good works, Dad was a
beacon to her.

Without the medical attention provided by hersdf or Gi-sdlaor Y ukio or Howard, what if othersfal ill
during the next six months? No longer quite six months—by now aweek of that stretch has passed. Just
one damn week!

Persondly she' srather more bothered right now about the hydroponics. Fluids and nutrition are
automated, but the care of carrots and tomatoes and bean sproutsis not her field at all.

WhataboutSandy’ spregnancy?Sandy ison her own, expecting a child, and knowing now that she will
haveto give birth to it unassisted. What if Sandy de-vel ops toxemia? How will she control that? What if
she suffersadifficult ddivery? What if shecannot ddiver until reintegration?

How can Sandy bealone if afetusis growing inside her, four months old by now? Did the
separation-event treat her and her child as one unit—or did the event rip the fetus untimely fromiits
mother’ swomb, aborting it into yet another copy of the ship, perishing on Sandy’ s bedcouch? Thisistoo



awful to contemplate.

Something eseis aboard with Mary. Something quite unlike an angd, and besides she does't believein
those.

“Whatareyou?” she cries.” Whereareyou?”

Armed with akitchen knife, she ranges around the great doughnut, searching and finding nothing. It'sas
though she, the reluctant woul d-be observer of the Enigma, isadways where there' salow probability of
finding whatever it is. Whereit is, sheis not. She can sense a sort of semi-absent presence, never enough
for actudity.

Isn't there something cdled an exclusion principle?
“Maybe you should put yoursdlf on tranquilizers.”
“No, you must stay dert!”

Maybe she arouses the curiosity of whatever it isyet it wantsto avoid harming her. Alternatively, it finds
her daunting and, athough in a sense summoned by her, it kegps out of her way, sniffing and tasting
where she has been.

“All right, you' ve been aone for afortnight now. Twenty-two more weeksto go. People have spent far
longer periods on their own without al the amenitiesyou enjoy!”

Movies, if desired. The hustle and bustle of actors. Any number of computer games. Virtud redlity
sght-seeing, VR adventures. Whatever, whatever.

Shetried to watchTheSoundofMusic as a safe choice in the rec room, but she couldn’t concentrate. She
dares not enter avirtud redity—the Enigmamight creep up on her while sheisimmersed.

“All those people who spent time alone: they still knew that other people existed in the sameworld as
them. | know the contrary!”

“Mary, Mary, how contrary, how does your garden grow?’

“So many bean sprouts dready! Do | harvest them? | hate bean sprouts. Give me the deluxe meds any
day.” More than enough of those to make every day aspecia occasion. “Why shouldn’'t | hog on
those?’

“Why not cook something specid for yourself?’ The frozen food store contains awedlth of raw
ingredientsin case the vacuum-packed foods somehow fail, or pall.

“Sincewhen was | achef?1t’'s stupid cooking for one.”

“Cook for metoo.”

“This sensation of something unseen sharing the ship with me—I can't tolerate it for months on end!”
“Evenif the sensation may be preferable to total isolation?’

“Showyour selftome! Inamirror, if you can’t manage anything more substantia.”

And therethe Enigmais, in her cabin’ smirror.



But it ishersdf that she sees.

Maybe the Enigmais floating directly behind her back, tucked out of sight. Abruptly she shiftsaside.
Oops, alittle surge of nausea. Oh the Enigmaistoo quick for her by far.

She cannot catch it full-frontally. She must seek it by indirect means. Mary must practice asort of Zen art
of not-looking, not-seeing.

A sapsychiatrist Mary understands the principles of meditation and she has even practiced abit in the
past. The silent, empty ship isan idea focus of vacancy. Session by session—interspersed by more
mundane tasks—she blanks her personadity. After each session she surfacesto rediscover herself, the
only con-sciousness hereabouts, amind amidst avoid.

Isthere arisk that she may remain in tune with the void until her motionless body starvesto death?
Grum-bling gutsrecall her to activity—so far, at leadt.

After many daysof annulling hersdf. . ..

A perception emerges from the medium through which thePioneer travels.
<<You believethat your identity is confined herein thisship.>>

Wl yes, she does.

<<Fundamenta being isforever transdforming itself. Think of bubblesin boiling water. Think of flamesina
fire. Think of wesather cellsin an aimosphere. Being isthe process, not the particulars. Itsfacets
congtantly manifest themsalves only to disintegrate and then reintegrate.> >

Such isthe perception that scrutinizes her.

<<You are abubble of mind, atongue of living flame, which might last for ahundred orbits of your world
around your sun, amere moment of cosmic time. But you are aso one facet of ahundred-fold being, the
crew of thisship. Thishundred-fold being has separated itself from amany-billion-fold being—which you
cdl Humanity.>>

A many-billion-fold being?

<<Humanity from the dawn of consciousness until final demise exists asafour-dimensiond blaze of
mem-bers arising and dying and replacing themsdves, dl linked, ever loosening, ever reinking, within
which flickersyour own particular flame.>>

Why isshe being told this? Doesit help, or is some godlike entity ingpecting her coolly? Alternatively, is
shehdlucinating?

<<Redlize! From birth to death an intelligent plan-etary speciesisasingle mentd entity, its mentality
made of al the mindsthat composeit. Individuad units of Hu-manity processtiny parts of itstotdity. Each
individud is part of an eon-spanning exchange of information—unaware of this except in rare moments of
indgght. Or outsght. Beatific moments, poetic moments, shamanis-tic, halucinatory. Y ou often
misinterpret such partial, flegting glimpses as encounters with Gods or spirits or ghosts or fairies or, more
recently, encounters with fly-ing saucer folk.>>

“Tdl memore”



<<During the millions of years of its existence the species-entity may remain done. Such beingsarefew
and far between in space and time during any mega-era. Even so, their number is considerable overdll,
for the present universe was spawned from a parent uni-verse, and in turn givesrise to daughter
universes, agrest tree of universes.>>

Thisisbig stuff. Is she capable of imagining dl this on her own? Quite possibly. Why should agodlike
entity bother to communicate with her?

Ah, but an answer comes.

<<Some planetary species send parts of themsaves through space on ajourney lasting generationsto the
worlds of other stars, creating an offspring of themsaves. Some of these offpring encounter an dien
spe-cies and the two beings either destroy or corrupt one another or €lse become ahybrid. A very few
planetary species send the exiled part of themselves not through ordinary space but through the
underlying space of probabilities—and here they encounter its entities, as you do now.

<<Your shipisnot yet far fromitshome. Y ou are sill entangled. The entity, Humanity, can now be
rec-ognized and addressed. And if addressednow , Humanity asawholeis aso addressed in the past
andinthefuture.

<<Was,is,andwillbe.> >

Mary has had avison. What is she to make of it?

Issheand iseveryone e se who ever lived, or who will live, only so many iotasin asingle entity spanning
millions of years? By traveling through Q-space, has she encountered a higher entity—and caused
Humanity to be contacted in the past and the present and the future? On this, um, higher level of
metaconsciousness, to which individua persons only ever have fleeting and partial access at best?

IfPioneer had never been built, nor some smilar Q-space ship in the future, humanity would probably
have remained isolated and uncontacted. Y et because contact occurs now, contact also applies
retroactively. Tota-Humanity may understand this paradox, but it fazes Mary. No individua human being
has ever or will ever be aware of more than ajot of the communication between Pan-Humanity and the
Probability Entities. Thiswill elude mere people, much asthe betting on atortoise race e udes the
tortoises. Or perhapsthat should be: arace between fireflies.

Mary fedssheislikeasngle brain-cel present dur-ing afew moments of a symphony.

If the hundred copies of thePioneer do reintegrate successtully in another five months' time, and if she
an-nounces her revelaion, will psychiatris Mary befor the funny farm?

Theair in her cabin smdls musty. Surfaceslook dusty.

Quite nimbly, in the circumstances, sherisesfrom her lotus position. With afingertip shetracesaline
across her com-console,

God dmighty, thedatedisplay . . . .
The date, the date.

Q+178.

Q+178.



A hundred and seventy-eight days, very nearly six months, have passed since thePioneer entered
Q-space and she found hersdlf isolated. Mary has been advanced through timeitself. She has been
extracted and rein-serted later, abridging her londly journey from monthsto days.

“Oh thank you!” she criesinto the silence. “Thank you so very much!”
Y et now there’ sno sense of Another on the ship with her.

Full of wonder and gratitude, she sets off to check on hydroponics. What ariot of life and death shefinds
there—rot and fecundity, the air so heady and reeking. Isit possiblethat Gisdlaand Eric and all of her
col-leagues may aso have been advanced through time?

Including Sandy, no longer condemned to give birth al aone?

Mary muses, in the dispensary. If the hundredPilgrims do reintegrate successfully, and if her ninety-nine
col-leagues havenot been blessed as she has been, what may the medical team need to provide quickly
intheway of sedatives or simulants or vitamin supplements?

Of asudden the warning siren blares automatically, whoop-whoop-whoop , such ashocking hullaba oo
that her heart races.

Thank god for it, though, thank god. She has fifteen minutes to return to her cabin and tether hersdif.
Should she bother to do so, or smply stay here? If Gisdaor Y ukio arein this dispensary she might bump
into them, disastroudly. Her cabinis safer.

The cabin writhes, as before. Every surface shimmers. It'sasif her eyesarewatering. Then dl isclear
and sharp again, herphotos, her mobile, her termind.

Com Sherwin’ s voice comes briskly. “ All hear me. Re-emergence from Q-space achieved. Pioneer has
acquired Tau Ceti space.”

Acquired, acquired! Pioneer has acquired awhole new solar system. And rgjoice, Mary has regained her
fellow human beingd

“TauCeti 2isvishbleat 9.8A.U.”

Have her fellows arrived here with a skip and ajump, or the dow way?

“Felow pioneers, we were al separated—for which there may be various explanations.”
Yes?Yes?

“I hopewe are dl together again. | seethat the main bridge team iswith me, & least. All non-flight
personne proceed to the restaurant right away for rollcall. Dr. Su-zuki isto bein charge of rollcall.
Back-up isMgjor Pine. Second backup is Dr. Santos. Preliminary debrief to fol-low later. Do not close
your cabin doors after you leave. Medica team, check al cabins.”

Good thinking. If Chikais not available, Jay-Jay will tally numbers. And if Jay-Jay isnot present, Carmen
will coordinate. Some people may not be able to leave their cabins. How long has Com Sherwin had to
think about contingencies?

“Proceed. Bridge out.” He has not said whether he himself spent monthsin Q-space—or only asingle
month followed by acouple of days.



People emerging into the corridor. Heartfelt greet-ings. Some tears of relief.
“Denise,” Mary cdlsout,” howl ongwer eyouinQ-space?”

They embrace. “Oh Mary, it fdt like forever! Six long months.”

“Wereyou doneadl that time?’

“Entirdy.”

“Y ou, Carmen, how long?’

“Six shitting months. I must get to the restaurant, Mary.”

“Of course”

Babble, babble as people proceed asinstructed. Eric’s cabin is further away around the doughnut out of
sight. Be methodica: check insgde each cabin even if adoor iswide open. There s Gisdain the distance,
opening adoor and popping insde. Despiteingtructions afew peo-ple may have shut their doors
unthinkingly behind them. Here€' sadoor that is closed, belonging to: Sandy T ate . Sandy, Sandy! Mary
knocks, cals her name.

Freckled, ginger-haired Sandy is sitting on her bed-couch, a swaddled baby held in her arms. She hugsit
to hersdf protectively. Protectively?—no, it looks more asif Sandy isrestraining her baby—and it
barely aweek or two old.

“Mary, thank god, I’'m going crazy—"

“Youdid give birth! All on your own—that must have been utterly grueling and scary. But you did
okay?’

“I managed—I read up al | could beforehand.”

“Well done, Sandy! I’ll examine you and your baby as soon as—”
“Mary, thisbaby istrying to talk to me!”

“Totdk?

“I don’'t understand him, but he' strying to.”

Is Sandy suffering, understandably, from delusons?

“Hecan't tak, Sandy. A baby’sbrainisn’t fully grown. Learning to speak smply can't clock in so soon,
and would be totally pointless becauseit’ s physicaly impossible for ababy to vocaize. You seg, its
larynx isin the wrong position. For the first nine monthsthe lar-ynx is high up, locked into the nose, so
that ababy can drink and bresthe & the same time without choking.”

“I'mtdling you he strying! 1 didn’'t say he canmanage it.”
The months of londliness, the fear and worry, the need for another person to communicate with. . . .
“Sandy, you're misinterpreting the noises he makes.”

“l amnot misnterpreting.”



“Let mesee him, Sandy.”

AsMary sits on the bed-couch beside her, Sandy flinches. Then she reved s her child, abundle of feeble
struggle which, a presumably blurred sight of aperson new to its world, produces sounds that are indeed
unlike any regular infantile crying or red-faced bawling. It' sasif astrangled voice, usng an unknown
language, is heard through digtorting filters and muffles.

“Sandy, | should tell you something—" How can Mary taketime out just now to tell about her own
relevation, and her trandation through time?*“He does sound different, Sandy, | agree! At aquick glance
there doesn’t seem to be anything physicaly wrong with ei-ther of you. . . .Do you think you can get to
the restaurant?’

“I'm hisrestaurant,” she says. “If he had teeth, he’' d bite.”

The baby certainly does seem assertive.

“What have you cdlled him?” Mary asks gently.

“He callsme—but | don’t know what he wantsto say.”

“Y ou must have thought of aname beforehand. Boy or girl, whichever.”

“ James”

“Hi, James.”

Those drange noises, asif inreply.

“How about bringing him to the restaurant? | think that’simportant. Important, yes. And you need to
mingleagain.”

“Where s Jeff? Why isn't he here? That’ swhy | waited. Ishe dead?’

“Y ou heard Com Sherwin’ singtructions. Jeff will be waiting for you at the restaurant.”
“Why didn’t he come here so we could both go to-gether?’

“Maybe he expected to find you at the restaurant. Come on, Sandy, chin up.”

“I can't take my baby there—he'samonger.”

Post-natal depression? Not necessarily.

“If James seemsabit odd, Sandy, | might—just might—know the reason, but | need to explainto dl the
otherstoo. Y ou’ ve coped splendidly so far. Come on, it's okay.”

Al isnot quite okay. An American physicist, Greg Fox, is dead. Appendicitis, says Gisdla. Must have
been agonizing. Did Greg manage to lay his hands on morphine, maybe an overdose? Post-mortem will
tell. He has been dead a couple of months. Unpleas-ant corpse to find. And one of the Japaneseis
deeply disturbed, mumbling in his native language, English now duding him. How shal Mary cope with
him? With appropriate drugs and with Y ukio’ s hel p as trand ator, she hopes.

The assembled crowd, not least Jeff, are delighted to see a baby born on board. People mob Sandy,
causing her to hide James from curious eyes. Jeff definitely ought to have goneto her cabin first. Now
Sandy seems ambivaent toward him. She fedls betrayed by him—uwhich he cannot understand. Maybe



shefed s betrayed by what his seed wrought in her.

“Listen up,” Com Sherwin calls out to the assembly. “We came through.” And he has maintained his
grizzled crewcut between whiles. “We sustained one fatality. Six months' surprise solitary was tough on
usdl, right?’

“Wrong,” Mary interrupts. “Not on me.”

Sherwin grins; hisblue eyestwinkle. He s efferves-cent. “ Dr. Nolan, we cannot al be psychiatrists.”
“That isnot what | mean. .. .”

When she hasfinished speaking, her colleagues stare a her in aslence that continues for quite awhile.
“And there' sone other thing,” Mary adds, moving closer to Sandy and child. “ Sandy believesthat her
baby istrying to speak adready, and | think she may beright. . ..”

Two bombshells, the second less gppreciated than thefirg, at least to begin with. Has Mary flipped?is
what people are visbly thinking. Eric eyes her with particular concern.

“Do you have any hard proof of this?” Com Sherwin asks. “Not that I’m doubting what youexperienced
. Sill, it salargecdam.”

“I can't proveit, dthough it’ strue. Little James here may throw some light on this, astime goes by, when
hislarynx shifts. And maybe not.”

“ Mary,whydidn’ tyoutellmethisrightaway?”

“Yeah,why not?’ Jeff joinsin on Sandy’s complaint, to exonerate himsalf for not thinking to be with her
as soon aspossible.

“If we could harness this effect—" says someone else. Mary can't see who.

“I don’t know that it' s something we can harness,” shetellswhoever. “It was granted to me.” “Granted”
sounds a bit messianic.

“Andtonoonedse” she hears. “Why not?’

“Maybeit’ s because of theway | meditated. | emptied mysdlf. Then it was able to communicate.”
“And to jump you through time.” Resentfully: “Why not us? Didn’t you ask the same on our behdf?’
“I didn'task it to jumpme . | never imagined such athing was possible.”

What Mary has said is a once overwhel ming and embarrassing. She' s distanced from everyone else, as
solerecipient of arevelation and aboon.

Although what strange gift might Sandy have re-ceived, in the shape of James?

“I think for the time being we must take what Dr. Nolan says a face value,” Sherwin declaresjudicioudy.
Quite! Suspicion of lunacy mustn’t deprive them of akey medica person. “No doubt what Dr. Nolan has
told uswill fit into context sooner or later. We Il talk about this at greater length once everything’ sless
confused. Meanwhile, we should inventory the ship, calculate what we each used and work out how
much has come together again—try to get apractical handle on what happened. Something measurable.”



Of those present, it transpiresthat only Sherwin himsalf and Chika and John the climatol ogist thought to
log every last item they used by way of food and drink.

“Isthat information gill in the ship’smemory?’ asks Chika.

Indeed, what datais, from a hundred separate journeys, fifty years worth of overlgpping auto-logs plus
whatever dataindividuas may have entered?

Pioneer continues inward toward the position which the second planet of Tau Ceti will occupy many
weeks hence.

The ship’ slog contains backup after backup of tatus datathat seem to vary in only minor respects,
occupying megabytes of memory. Computer has no explanation for this massive redundancy. It runs
diagnostic checks, and megabytes are dumped into cache. Could Computer be in any way compromised
by an encounter with Dr. No-lan’ s supposed probability-entity? Apparently not.

Eric works overtime putting the hydroponics areato rights. Naturally his own Q-space verson was
main-tained in apple pie order. Sad to see it become so cha-otic.

“| should have done more,” Mary saysruefully.

“Then thiswould have been two percent tended. It wouldn’t have made a great dedl of difference.”
“And | didn’t know what to do.”

“Do you think that announcing your experience straight away was the best course?’

“If | waited longer. . "

“...themoredifficult it would become?’

“By theway, you guys, | happen to have been con-tacted by aHigher Entity—but | didn't fed like
men-tioning this until now. Also by theway, | traveled through time.”

“Y ou’ re probably right. Though now some people are a bit wary of you.”
“Doesthat include you, Eric?’

“Of course not. Thismust be such astrain for you.”

“And you areloyd to your friends. Do you truly believe me?’

“That' san unfair question, Mary. If | had experienced what you experienced—what youundoubtedly
experi-enced. . . .”

“There sno doubt in my mind, but that’s onlymy mind.”
“Isyour experience repeatable—| mean, by someone € 27’
“Wearen't in Q-space any longer.”

“Ontheway back if we al meditate the way you did maybe we can al take ashort cut. Or many of us
can. That would be ablessing.”

“Shdl | start up classesin meditation?’



“Ah. . .but we might begin colonizing the second planet, depending on what wefind.”

If that happens, eventudly only theflight crew will returnPioneer to Earth to bring more materid and
col-onists and frozen embryos and such. Mary’ s experience may be of no use to the mgjority of those
presently on board. It can be set aside for along time yet, uncon-fronted.

Offersflood in to time-share James, but Sandy will have none of them.

Chika Suzuki gives alecture on hisidea of what may have happened, and how it might be avoided in
futureif only agtarship’s computer itsdf could be a quantum computer.

Sum over Paths. Some Overpaths.

“I’d say we experienced traveling a hundred possible paths between the solar system and Tau Ceti. A
myriad other paths got explored at the same time, but since those were absurd we could not experience
them. If only we could experience the sum over paths collectively to-gether, not separately the way it
turned out! Y et that might have been an experience the individua human mind couldn’t cope with. All of
us experiencing each other’ sexperience. . . .”

Not everyone wishesto margindize Mary’ s reveation as something at once too huge and too fugitive to
contemplate. Dr. Y ukio isfascinated. Asan insght into ast-uation where the specidigt in afflictions of
mind has herself become afflicted? Chika Suzuki is dso enthralled. What Mary says about the
multi-million-year mind of al Humanity whenever processing information through its myriad units dead
and living and yet unborn—this stirs his programmer’ s soul, whether he gives her cre-dence or not.
Likewise, astrophysicist Denise. And abi-ologist, Maxim Litvinov. And Sophie Garland, another
cybernetics person who is an ordained pastor of the Ec-umenical Church. Last but not |east—yperhaps
last yet least as regards stability—there is Hiroaki Horiuchi, the chemist who flipped during solitude but
who is now re-sponding quite well to menta stabilizers and is coherent in English once again.

Eric, das, remainsambivalent. In asense he' saglo-rified gardener who vaues nestness and order,
nature methodized, not rampant across the eons and imbued with some kind of transcendent mentality, at
least as regards the human species. Furthermore, Ericisano-frillsevolutionist. For him life has no goa
other than lifeitsdf initsmany formsduring dl of itseras. Not that Mary claimsthat Humanity writ large
has any par-ticular god, yet now that the Higher Entity has inter-vened—retrospectively aswedl asinthe
now and in the henceforth!—it certainly seems asif some kind of destiny isimplied, or at least an
upgrade to ahigher level of existence or state of awareness.

Mary’ s supporters hold study sessonswith her, and Hiro' s presence seems therapeutic for him.
Exploring Mary’ s experience helps Hiro come to terms with his own phantoms and demons—though he
might be im-printing on Mary emotionally, ashissensa of sanity, or the opposite.

Three of Mary’s co-explorers are Japanese. Y ukio remarks that his own people fed a strong sense of
themsdlves as a unique collective entity, so they can empathize with the concept of Overlife, Pan-being,
or whatever.

Theinterest of these six doesindeed support Mary, otherwise she might be aslondly now as she was
during those initia weeks of isolation in Q-space—she might be the specter at the feast of renewed
companionship. Even so, sometimes she fed s like screaming out to the entity that shifted her through
time, Comeback! Pleaseshowyour sel ftomor ethanmer el yme!

Meanwhile, Sandy puts a brave face on being mother to ababy who is evidently abnormal, athough
bursting with hedlth. It’'s as though a perfectly normal baby has been overwritten by a program that



cannot yet run in him—not until he matures a bit more—yet which nev-ertheless kegpstrying to express
itsdlf, and testing its environment. . . maybe modifying its environment asit does so, tweaking
developmenta pathways? Jeff does his best to help nurture their son, frequently taking James off Sandy’s
hands—to the botany area and to the rec room. Just as he ought to. Fair dooze, sport. No other couples
have yet concelved. Potential parents are await-ing what James may become.

\W ecks | ater, Pioneer enters orbit around Tau Ceti 2, eighty kilometers above what isbasi-cally a
world-ocean girding half a dozen scat-tered and mottled distorted Austraias, al but one of them Stuated
in the temperate zones. The odd one out straddles the north pole and wears an ice cap. River sys-tems
arevisble, and mountains, one of which is smok-ing vigoroudy, an eruption in progress. Elsawhere, a
typhoon isblowing. The planet seemslively; not overly so, it'sto be hoped. The signatures of vegetation
are down below, S0 at least there is botany. Where thereis botany, zoology too? Very likely marine
biology at least, but no moon pulls any tides ashore.

After three weeks of intensive globa survey work Jay-Jay will pilot Shuttle One,Beauty , down to the
land mass dready dubbed Pizza, the result of arandom com-puter selection from alist of names
suggested by dl personnd and okayed by Com Sherwin. In time, hopefully, people will be ableto feed
upon Pizzaif itssoil proves amenable. Accompanying pilot-geologist Jay-Jay will be Maxim Litvinov, Jeff
Lee, and John Dalby, representing life sciences and climate.

To gaze upon an dien world, from the bridge or on-screen, isriveting. Those warped Augtraias arelike
pres-ents under the Chrigmastree. What exactly isin them? What isthe topping on Pizza?

The answer, three weeks later, proves to be weed— thongs, tangles, ribbons, bladders, varioudy
jade-green and rusty-red, bright orange and emerad in the light of Tau Ceti. Suited and helmeted, Maxim
describes the scene that is onscreen everywhere throughoutPioneer . (The three passengers onBeauty
had tossed the only coinswithin light years for the honor of being first-foot on the new world. Pilot
excluded. Mustn't risk him.) Beauty rests upright on an apron of flat rock amidst assorted vegetation, a
vigtathat looks somewhat like an offshore domain that has been emptied of itswater. The actuad shoreis
acouple of kilometers away. Shouldn’t be hard to hike there. Some of the weed piles ameter deep but
whole stretches are asflat as a pancake.

Cautioudy Maxim pokes around with a probe. Amidst alarger mass of weed he soon comes acrossa
number of little hoppers and scuttlers—*they’ re abit like fleas and tiny crabbs—" and even captures some
speci-mens, before he cuts samples of weed, then bags soil that isvarioudy gritty and dudgy, inhabited
by somewriggly tendrils and purple mites.

John descends fromBeauty to join Maxim, carrying an amosphere andyzer to confirm orbita readings.
Thisdone, Jeff comes bearing awhite mouse in atrangparent light-weight habitat. Mice are biologicaly
very smilar to men. Will the mouse, Litmus, turn virulently red or blue because of hogtile
microorganisms? Even if nothing obvious happens, in another few days once back onPi-oneer Litmus
will be sacrificed and dissected.

After aday of intensve investigation of the vicinity, next day Maxim and Jeff set off for the seaside under
gray clouds. Rainwill movein later, though nothing torrentid . What will they find? Leviathans cruisng
offshore like mobile idands? Torpedos with flippers and goggly eyes nursing pups on the beach?

No. No.
“Weed and sand. Pebbles and boulders.” Asis seen onscreen while Maxim pans his camera.

Some gresat thongs of weed emerge from the breeze-rippled sea, right across the shore and beyond, like



vast creepers that the ocean has rooted upon the land. No wildlife bigger than hoppers and scuttlers and
diders, and nothing in the empty and now melancholy sky.

Presently Jeff fires netsinto the sea, oneto trawl, the other weighted to dredge. What comes back are
floaters and wrigglers and squirmers, none bigger than alittlefinger.

Back onBeauty initsreseded habitat Litmusthe mouseis il perky and white.

* * %

The day after, Shuttle Two,Charm , lands half aworld away in abroad river valey on the hugeidand or
mini-continent christened Kansas, somewhat further inland thanBeauty landed. Weed webs itsway from
theriver over theterrain, yielding to flexible dwarf ribbon-trees and inflated lung-plants. Morelittle
hoppers and scut-tlers and variations, nothing big.

All indl thisiswonderful, if abit blesk. Here on Tee-Cee, asthe planet iscoming to be called, isan
ecol-ogy, primitive but functiond. Y ears ago it was decided that biologica contamination of the Tee-Cee
environ-ment is of much less consegquence than the chance of inhabiting awhole new world, if at dl
possible. After dl, the expedition had cost its partners upward of forty billion dollars. Agronomy
experiments get under way, arange of seedlings transplanted directly into theloca soil and dso into
heat-sterilized grit and dudge under protection.

All of thisrather puts Mary’ s revelation and baby Jamesto the back of people’ s minds, except for the
members of the support group consisting of Y ukio, Chika, Denise, Hiroaki, and Sophie. Plusan
apprehensive Sandy with James in a head-supportive carry-ding. Jeff being down on the surface has
robbed her of his help, an unavoid-able repesat of hisearlier failure to be present. And there' s Eric too,
athough in his case smply out of loy-aty. But no Maxim. He' s on the surface of Tee-Cee. The eight—or
nine, if Jamesis counted—meet in the hydro-ponics section, like conspirators or members of acult.
Maybether infant messah isin their mids, abeit inarticulate as yet.

“Weareeach other,” saysHiroaki. “ That isthe mean-ing. The unity of al human life.”

Sophie asks him gently, “Were Adolf Hitler and arabbi in an extermination campunited ? What about
people waging ruthlesswar on each other throughout history?’

“If our immune system goeswrong, it can attack our own bodies. But | am talking about lives going way
back and stretching far ahead. | am my ancestor and my dis-tant descendant! If we could know the lives
of thefu-ture! Pan-Humanity aready includes those future lives.”

“Future lives haven't yet been lived!” protests Denise. “If we could dip into them now, why, everything is
fixed in advance undterably. It would only be because of our blindnessto the future that we bother to do
anything a al in the present. No, wait: we couldn’t even chooseto do, or not to do, something if dl is
foreordained. Pan-Humanity can't be calculating or thinking or dreaming or doing whatever it does
across the millennia unless genuine changes happen within it! Otherwise it would be just onebig
super-complicated thought, afour-dimensional abacusforever in the same date.”

“Whatis its purpose?’ asks Mary. “What doesit do, what doesit dream?’
“Maybeit merdy exists,” saysEric. “Maybethat’sdl it does.”
“Surely it must come to conclusions. The computing power it hasl Using dl our billions of braing!”

“Conclusons? Find extinction is concluson enough. Thetree grows, thetree dies”



“Maybe,” suggests Chika, “it avoids extinction by be-ing closed in upon itsdlf. Itsend and its beginning
jointogether. So it aways exigts, even though time moves on beyond the epoch of its physica existence.”

“Contacting the probability-being must have caused achange—"
“As soon asthis happened, it had already happened long ago too—"
“We don't have the minds to understand this—"

“Only the overmind possesses the overviev—"

“It must understand existence. Not just experience existence, butunder stand as well—as part of its
process of exising—"

“Weared| part of God,” Sophie declares. “Any highly evolved speciesisaGod in total. Y et we cannot
follow God' sthoughts. All of usarejust little bits of those thoughts.”

“The probability-being was abit more forthcoming!”

“Because you weren't apart of it, Mary. Because you were its modem to our God, our species. It had to
exchange sgndsthrough you.”

“And then it went away, because chatting to me was probably asinteresting astaking to an ant.”

“At leadt it lifted you from one end of the branch to the other.”

“So effortlesdy. If only our God would do the samefor us.”

“Maybe,” Sophie suggedts, “you should pray red strongly, Mary. Sort of meditation with apunchtoit.”
“What should | prayfor ?’

“For James,” says Sandy. “Let him be—"

“—norma?’ asks Sophie. “Or gifted with tongues, real soon? So that the babe begins to speak instead
of just gurbling at you?’

“I think. . . normal.”

“Normal would be awaste, don’t you think?’

Sandy sobs. “How long’ s Jeff going to be down there?”

“It' swhy we' re here.”

“Let metake James off your hands for afew hours,” offers Sophie, not for the first time.

“No....” Only Jeff is permitted to share her baby, becauseit is his duty to.

Whatever happens, Sandy seems very unlikely to harm her baby. If she does soin any way, thenthat is

Mary’ sresponsibility. Mary feds she cannot intervene too intrusively, having, asit were, avested
interest.

Some of the seedlingsfail, but most survive, even quite afew of those which are fully exposed to the
Pizza environment. Some even thrive. Monitor cameras record efforts by hoppersto snack, and one
definite quick fartality, athough most nibblers quickly hop away into weed. In abottle of formaldehyde



the dead hopper isan amulet of hope. Perhaps. Supposing that hope equates with the superiority, or at
least resilience, of organismsfrom Earth.

Litmus remains perky.Beauty returnstoPioneer . Timefor intensve lab work, and confirmation of results
by Compuiter.

Many tests have been performed, many protocols faithfully obeyed, but there comes atimewhen a
volunteer must persondly dip histoeinto the bathwaeter. In the middle of Kansas, Jeff removeshis
helmet. Computer has gpproved, athough approval is merdly advisory. Despite Jeff’ s best efforts at
child-sharing, maybe heis betraying Sandy yet again by being a hero.

The supporters group join hands in hydroponics and pray for Jeff, even though by now they remember
that they are perhaps no longer part of the processes of hu-manity, being atogether too far away.

“It smells sort of sweet. . .and sort of musty too, abit like rotting wood.”

Jeff bregthes for five minutes. No sudden sneezes. Resuming the helmet, he wearsit ingdeCharm for
three boring hours. Nothing untoward happensto him, so he unsuits. Saliva and mucous swabsand a
blood sampl e taken by Gisela seem normal under the microscope.

“We appear to be lucking out in abig way,” Com Sherwin tells everyone.

Charmistheided isolated quarantine facility. Jeff and Gisdaand tubby agronomist Marcel Reynard and
pilot-geologist Werner Schmidt take turnsworking and ex-ploring outside fully suited. AboardCharm
Gisdlamixesafecd samplewith asample of loca soil and organisms,; some of the organismsdie. After a
week Jeff ventures outside to breethe the air of Kansasfor severd hours.

Three days later Jeff drinks boiled, filtered Kansas warter. Giselatests and retests his urine. Two days
afterward, heiswearing acoveral rather than a suit when outside. Ungloved, he has dready handled
samples of vegetation inside the shuttle, and no rashes resulted. Now he handlesliving vegetation. On the
s0il he deposits afecal sample he brought in abag, marking the spot with aday-glo flag. What may the
hoppers and scuttlers and diders make of this offering if they had any glimmering of true con-sciousness
rather than mere programmed ingtincts? Evo-lutionarily spesaking, the equivdent of God-like beings have
descended from the sky. Next day, inert hoppers and diderslie nearby—the food of the Gods, or rather
the waste products, were too much for them.

James s developmentd pathways must indeed have d-tered; hislarynx is descending early. Beware of
the risk of him choking. Connectionsin hisbrain may be pro-ceeding more rapidly—he looks dert,
bright-eyed, on the verge of what exactly? No longer does he attempt in vain to vocdize, asif he has
come to some understand-ing with himsdlf, or of himsdf. What a patient, ame-nable baby heisnow, and
till s0 young. He stares at his mother, and at Mary too, and at the members of the supporters’ club,
whichishissupporters club asmuch asitisMary’s.

Thethird shuttle, Color , has gone down to joinCharm , to erect a habitat-dome for thirty persons aong
with asolar power plant and a number of wind-power whirlies.

Only now, perhaps, are many potentia colonists begin-ning to gppreciate the full implications of awhole
future spent on Tee-Cee. Sure, there will be much scientific stimulation. Sure, there will be awealth of
human cul-tura resources on tap for entertainment. Sure, more col-onistswill arrive from Earth within,
say, two years a the most, counting in time for mission assessment and the turn-around of Pioneer . But
oh, the comparative bar-renness of Kansss. . .!

“If wego downthere. . .,” says Sandy.



“Not if, but when,” says Chika. “We didn’t actudly think thiswould happen, did we?| confess| didn’t,
not in my heart. The planet wouldn't be habitable, or there would be dien viruses we couldn’t cope with.
Butitis, and therearen’t.”

Sophietriesto sound abright note. “In another hun-dred years there will be human cities. Networks.
People whosegrandparents were born on Tee-Cee Two.”

“For us,” says Sandy, “just work work work. A few days hikein any direction for aworking holiday if
we're lucky. Lots of tripsto the seaside for me. We'll be sac-rificing the best of our lives.”

“That’' swhy wecame here,” saysMary. “We' repio-neers . Y our Jeff especidly.”

“Easy for you to say! Y ouwon't be stuck here. Com Sherwin is bound to take you back through
Q-spacein the hope of a shortcut through time for anyone aboard. If that can’t be cracked, isn't Six
months solitary going to be abit of adisncentive to those who' Il supposedly follow us? Well, isn't it?’

“Do you mean. . .you think there might neverbe another shipload of colonists? Surely not! Even if people
are obliged to endure isolation en route, they’ Il still come. At least they’ll know they have a secure
desti-nation!”

Eric eyesMary uneasily. “I wonder ifI'll be taken back. Normally | would have expected to go back to
look after the hydroponics, but there can’t be much point if there are eight or so different versions of
Pioneer . Com Sherwin isamost bound to take you as ship’ s doctor rather than Y ukio.”

“Evenif | have nobody to doctor but myself? Tak sense.”
Eric nods. “Because of your other possibility.”
The Commander must be haunted by decisions he has yet to make.

Maybethisiswhy, after along and inconclusive in-terview with Mary months ago, he has not discussed
her revelation again with her in any depth. Something new may yet happen to her. Or if not her, then as
regards baby James.

D enise has gone to the surface. From now on her astrophysicswill be restricted to the close study of
Tau Ceti, which isimportant, of course. Sunspot cycles, the wind from the new sun. Jay-Jay has
deployed an instrument platform in orbit for her to uplink with, but habitat-tending work will occupy
much of Denisg stime.

It' Il be another month until a second habitat-dome is erected, and severd more whirlies, time enough one
hopes for any teething problems with the first habitat to become apparent. Since a habitat does not need
to be sealed off fully from the environment, problems should not be too serious. The air and the water
freely available down on Tee-Cee Two are such aboon, asisthe soil in which crops can grow. Genetic
engineering may not be necessary at al. Unprotected fields of lupins may provide fodder, and some
beauty. Frozen embryos of pigs, goats, and rabbits may be quickened and brought to term in the artificia
wombs al the sooner. And chickens hatched. And ponds dug for carp and trout—and a network of
irrigetion channels.

James will have chicks and bunnies and piglets as part of his nursery experience.

The pioneerswere prepared to provide full protection to thetithe of terrestrid life they brought with
them. Thiswould have limited the options. Now, not so.



Sophie conducts amulti-faith ceremony of thanks and blessing, athough God is absent, or at least
ex-tremdy diminutive, if God isthe collective superconsciousness of the whole human race.

A husband and wife team, Bjorn and Heidi Svenson, vetswho will be in charge of husbandry, vist Mary
inthedlinic. Heidi has brought aurine sample.

“Y ou're pregnant. Definitely!” Mary telsHeidi joyfully. “ Oh, congratulations”

Turns out to be only aweek ago that the Svensons engaged in something of amarathon, six timesin two
daysa mid-month in Heidi’ scycle. If Jameswas ever ajinx, that jinx isexorcised now that Tee-Cee
promisesfertility. In place of acertain apprehension is an eager-nessto bear thefirst child onan dien
world. It' searly daysyet to be sure how viable the Svensons embryo is, but Heidi does not intend to
keep quiet about it. Next day, another husband and wife and apair of Afro-American partnersvisit Mary

for the sametest. The former have not conceived, but the latter have succeeded. With luck James will
have peers not too much younger than heis.

Mary and Sophie and Hiroaki and Chika, and inevitably Eric, are taking a coffee break in hydroponics,
perching on the sides of plant-troughs, their backs brushing the emerad foliage of carrots and the stalks
of tomato plants bowed by bright red globelets.

Sandy comesin at apace that risks bal ance-nausea, James swaddled tightly in her asams asif he might fall
and bresk.

“ Hestartedspeaking—!" She displays her child, who gazes at Sophie, then & Mary.

Wheat the baby saysis. “l anaVoice. | answer. Ak me.”
And Mary asks,” Whatareyou?”

“I am aVoice of thelinking to All-Humanity. The echo of the event in what you call Q-space. | ana
Voiceleft behind.” Sandy’ sbabyisactual lytalkingtothem .

Its tones are somewhat squeaky.

“Whywereyou left behind?’

“AsaGuideto what isand what may be.”

“Shouldn’t we get the Commander here?’ buttsin Eric.
“Not yet, not yet,” says Hiroaki, eager for enlight-enment.
A Guidetowhat is. . . .

“Do you mean,” Eric asks, “you can tell us, for example, whether Tee-Ceeisas suitable for usto
colonize asit seemsto be?’

“Maybe the problems are within yourselves. Y ou are dl too specid. Specidists, multi-speciaists.
Over-endowment oozes from your fingertips, from the pores of your skin. Better to have sent herea
hundred trained peasants or low-caste laborers for whom the work would mean freedom from the
restricting past and who would fed likelords. Tee-Ceeisweed, water, dirt. Compel achessgrand
master to play nothing but checkersfor years.”

“Pioneer will bring more people herein acouple of years—fewer Ph.D.s, more blue-collar types, |



guess”

“Seeping two to acabin, like animasin an ark? Will you first founders be their superiors, their directors?
Even 50, the numberswill till betoo smal.”

“Another ship will be built—more ships.”

“Requiring four years each, cogting forty billion moneys each? Almost bankrupting the backers? Shall the
Earth be taxed dry? Only o, if threatened by certain extinction. If your sunis about to flare. If adark star
entersyour solar system. If abig comet passes by and will return in ahundred years and strike your
Eath.”

“We could fire anti-métter at acomet,” says Chika. “ Completely destroy it whileit' s till far away.”
Within such a short time-frame what threat could be big enough and certain enough?

Mary recdlls. “Y ou—or the being you represent—told me that other species do manage to set up
colonies by sending generation ships or whatever.”

“Perhaps with thousands of persons on board. Perhaps those species command amuch larger energy
budget than Humanity. Y ou may be too soon. Premature. Y our best effort, not big enough.”

“I think,” says Sophie, “you're looking on the gloomy side. Y ou’ ve been overhearing people having a
few |ast-minute doubts.”

A guidetowhat may be. . ..
“James, can you foretell the future?’ asks Hiroaki.

“I can tell what may most probably be,” answers the baby. “ The most probable paths. Sometime, within
in-finity, an improbable path becomes actua. How e se could thefirgt parent universe arise?’

“Oh kami kami kami,” Chikaexclams, “he' saquan-tum computer. A hand-held quantum
computer—and he san artificid intelligence too! No, | don’'t meanar-tificial —he' shiologicd, a
biologica quantum computer. Of coursethat’ swhat wedl arein alimited senseif it’ strue that quantum
effects create our consciousness. . . . But we don’t have accessto. . .wearen't linked. . .we aren't
directly plugged in to the background, the big picture. . . .”

“What heis,” says Sophie, “isanavatar .”
“Y ou mean like the face Computer has, if we want to see aface onscreen?’
“Originaly avatar isaHindu term. For an incarna-tion of agod, amanifestation.”

How cautioudy Sandy holds on to what isbiologi-caly her son, asthough maybe she should lay him
down among the tomato plantsin case her grasp fails her.

“Does he have powers? Can he make things happen?’
“Ask him,” says Sophie, compass onate, apprehen-sive.
Sandy bows her head over her baby.

“James, can youdo things? Can you. . .can you make abird appear in here?’



“Mother, | am aVoice, not aHand that can pluck a creature from one place to another.”

“Y ou have hands—two little hands. Y ou do.” Carefully she unswaddles achubby pink baby arm, little
fin-gers tiny cord nalls.

“But | am not aHand.”

“Could you become aHand?’

“That isavery unlikely path. Then | might not beaVoice”

“Can you see what is happening with Jeff there down on Tau-Cee?’

“l annot an Eye”

Hiroaki interrupts. “ Are there any other beingslike you thatare Hands or Eyes?’
Jamesyawns. “1 am tired now. Thiswas an effort. | am ababy.” Hiseyesclose.
“I got to get amessage to Jeff! He must come back!”

“We got to tell the Commander right now,” says Chika.

“He' sadeep.”

“Com Sherwin? How do you know?’

“No. Jamesisadeep.”

Sherwin Peterson quickly comesin person to hydropon-ics after Chika scall.
“Can you wake him up?’

“I don't think we should,” saysMary. “He sfatigued. Let him wakein hisown time.”

“I can hardly doubt the word of five of you. . . .”

Not unlessthisis some weird hoax, and what would that serve?

The Commander bangs hisfigt into hispam asif the sudden noise might startle James awake.

“Let me get thisstraight. He' s saying that this ex-pedition istoo soon and too few and the wrong sort of
people.”

Thatmight be the point of the hoax, is athought which obvioudy crosses hismind. Psychologica
sabo-tage by asmal group of congpirators who wish to avoid effectively being marooned down on
Tee-Cee. Thisfed-ing might spread like an infection. Let’ sjust do the sci-ence, then let’ s pack up and
go homein relative comfort. If the baby wakes up and says nothing at al the hoax will be rumbled within
afew hoursat mogt. Y et aseed of, yes, mutiny might still have been sown.

“I am ordering you to say nothing about thisuntil | can talk to the baby myself.”
How can he enforce hisorder? A Commander should not issue orders that cannot be enforced.

“I"'m appedling to you to keep quiet for afew hours. How long will it be?” A mother should know. And a
doctor should know. Oh yesredlly, a psychiatrist who claims she met an inhabitant of probability, whose



voicethis baby now is?

“Hisbrainisadtered,” Mary says. “I don’'t know how long he needs to deep after making abig effort.
Wemight harm him.”

“Thiscould harmus , Doctor, in waysyou mightn't imagine!”

“He saliving quantum computer,” says Chika. “Maybe James can help you pass through Q-space again
without the sameisolation. Maybe he can pull the time-jumping trick.”

“And maybePioneer will dide off the edge of the universe. This ship vanishes, and that’ sthe end of star
travel. How do you know thisbaby isn't some sort of virusthat Dr. Nolan’ s famous super-being inserted
on board? Better the devil of isolation than adevil we don’t know.”

Paranoia due to the strain of command? The weight of responsibility for human hopes and for forty billion
dollars.

“I think we'll have ampletimeto find out,” says Chika

The Commander squares himsdlf. “We Il dl wait. Right here”

“I have work to attend to, Commander.”

“What would that be? Reprogramming the computer to accept input from the virus-baby?”’
“Of course not. There' salot of datafrom the surface to process.”

“No oneleaves, and no one enters. Make yourselves comfortable.” True to hisword, the Commander
parks his butt on the edge of the big tomato trough, plucks aripe tomato, grins, bitesinto it, sticks his
other hand in his pocket.

“James should be lying on my bed,” says Sandy. “Waithere ? He sabit of aweight. Look, I’ll take him
tomy cabin. | guesswe can dl fit in there. And that’ Il be more private.”

“| ssid wewait here”
“Com, that' sunreasonable .”

“Inyour professond opinionisit lacking in reason? Sherwin asksMary. “A sign of insanity? Sufficient
grounds for my Second Officer to take over?’

From his pocket, to their astonishment, the Com-mander pulls a pistol, which he points at Sandy—or at
James.

Tightly Sophie says, “I didn’t know there were any wegpons onPioneer .

“Surethere are. And on the shuttles too. Kept well out of sight, locked away, available in emergency to
certain personnd who are sworn to secrecy. What if we encountered actively hogtile indigeneson
Tee-Cee?What if ahogtile alien entity boards the ship? What if that has happened already?”

Itisasif atrgpdoor has opened, from which blows avery cold draft.

Com Sherwin chews and sucks at the tomato, and regards the five, and dumbering James. Hiroaki is
gand-ing tensdly asif cdculating whether he can disarm Sher-win.



“Commander,” says Mary, “if you put the gun away we agree to stay here and never say anything about
this. There might be an accident.”

“My child,” whispers Sandy.

“Ahbut isheor an't he? How much of himisyour child if hisbrain has been tampered with, asyou say?
Ishe even human if he' sactualy a bio-computer? Some guns came dong with usin case of unforeseen
emer-gency. | think this amountsto something of an emer-gency putting the mission in peril, admittedly in
apeculiar way. | would like to be obeyed without argu-ment.”

“James may be quite wrong about us being unsuit-able settlers.”

“Inthat case, Dr. Nolan, would | let it have asay in how this ship operatesin Q-space? Asyou have just
suggested, Dr. Suzuki.”

“He may have powers,” Sandy says.

“That’' sexactly what I’ m bothered about. Y ou peopleredly are blind. Indulged. Let’ sbe patient, let’s
not legp to conclusions, let’ skeep hush. I'm the Commander. Some weird baby isn't.”

Thisisal very unfortunate. Com Sherwin had seemed steadly asarock. An easy-going rock, you might
even say. Ten light years distance from Earth isalong thin thread. Thin threads can snap if tugged
unexpectedly. He till sounds composed. Does he not understand that producing agun to enforce
author-ity serioudy devalues his position aswell as poisoning the atmaosphere aboard? A gun, to confront
amother and baby. Heislike aKing Herod panicked by rumors of amessiah. It isoutside of his scope.

“Whatever happens,” Mary tellsthe others, “we mustn’t say anything about this. Understood? Thisisa
can of worms.” Can she persuade the Commander to accept counseling?

“Perhaps,” suggests Sophie, “1 should say a prayer to focusus.”

No one e'se wandersinto hydroponics. If someone did, would Com Sherwin detain them too at gun
point? He whistles to himsalf monotonoudy and tundesdly, asif time-kegping, holding the pistol dackly.
Occasiondly he answers amessage on his com. He eats a couple more tomatoes to sustain himsdlf, a
breech of proper con-duct—hydroponicsis not for anyone to sneak into and snack—but in the
circumstances Eric does not demur.

Mary thinks of Commander Bligh and theBounty . And of isolated Pitcairn Idand, where the mutineers
ma-rooned themselves, not to be recontacted until many de-cades later, while Bligh and hisfew rowed
something like four thousand miles by dead reckoning to regain eventudly the bosom of authority. An
epic journey, a-most equivalent to the crossing of light years. In this case isthe Commander the
mutineer? On the Pitcairn Idand of Tee-Cee does he maroon his crew while the officers make their

escape?

By hisown lights the Commander may be right to be holding that gun, in case Jamesisalot morethan
they imagine. In case James needsto bekilled quickly.

Err onthesafesde.

After an hour James wakes. With his gun the Com-mander motionsall but Sandy and her baby well out
of theway. Hiroaki especidly.

“Hi there, Kid, I’'m the Commander. | hear you found your voice. That true?’



“lam the Voice, Commander.”
“I’'m kind of upset to hear you cast doubts on our chances of settling Tee-Cee.”
The baby peersat him, focusing. “I am redigtic. Too few, too soon, too concerned with individuality.”

“Pardon methat we aren’'t ahive. Maybe thisis Earth’ s only chance of having our eggsin more than one
basket. Question of available resources and palitics.”

“So you fedl obliged to try to succeed.”

“Obliged, right. Now what’ syour agenda? Try to dis-suade us? Something important about Tee-Cee? In
asquillion years might the weedhoppers amount to more than Eingtein and Hawking and Mozart? That
it?”

“What are Eingtein and Hawking and Mozart?’

“I guesstheir fame hasn’t spread much. We aim to remedy that. Any advice about Q-space? How to
keep usall together while we rein transit through your relm? How to speed things up a bit?’

“Would you prefer that a hundred different journeys are undertaken by everyone? And only one actudity
emerges? The wave fronts of al the other ships collaps-ing, experienced subjectively as catastrophe,
shipwreck in void, the dissolving of substance and life?’

“Y ou could fix that, could you, given access to our computer and the Q-drive controls? Excuse my being
confrontationd, by the way. Commander’ s prerogative if amission seemsin danger.”

“There are waysto arrange different parameters.”

“I guess no one would ever take another Q-spacetrip if there’ s aninety-nine percent likelihood of being
an-nihilated.”

“The one percent that prevails becomes one hundred percent. Nothing isactudly lost.”
“Except that ninety-nineme ’ s experience termination.”
“Y ou, who prevail, would not know.”

“Okay, I'll take that on board, under advisement. Wouldn't ninety-nine or whatever number of you go
down kicking and screaming a o, in ghostland?”’

“Unimportant. Inessentid. The survivor survives. Re-ault: unity. Y ou overvaue theidea of the sdf.”
“Theré sared cosmic perspective. Dr. Tate, lay the child down by those carrots, will you?’
“Why should | do that? What'sin your mind?’

“Thoughts, Dr. Tate. Muchos thoughts. Kindlydoit now .

“I won't. You' remad.”

Thegun points. “ Do it, and nothing bad will happen to you.”

“Not tome, but. . . .”

“I'll count to five. At fivel pull thetrigger.”



With greatest reluctance Sandy undings James.

“Posgition him so he can see me. Now, back off.”

She backs off a pace, another pace. She' stempted to throw hersalf in between.
“Okay. Voice, can you see me clearly?’

“Yes” saysthe baby.

“Do you know whét thisis|’m holding in my hand?’

“A tool that | think can kill.”

“Exactly. It firesabit of meta called abullet, very fast with alot of punch. I'm pointing it a your heed,
which containsyour brains. Y ou're an dien infestation. I’ m going to count to five and then I’m going to
fire”

“Don't dothis,” begs Sandy. “He needs feeding and changing.”

“Should we have a short intermission? No, | don't think s0.” Sherwin starts to count. James stares at
him, neither begging nor flinching. When Sherwin reachesfive, he pullsthetrigger.

Click.

“Geg, thesafety ison. . ..” Andimmediatdly, “Now it isn't. But the test isover. HE sjust aVoice, that's
al. Unlesshe' stelepathic, of course, but he gave no sgnsso far. All right, al relax. I’'m sorry about this
bit of theater. Had to be sure he doesn’'t have powers.”

“Andwhat,” asks Sophie, “if he had vanished the gun from your hand? Sent it into the middle of
nowhere? What would you have done then, try to strangle him with your bare hands?’

“No. Been very circumspect. | sincerely apologize, people. Middle of nowhereiswherewe are, or
rather a the other end of nowhere, and that’ s wherehe comes out of, even if he looks like a baby and
poos like ababy, avery disarming disguise. | had to be certain what we re dedling with. Exceptional
circumstances call for excep-tiond reactions. What to ordinary souls may appear to be anirrationa
reaction, right out of Ieft field, may beinspired and correct.”

“A commander hasto be decisve,” agrees Chikapo-litely.

“I was quoting Linda Berngtein. This brings us back to the problem of damage to morade, and what if
anything we might do about regjigging the Q-drive.”

“You'reactudly entertaining the idea”’

“How can | ignoreit, Dr. Suzuki?1’m not blinkered.”

No, but maybe heis on the edge of himsdlf.

“I think we established something important—the baby’ slimitations, at least at present.”
“Youwerejudtified,” says James. Hedingly, perhaps. Or shrewdly.

The Commander tucks his pistol away.

“Okay, Voice, these different parameters that can be arranged. . .can our ship’s personnel al skip ahead



through time on the trip back to Earth if we put up with abit of isolation? Without most versons of us
getting extinguished?’

What agift to science and star trave thiswill be. And how much more supportive for the settlement on
Tee-Cee. Beats harpooning a gas-whal e into a cocked hat.
“I amtired again,” saysthe baby.

“Sandy.” Bonhomie, now. “For the moment | want you to keep the Voice out of the way of everyone
other than those here present. Will you promise this?’

Of course.

The Commander ordersCharm to carry afina habitat down to Kansas, and aload of supplies.Beauty
conveys ancther thirty settlersto the surface. Pioneer isbecoming quite empty, and proportionately
huger, so it seems. The six, and James, remain aboard as though they are engaged in a covert project.
Which of them will be sent down at the last moment? Sherwin must at least aready have con-fided in his
Second Officer. Heis abridging any planned schedule effervescently. A year & Tau Ceti and al the
planetary science work? No, the stay in orbit will be mea-sured in months, maybe as few astwo, as
though Sherwin is now itching to depart, the sooner to return bringing more settlers and equipment.
Colonization isthe prime priority. Thisis proceeding more successfully and speed-ily than anyone had
expected—just so long asno onein-volved in it hears of the VVoice s doubts, not for along while yet.
Colonization must be buttressed, reinforced, ASAP. The toehold must become afull deep footprint.

Jeff il does not know about his son’ s achievement. Jeff is distant now. Undoubtedly Sandy will stay
aboardPioneer to care for James. Her oceanography can wait, and Jeff will have to wait.

Conversations with the V oice continue, in Sandy’ s cabin. Sophie or Mary frequently stay with Jamesto
let Sandy off the leash for exercise and a change of scene, as now. Chikaand Hiroaki are dso helping
baby-sit. The bed-couch is crowded.

“Sowearedl tiny parts of avast species-overmind?’

“Yes Mary,” says James.

“What doesthe overmind do? What isitsam? What thoughts does it think?’

“I do not have accessto it. | am only the VVoice of the Other, left behind.”

“Isthere any way aperson can access our species-overmind directly and comprehensibly?’
Mary thinks of the angel she once saw. The angel was cobwebs and dew and sunlight.
“Being enfolded into its psychospace and becoming fully aware: that isaway.”

“What doesthat mean?’

“Ceading your lifein ongoing space-time. All the bil-lions of livesthat ever were remain embedded inits
wholeness. Like true dreams. Can you awake lucidly within the dream that was your life, onceit has
ended? Can you edit the life that was yours? Can you rewrite it? Can you corrupt the data of your history
recorded in the psychosphere? This may compd the attention of the overmind.”

“Could you hdp medo this?’ asksMary.



“ FB‘th,"

“He staking about youdying first!” says Sophie. “Heisn't saying that you can report anything at dl to
theliving”

“I antaking,” saysthe VVoice, “about mysef ceasng along with you after | help hoist your mind.”
“Hoist my mind?How 7’
“I can hypnotize you and, asit were, change menta settings.”

“Good thing Com Sherwinisn't hearingthis ,” Sophie says. “But anyway, we re only talking theoreticaly.
Aren’tweMary ?’

Mary nods.
“I would volunteer for this” Chikasays softly.

“Only Mary Nolanissuitable,” the Voice states, “because her mind already linked in Q-space. And a
gap was caused. She went ahead intime.”

“Oh, kami kami,” murmurs Chika
“If I can edit my life-dataafter | die,” asksMary, “do | dter the real eventsthat occurred?’

“Skeinsmay unrave and reform, within limitations. Threadswill shift. A different probability will manifest.
Thelarge pattern will remain smilar.”

“Itisliketime-travel, isn't it? A sort of time-travel? | go back and | do something abit differently.”
“Y ou adjust what dready happened and what re-sulted. Within limits.”

“And if the overmind does not agree?”’

“It must focus upon you. Y ou who are part of it.”

“Can | focusit upon what happensin the red world?’

“I do not know this. My brain heats. | am tired. | must cool.”

Thefina shuttle trips come so soon. Pioneer dmost emptiesits stores of supplies. Chikaand Y ukio,
Sophie and Hiroaki are to become settlers.

Hiroaki hangs himsdf in hiscabin. In the partia gravity his strangulation may have taken awhile, and
perhaps thiswas his plan—to approach deasth more dowly so that the boundary between life and death
might become as blurred as hisvison, dlowing him to dip through, to be both dead and dive a once for
awhile so that he might enfold into psychospace while still fractionally aware. He too was touched by
what transpired in Q-space. To a certain extent Hiroaki’ s men-ta settings had been changed. Or perhaps
he could not bear to be exiled on Tee-Cee, away from the VVoice, or from Mary who may attain akind

of saori, if not in thislife then in the data-dream-stream of her life, the eddies within the vast river of the
overmind.

Hiroaki’ sdeath isa shock. Still: balance of hismind tragicaly disturbed ever snceisolation in Q-space.
After abrief service conducted by Sophie, hisbody joinsthat of Greg Fox in cold store. Sending bodies
down to be buried on Tee-Cee would not be agood omen.



“ WhatdidtheVoicetel Ihim?” Com Sherwin wants to know. Has to be something to do with James.

Mary confessesto the Commander. “I think Hiroaki got the ideathat he might be able to contact the
overmind by dying, because he was touched by it in Q-space.”

“Touched, asinloony. ..?
“Maybe he couldn’t bear to be separated from. . . .”
“From histhergpist?’

“No, from what may happen in Q-space the next time.”

* * %

Pioneeris outward bound. Farewells have been said. In an entirely literal way: fare extremedy well. . .
until the starship returns. Which it will, there’ sno doubting. Es-pecidly, don't doubt yourselves.Charm
has been left in Kansas, dmost like an emergency surviva hut that can be sedled off, though of course
will never need to be. Or like an escape route, admittedly an escape to nowhere. Even so, more
reassuring than otherwise: avisiblelink to space and wider horizons, an earnest of more tech-nology due
to come. The settlerswill now need to ac-quire a different mind-st, vigorous yet also patient.

Jeff could not understand why Sandy was not join-ing him. There' s one of the settlers dready feding
iso-lated, betrayed asif in tit-for-tat. Although in the end Jeff seemed resigned. Sandy hersdlf cried and
needed comforting.

On board are Mary, Sandy and James, and Eric of hydroponics, Com Sherwin and his Second, Max
Muller, Engineer Sam Nakata, Navigator Nellie van Torn, Comp and ship-systems manager Bill Brooks,
and shuttle pilot Dan Addison. Ten souls, or nine plus something else.

Com Sherwinisin saverd minds.

The Voice has decided that if Computer reprograms the Q-drive in such and such away, then each
traveler will find himsdlf or herself accompanied by a copy of the Voice.

How can James be in nine places at once—until, at journey’ s end, he becomes asingle person again? He
isnot any ordinary baby. Heisachild of reality and prob-ability.

The journey time can be shortened cons derably—not by time-jumping such as benefited Mary, but by
“com-pression,” which James cannot explain in comprehen-sible words. The result should be ajourney
time of one month rather than ix.

It may bethat James s entangled presence will permit alimited amount of communication between the
oth-erwise isolated stellanauts, via him, dthough such mes-sages may be unreliable, even if comforting.
Or otherwise.

Of course, him being an infant, abelt an infant prod-igy, his copieswill need caring for. How well up on
the care of infants are Com Sherwin, Max Muller, Dan Ad-dison. . .?

The downside isthat there will be phantom journeystoo, otherwise there would not be enough pathsto
sumover.

The voice likens those phantom journeys to you standing between two mirrors and beholding repeated
reflections of yoursalf diminishing and disgppearing into the distance. Thefirst five or Sx reflections



certainly seem like authentic representations; theresfter you become increasingly vague and distant. Thus
it will fed to the phantoms. Seven or so will fed like you, and will disperse when you—
oroneoftheother s—exits from Q-space. Otherswill not possess enough substance to ex-perience more
than adream-like state, the unraveling of which will hardly be too traumatic.

So ther€’ s about a one-in-eight chance that you per-sonally will reintegrate. Seven echoeswill hope for
thisbut fal to achieveit. Much better odds than one in a hundred—though even so!

Mary has dightly better odds. If she tosses adice to decide whether to euthanize herself and Jameswhile
in Q-gpace so asto enfold hersdlf into psychospace—by far the best way to choose, namely by
chance—and if one of her salves doesindeed toss the number for death, then one of her will definitely die
but will not have lived in vain, and one of the remainder will survive.

A link may even endure between her dead sdf and her living sdif, so the VVoice surmises,
“S0,” says Com Sherwin to those who are dl gathered in the restaurant, “do we go for it?”

Is he recollecting the dive of TheDart into Jupiter and the harpooning of the gas-whae?
Dolgoforitordolnot ?

“I"d like an advisory show of hands. Purely advisory for the moment.”

The dissenters are Sam Nakata, Nellie van Tom, and Bill Brooks—engineering, navigation, and
computer sys-tems respectively. Com Sherwin may or may not have prevailed previoudy upon his
Second, Max Muller. Asapilot Dan Addison has coped with risks before, and he' srather too extravert
to endure another spdll of six monthsal on hisown. Mary and Sandy and Eric are united in going for it,
dthough aretheir votes quite equa in weight to engineering or navigation?

“Wel,” says Sherwin, “that’ sfiveto threein favor, ignoring myself and the Voice.”

“Commander,” says Sam Nakata, “we have absolutely no reason to opt for this, thisexperiment —on
the say-so of ababy! It's our duty to takePioneer back through Q-space by aroute that demonstrably
succeeds. If that involves six months alone, we aready hacked it once. At least thistimewe re
forewarned.”

“Obvioudy he' sno ordinary baby. But more to the point, if we cut the journey time by five months each
way, that’s amost one year sooner we can bring more people and equipment to Tee-Cee. Imagine
returning and finding the colony faling apart because we didn't take the fast route. | thinkthat bears
thinking serioudy about.”

“Yes. It does.If "

“We shouldn’t worry about some of us not arriving,” says Sandy, “ <0 long as one of each does. We
won't know anything about the oneswho don't arrive.”

“Plenty of fishin the probability sea, eh?’ remarks Nellievan Torn. “I don'tlike to think of five of me
evap-oraing, especidly if the one who evaporatesisme .

“It' sanidentity problem,” says Bill Brooks surprisingly. “1f you could copy your mind into an android,
say while you' re unconscious, and if the act of mind-scanning erases your brain, isthe android smply
con-tinuing your own life? The android will certainly fed asthoughit’ s doing so, indistinguishably. If you
were dy-ing of terminal cancer you would opt for this continu-ation, wouldn’t you?’

“Areyou changing your informal vote?’ asks Com Sherwin.



“I don't like to think that | may be putting ninety-odd other people in jeopardy just because of qualms
about mysdf, when actualy my sdlf will surviveintact in one version or another.”

Thereis much to mull over. Mary begins giving clas-ses on the medica aspects of infant care, and Sandy
on the practica details. James begins hypnotizing Mary.

Thetime has come. Nellie and Sam have agreed under protest. Computer has accepted complex
ingtructions from James who has crawled and is now taking hisfirst precocious steps. HE saso
toilet-trained and able to eat mashed pap. In view of hishuge linguigtic skills he oughtn’t to be much
bother to look after. On the con-trary, a valuable companion.

Mary liesin her cabin.

“Sixty secondsto Q-insertion. .. ."

“Thirty seconds. . . .”

“Fifteen....”

The seconds pass, the cabin ripples, silence from the speakers.

Sheisdonewith theVoice.

“Can you contact Sandy, Voice?’
The Voice seyes grow glazed.

“Hi Mary, Sandy and James here, James and Sandy here, We' re here. | hear you, You aready said,
Y ou cdled mejust nown—"

Six or saven Sandys are talking through James s lips one after ancther, al saying much the samething,
whereverhere may be. Certainly isn't this cabin. A bab-ble of ghosts. These may be difficult
conversations to keep up.

“Can you contactmemyself , Voice? | mean, another me?’
James concentrates.

Presently: “Whenare we going to do it?” Commit suicide, and Jamesi cide—she knows what she means.

“Should wedl doit a the sametime?’
“Isthet redly me?’
“We never got achance likethisto discussthings.”
“We taked to oursdlf in Q-space before, but thisis very different!”

“Hey, what about our Hippocratic Oath?’

Babd, from James slips. The ninevoices of Mary. Beats schizophreniaany day. This procedure offers
very little counsel or comfort, and is perhaps aBad Idea.

Q + 3. Sheneedn't fed isolated in the ship. She can summon up voices—but it is better not to hear them.
Better to be done with James, the better to concentrate her mind, in caseit might fly apart. Doubtless her



other selves have decided likewise, sincethey do not call her. Severd Com Sherwinsdo cal, wanting
satus reports. What isthe point of them asking for those? Perfectionism? Severd Ericsadso cdl, wishing
her well, better, best. Jamesiswith everyone.

Q+4.Doittoday. Today isa perfectly fine day to end one'slife.One' s life? What if dl of the Maries
roll afour, unlucky number in the minds of the Japanese becauseshi which means four aso means degth,
thank you for that knowledge, Hiroaki. What if dl or noneroll afour?Is Mariesthe plura of Mary?

She has brought overdoses of morphine from the dis-pensary, morphine to send oneto deep, avery
deep deep.

“Areyou ready, Voice? Any last wishes? Some mashed carrots?’

Mary isan Angd in awoodland by atiny lake. And sheisaso Mary who seesthe Angel and now
understands what she sees. Her vision spans forward—insde a starship adark-haired athletic woman is
grinning & her.

“To bereally aboard at last? Grest! Ah, do you mean themotion. . .?1t'sokay.” The woman swings her
head friskily. “ Oops.”

Switching her attention, Mary sinksto her knees amongst the bushes aglitter with spiders webs.

“Overmind, Overmind!” The words seem like the sart of aprayer, aprayer that can perhaps be
answered.

Com Sherwin’ s voice comes briskly. “Hear me. Re-emergence from Q-space achieved. We' rein the
home system—we' re home. Crew present on bridge: Muller, Nakata, van Torn, and Brook, and me.
Cdl in pleasein order: Nolan, Tate, Festa, Addison. Nolan?’

“Present, Commander.”

Ohyes, what apresent. Sheisadlive. Alive.

“Tae?

Sandy’ s voice comes over the spesker. “Present. So is James.”

Jamesthe Voice. Jamesthe Link. James the Knowl-edge.

Eric and Dan Addison aso report in.

Glimpses of eons of human experience crash in upon knedling Mary, rocking her. Billions of souls batter

at her like aplague of butterflies. Bird-song sounds like the high-speed warble of data-flow from which
an audible message may somehow emerge, if only it can step down to her level.

And shefeds such atwinge within, somewherein her bely, asthe glimpsesflee, and the butterflies
vanish, and the bird-song hushes.

She knowsthat insde her isthe beginning of aVoice.

THE DOG SAID
BOW-WOW



MICHAEL SWANWICK

THE DOG LOOKED ASif he had just stepped out of a children’s book. There must have been a
hundred physica adaptations required to dlow him to walk upright. The pelvis, of course, had been
entirely reshaped. The feet alone would have needed dozens of changes. He had knees, and knees were

tricky.
To say nothing of the neurologica enhancements.

But what Darger found himsdlf most fascinated by was the creature’ s costume. His suit fit him perfectly,
with adit in the back for the tail, and—again—a hundred invisible adaptations that caused it to hang on
hisbody in away that |looked perfectly naturd.

“Y ou must have an extraordinary tailor,” Darger said.

The dog shifted his cane from one paw to the other, so they could shake, and in the least affected manner
imaginable replied, “ That isacommon observation, Sir.”

“You'refrom the States?” It was a safe assumption, given where they stood—on the docks—and that
the schooner YankeeDreamer had sailed up the Thames with the morning tide. Darger had seen its
bubble sails over the rooftops, like so many rainbows. “Have you found lodgings yet?’

“Indeed | am, and no | have not. If you could rec-ommend atavern of the cleaner sort?’

“No need for that. | would be only too happy to put you up for afew daysin my own rooms.” And
lowering hisvoice, Darger said, “I have abusiness proposition to put to you.”

“Thenlead on, s, and | shdl follow you with aright good will.”

The dog's name was Sir Blackthorpe Ravenscairn de Plus Precieux, but “Cal me Sir Flus,” he said with
asdf-denigrating smile, and “ Surplus’ he was ever dfter.

Surpluswas, as Darger had at first glance suspected and by conversation confirmed, abit of a
rogue—some-thing more than mischievous and less than a cut-throat. A dog, in fine, after Darger’ sown
heart.

Over drinksin apublic house, Darger displayed his box and explained hisintentionsfor it. Surpluswarily
touched theintricately carved tesk housing, and then drew away fromit. “Y ou outline an intriguing
scheme, Master Darger—"

“Please. Cal me Aubrey.”

“Aubrey, then. Y et here we have addlicate point. How shall we divide up the. . . ah,spails of this
enter-prise? | hesitate to mention this, but many apromising partnership has foundered on precisdy such
shods”

Darger unscrewed the st cellar and poured its contents onto the table. With his dagger, he drew afine
line down the middle of the heap. “1 divide—you choose. Or the other way around, if you please. From
sf-interest, you'll not find agrain’ s difference between the two.”

“Excdlent!” cried Surplus and, dropping apinch of sdt in hisbeer, drank to the bargain.



It was raining when they left for Buckingham Labyrinth. Darger stared out the carriage window at the
drear streets and worn buildings gliding by and sighed. “ Poor, weary old London! Higtory isa
grinding-whee! that has been applied too many atimeto thy face.”

“Itisaso,” Surplusreminded him, “to be the making of our fortunes. Raise your eyesto the Labyrinth,
gr, with its soaring towers and bright surface rising above these shops and flats like acrysta mountain
rearing up out of aramshackle wooden sea, and be comforted.”

“That isfineadvice,” Darger agreed. “But it cannot comfort alover of cities, nor one of amelancholic
turn of mind.”

“Pah!” cried Surplus, and said no more until they arrived at their destination.

At the porta into Buckingham, the sergeant-interface strode forward as they stepped down from the
carriage. He blinked at the sight of Surplus, but said only, “ Papers?’

Surplus presented the man with his passport and the credentials Darger had spent the morning forging,
then added with a negligent wave of his paw, “And thisismy autigtic.”

The sergeant-interface glanced once at Darger, and forgot about him completely. Darger had the gift,
pricelessto onein his profession, of aface so nondescript that once someone looked away, it
disappeared from that person’s consciousness forever. “Thisway, Sir. The officer of protocol will want to
examinethese himsdlf.

A dwarf savant was produced to lead them through the outer circle of the Labyrinth. They passed by
ladiesin bioluminescent gowns and gentlemen with boots and gloves cut from legthers cloned from their
own skin. Both women and men were extravagantly bejeweled—for the ostentatious display of wedth
was yet again in fashion—and the hallswere lushly dad and pillared in marble, porphyry, and jasper. Yet
Darger could not help noticing how worn the carpets were, how chipped and sooted the oil lamps. His
sharp eye espied the remains of an antique dectrica system, and traces aswell of telephone lines and
fiber optic cables from an age when those technol ogies were yet workable.

Theselast he viewed with particular pleasure,

The dwarf savant stopped before a heavy black door carved over with gilt griffins, locomotives, and
fleurs-de-lis. “Thisisadoor,” he said. “Thewood is ebony. Itsbinomid isDiospyrosebenum . It was
harvested in Ser-endip. The gilding is of gold. Gold has an atomic weight of 197.2.”

He knocked on the door and opened it.

The officer of protocol was adark-browed man of imposing mass. He did not stand for them. “I am
Lord Coherence-Hamilton, and this—" he indicated the den-der, clear-eyed woman who stood beside
him—*ismy sger, Pamda”

Surplus bowed deeply to the Lady, who dimpled and dipped adight curtsey in return.

The Protocol Officer quickly scanned the credentials. “ Explain these fraudulent papers, sirrah. The
Demesne of Western Vermont! Damn meif | have ever heard of such aplace.”

“Then you have missed much,” Surplus said haugh-tily. It istrue we are ayoung nation, created only
seventy-five years ago during the Partition of New England. But there is much of note to commend our
fair land. The glorious beauty of Lake Champlain. The gene-mills of Winooski, that ancient seat of
learning theUniver sitasViridisMontis of Burlington, the Technar-chaeologica Ingtitute of—" He
stopped. “We have much to be proud of, sir, and nothing of which to be ashamed.”



The bearlike officia glared suspicioudy at him, then said, “What brings you to London? Why do you
desire an audience with the queen?’

“My mission and destination liein Russa. However, England being on my itinerary and | adiplomat, |
was charged to extend the compliments of my nation to your monarch.” Surplus did not quite shrug.
“Thereisno moreto it than that. In three days | shdl bein France, and you will have forgotten about me
completey.”

Scornfully, the officer tossed his credentia s to the savant, who glanced at and politely returned them to
Surplus. The smdl fellow sat down at alittle desk scaled to his own size and swiftly made out acopy.

“Y our pa-perswill be taken to Whitechapel and examined there. If everything goeswell—which |
doubt—and there' s an opening—not likely—you' || be presented to the queen sometime between aweek
and ten days hence.”

“Tendayd Sir, | anonavery grict schedule!”
“Then you wish to withdraw your petition?’
Surplushesitated. “I . . . | shdl haveto think on’t, Sir.”

Lady Pamelawatched coolly asthe dwarf savant led them away.

The room they were shown to had massively framed mirrors and oil paintings dark with age upon the
walls, and agenerouslog fire in the hearth. When their smal guide had gone, Darger carefully locked and
bolted the door. Then he tossed the box onto the bed, and bounced down aongsideit. Lying flat on his
back, staring up at the celling, he said, “ The Lady Pamedaisastrikingly beautiful woman. I’ll be damned
if she'snot.”

Ignoring him, Surplus locked paws behind his back, and proceeded to pace up and down the room. He
wasfull of nervous energy. At last, he expostulated, “ Thisis a degp game you have gotten meinto,
Darger! Lord Coherence-Hamilton suspects us of al manner of black-guardry,”

“Well, and what of that?’

“I repeat myself: We have not even begun our play yet, and he suspects us aready! | trust neither him nor
his geneticaly remade dwarf.”

“Y ou arein no pogtion to be displaying such vulgar prgjudice.”

“I am notbigoted about the creature, Darger, | fear him! Once let suspicion of usinto that
macroencephdic head of his, and he will worry at it until he hasfound out our every secret.”

“Get agrip on yourself Surplusl Beaman! We arein thistoo deep adready to back out. Questions would
be asked, and investigations made.”

“I am anything but aman, thank God,” Surplusreplied. “ Still, you areright. Infor apenny, infor a
pound. For now, | might aswell deep. Get off the bed. Y ou can have the hearth-rug.”

“I! Therug!”

“I am groggy of mornings. Were someone to knock, and | to unthinkingly open the door, it would hardly
do to have you found sharing a bed with your master.”

* % %



The next day, Surplus returned to the Office of Protocol to declare that he was authorized to wait aslong
astwo weeks for an audience with the queen, though not aday more.

“Y ou have received new orders from your govern-ment?’ Lord Coherence-Hamilton asked suspicioudy.
“I hardly see how.”

“I have searched my conscience, and reflected on certain subtleties of phrasing in my origina
ingruc-tions” Surplussad. “That isal.”

He emerged from the office to discover Lady Pamelawaiting outside. When she offered to show him the
Lab-yrinth, he agreed happily to her plan. Followed by Dar-ger, they strolled inward, first to witnessthe
changing of the guard in the forecourt vestibule, before the greet pillared wall that was the front of
Buckingham Paace before it was swalowed up in the expansion of archi-tecture during the mad, glorious
years of Utopia. Fol-lowing which, they proceeded toward the viewer’ s galery above the chamber of
deate.

“I seefrom your repeated glancesthat you are inter-ested in my diamonds, ‘ Sieur Plus Precieux,” ” Lady
Parmelasaid. “Well might you be. They are afamily treasure, centuries old and manufactured to order,
each stone flawless and perfectly matched. The indentures of a hundred autistics would not buy thelike.”

Surplus smiled down again at the necklace, draped about her lovely throat and above her perfect breasts.
“| assure you, madame, it was not your necklace that held me so enthralled.”

She colored delicately, pleased. Lightly, she said, “And that box your man carries with him wherever you
go?What isinit?’

“That? A trifle. A gift for the Duke of Muscovy, who isthe ultimate object of my journey,” Surplus said.
“| assureyou, it isof no interest whatsoever.”

“Y ou weretalking to someone last night,” Lady Pameasaid. “In your room.”
“You werelisening a my door? | am astonished and flattered.”

She blushed. “No, no, my brother . . . itishisjob, you see, surveillance.”
“Possbly | wastaking in my deep. | have beentold | do that occasionally.”
“In accents? My brother said he heard two voices.”

Surpluslooked away. “In that, he was mistaken.”

England’ s queen wasasight to riva any in that an-cient land. She was aslarge asthelorry of ancient
legend, and surrounded by attendants who hurried back and forth, fetching food and advice and carrying
away dirty plates and signed legidation. From the gdlery, she reminded Darger of a queen bee, but unlike
the bee, this queen did not copulate, but remained proudly virgin.

Her name was Glorianathe Firgt, and she was a hun-dred years old and till growing.

Lord Campbdl|-Supercollider, afriend of Lady Pa-mela s met by chance, who had insisted on
accompar-nying them to the gallery, leaned close to Surplus and murmured, “Y ou are impressed, of
course, by our queen’ smagnificence.” Thewarning in hisvoice wasimpossibleto miss. “ Foreigners
invariably are”

“| andazzled,” Surplussaid.



“Wel might you be. For scattered through her magj-esty’ s great body are thirty-six brains, connected with
thick ropes of gangliain ahypercube configuration. Her processing capacity isthe equa of many of the
great computers from Utopian times.”

Lady Pamdadtifled ayawn. “Darling Rory,” she said, touching the Lord Campbell-Supercollider’s
deeve. “Duty cals me. Would you be so kind as to show my American friend the way back to the outer
arde?

“Or course, my dear.” He and Surplus stood (Darger was, of course, dready standing) and paid their
compli-ments. Then, when Lady Pamelawas gone and Surplus started to turn toward the exit, “Not that
way. Those gairs are for commoners. Y ou and | may leave by the gentlemen’ s staircase.”

The narrow stairs twisted downward beneath clouds of gilt cherubs-and-airships, and debouched into a
marble-floored halway. Surplus and Darger stepped out of the stairway and found their arms abruptly
seized by baboons.

There were five baboons dl told, with red uniforms and matching choke collars with leashes that gathered
inthe hand of an ornately mustached officer whose gold piping identified him asamaster of apes. The
fifth ba-boon bared histeeth and hissed savagely.

Instantly, the master of apes yanked back on hisleash and said, “ There, Hercules! There, sirrah! What
do you do? What do you say?’

The baboon drew himself up and bowed curtly. “ Please comewith us” he said with difficulty. The
mas-ter of gpes cleared histhroat. Sullenly, the baboon added, “ Sir.”

“Thisisoutrageous” Surpluscried. “1 am adiplomat, and under internationa law immuneto arrest.”

“Ordinarily, gr, thisistrue,” said the master of apes courteoudy. “However, you have entered the inner
circlewithout her mgjesty’ sinvitation and are thus subject to stricter standards of security.”

“I had no ideathese stairs went inward. | wasled here by—" Surplus looked about helplessy. Lord
Campbell-Supercollider was nowhere to be seen.

So, once again, Surplus and Darger found themsel ves escorted to the Office of Protocol.

“Thewood istegk. Itshinomid is Tectoniagrandis . Teak is native to Burma, Hind, and Siam. The box
iscarved daborately but without refinement.” The dwarf savant opened it. “Within the casingisan
archaic devicefor dectronic intercommunication. Theinstrument chipisagalium-arsenide ceramic. The
chip weighs six ounces. The deviceisaproduct of the Utopian end-times.”

“A modem!” The protocol officer’s eyesbugged out. “Y ou dared bring amodem into theinner circleand
a-mogt into the presence of the queen?’ His chair sood and walked around the table. Its Six insectile
legs looked too dender to carry his gredt, leglessmass. Y et it moved nimbly and well.

“Itisharmless, Sr. Merely something our technar-chaeol ogists unearthed and thought would amuse the
Duke of Muscovy, who iswell known for hislove of dl thingsantiquarian. It is, gpparently, of some
culturd or historica sgnificance, though without re-reading my instructions, | would be hard pressed to
tel youwhat.”

Lord Coherence-Hamilton raised his chair so that he loomed over Surplus, looking dangerous and
dominear-ing. “ Hereisthe historic sgnificance of your modem: The Utopiansfilled the world with their
computer webs and nets, burying cables and nodes so deeply and plen-tifully that they shdl never be



entirely rooted out. They then released into that virtua universe demons and mad gods. These
intelligences destroyed Utopiaand dmost destroyed humanity aswell. Only the valiant worldwide
destruction of al modes of interface saved us from an-nihilation!” He glared.

“Oh, you lackwit! Have you no history? These crea-tures hate us because our ancestors created them.
They are dill dive, though confined to their dectronic netherworld, and want only amodem to extend
themsdlvesinto the physica redlm. Can you wonder, then, that the penalty for possessing such adevice
is—" he smiled menacingly—" death?”

“No, gr, itisnot. Possession of aworking modem isamorta crime. Thisdeviceisharmless. Ask your
Savant.”

“Wd|? thebig man growled at hisdwarf. “1sit func-tiona 7’
“No. It—"

“Slence.” Lord Coherence-Hamilton turned back to Surplus. “Y ou are afortunate cur. Y ou will not be
charged with any crimes. However, while you are here; | will keep thisfilthy device locked away and
under my contral. Isthat understood, Sir Bow-Wow?’

Surplussighed. “Very wdl,” hesad. “Itisonly for aweek, after dl.”

That night, the Lady Pamela Coherence-Hamilton came by Surplus sroom to apologize for the indignity
of hisarrest, of which, she assured him, she had just now learned. He invited her in. In short order they
somehow found themselves knedling face-to-face on the bed, un-buttoning each other’ s clothing.

Lady Pamed s breasts had just spilled delightfully from her dress when she drew back, clutching the
bodice closed again, and said, “Y our man iswatching us.”

“And what concernisthat to us?’” Surplus said jovidly. “The poor fellow’ san autistic. Nothing he seesor
hears mattersto him. Y ou might as well be embarrassed by the presence of achair.”

“Even were he awooden carving, | would his eyes were not on me.”
“Asyouwish.” Surplus clapped his paws. “ Sirrah! Turn around.”

Obediently, Darger turned his back. Thiswas hisfirst experience with hisfriend’ s astonishing success
with women. How many sexua adventuresses, he wondered, might onetumble, if one’sform were
unique? On re-flection, the question answered itself.

Behind him, he heard the Lady Pameagiggle. Then, in avoice low with passon, Surplussaid, “No, leave
the diamondson.”

With aslent sigh, Darger resigned himsdlf to along night. Since he was bored and yet could not turn to
watch the pair cavorting on the bed without giving himsalf away, he was perforce required to settle for
watch-ing them inthe mirror.

They began, of course, by doing it doggy-style.

The next day, Surplusfell sick. Hearing of hisindispo-sition, Lady Pamela sent one of her autisticswith a
bowl of broth and then followed hersdlf in asurgica mask.



Surplus smiled weakly to see her. “Y ou have no need of that mask,” he said. “By my life, | swear that
what ails me is not communicable. Asyou doubtless know, we who have been remade are prone to
endocrinologica imbaance.”

“Isthat all?” Lady Pamela spooned some broth into his mouth, then dabbed at a speck of it with a
napkin. “Thenfix it. Y ou have been very wicked to frighten me over such atrifle”

“Alas” Surplussaid sadly, “1 am aunique creation, and my table of endocrine baanceswaslost in an
ac-cident at sea. There are copiesin Vermont, of course. But by the time even the swiftest schooner can
crossthe Atlantic twice, | fear mel shdl begone”

“Oh, dearest Surplusl” The Lady caught up his pawsin her hands. “ Surely there is some measure,
however desperate, to be taken?’

“Wadl ...” Surplusturned to thewall in thought. Af-ter avery long time, he turned back and said, “|
have a confession to make. The modem your brother holdsfor me? It isfunctiond.”

“Sir!” Lady Pamelastood, gathering her skirts, and stepped away from the bed in horror. “ Surely not!”

“My darling and delight, you must listen to me.” Sur-plus glanced weakly toward the door, then lowered
hisvoice. “Come closeand | shal whisper.”

She obeyed.

“In the waning days of Utopia, during the war between men and their electronic creations, scientists and
engineers bent their efforts toward the creation of amo-dem that could be safely employed by humans.
One immune from the attack of demons. One that could, indeed, compel their obedience. Perhapsyou
have heard of this project.”

“Thereare rumors, but . . . no such device was ever built.”

“Say rather that no such device was builtintime . It had just barely been perfected when the mobs came
rampaging through the [aboratories, and the Age of the Machine was over. Some few, however, were
hidden away before the last technicians were killed. Centuries|ater, brave researchers a the
Technarchaeologica In-gtitute of Shelburne recovered six such devices and mas-tered the art of their
use. One device was destroyed in the process. Two are kept in Burlington. The others were given to
trusted couriers and sent to the three most pow-erful dlies of the Demesne—one of whichiis, of course,
Russa”

“Thisishard to believe,” Lady Pamela said wonder-ingly. “ Can such marvels be?’

“Madame, | employed it two nights ago in this very room! Those voicesyour brother heard? | was
speaking with my principasin Vermont. They gave me permis-son to extend my stay heretoa
fortnight.”

He gazed imploringly at her. “1f you wereto bring me the device, | could then employ it to save my life”

Lady Coherence-Hamilton resolutely stood. “Fear nothing, then. | swear by my soul, the modem shall be
yourstonight.”

* % %

Theroom waslit by asingle lamp that cast wild shadows whenever anyone moved, asif of illicit spirits at
awitch’s Sabbath.



It was an eerie Sight. Darger, motionless, held the modem in his hands. Lady Pamela, who had a sense of
occasion, had changed to alow-cut gown of clinging silks, dark-red as human blood. It swirled about her
as she hunted through the wainscoting for ajack left un-used for centuries. Surplus sat up weskly in bed,
eyes haf-closed, directing her. It might have been, Darger thought, an alegorica tableau of the human
body being directed by its Sck animd passons, while theintdlect stood by, pardyzed by lack of will.

“Therel” Lady Pamdatriumphantly straightened, her necklace scattering tiny rainbowsin thedim light.

Darger stiffened. He stood perfectly still for the length of three long breaths, then shook and shivered like
one undergoing seizure. Hiseyesrolled back in his head.

In hollow, unworldly tones, he said, “What man cals me up from the vasty deep?’ It wasavoicetotdly
unlike his own, one harsh and savage and eager for unholy sport. “Who dares risk my wrath?’

“Y ou must convey my wordsto the autistic' sears,” Surplus murmured. “ For heisbecome an integral
part of the modem—not merely its operator, but itsvoice.”

“| stand ready,” Lady Pamelareplied.
“Good girl. Tel itwho | am.”

“Itis Sir Blackthorpe Ravenscairn de Plus Precieux who speaks, and who wishestotak to...” She
paused.

“To hismost august and socidist honor, the mayor of Burlington.”

“Hismost august and socialist honor,” Lady Pamela began. She turned toward the bed and said
quizzicdly, “The mayor of Burlington?’

“"Tisbut an officid title, much like your brother’s, for hewho isin fact the spy-master for the Demesne
of Western Vermont,” Surplus said weskly. “Now repest to it: | compel thee on threet of dissolution to
carry my message. Use those exact words.”

Lady Pamelarepeated the words into Darger’ s ear.

He screamed. It was awild and unholy sound that sent the Lady skittering away fromhimina
momentary panic. Then, in mid-cry, he ceased.

“Who isthis?’ Darger said in an entirely new voice, this one human. “Y ou have the voice of awoman. Is
one of my agentsin trouble?’

“Speak to him now, as you would to any man: forth-rightly, directly, and without evason.” Surplus sank
his head back on his pillow and closed hiseyes.

S0 (asit seemed to her) the Lady Coherence-Hamilton explained Surplus’ plight to his distant magter,
and from him received both condolences and the needed infor-mation to return Surplus' s endocrine
levelsto afunc-tioning harmony. After proper courtesies, then, she thanked the American spy-master
and unjacked the mo-dem. Darger returned to passivity.

The leather-cased endocrine kit lay open on asmdll table by the bed. At Lady Pamela sdirection,
Darger be-gan applying the proper patches to various places on Surplus s body. It was not long before
Surplus opened his eyes.

“Am | tobewdl?’ he asked and, when the Lady nodded, “ Then | fear | must be gone in the morning.



Y our brother has spies everywhere. If he getsthe least whiff of what this device can do, he'll want it for
himsdf.”

Smiling, Lady Pamea hoisted the box in her hand. *Indeed, who can blame him? With such atoy, greet
things could be accomplished.”

“So hewill assuredly think. | pray you, returnit to me.”

Shedid not. “ Thisismore than just acommunication device, Sr,” she said. “Though in that modeit is of
incaculable vaue. Y ou have shown that it can enforce obedience on the creaturesthat dwell in the
forgotten nerves of the ancient world. Ergo, they can be compelled to do our caculationsfor us.”

“Indeed, s0 our technarchaeologiststell us. Youmust .. .. ."

“We have created monstrosities to perform the duties that were once done by machines. But withthis ,
there would be no necessity to do so. We have allowed ourselvesto beruled by an
icosahexadexa-brained freak. Now we have no need for Glorianathe Gross, Glorianathe Fat and
Grotesgue, Glorianathe Maggot Queen!”

“Madame!”
“Itistime, | believe, that England had anew queen. A human queen.”
“Think of my honor!”

Lady Pamela paused in the doorway. “Y ou are avery pretty fellow indeed. But with this, | can have the
mon-archy and keep such aharem aswill reduce your mem-ory to that of apassing and trivia fancy.”

With arudtle of skirts, she spun away.
“Then| am undone!” Surplus cried, and fainted onto the bed.

Quietly, Darger closed the door. Surplusraised himsdf from the pillows, began removing the patches
from hisbody, and said, “Now what?’

“Now we get some deep,” Darger said. “Tomorrow will be abusy day.”

The master of apes came for them after breskfast, and marched them to their usua destination. By now,
Darger was beginning to lose track of exactly how many times he had been in the Office of Protocol.
They entered to find Lord Coherence-Hamilton in atowering rage, and his sster, cadm and knowing,
standing in acorner with her arms crossed, watching. Looking at them both now, Darger wondered how
he could ever have imagined that the brother outranked his sister.

The modem lay opened on the dwarf-savant’ s desk. Thelittle fellow leaned over the device, sudying it
min-utely.

Nobody said anything until the master of apes and his baboons had |eft. Then Lord Coherence-Hamilton
roared, “Y our modem refuses to work for us!”

“Asl told you, gr,” Surplussaid coadlly, “it isinop-eretive.”

“That' sabold-arsed fraud and a goat-buggering lie!” In hiswrath, the Lord’ s chair rose up onits spindly
legs so high that his head dmost bumped against the ceiling. “I know of your activities—" he nodded
toward his ss-ter—"and demand that you show us how thiswhoreson device works!”



“Never!” Surplus cried stoutly. “1 have my my honor, Sir.”
“Y our honor, too scrupuloudy inssted upon, may well lead to your degth, Sir.”
Surplusthrew back hishead. “Then | die for Ver-mont!”

At thismoment of impasse, Lady Hamilton stepped forward between the two antagonists to restore
peece. “I know what might change your mind.” With aknowing smile, she raised ahand to her throat and
denuded hersdlf of her diamonds. “1 saw how you rubbed them against your face the other night. How
you licked and fondled them. How ecdtaticdly you took them into your mouth.”

She closed his paws about them. “They are yours, sweet ' Sieur Precieux, for aword.”

“Y ou would givethem up?’ Surplussaid, asif amazed at the very idea. In fact, the necklace had been his
and Darger’ starget from the moment they’ d seen it. The only barrier that now stood between them and
the merchants of Amsterdam was the problem of freeing themsdves from the Labyrinth before ther
marksfinaly redlized that the modem was indeed a cheat. And to thisend they had the invaluable tool of
athinking man whom al believed to be an autigtic, and aplan that would give them amost twenty hours
inwhich to es-cape.

“Only think, dear Surplus.” Lady Pamelastroked his head and then scratched him behind one ear, while
he stared down at the precious stones. “Imagine the life of wealth and ease you could lead, the women,
the power. It al liesin your hands. All you need do is close them.”

Surplustook adeep breath. “Very well,” he said. “ The secret liesin the condenser, which takes afull day
to re-charge. Wait but—"

“Here sthe problem,” the savant said unexpectedly. He poked at the interior of the modem. “ There was
awireloose”

Hejacked the deviceinto the wall.
“Oh, dear God,” Darger sad.
A savagelook of raw ddlight filled the dwarf savant’ sface, and he seemed to swell before them.

“lamfree!” hecried inavoice 0 loud it seemed impossible that it could arise from such adight source.
He shook asif an enormous eectrica current were surg-ing through him. The stench of ozonefilled the
room.

He burst into flames and advanced on the English spy-master and her brother.

While dl stood aghast and paralyzed, Darger seized Surplus by the collar and hauled him out into the
halway, damming the door shut ashedid.

They had not run twenty paces down the hall when the door to the Office of Protocol exploded outward,
sending flaming splinters of wood down the hallway.

Satanic laughter boomed behind them.

Glancing over his shoulder, Darger saw the burning dwarf, now blackened to acinder, emergefrom a
room engulfed in flames, capering and dancing. The modem, though disconnected, was now tucked
under one arm, asif it were exceedingly vauableto him. His eyeswere round and white and lidless.



Seeing them, he gave chase.
“Aubrey!” Surplus cried. “We are headed thewrongway! ”

It wastrue. They were running deeper into the Lab-yrinth, toward its heart, rather than outward. But it
was impossible to turn back now. They plunged through scattering crowds of nobles and servitors,
trailing fire and supernatura terror in their wake.

The scampering grotesgue st fire to the carpets with every footfall. A wave of flame tracked him down
the hal, incinerating tapestries and wallpaper and wood trim. No matter how they dodged, it ran straight
toward them. Clearly, in the programmatic literalness of its kind, the demon from the web had determined
that having early seen them, it must early kill them aswell.

Darger and Surplus raced through dining rooms and saons, along bal conies and down servants
passages. To no avail. Dogged by their hyper-natural nemesis, they found themsalves running down a
passage, straight toward two massive bronze doors, one of which had been left just barely gar. So
fearful were they that they hardly noticed the guards.

“Hold, srd”

The mustachioed master of apes stood before the doorway, his baboons straining against their leashes.
His eyeswidened with recognition. “By gad, it'syou!” he cried in astonishment.

“Lemmekill ’em!” one of the baboons cried. “ The lousy bastardsl” The others growled agreement.

Surplus would have tried to reason with them, but when he started to dow his pace, Darger put abroad
hand on his back and shoved. “Divel” he commanded. So of necessity the dog of rationdity had to bow
to the man of action. He tobogganed wildly across the polished marble floor between two baboons,
draight at the mas-ter of gpes, and then between hislegs.

The man stumbled, dropping the leashes ashe did.
The baboons screamed and attacked.

For an ingtant, al five gpeswere upon Darger, seiz-ing hislimbs, snapping at hisface and neck. Then the
burning dwarf arrived, and, finding his target ob-structed, seized the nearest baboon. The anima shrieked
asitsuniform burgt into flames.

As one, the other baboons abandoned their origina quarry to fight this newcomer who had dared attack
oneof their own.

Inatrice, Darger legped over the fallen master of apes, and was through the door. He and Surplus threw
their shoulders againg its metal surface and pushed. He had one brief glimpse of the fight, with the
baboons aflame, and their master’ s body flying through the air. Then the door dammed shut. Internd bars
and balts, operated by smoothly oiled mechanisms, automaticaly latched themsalves.

For the moment, they were safe.
Surplus dumped againgt the smooth bronze, and wearily asked, “Where did youget that modem?”’

“From adedler of antiquities.” Darger wiped his brow with hiskerchief. “It was transparently worthless.
Whoever would dream it could be repaired?’

Outside, the screaming ceased. Therewas avery brief sllence. Then the creature flung itself against one



of the metd doors. It rang with the impact.
A ddicaegirlish voice wearily said, “What isthis noise?’

They turned in surprise and found themselvesook-ing up at the enormous corpus of Queen Gloriana
She lay upon her palet, swaddled in satin and lace, and abandoned by all, save her vaiant (though
doomed) guardian apes. A pervasive yeasty smell emanated from her flesh. Within the tremendous folds
of chins by the dozens and scores was a small human face. Its mouth moved ddlicately and asked, “What

istryingtoget in?’
The door rang again. One of itsgreat hinges gave.
Darger bowed. “1 fear, madame, it isyour death.”

“Indeed?’ Blue eyes opened wide and, unexpectedly, Glorianalaughed. “If so, that is excedlent good
news. | have been praying for death an extremely long time.”

“Can any of God's cregtionstruly pray for death and mean it?’ asked Darger, who had his philosophical
sde. “I have known unhappiness mysdlf, yet even so lifeis preciousto me.”

“Look at me!” Far up to one side of the body, atiny arm—though truly no tinier than any woman's
arm—waved feebly. “I am not God' s creation, but Man’s. Who would trade ten minutes of their own life
for acentury of mine? Who, having mine, would not tradeiit dl for deeth?’

A second hinge popped. The doors began to shiver. Their metal surfaces radiated hest.
“Darger, we must leave!” Surpluscried. “Thereisatimefor learned conversation, but it is not now.”

“Your friend isright,” Glorianasaid. “Thereisasmal archway hidden behind yon tapestry. Go throughtit.
Place your hand on the left wall and run. If you turn whichever way you must to keep from letting go of
thewall, it will lead you outside. Y ou are both rogues, | see, and doubtless deserve punishment, yet | can
find noth-ing in my heart for you but friendship.”

“Madame. ..” Darger began, deeply moved.
“Go! My bridegroom enters.”

The door began to fdl inward. With afind cry of “Farewd|!” from Darger and “Comeon! ” from
Surplus, they sped away.

By the time they had found their way outside, al of Buckingham Labyrinth wasin flames. The demon,
however, did not emerge from the flames; encouraging them to believe that when the modem it carried
finally melted down, it had been forced to return to that unholy reslm from whence it came.

The sky was red with flames asthe doop set sall for Caais. Leaning againg therail, watching, Surplus
shook his head. “What aterrible sght! | cannot help feding, in part, responsible.”

“Come! Come!” Darger said. “ Thisdyspepsaill becomesyou. We are both rich fellows, now! The Lady
Pamela sdiamondswill maintain uslavishly for yearsto come. Asfor London, thisisfar from thefirg fire
it has had to endure. Nor will it bethelast. Lifeisshort, and so, whilewelive, let usbejolly!”

“These are sirange words for amelancholiac,” Sur-plus said wonderingly.

“Intriumph, my mind turnsits face to the sun. Dwdll not on the past, dear friend, but on thefuture that lies



glittering before us”

“The necklace isworthless” Surplus said. “Now that | havethe leisure to examineit, free of the
distracting flesh of Lady Pamela, | seethat these are not diamonds, but mereimitations.” He madeto cast
the necklace into the Thames.

Before he could, though, Darger snatched away the stones from him and studied them closely. Then he
threw back his head and laughed. “ The biters bit! Well, it may be paste, but it looks vauable still. We
ghdl find good usefor it in Paris”

“Wearegoing to Paris?’

“We are partners, are we not? Remember that antique wisdom that whenever adoor closes, another
opens? For every city that burns, another beckons. To France, then, and adventure! After which, Italy,
the Vatican Empire, Austro-Hungary, perhaps even Russal Never forget that you have yet to present
your credentiasto the Duke of Muscovy.”

“Very well,” Surplussaid. “But whenwe do, I'll pick out the modem.”

AND NO SUCH THINGS GROW HERE

NANCY KRESS

Herelifehasdeathfor neighbor,
Andfarfromeyeorear
Wanwavesandwetwinds abor,
Weakshipsandspiritssteer;
Theydriveadrift,andwither
Theywotnotwhomakethither;
Butnosuchwindsbl ownhither

Andnosuchthingsgrowhere.

—Algernon Charles Swinburne,
“The Garden of Proserpine

" DEE, | HAVE A problem,” Perri said.
Dee Stavros held the phone away from her ear and yawned hugely.

What the hdll timewasit, anyway? The clock had stopped in the night: another power outage. Her one
window was gtill dark. The air wasthick and hot.

“Deg, areyou there?’



“I’'mhere,” Dee said to her sster. “ So you' ve got a problem. What elseisnew?’
“Thisisdifferent.”

“They'redl different.” Only they weren't, redlly. Deadbesat boyfriends, a violent ex-husband, cars
“go-len,” alast-minute abortion, bad checks for overduerent . . . Perri’smessy life changed only in the
details. Deeyawned again.

Perri said, “I’ve been arrested for GMFA,” and Dee woke fully and sat up on the edge of the bed.

GMFA. Genetic Modification Felony Actions. The newest crime-fighting tool, newest draconian set of
laws, newest felonies to catch the attention of ablood-crazy public who needed a scapegoat for . . .
everything. But Perri? Feckless, bumbling,dumb Perri? Not possible.

Professond training took over. Dee said levely, “Where are you now?’

“Rikersidand,” Perri said, and at the relief in her voice—It’ lIbeal Iright,Deewill cleanupafter meagain
—Dee had to struggle to hold her anger in check.

“Doyou havealawyer?’
“No. | thought you'’ d take care of that.”

Of course. And now that she was listening, Dee heard behind Perri dl the muted miserable cacophony of
Rik-ersIdand, that chaotic hellhole where aleged perpsfor the larger hellhole of Manhattan were all
taken, processed and mishandled. But Perri didn’t live in Manhat-tan. Nobody who could avoid it lived
in Manhattan. The last time Dee had heard from her sister, Perri had been heading for the beaches of
North Carolina

For once, Perri anticipated her. “1 think they took me to Rikers because it was an offshore offense. Ona
boat. A ship, redlly . . . . Get away! I’m not done, you bitch!”

Dee sad rapidly, “Reinquish the phone, Perri, before you get hurt. Y ou had your two minutes. I'll be
thereassoon as| can.”

“Oh, Dee, I'm—" The phone went dead.

Dee stood holding it uselessly. Perri was what? Sorry? Scared? Innocent? But Perri was always those
thingsin her own mind. Maybe Dee should just leave her there. Get out of Perri’slife once and for dl.
Teach Perri alesson. Just leave her there to fend for herself for once. . . .

But Deewas dl too familiar with Rikers. She d retired from the force less than ayear ago. She started to
dress.

“Why me?’ Eliot Kramer said when he gppeared at her fourth-floor, one-room apartment door just after
dawn. Grimy sunshine glared through Deg€' s big south window, the only nice thing about her room, other
than its being on the far edge of Queens rather than the near edge. Many people were afraid of sunshine
indoors. Ultravi-olet, skin cancers—even though they’ d been told that glassfiltered out the danger. Most
people never listened to what they weretold.

“Why you? Because you' re the only decent lawyer | know.”

“Twenty yearswith NY PD and you knowone decent lawyer? Come on, Dee.”



“Decent in both senses, Eliot. Usualy the mora ones areincompetent and the competent ones have been
bOUght.”

He shook hishead. “Boy, I'm glad | don’t have your outlook on life.”
“Youwill. You'rejust not old enough yet.”

“And how isold isthissster of yours?’ Eliot asked asthey hurried down the sairs. “What' s her name
agan?’

“Perri Stavros. She' stwenty-seven. My kid sister—I raised her after our parentsdied in atrain wreck.”
“And what exactly happened?’

“Haven't any ideg,” Deesad. “And after shetdlsus, we still might not know.”

“Wonderful,” Eliot said unhappily.

They emerged into the Street, into the pale green light under the thick trees. Y oung trees, saplings, twigs.
.. this section of Queens had only been planting for six years, since the Cris's, and there were none of the
large trees that richer neighborhoods had immediately im-ported from God-knew-where. Trees grew up
through holes jackhammered into the aging Sdewalk, up beside crumbling stoops, up from buckets until
they were big enough to transplant. A whole row struggled to thrive in the street itself, which had been
narrowed to one lane now that cars were so unaffordable. Fast-growing trees, poplars and aspens and
cottonwoods, athough al trees (and everything else green) grew rapidly now. Whenever possible, trees
with broad leaves for the maximum amount of photosynthesis, maximum amount of carbon dioxide
scrubbed from the thick and overheated air.

“Not too bad thismorning,” Eliot said. “ Pretty breathable.”

“Not if wedon't get rain,” Dee said. Enough water, dways, was the concern. Will it rain today? Don't
you think it' s clouding up? Might it rain tomorrow? Water meant biomass growth, giving mankind a
chance of get-ting back into control the atmospheric O,/CO,loop so dangeroudy rising toward 1 percent
of CO,, the upper limit of breathability.

“It'll rain,” Eliot said. “ Put on your mask, we' re d-mogt at the subway. One more question—do you at
least know what class of contraband your Sster was caught with?”

“No,” Deesad. “It'sdl felony, isn't it?’

“There sfdoniesand there sfelonies,” Eliot said, and put on his mask.

Perri had been caught with class-two contraband, which meant five to ten.

“But there are extenuating circumstances,” Perri said, looking pleadingly at Eliot, who merely nodded,
dazed.

Dee was used to Perri’ s effect on men. Evenin the smely, hot (God, it was hot, and only early June),
win-dowless interrogation room, and even dirty and smdly hersdf, Perri’ s beauty blazed. The perfect
body, the long long legs, the thick honey-colored hair and full lips. But it wasthe eyesthat dwaysdid it.
Blue-green, larger than any other human eyes Dee had ever seen, fringed with long dark lashes. Perri’s
eyes sparkled, never the same two secondsin arow, unless you counted their un-changing sweetness of
expression. How did Perri keep that sweet expression, with thelife she' d led? Dee didn’t know, hadn’t



ever known.

Eliot said, histone not quite professiona, “Why don't you just tell me the entire story from the beginning,
Miss Stavros.”

“Perri, please” She put her hand on hisarm. *Y ou will help me, won't you, Eliot?” The gesture was
un-studied, genuine. It finished Eliot.

“Everything’ sgoing to be dl right, Perri,” he said, and Dee snorted. No, it was not. Not thistime. This
time, Perri may have dug herself under too deep for Dee—or Eliot—to pull her out. No, please God,no .
Dee knew about the kind of prisons that genemod offenders were sent to, and what happened to them
there. In the current public climate, GMFA felons were the new pedophiles.

Perri said, “Well, it started when | went down to North Carolina. To the beaches. | heard that sometimes
holo companies recruited actresses from there? It turned out not to be true, but by that time 1’ d met Carl
and well, you know.” Shelowered her amazing eyes, but not before Dee saw the flicker of pain.

“Goon,” Eliot sad. “What's Carl’ slast name?’
“He said Hansen. But it might not be. Anyway, | got pregnant.”
Dee exploded, “How—"

“Don't yell a me, Dee. | know it was my fault. The implant ran out and | forgot to go get another one.
And then Carl disappeared, and | didn’t have the money for an abortion, so | started sort of asking
around about a cheap one.”

Suddenly Dee noticed how pale Perri was. It wasn't just the lack of makeup. Lips nearly the same color
as her skin, dark smudges under her eyes. .. “You fool! Areyou bleeding?’

“Oh, on,” Perri said. “Everything went fine, Dee, and anyway I’m strong as an ox. Y ou know that.”
Eliot said, “Who performed the operation, Perri?’

“Wadll, that’ sjust it. | know him only as‘Mike.” Thisgirl | know said he was safe, he'd doneit for her
friend, and hedidn’t charge anything at al. Hedid it out of idedlism.” Her lips curved in such atender
amilethat Dee was ingantly suspicious.

“Woasthis‘Mike an actud licensed doctor?’

“Hedidn’t do the operation. My girlfriend introduced us at this bar on the beach, and Miketook meon a
powerboat out to where the big ship was with the doctor aboard.”

And Perri had gone with him. Just like that. Un-fucking-believable.

Eliot sad, “Names, Perri. The girlfriend; the doctor, anyone on the ship, the name of the ship itself.”
“I don’t know, except for my girlfriend. Betsy Jeffer-son.”

“Do you think that's her readl name?’

“Probably not,” Perri said. “ The beach isthe kind of place you get to be somebody eseif you want to,
you know?’

“Iknow,” Dee said grimly. “Perri, do you know how much crime and smuggling go through Hilton



Head?’
“I do now.”
Eliot said patiently, “Go on with your story, Perri. Our timeisn’t unlimited, unfortunately.”

“The doctor did the abortion. When | cameto, | rested awhile. Everyone was kind to me. Then Mike
said he couldn't take me back, the ship had to leave. But he would send mein alittle ‘ remote boat.”
That'sa—"

“Weknow what it is” Dee said harshly. “ Smugglers use them dl the time. They’ re computer-guided to
shore from out at sea, so if the feds are there to intercept the stuff, at least they don't get the perps, too.
Did the damn thing dump you in the ocean?’

“Oh, no. It brought meright to apublicdock in . . . Long Idand? | guess so. The ship must have sailed a
long way while | was knocked out. It was daylight. Mike said the remote boats aren't illegal. | would
have been dl right, except . . .”

“Except what?” Eliot said gently.

Perri didn’t answer for amoment. When she spoke, her voice was low. “ The ship wasfull of plants.
Howers, littletrees, dl sorts of stuff growing on the deck in the sunshine. Beautiful. | . . . | wanted
something to remem-ber Mike by. Y ou don’t know how good he wasto me, Dee, how kind. | felt . . .
anyway. | picked aflower when nobody was looking and put it under my shirt. | was wearing thisloose
man' s shirt because since | got preg-nant, nothing of minefit right. Nobody saw me take the flower.”

“Oneflower?’ Deesad. “That’sal?’

“Theflower wasn't big. It had beautiful yellow petasthat were the same color asMike shair. That's
why | took it. Don’'t look like that, Dee! A cop saw the remote boat land and came over to the dock
because even though they' re so tiny | guessthey’ re pretty expensive and he was checking it out. And |
staggered alittle get-ting out of the boat because it hadn’t even been aday yet since the operation. | was
feding alittlewoozy. It was s0 hot, and it was abad air day. The flower fel out from under my shirt.
Below the petds along the stem were dl these hard little bals, maybe two dozen of them. One burst
gpart when the flower fell, and the cop saw it and took mein. | don’t even know what it was!”

“I do,” Eliot said. “Asyour attorney, the charges were of course available to me and | downloaded them.
The seed pods are awaiting complete analysis at the GFCA |ab, but the prelim shows genetic
modification for letha insecticides. Airborne seeds, which makesit a class-two genemod felony.”

“But | didn’t know!” Perri cried. “And | never un-derstood what' s so bad about plantsthat kill insects,
anyway! Don't look likethat, Dee, I'm not stupid! | know the history of the Crissaswell asyou do. But
those genemod plants that dmost wiped out dl the wheat in the Midwest were only one kind of
engi-neered plant, and if people like Mike believe that other genemods can be—"

Dee cut her off. “People like Mike are crimindsin it for the profit. And it wasn’t just the wheat-killing
genemod that caused the Crisis. And you may not be stu-pid, Perri, but you surely have acted likeit!”

Eliot held up hishand. “Ladies, the thing to focus on hereis—"

“No, Dee'sright,” Perri said. She sat up straighter and her washed-out lovely face took on an odd
dignity. “I’'ve been afool, and | know it. But | had no . . . what isit, Eliot? Crimind intent? Surely that
counts for something.”



Eliot said quietly, “Not very much, I'm afraid. | don’t want to lie to you, Perri. The GMFA Actis
intended to prosecuteillegd genemod organizations working for profit and willing to do anything at dl to
protect that profit. The Act iswide-reaching and harsh because it’s modeled on RICO, the old
Racketeering Influenced and Corrupt Organization laws, and because genetic engi-neering represents
such adanger to the entire planet since the Greenhouse Crigs. Or politiciansthink it does. Unfortunately,
peoplelike you fal under the Act aswdl, and | wouldn't be doing my duty by you if I didn’t inform you
honestly that your caseisn't going to play well infront of ajury of the usud hystericd citizenswhose
grandmothers and babies are having trouble breathing.”

“But the Greenhouse Crisis and the whest kill-off were two separate things!” Perri cried, surprising Dee.

“But most people don’t separate them because they happened concurrently,” Eliot said. “All a once the
air was ruined, there was no bread, pricesfor everything rocketed because the government made energy
S0 expendgiveto try to control industrial emissions. . . al a once. In my experience, that’s how juries see
it. Perri, | think you' re much better off pleading guilty and letting me pleabargain for you.”

Perri was slent. Dee said thickly, aready knowing the answer, “Wherewill she do time?’
“Probably Cotsworth. It'sthe usua place for the east coast.”

Cotsworth. It was notorious. Dee had never been inside, but she didn’t have to be. She' d seen other
placeslikeit. It wasn't as bad as the men’ sworst prisons—they never were—but agirl who looked like
Perri . . .was likePeri . ...

Perri said, “All right, Eliot. If you think | should plead guilty, I will.”

Trusting him completely, on a haf-hour acquain-tance. Exactly how she got into thisin thefirst place with
“Carl,” with*Mike.” Shewould never learn.

Eliot said, “I'll do everything | can for you, Perri.”

A wan smile, but the astonishing blue-green eyes dazzled. 1 know you will. | trust you.”

Deewasn't Perri. She probed, tested, cut. “What if the FBI finds ‘ Mike ?’

“They won't find Mike,” Eliot said. They stood at the subway entrance before the hellish descent
underground. Eliot was going to his officein Brooklyn, Deeto Queens. “God, you of al people know
they won't find Mike. The Genetic M odification Crimes section of the FBI is overworked, there aren't
enough of them, and Perri is such small potatoes they probably won't even look for Mike.”

“The ship doesn’'t sound like small potatoes.”
“They might not even believe the ship exigts. Perri wouldn't be thefirgt perp to fasify events”
“Do you think that’ swhat she' sdoing?’

“No,” Eliot said. “I think she stelling the absolute truth. | think she’ sthat rare find, a person incapabl e of
dishonesty. But | don't think the FBI or the federd at-torney will think so. They’re paid not to.”

“But you think the ship exists,” Dee perssted.

“Y es. There are dozens, maybe hundreds, of them out there, in international waters whereit'smuch
harder to do anything about them. They genemod everything from insect-killing supercropsfor idedists



who want to save the Earth, to insect-killing supercrops for profiteers who want to own it. And who
don’t careif they inadvertently kill off an entire Third World country’ srice crop in the process. Oh,

Perri’ sshipisout there, dl right, with “Mike’ running it. Although why he' saso performing abortionsisa
bit murky. But I’m going to downplay that aspect with the federa attorney. It makes Perri ook
irrespon-sible”

“Sheisirrespongble”
“Sometimes,” Eliot said, “what looks like irrespons-hility isrealy innocence.”

Herewegoagain, Dee thought. But if aridiculousinfatuation would increase Eliot’ swork on Perri’s
behalf, let the poor sot be infatuated.

It wasironic. Raising Perri, she was dways the one “mother” who wouldn't let Perri take the bus by
hersdlf, walk home from school aone, go downtown. Cops were like that. Unlike the other mothers, Dee
had known what was waiting out there in the street. And then the grown-up Perri sought out more
trouble than any of her childhood friends.

Deesad, “ So you don't think the authoritieswill look for Mike. And even though it would help Perri’s
plea, youwon't, either.”

Eliot said bluntly, “1 can't afford the resourcesto look. Can you?’
“No,” Deesad.

“Also, the case will be heard in under aweek, prob-ably. They dispose of these small things asfast as
they can, fair or not.You know that, Dee.”

“Yes, | know that. But finding the ship would aid an apped for Perri.”
“Yes. But they’renot going to find it, Dee.”

“No,” shesaid. “But | am.”

THE COAST OF CAROLINA ISTHE NEW FLORIDA! blared e-banners at the train station. Dee
believed it. Ruin one area, making it so hot the ecology becomes frightening and the people leave, move
on to another. Mogt of Floridawas now genuine jungle, teeming with foreign plants and animal s escaped
from Miami Internationa Airport, always the mgjor import center for such things. Monkeys, caimans,
lygodia, dligators, and insects carrying everything from dengue fever to new diseases without names.
Some of them, of course, genemod. It was the diseases that had made West Palm retirees, South Beach
fun seekers, and the Miami crim-ina underground &l move north.

Shetook a cheagp motel room far from the action and went shopping. To the experienced, copswere
ingtantly identifiable. That included ex-cops. She bought amodest swvimsuit which at least covered her
nipples, added aloose sheer robeto veil her forty-four-year-old body, studied the locals and purchased
something guaranteed to make her hair liein flat sculptured loops aong one side of her neck. Shedidn’t
overdo it, another classic mistake of undercover cops. Her lipstick wasn't too gold, her eye makeup not
too blue. She bought her beach bag, sandals, and music cube at a used-stuff store. She would do.

Thelong siretch of white-sand beach, natural and artificia, turned out to be informally segregated: gay
beach, retiree beach, kid beach, sex-and-criminal beach. “I’m looking for Betsy Jefferson,” shetold the
bartender at the first bar on the right beach.



The bartender gathered up glasses. He looked like he' d been behind the bar for avery long time. “Why
do you want Betsy?’

“I need to talk to her. Do you know where sheis?’
“No. Last | heard, she' sworking someplace for her uncle.”

Of course. It was the number one response cops heard. Y ou ask anybody what they, or anyone elsg, did
for aliving, and they said, “Work for my uncle.” The entire underworld was employed by uncles.

Deesad, “I'mredly looking for Perri Burr. I'm her sigter.” Perri had used “Burr” asher “beach key.”

The bartender squinted at Dee. “Y eah, you look alittlelike her,” he said, which was elther kindness or
blindness. “Around the nose. All right. Betsy’ sworking at the Adams. Out Surf Street.”

“Thanks.” Adams.Burr.Jeffer son. Eighteenth-century WASP aliases for twenty-first-century punks. Dee
wondered if they even knew who the originals had been.

The Adams was a sex-show-and-fizz club that wouldn’t even open until midnight. Dee went back to her
motel and shopped again, thistime for acheap e-dressthat shimmered strategically on and off around her
body. Then she dept.

At onein the morning Betsy Jefferson started to perform. She was older than Perri, and ol der than she
looked, gyrating her aging flesh through stage sequences as repul sive as anything Dee had seen when
she'd worked Vice. Dee, her dresson full coverage, tried to picture Perri in this setting. Shefailed. Eliot
was right: Perri’ sfuck-ups had aquality of innocence foreign to the Adams, with itsforced glitter and redl
sadism. Perri fucked up irresponsibly but not cruelly. When Betsy finished, blood from a dead monkey
smeared the stage and her own naked body.

Dee sent anote backstage and the bouncer |et her through. Betsy stood in abasin of water duicing
hersalf down. “Hi. I'll be donein aminute.”

“Thanksfor seeingme.”

Off-stage and covered, Betsy Jefferson looked even older and much wearier. “ Perri talked about you.
She looked up to you. Y ou still work with homel ess babies?’

Actua discretion on Perri’ s part. Dee was grateful. “Yes. But it’s Perri I'm here to talk about. Y ou know
shewas arrested on GMFA.”

“Yeah.” Betsy didn't meet Dee seyes. “| heard.”
“She' s disappeared. Got away from afederal marshal. Fucked her way free.”
Betsy amiled. “Yeah? Good for her.”

“I think so, too. But I’'m worried, Betsy, because she' sflatline broke. | want to give her money so she
can go underground armed and flush.”

Betsy nodded. “ She said you alwaystook care of her.”

“And | awayswill. Do you know where | can find her? Has she turned up anywhere back on the
beach?’

“Not that | heard.”



“Then do you know where | can find * Mike ? The guy that got her the abortion on the ship?’
“Shetold you about that, yeah?’

“Perri tellsme everything,” Dee said. “ She knows | just want to take care of her.”

“Y eah, she said. And you' re fucking right about one thing. Without money, shewon'’t last long here.”
“That' swhat | figured.”

Betsy studied Dee. Dee didn’'t have to fake concern. Abruptly Betsy said, “Perri never worked no place
likethis, you know.”

Deewas dlent.

“Shedidn’'t have to, with her looks. Wouldn't have done it anyway. | told her to go back to you and get
adecent life”

“Thank you. Too bad shedidn’t listen,” Dee said. For thefirst time, she saw why Perri had trusted
Betsy, saw what wasn't totally extinguished in the older woman. Dee wondered if Betsy had ever had
any kids of her own. Who was Perri subgtituting for?

“Youwon't find Mike, Dee. Not unless he wantsto find you.”
“Can you make it so he does?’

“Maybe”

“I redlly want Perri to havethe money. It'salot. All I've saved.”
“Whereyou staying?’

Deetold her, and Betsy made aface. “ Okay. Go back to Queens.”
“Back toQueens 7’

“Look,” Betsy sad, “You'renew at this. Mike ain't here anymore, not after Perri’ sarrest. Perri ain't
here, either, or I'd of heard about it. People know | sort of looked out for her. But | know Mike, Mike
knows people, people get around. Give me your address in Queens and go home.”

Dee had wacoed it. Her first contact on the beach and she' d exploded the possibility of more. If she
didn’t go back to Queens, Betsy would hear about it and ques-tion why. Word would get around much
faster than Dee could. Nobody would talk to her. Nobody.

“Thanks” shesad, amiling at Betsy.

At her sentencing Perri stood ashen and dry-eyed. She wore aloose gray coveral so old and laundered
that the tired cloth draped softly around her body. With her hair unstyled she looked incongruoudy
virginal, amaiden in innocent distress. Deg, the only spectator in the court, grasped the ancient wooden
railling so hard that its oily grime became embedded in the creases of her palms. The courtroom was on
half AC; apparently somebody had de-cided that federal judges deserved somerelief from New Y ork
air, despite the exorbitant cost of all emissions-creating energy. Even so, Dee couldn't breathe.

Eliot had made a ded with the feds. Dee suspected it had cost him al his markers. Perri pleaded guilty to



class three genemod possession.

“The court has considered the federa prosecutor’ s recommendationsin thiscase,” thejudgesaidina
bored voice, “ and accepts them. Six monthsin prison, no time off for good behavior, followed by six
years probation. Counsdor, do you have anything to add?’

“No, your honor,” Eliot said.
“Bailiff, remove the prisoner.”

And that was dl. Dee had seen it, participated in it, how many times? Dozens, maybe hundreds. But this
was Perri.

“I loveyou, Dee!” she called as she was led away, and her attempt to smilefor her sister’ s sake
cauterized De€' s heart.

“Y ou can vigt next month,” Eliot said somberly.

“If she sl dive by next month.”

Hewaspracticd. “Did you put the maximum amount alowable in her prison account?”’
“Of course,” Dee snapped. “1 know how the system works.”

“Unfortunately,” Eliot said. “Buy you lunch?’

“No. You stay ingde—it'sabad air day,” Dee said brutdly. “1’m going home.”
“Dee...| didthebest| could.”

He had. She wastoo enraged to give that to him.

At home she checked the non-traceable money chips hidden in her gpartment, plusthe lega surveillance
equipment and illega nerve gas. When Mike showed up, she would either buy her way to the ship, and
to evidencefor alegal apped, or bring him down hersalf and let the authorities pursue it. Oncethey had a
live body, they might actudly do that. Maybe.

The money was safe. As she had done every night for aweek, Dee swallowed the foul drink that would
neutralize the nerve gasin her own lungsfor twelve hours. Military Stuff, it was highly illegd for her to
haveit. She no longer cared.

Then shetried to deep.

The air was exceptionally bad today. Choked with greenhouse gases, CO,pushing maybe point
seven-five, when had it gotten this bad? She was having trouble breathing, shecouldn’ tbreathe . . . .

Dee awakened strangling. Cord bound her neck, her legs, her arms. . . no, onearm was il free.
Desperately she worked afinger between her neck and the tightening cord; it gave dightly and shewas
ableto pull it far enough away from her neck to gasp in abreath of fetid air. But that would only work for
amoment, her assailant wassureto . . .

There was no assailant. She was donein her gpart-ment, strangled by tough green stems that had almost
buried her infoliage. Dee screamed once, but then her cop reflexes kicked in. She flexed everything to
see what was |oose and found afrond not yet wrapped completely around both her body and her bed.



She contorted her body so that her free hand, without removing the index finger from under the noose at
her neck, brought the loose frond to her teeth, her only available weapon. She bit hard.

The stem parted and fell into two parts. She grabbed wildly with her limited reach for another sem. They
weregrowing . . . she could actualysee the slems grow-ing around her in tiny, fatal increments. She bit
through a second stem and filled her mouth with bitter leaf. What if it was poison? Don't think about it
now. She bit another stem.

Writhing on the bed, half-pinned, Dee fought the mindless green with everything she had. At one point
she thought she' d logt; there were too many tendrils. But the plantwas mindless. By cdculating wherethe
worst danger was and working her way doggedly toward that point, by reason and strength and sheer
luck, she got ahand free enough to break the glass of water by her bedside and attack with the broken
glass. Blood streamed over sheets, leaves, hersdlf.

She was free. Sherolled off the bed, leapt away, and collapsed on the floor, panting.
From here, the plant looked to be growing much more dowly. No more than six inches an hour.

Six inches an hour. She didn’t know that even the underground genemod labs had achieved that. Splice
phototropism genesto growth ones, maybe? She didn’t know. She didn’t want to know. She had amost
died.

The nutrient box sat under the bed, maybe two feet square, tilted toward the big south window that was
the reason she’ d taken the apartment. It hadn’t been there when she’ d gone to bed. Whoever had put it
there had known how to disable the surveillance equipment and nerve gas. The plants had probably
grown dowly, if a al, until dawn. Then the light had driven their super-efficient energy useto put
everything into growth, ariotous deedly burst of it that had depleted them utterly. Already the oldest
leaves were turning yellow at the edges. Live hard, grow fast, die young.

Deelooked for the patch. She found it on her ankle, peded it off. Whatever had dripped into her
bloodstream had kept her knocked out far into the light-rich morn-ing. It was amaost noon.

She crouched on the floor and watched the spent kamikaze plant die.

* * %
“And the money was dill there,” Eliot said.
“Not touched.”
“So they just wanted to kill you.”

“Head of the class, counsdlor,” Dee snarled. Shewas till shaky. They sat in acoffee shop near Dee's
building. The air was very bad today; some people wore masks even indoors. The room was tifling. Dee
could remem-ber when air conditioning didn’t cost the Earth. Literaly.

She continued, “1 want to know what’ s best to do, Eliot. If | call the authorities and take them up to see
the evidence of amurder attempt, will it help Perri’s apped ?’

“I don't see how,” Eliot said. He pulled his sticky shirt away from his chest for amoment. “ Y ou can't
provewho did it, or even that the murder attempt wasin any way connected to Perri’ s experiences. Yes,
it was agenemod wespon, but that doesn’t link it to any specific illegd organization.”

“God, do you suppose I’ ve got legions of people out to kill me? Who else could it be?’



“You'rean ex-cop,” Eliot said. “1 don’t haveto tell you that ex-cops get deviled by people they arrested
and sent to jail, sometimes years after the fact. There arealot of crazies out there. Your ‘evidence' is
circumgantia, Dee, and bardly that. There’'sno solid link.”

“And what would bea*solid link’ ? My actudly turn-ing up dead?’

“Not that, either. Dee, you're being stupid. Y ou of al people ought to know that you can't play inthis
league. You just can't.”

“And the FBI won't.”

“Only if they just happen to sumble acrossit. Oth-erwise it’ stoo smdl for them, and too big for you.
Giveup,Dee. Do you want to go with meto see Perri this afternoon?’

Deegrew 4ill. “1 thought she couldn’t have vistorsfor the first month.”

“Doesn’'t gpply to me. I'm her attorney. I'll get you in as part of her lega team.”
“Yes. Oh, yes”

Eliot opened hismouth asif to say more, closed it again. Hefinished his coffee.
Dee sat slent on the train to Cotsworth, preparing herself. Even o, it was a shock.

“Hello, Dee. Eliot,” Perri said. She succeeded in smil-ing through her swollen lips. One eye was
completely closed with bruises. Even in the prison coverdl it was obvious she' d lost weight.

“Perri ... Perri.” Dee pulled herself together. “1 told you not to fight back. With anybody.”

Eliot said gently, “Guards or inmates?’

“Both. Eliot, don't fileany complaints. It'll only makeit worseon me.”

Hedidn't answer. He knew she wasright. So did Dee, but rage rosein her throat, tasting of acid.
Eliot sad, “I’ vefiled an apped, Perri.”

She brightened. Dee knew the appeal would be de-nied; there were no grounds. But anything to give her
sder alittlehopein thishell.

And Perri was magnificent. She chatted with Dee and Eliot. She asked after their lives. Shedid
everything pos-sble to pretend she was not in pain and despair. When the short visit was over, and al
the checkpoints had been passed, Dee turned to Eliot.

“Don’t ever tdl meagain to give up. Not ever.”

Shelooked two places: the activists and the criminals. She was looking for the overlap.

The environmenta activists were not as numerous or as angry asthey’ d been before the Crigs, for the
smple reason that they’ d won. Dee understood that. She aso understood what had to be their next
move: semi-underground activism.

It went likethis: Y ou spend your life driven by the desire to outlaw genetic engineering, and thenit’'s
out-lawed, and you' re spiritually unemployed. For awhile you try other causes, but it's not the same. So



you or-ganize groups to attack suspected genemod violations, on the grounds the authorities are (pick
one) lazy, cor-rupt, stupid, burdened by bureaucracy. Y ou then can spend time ferreting out illegal labs
and farms and de-stroying them. Y ou' re back in the game. Of course, you' re dso vigilantes and thus
must fight the cops aswell astheviolators, but for a certain type of person, this only makesit more
interesting.

Dee started with New Greenpeace. At her first meet-ing she met awoman angry enough to be agood
can-didate for “subversive projects.” The woman, Paula Caradine, was suspicious of Dee, but Dee was
used to suspiciousinformants.

“Why areyou interested in subverson?’ Paula asked. She was stocky, plain, very intense.
“My sgter’sinjail for agenemod offense she didn’t commit. She was framed.”
“Oh?What' s her name?’

“Perri Stavros. I'm Demetria Stavros. | used to be acop with the NY PD. Perri’ s conviction changed
thingsfor me. The FBI isn't getting the job doneright, even though they’ ve got the Act now, or Perri
wouldn’t be Insde and the polluters Outside.”

Paulasaid, “Nothing’ s going on right now,” which was probably alie. Dee was used to being lied to.
Everybody lied to cops. suspects, witnesses, victims. It was afact of life on the street. Paulasaid no
more, which was agood sign. She' d have Dee and Perri checked out, find out Dee’ s story wastrue. It
was adart. Building informants was as ow process.

In Manhattan, they were already built, at east the onesthat hadn’t been killed or been jailed or died of
“environmenta conditions.” Dee had only been retired ayear. However, aweek of networking and
bribery turned up nothing but the usua empty lies. Then she turned up Gum.

Nobody knew how old he was, not even Gum himsalf. He had purplish melanomas on his bald head and
exposed arms. Disease, or sunlight, or bad luck. He refused medica treatment, air masks, false teeth.
Gum lived everywhere, and nowhere. He remembered life before the Cris's, before the business flight
from Manhat-tan, maybe before the turn of the century. He was old, and stinking, and dying, and his
sheer surviva thislong had earned him a sort of mythic dimension, like agod. There were punks and
scars and hyenasin the Park who actudly believed that killing Gum would bring horrible retribution.
Although Dee had trouble imagining anything more horrible than thelife they were aready lead-ing. The
Park, along with several other sections of Manhattan, had dipped completely beyond police con-trol. No
cop would go there, ever, for any reason.

Dee caught Gum in abar near the rotting East River docks, on a street unofficialy declared aneutra
zone. “Hey, Gum.”

He peered at her blankly. Gum never recognized anybody overtly. Dee suspected he had an eidetic
memoary.

“It'sDee Stavros. Withthe NYPD.”

“Hey.”

“Y ou want asoda?’ Gum never drank acohol.
“Hey.” He hauled himself onto astool next to her.

“Gum, I'm looking for somebody.”



Gum said in his cranky, oldman voice, “I been look-ing for God for ahunnert years.”

“Y eah, wdll, let me know if you find Him. Also aguy who could be caling himsdlf ‘Mike.” Or not. Runsa
ge-nemod illega on aship. Also does abortionsthere.”

“Abortions?” Gum said doubtfully.

“Y eah, you know, rape-and-scrapes. Women' s stuff. Y ou hear anything about that?”
“A hunnert years” Gum said. “Hewent missing.”

Gum meant God, not Mike. Gum only talked when he was readly.

“Y ou hear anything, I’ d like to know about it.” She dipped him the money chips so unobtrusively not
even the bouncer saw it.

“Just went missing, left uslikethis”
“Don’t | know it, Gum.”

“A hunnert years.”

She went to another activist meeting, worked more on Paula Caradine. Before anything could happen,
Eliot called her. Hisvoice had the ultracontrolled monotone that alot of lawyers used for something redly
serious.

“Deg, | want you to see something. Meet me at the genemod evidence center in an hour. Y ou know
whereitis?’

“Of course| know whereitis. Can you ssy—"
“No.” Heclicked off.

The Genetic Modification Felony Actions Evidence Center for Greater New Y ork wasin Brooklyn. It
was another bad air day; Dee wore her mask for the entire trip plus the fifteen minutes she hung around
outsde. No admittance to the heavily guarded building without five million authorizations. Findly Eliot
showed up (* Another breakdown on the subway™), got them inside, and was shown to an e-locked
room. Dee recognized the negative-pressure signsin thiswhole wing. Nothing, not even spores, could
drift out. She and Eliot had changed into paper coverals. They would have to go through
decontamination to get out again.

Eliot keyed the e-locked door and it opened.

Dee gasped. Yearsof training couldn’t weigh againg this. The single plant sat in the middle of the small
room. A bush astall as Dee' s shoulders, it had broad, very pae green leaves on woody branches. Inthe
center of each leaf was a closed human eye. Eliot turned up the light and the eyes opened.

Perri’seyes.

Each one was the gtartling blue-green that Dee had never seen on anyone ese. Their pupilsturned
toward the light source. A hundred eyes, moving in unison, blind.

“The evidence biologist explained it tome,” Eliot said. “ The eyes are light-sengtive but they can't actually
see. They're not wired up to any brain. There sahuman eye gene, ‘aniridia,” that can be introduced onto



animasinweird places, insect wings or legs, and they’ | grow extra eyes. Nobody knew you could put it
into plants.”

“Why?What isit?”

“It' sanart object,” Eliot said grimly. “A sculpture. Apparently the artist iswellknown in the underground
circlesthat traffic in these things. HE sin custody.”

“Mike—"

“Wasthe supplier, of course. The eyeswere grown from the stem cells from Perri’ s aborted fetus. Stem
cellsare easest to grow into any organ. But the so-cdlled artist isrefusing to talk. On advice of attorney.”

“Will heded?If you offer enough?’

“I can't offer anything, Dee. It'snot my case. But no, | don't think helll talk. More and more of these
genemod illegals are being acquired by organized crime. The FBI and NY PD have just established ajoint
task force onillegds. The artist would rather face the court than face the mob.”

“But it’ sobvious these are Perri’ sgenes! They can do aDNA match!”

“Why bother? Y ou can’t prove shedidn’'t give Mikethetissue, or sell it to him. It doesn't clear her at all.
| just thought you ought to see that the chances of getting Mike on other charges have gone way up. He's
con-nected to the artist who' s connected to the mob, so Mikeisgoing to get serious atention. They'l|

get himif they can.”

Deefaced him. “1 don’t want revenge. | want Perri freed.”

“Areyou sure you don’'t want revenge? Perri’ stold me abit about her childhood. Y ou overprotected
her, Dee. Y ou made her fed the entire world is dangerous.”

uItiSH

“But you also taught her she can't cope with it without you. That without you, she's bound to screw up.
And like agood daughter, she' s been proving you right ever since.”

“She' snot my daughter, and—"

“She might aswdll be. Y ou were the only mother she had.”
“Y ou don’'t know jack shit about it!”

“I know what Perri’ stold me.”

Dee demanded, “You see her? A lot?’

“Every chance | can. Don't look like that, Dee. She' s not a child anymore, and asyou just pointed out,
you're not her mother.”

“Fuck you, Eliot. You'refired. You're not Perri’ s a-torney any more.”
“That' snot your decison,” Eliot said.
“I pay her billgl”

“Not thisone.” His gaze was steady.



Dee strode toward the door. Going through it, she dapped off the light. The blue-green eyes on the pale
leaves, Perri’ s eyes, blinked and closed.

“WEe re hitting afarm tonight,” Paulasaid abruptly. “Y ou can come aong.”
“I checked out, huh?’ Dee said.
“Why didn’t you mention that the bastards tried to kill you with a bio-wespon?’

“I thought I’ d give you something to research,” Dee said. She hid her surprise that “the
group”—preten-tioudy, they had no other name—had turned up the attack in her apartment. They were
better connected than she’ d thought. No officia police report had been filed.

“We meet hereat twoA M. ” Paulasaid. “Wear dark clothing that covers your arms and legs with at least
three layers of cloth, and good boots. We' |l supply gloves and mask.”

“Got it. Paula. . . thanks.”
“I know how itis” Paulasaid cryptically. Deedidn’t ask what she mearnt.

Sixteen people, packed into two vans with blackened windows and an opague shield between driver and
pas-sengers. No names, faces behind masks, Dee wouldn’t be able to identify anyone except Paula.
They rode for at least forty minutes at variable speeds. When the van stopped, they could have been

anywhere.

“Stay insinglefile,” their “group leader” said. He led them through the darkness, one flashlight in the front
of theline, off the road through asmall woods, then across at least three open fields divided by strips of
un-derbrush. Findly the line halted.

The genemod farm was an acrelot of saplings. Sold as transplants, Dee guessed. Genemod illegals had
learned not to fence or firewdl their farms; it attracted too much aeria-surveillance attention. To Dee
these saplings looked like any other stand of young trees. What were they genemod for? It didn’t matter.
Their cre-ation was the kind of irresponsible activity that had caused the Crisis, when onefood crop after
another had been wiped out by fast-growing, herbicide-resistant, ge-netically created “ super-plants’ with
no natural enemies. Thekind of irresponsible activity that had, in the end, caused most of the Midwest to
endure the controlled burn. The kind of irresponsible activity that had ruined agribusinesses, spurred
hoarding, and weakened an a-ready staggering economy.

Thekind of activity that had jailed Perri.

“Chop each tree clean through at the base,” the leader instructed. “ Don’'t work on adjacent trees or you
risk cutting each other. Be quiet and quick. The acid team isright behind you.”

Deetook the row of trees he gave her. She buzzed her saw through its base, surprised at the savage
pleasureit gave her. Theair filled with muted buzz (much of the sound was white-noised somehow) and
with the sharp smell of the acid poured over the falen limbs and rooted stumps. Deefdt energy flow into
her as she de-stroyed the crop. Over the havoc she listened for the sound of defending copters or guns,
but no one came. She laughed aoud.

“What'sso funny?’ Paulasaid, on the next row.

“I just remembered something. An old poem. * Only God can make atree.” ”



“Huh,” Paulasaid. “ Forget poetry and just saw.”

Dee sawed, every vibration avicious joy. When they were done, the activists dipped over thefieldsto
the vans. Behind them, the carefully created grove lay in acrid burned waste.

“l found him,” Gum sad.

Deetensed. It had taken along time to locate Gum again. She'd finaly found him inside the base of the
Brooklyn Bridge, living with agroup of people armed with shoulder-launched missiles of sometype.
Where the hell had they gotten them? The things |ooked mili-tary. The whole setup was one Dee would
never have approached a al if two different informants hadn’t said Gum was there. One, heavily bribed,
had had the e-mail address. An electric cable snaked across the ground and into the bridge, undoubtedly
stedling very expensive en-ergy until the power company discovered it. No longer Deg’ s problem. She
e-mailed Gum, and at the appointed hour he emerged from the Bridge looking as dirty and demented as
ever.

They sat on packing crates set a hundred yards from the Bridge in an empty lot strewn with broken glass,
rags, unidentifiable chunks of metad. Dee counted Six ratsin two minutes.

“Whereishe?’ she asked Gum.

“Everywheres. Nowheres. Gone and back. A hunnert years.”

“Not God, Gum! | thought you found Mike!”

“Gone and back. A hunnert years.”

Dee held on to her temper. Thisvisit was too important, and too dangerous, to ruin. She waited.
Finaly Gum said, “He watches Mike. He watches me. He watches you. He knows.”
“What does He know, Gum? Will you tell me so | can know, too?’
“HeknowsMikedin't doit. The plants.”

“Mike didn’t take my sster to aship illegd with genemod plants?’

“Oh, yeah. Praisethe Lord.”

“Mike did take Perri to agenemod illegd?’

“Oh, yeah,” Gum said. Rheum oozed from hisfilmy eyes. “Gone and back.”
“Hetook her to the ship and he sent her back. But where is Mike now?’

“God sees”

Dee put her hands on her knees and leaned forward. Another rat ran across the lot. Closer to the Bridge
aman stood holding arifle and looking right at her. “ Gum, what are you doing with these peoplewho live
inthe Bridge?

“A hunnert years. Straight to God.”

“You'rether priet,” Dee said. It seemed unlikely, but not impossible. Since the Crisis, ahundred weird



religions had sprung up to explain the Earth’ s new harshness, atone for the Earth’s new harshness, find
hope in the Earth’ s new harshness, dl kinds of shit. Even criminals, it seemed, could beievein God.
Some sort of God. And it might explain what Gum, old and mumbling and shambling, was doing with
these well-equipped felons who frankly scared the fuck out of Dee. Priesthood might explainit. Or it
might not.

Gumsad, “Hedin'tdoit.”

“God?

“Mike”

“What didn’t Mike do, Gum?’ They were goingin circles.

“Hedin’'t send that plant to kill you in your gpart-ment.”

Dee’ s breath stopped. “Do you know who did?’

“T’ other Sde. A hunnert years.”

“Gum, what other Sde? Who sent the plant to kill me?’

“Look to God,” Gum said, and lurched to hisfeet.

Dee stood and grabbed at him. “Y ou can't go now! Y ou haveto tell me the rest!”

Theold man tried to pull free. The guard raised hisrifle. Hastily Dee rdleased Gum. As he shuffled away,
she cdled after him, “What other side, Gum? Who sent the plant?’

“It wasin al the newspapers,” Gum said over his shoulder. “Y ou was dead.”
“‘Gum..."

He was gone.

She kept at her informants, getting the word out, spend-ing her savings on sweeteners. She went on
another raid with Paula s group, destroying another open farm in Jer-sey. Shevisited Perri at Cotsworth,
and each time Perri was thinner and quieter and walked with more difficulty. Dee papered the
Correctiond System with complaints and charges and anger, and none of it brought any changes
whatsoever.

Pauld s group hit an arboretum in Connecticut. Under thick plastic grew bed after bed of lush foliage
genemod for . . . what? It didn’t matter. By now, Dee wasn't even curious. To get into the arboretum
they had to blow open the glass with semtex. Instantly darmswailed. They tossed in the flamers and
scattered. Dee, following her ingtructions, circled widdly to the left and ran through an underroad culvert
full to her kneeswith stinking water. Spider webs tore from the roof onto her face. Lights raked the area
from atower she hadn’t known was there, and she could hear a copter roaring closer. But she madeit to
the van and back onto the highway and al the way to her apartment.

Only later did she hear that two activists died in the raid. One of them was Paula.

The next evening Eliot called. “ Jesus Christ, Dee, what the fuck are youdoing? ”



He knew about theraid. No, impossible, how could he know? Then he' d heard about her working the
sreet. Dee said nothing.

“How could you go down to see Perri and then gouge into her about what a screw-up sheis?‘You
made bad choices, you' ve messed up your life, this prison timewill follow you around forever'. . . how
could you, Dee?’

“It' sdl true”
“So what? She' sbarely hanging on in that hell-hole and she doesn’t need you to go in there and—"
“How the fuck do you know what she needs? |’ ve taken care of her since shewastwo yearsold!”

“And you ve made her believe she can't take care of hersalf without you. You screwed up her lifeif
anyone did. So stop this—”

Dee dammed her fist into the OFF key. She raged around the one-room apartment until her own fury
scared her. Then shetried to cdm down: deep breathing, lifting weights, acup of hot tea. At midnight she
findly dept.

At three she jerked awake. Someone was in the apartment.

Her hand did under the blanket for her gun. Before she could grasp it, both arms were jerked above her
head and cuffed. Thelight went on.

Hetook off his night-vison hood and pulled achair beside her bed. Slently he studied her. Hewas
medium height and build, late thirties, brown eyes. Hair the color of ayelow flower. Dee stared back,
refusing to show fear. She sad, “You're Mike.”

“Yes. Although the nameisVictor.”

She snorted and he smiled. “No, really. Y ou don't look much like Perri, Dee. Come on, we're going

She began to scream. The walls were thin; someone would hear. Immediately Victor dapped agag strip
over her mouth. He pulled off her blankets and cuffed her ankles, ignoring her kicks. Wrapping her in the
blanket asif shewere sick, helifted her easily and carried her, a dead weight, down three flights of stairs.
He was much stronger than he looked.

A car waited at the curb. Dee thought, incongruoudy,howlongsincelrodeinacar? Y ears. Cars were
emission-producing demons. People destroyed them like cockroaches. Only emergency vehicleswere
exempt, and this powerful deek car was no emergency vehicle.

They drove through the empty, pot-holed streets, Victor and Dee in the back and the unseen driver
behind ashield in the front. Victor removed her gag.

“Dee, no oneisgoing to hurt you.” Oh, right, asif she believed that. “ There's something | want you to

“WI,,Iy?l

“Good question. | guess because | hate waste. Y ou’ ve wasted alot of time raiding genemod illegds and
ha-rassing ineffective authorities and putting out the word on me throughout Manhattan. Isthat ankle cuff
too tight for comfort?’



“No. It'sPerri whose time is being wasted.”

“I’'m sorry about that. There was never any intention that she be charged with anything. | had no idea
she' d take agenemod plant.”

“Y ou merely took her fetd tissue,” Dee said.

“Yes. It sthe best tissue for human genetic engineer-ing, you know. Stem cellsare malegble, the
amniotic sac grows organswell, the placenta. . . but | don’t think you' re interested in scientific details. It
should have been amutua gain. Perri wanted to abort, | wanted the tissue.”

“To create plant ‘art’ that has her eyes.”

“No,” Victor said. He shifted on the back seat of the car. “I don’t dabblein decorative perversity. | sl
thegirls fetal tissueto whoever can pay well for it. Our red work requires money. No, don’t ask
questions now. | want to show you.” And, incredibly, he leaned into a corner of the car and went to

deep.

Dee tested the door, her bonds, the seat belt. Nothing gave. Victor snored softly. She could probably
kick him with both feet, but belted in like this, it would be akick so feeble asto be pointless. Sack, his
facelooked oddly older. Forties, maybe. Even through her fear and outrage, he puzzled her. Something
was off about him. He didn’t seem like any crimina she' d ever seen, not even the smooth-talking,

easy-deeping sociopaths.

The car stopped. Victor woke and carried Dee along a deserted dock. A remote boat waited, barely big
enough for the two of them. Victor untied the mooring lines and pressed a hand-held, and the boat took
off dlently acrossthe dark water.

The night was cloudy. Dee could see variouslights, but she had no ideawhat they were. Ships? Land?
Buoys? A wind blew and the sea became choppy. Water doshed into the boat. Deefelt hersalf growing
seasick.

Victor must have known the signs. Expertly he held her head over the side while she vomited. “ Almost
therel” he called over the risng wind. Dee threw up again.

The storm looked ready to break in earnest by the time they drew up aongside what seemed to her a
huge ship, completely dark. A metal basket was lowered and Victor dumped her into it. Dee hated
feeling helpless. Almost she would rather be knocked out than trussed up and hauled in like mackerd or
cod.

She got her wish. Someone on deck leaned into the metal basket and dapped a patch onto her neck. No
way to didodgeit, and in ten seconds everything disap-peared.

Shewokein anarrow cabin as steady asif on land. Victor, looking much more rested, sat in achair
beside her bunk. Dee struggled for the dignity of Stting upright. “Where are we?’

“At sea. The storm passed while you were out. It' salovely day.” Helifted her and carried her into a
narrow corridor where awheelchair waited. The blanket dipped off her. Her pgjamas smelled, but at
least she' d been wearing them. What if she' d been naked when he kidnapped her? And what about her
expensve, carefully installed nerve gas? Thiswas the second time it had been disabled. Apparently all of
underground New Y ork had become security experts.

“I need to go to the bathroom.”



“Yes. Just aminute.” He whedled her to another door, pushed the whole chair in, and closed the door.

Cursing, Dee stood up, still bound at wrists and an-kles. She managed to get her pjs down and
everything accomplished, after which there was no choice except to kick at the door.

“It'sless suffy on deck,” Victor said cheerfully. Dee scowled at him.

It was less stuffy on deck. Also painfully bright. Sunlight glared off ablue ocean. If there hadn’t been a
breeze, the heat would have been unbearable. Dee said, “I can't stay out herelong. | assumethat you
have on sunblock.”

“So do you. Put on before you woke up. Anyway, we re dmost there”

Where? Nothing but water in every direction. Dee folded her arms and said nothing. Shewasn't going to
cooperate in his elaborate games. If hekilled her, hekilled her.

She knew shewasn't redlly indifferent to degath.

No one else appeared on this section of deck. Nor were the abundant plants that Perri had described
anywherein evidence. Maybe Victor thought that Dee, too, would steal one.

The ship moved over the ocean, athough without reference points Dee had no idea how fast it was
trav-eling. After about twenty minutes, Victor, who' d been lounging at therailing, straightened. “ There.
Four o’ clock.”

At first Dee saw nothing. Then she did. The seawas changing color, from blue to adense, oily black.
Shesad, “Anoail sill?”

“l wish”

They drew closer. The blackness grew, until Dee could see it was actually adeep purple. It seemed to
extend to the horizon. The ship moved ashort way into the purple and stopped.

Victor lowered a grapple-looking thing over the Sde. “We can't go in any farther without risk to the
screws. But aeria surveillance shows that the bloom aready covers sixty thousand square miles. Do you
have any ideahow big that is, Dee? Half the size of New Mexico. Here, look.”

He pulled up the grappler and held it toward her. It dripped what looked to Dee like seaweed; she was
no marine expert.

“It'snot ordinary seaweed,” Victor said. “It’'s genemod. Made from atered bacteria. It replicates at ideal
bacterid rate, whichisto say it doubles every twenty minutes. It has no naturd enemies. Nothing estsit.
But it blocks sunlight dmost totaly, and so everything underneeth it dies. Do you understand about the
food chain, Deg? Do you know what happensif the oceans die?’

“Who madeit?’

“Unknown. Best guessisthat it was an accident, amistake. It might have been designed to blanket Third
World estuary breeding grounds of maaria-carrying mosquitoes. Or not. Anyway, it'sout.” Victor
studied the dripping purple mass and Dee studied Victor. His expression was sad and thoughtful, not at
all what she’ d expected. How good an actor was he?

Shesad, “Did you put agenemod plant in my apart-ment to kill me?’

“ NO_”



“Do you know who did?’
“No. But | can guess.”
“Who?’

Helaid the seaweed on the deck. “What would have happened if that genemod plant had succeeded in
killing you, Deg?’

She snapped, “Don't play gameswith me. If it had killed me, I’d be dead.”

“Right. Then what? Eventualy somebody would have broken into your gpartment, if only because your
corpse would have begun to smell. A friend, your landlord, aneighbor . . . somebody. They’d have
caled the cops. The mediamonitor police reports, and genemod hysteriagrowsworse dl thetime.

Y ou’ d have been anews sensation: “ Ex-Cop Murdered In Bed By Killer En-gineered Plant!” Full
re-creation Smson every channd.”

“ Mikedin' tsendthatplanttokillyouinyour apart-ment,” Gum had said.
“T othersidedid.ltwasi nallthenewspaper s. Youwasdead.”

Victor pulled avid from his pocket. “The publicity would have aided anti-genemod funding aswell as
anti-genemod fedling. It could have been GMFA supporters, it could have been one of the more fanatic
of those ac-tivist groups you' ve gotten so fond of, it could have been a corporation that gains from public
hysteriaby keeping genemod productsillega.”

“The government wouldn’t—"

“I don't think S0, elther. Watch, Dee.” Victor unstop-pered the vid and poured it over the purple
seaweed on the deck.

“I don't see anything.” Shewas gtill shaken over Vic-tor's casud list of people who might have murdered
her.

“Wait abit.”
The purple seaweed began to dissolve. Only one cor-ner of the mass, and then the reaction stopped.

“It' sagenemod bacteria,” Victor said. “It eats the bloom. Unfortunately, the toxins emitted by the dying
bloom cellskill the eaters. But it' sastart. Now that we have the right organism, we can go on tailoring it
until it can successfully eiminate the entire bloom.”

Dee stared at the seaweed. “ And you created that? Here?’
“Yes. Wedid. Because we're not alowed to create it onshore.”
“Victor, that doesn’'t make sense. Something like this, that could help clean up the ocean.”

“And that will in turn replicate and, maybe, createits own criss. Who knows the effect of releasing this
unknown bacteriainto the sea? That' swhat the activists say, and they’ reright. Only | happen to think
that once the pomegranate seeds are eaten, the only cure is more genetically engineered pomegranate
Seeds.”

“What?‘ Pomegranates 7’

“Forget it. The point is, thisisvital work that can’t go forward if 1, and people like me, have to spend half



our time evading tracking by people like you. And like the FBI, of course.”

She shifted in her whedlchair. The deadly sunlight was growing hotter. Victor noticed and took the
handles of her chair, pushing it dong the deck. “Buit, Victor, even if the United Stateswon't or can't let
you do this genemod work, then surely other countries—the oceans af-fect everybody!”

“True. And 0 doesinternationa trade. The Keller Pact forbids any trade with any country trafficking in
genetically modified organiams. . . remember? A very popular piece of legidation in an eection year.
Even s, we get some surreptitious funding from afew foreign companies. Not much.”

“Butitisn’'t going to stop you.”
“I can't let it stop me. Hereyou are.”

They’ d reached asection of deck with aremote boat winched up level with therailing. Victor dumped
Deeinto thetiny boat and pressed a button. The boat began to lower.

“Wait!” Dee cdled, panicked. “1 can't take that much sunlight dl the way back—the ultraviolet—"

“Yes, youcan,” Victor called down over therailing. “Y our sunblock is geneticaly engineered.
Good-bye, De-metria Stavros. Stop destroying the abundance that mankind createsin its new gardens
andfidds”

The boat detached itself from the winch, turned itsalf around, and took off. On thisflat sea Dee wasn't
sck. She noted the position of the sun; with that and the time elgpsed before landing, maybe she could
estimate where the ship had been. Although by that time, it would have aready moved.

Theinvoluntary boat ride was along one. Dee had plenty of timeto think.

When she entered the Cotsworth visitors room, Eliot was aready seated with Perri.

Dee scowled; thiswas supposed to be her time with her sister, not that self-righteous prick Eliot’s. But
then Deelooked again at Perri. Still thin, still sunken-eyed, but now Perri’ s amazing blue-green eyes
glowed. Something had happened.

“Dee!” Perri said from her sde of thetable. “Eliot and | are engaged!”
Deefroze.
“Aren’'t you going to congratulate us?’ Eliot said. She recognized the battle call in hisvoice.

“On what? Another screw-up for Perri, thistime dragging you along with it? Or are you the one leading?
Y ou two can never make it work, Eliot, and you at least should have the experience and intelligence to
know that.”

“And why can't we makeit?” Eliot asked in his at-torney voice. Cam. Seeking information. Deceptive.
“You'retoo different! God, you' re an upcoming de-fense lawyer and Perri is—”

“A crimind?’ Eliot said. “A screw-up? That' swhat you just called her. Y our own sister. What are you
afraid of, Deg?’

“*Afrad my assl Don't try any lawyer rhetoric on me!”

“You aredfrad. You reterrified. You think you'll lose her, and then whose life will you periodicaly and



he-roically rescue from ruin to justify your own life?’
“Y ou don’t know anything about—"

“I know you'vedoneit to Perri dl her life”

“Y ou think you—"

“Stop!” Perri shouted, loud enough that nearby inmates and their visitors stopped talking and turned to
gtare. The guard started toward them.

“Stop, Perri repeated, more camly. “Dee, thisisn't your decision. It smine. Eliot, be quiet. | can justify
my own decisionsto my siger.”

The guard sad, “Problem here, counselor?’
“No,” Eliot sad. “Thank you.”

Perri said, “Dee, | wrote you something. Takeit. And I’'m going to marry Eliot.” She held out asmall,
tightly folded piece of paper toward Dee. On her left hand spar-kled a diamond ring.

“Don't tdl mel can't wear thering in here without somebody steding it,” Perri said. “1 know that. Eliot
will take it with him. But in another three months |1’ [l be out, if | keep my nose clean. | can last that long. |
can do this, Dee.”

Butlcan’t,Dee thought, and was suddenly afraid to know what she meant. She turned away. “1’m going,
Perri. I'll seeyou next time.”

“All right,” Perri said softly. Not panicking at Dee' s anger, not pleading with her to stay. Not needing her.

Dee passed through the tedious series of prison gates, checkpoints, locked areas. Outside, she walked
toward thetrain. The air wasn't too bad today, but it was very hot. She thought of Victor, out on the
open sea, working to engineer an organism to stop the death of the oceans. To bring more changes, but
different ones, known in purpose but not in consequence. How long would it take? A hun-nertyears,
Gum had rambled. But even Dege, no scientist, knew that a hundred years would be far too long.

She unfolded Perri’ s note. To Deg’ s surprise, it was a poem:

Another love. | anweary of

The garts of things. Too many springs,
Too little winter make abitter
Everlaging yelow-green.

Stop. Enough. Let harvest come.

She hadn’'t even known that Perri wrote poetry.

Waiting for the train, Dee put her hands over her face. She didn’t know who wasright. Victor, changing
whole ecologieslike some sort of god. Pauld sfriends, preserving through destruction. The FBI, blindly
enforc-ing apopular, vindictive law. Which one was bitter spring, which one healing winter? Dee couldn’t
tell. No more than she could tdll if Eliot’ sterrible accusations about her were true. When was love
actually destruc-tion? Could he be so sure that hislove for Perri was not?

Therewasaraid tonight, ahit on afarm in Penn-sylvaniathat engineered biomodified treesto increase
photosynthesis capacity. Some of the trees, Dee' s group leader had said, incorporated human genes as
well as plant genes. Dee didn’t know if that wastrue, either. She knew only onething for sure.



She wasn't going on the raid. Not tonight, not ever.

Let harvest come,

SUN-CLOUD

STEPHEN BAXTER

T OHUMAN EYES, THE system would have been extraordinary:

Thesingle,giantSunwassovastthatitscrim-sonfl eshwoul dhaveembr acedal | of Sol” sscatter edplanets.A
crossitssurface,glisteningvacuol esswar med,eachlar gerthanSolitself.

Therewasaplanet.

Itwasaball ofr ocknol ar gerthanasmal laster oid.l tskimmedtheSun’ simmensephotospher e, bathedinrud
dywarmth.Itwascoatedwithair ,athicksea.

Theworld-oceanteemedwithlife.
BeyondtheSun’ sdimglow,theskywasutter lydark.

Sheroseto the Surface. Thick water did smoothly from her carapace.

She let her impdller-corpuscles dissociate briefly; they swam free of her main corpusin afast, darting
shod, feeding eagerly, reveing in their brief liberty.

Shelifted optically sengtive corpuscles to the smoky sky. The Sun was aroof over theworld, its surface
pocked by huge dark pits.

She was called Sun-Cloud: for, at her Codescence, acloud of brilliant white light had been observed,
blos-soming over the Sun’ s huge, scarred face.

Sun-Cloud was seeking her sister, the one called Orange-Dawn.

Sun-Cloud raised a lantern-corpuscle. The subord-inate cresture soon tired and began sending quiet
chemical-complaints through her corpus; but she ignored them and waited, patiently, as her sphere of
lantern light rolled out, spreading like aliquid over the oleaginous Surface.

Thelight moved dowly enough for ahuman eyeto follow.

un-Cloud’ speopl ewer enotlikehumans.

Her e, peopl eassembl edfr omspeciali zedschool sofcor puscles: mentalizer s,impellers,|anter ns,structura
Is,others.Obeyingthei r ownmi ni atur el mper ati vesoflifeanddeath,indivi dual cor puscleswoul dleavethe
aggre-gatecor pusandr etur ntotheir fi sh-likeshoal s,tofeed, br eed, die.Butother swoul dj oin,andthepatte
rnofthewhol ecoul dpersist,foratime.

Sill,Sun-Cloud’ slifespanwasi nite. Asthecycl eofcor puscl er enewal wor eon, her patter nwoul ddegrade,
mutate.



Likemostsentientr aces,Sun-Cloud’ speopl esus-tai nedcomfor tingmythsofimmortality.

And,likemostr aces,ther ewasaminoritywhor e-jectedsuchmyths.

Sun-Cloud returned to the Ocean’ s deep belly.

Thelight here was complex and uncertain. Above Sun-Cloud the daylight was dready dimming. And
below her, from the Deep at the heart of the world, the glow of abillion lantern-corpuscles glimmered up,
white and pure.

Sun-Cloud watched as Cold-Current ascended toward her.
They were going to discuss Sun-Cloud’ s sister, Orange-Dawn. Orange-Dawn was a problem.

Cold-Current was alenticular assemblage of corpus-clestwice Sun-Cloud’ s Size, who neverthelessrose
with an awesome unity. Theranks of impellers at Cold-Current’ s rim churned at the thick waters of the
Ocean, their smdl ciliavibrating so rapidly that they were blue-shifted.

The Song suffused the waters around Sun-Cloud, asit dways did; but as Cold-Current lifted away from
the Degp the complex harmonics of the Song changed, subtly.

Sun-Cloud, awed, shrank in on hersdlf, her structura corpuscles pushing in toward their Ssters at her
swarm-ing core. Sun-Cloud knew that she herself contributed but little, afew minor overtones, to therich
assonance of the Song. How must it be to be so grand, so powerful, that one' s absence left the
Song—the huge, world-girdling Song itsdf—audibly lacking in richness?

Cold-Current hovered; abank of optic-corpuscles swiveled, focusing on Sun-Cloud. “Y ou know why |
asked to meet you,” she said.

“Orange-Dawn.”

“Yes. Orange-Dawn. | am very disturbed, Sun-Cloud. Orange-Dawn islong overdue for Dissolution.
And yet she perssts; she prowlsthe rim of the Song, even the Surface, intact, obsessed. Even to the
extent of injuring her corpuscles.”

“I know that Orange-Dawn wants to see out another hundred Cycles,” Sun-Cloud said. “Orange-Dawn
has theories. That in ahundred Cycles time—"

“1 know,” Cold-Current said. “ She bdlieves she has Coal esced with ancient wisdom. Somehow, in a
hundred Cycles, theworld will be transformed, and Orange-Dawn will be affirmed.”

“But it simpossible,” Sun-Cloud said. “I know that; Orange-Dawn must see that.”

But Cold-Current said, absently: “But itmay be pos-sible, to postpone Dissolution so long.” Sun-Cloud,
in-trigued, saw atight, cubica pattern of corpuscles move through Cold-Current’ s corpus; individua
corpuscles swam to and fro, but the pattern persisted. “ Possible,” Cold-Current said. “Thereisold
wisdom. But such athing would be—ugly. Discordant.” Perhaps that cubical pattern contained the
fragment of old knowledge to which Cold-Current hinted.

Cold-Current rotated grandly. “I want you to go and talk to her. Perhgps you can say something . . ..
Nobody knows Orange-Dawn aswell asyou.”

That wastrue. Orange-Dawn had helped Sun-Cloud in her earliest Coaescence, as Sun-Cloud struggled



toward sentience. Orange-Dawn had hunted combinations of healthy corpusclesfor her sster, helped her
coax the corpusclesinto an orderly shod. Together the sisters had run across the Surface of the Ocean,
their out-thrust op-tic corpuscles blue-tinged with their exhilarating veloc-ity . . . .

Cold-Current began to sink back into the glimmering depths of the Ocean, her disciplined impellers
beating resolutely. “ Y ou must help her, Sun-Cloud. Y ou must help her put aside these foolish shards of
knowledge and speculation, and learn to embrace true beauty . . . .”

As Cold-Current faded from view, the light at the heart of the world brightened, asif in welcome, and the
Song' s harmonies deepened joyoudy.

Thewor|dwasveryold.Sun-Cloud’ speoplewer everyol d.
Theyhadaccr etedmanyfragmentsofknowl edge, ofphil osophyandscience.

Aper son,onDissol ution,coul dl eavebehi ndfragmentsofinsi ght,ofwi sdom,inthepartial ,semi-sentientas
sembliescalledsub-cor por a.Befor edi ssol vingi nthei rtur nintothegener al cor puscl eshoal s,thesub-cor po
racoul dbeabsor bedintoanewindividual ,theknowl edgesaved.

Or perhapsnot.

I ftheywer enoti ncor por atedqui ckly,ther emnantsub-cor por awoul dor eakup. Thei r componentmentati
on--cor puscl eswoul ddescend,andbecomel osti ntheanaer -obi cDeepattheheartofthewor | d.

Sun-Cloud returned to the Surface of the Ocean.

She saw that the Sun had amost set; alast diver of crimson light spanned one horizon, which curved
sharply. Above her the sky was clear and utterly black, desolately so.

Her corpuscles transmitted their agitation to each other.
Sheraised alantern; cold light bloomed dowly acrossthe sed s oily meniscus.
She roamed the Ocean, seeking Orange-Dawn.

At lagt the creeping lantern light brought echoes of distant motion to her optic corpuscles: asmall form
thrashing at the Surface in lonely unhappiness.

With arare sense of urgency Sun-Cloud ordered her impeller-corpusclesinto motion. It didn’t take long
for her to accelerate to asignificant fraction of lightspeed; the impellers groaned asthey strained at
reldivity’ stangible barrier, and the image of the lonely one ahead was stained with blue shift.

Waveletslapped a her and air stroked her hide; she felt exhilarated by her velocity.
She dowed. She cdlled softly: “Orange-Dawvn?’

Listlesdy Orange-Dawn raised optic corpuscles. Orange-Dawn was barely aquarter Sun-Cloud’ s size.
Shewas withered, her corpus depleted. Her corpuscleslay passvely over each other, tiny mouths gaping
with obvious hunger.

“Do | shock you, Sun-Cloud?’

Sun-Cloud sent small batches of corpuscles as probesinto Orange-Dawn’ stattered carcass.



“Orange-Dawn. Y our corpuscles are suffering. Some of them are dying. Cold-Current is concerned for

you—
“She sent you to summon meto my Dissolution.”
Sun-Cloud said, “I don't liketo see you like this. Y ou’ re introducing a harshness into the Song.”

“The Song, the damnable Song,” Orange-Dawn mut-tered. Moodily she began to spinin thewater. The
cor-puscles’ decay had so damaged her corpus s circular symmetry that she whipped up frothy waves
which lapped over her upper carapace, the squirming corpus-cles there. She poked optic corpuscles
upwards, but the night sky was blind. “The Song drowns thought.”

“What will happen in ahundred Cycles, Orange-Dawn?’

Orange-Dawn thrashed at the water. “ The datais partia . . . .” She focused wistful optic corpuscleson
her gster. “1 don't know. But it will be—"

“Wha?’
“Unimaginable Wonderful .”
Sun-Cloud wanted to understand. “Whatdata 7

“There are some extraordinary speculations, devel-oped in the past, till extant hereand there. . . . Did
you know, for ingtance, that the Cycleis actually atide, raised in our Ocean-world during its passage
around the Sun? It took many individuas along time to observe, speculate, caculate, obtain that
fragment of informa-tion. And yet we are prepared to throw it away, into the great bottomlesswell of the
Song....

“I’vetried to assemble some of this. It’ staken so long, and the fragments don't fit more often than not,
m_”

“Integrate? Like a Song?’

“Yes.” Orange-Dawn focused her optic corpuscles. “ Y es Like a Song. But not the comforting mush they
intone below. That'sa Song of death, Sun-Cloud. A Song to guide you into nonbeing.”

Sun-Cloud shuddered; little groups of her corpuscles broke away, agitated. “We don't die.”
“Of course not.” Orange-Dawn rotated and drifted towards her. “Watch this,” she said.

Quickly, she budded off awhole series of sub-corpora, each tiny body consisting of afew hundred
corpuscles. Ingtantly the sub-corpora squirmed about the Surface, leaping and breaking the meniscus,
blue-shifted asthey pushed into lightspeed’ sintangible membrane.

Sun-Cloud felt uneasy. “ Those sub-corpora are big enough to be semi-sentient, Orange-Dawn.”
“But do you see?’ said Orange-Dawn tetily.
“Seewha?’

“Blueshift. The sub-corpora-see how, ingtinctively, they strain againgt the walls of the prison of
lightspeed. Even in the moment of their Coalescing. Light imprisonsusadl. Light isolatesus. . ..

Her wordsfiltered through Sun-Cloud, jarring and strange, reinforced by bizarre chemical sgnds.



“Why are you doing this, Orange-Dawn?’

“Watch.” Now Orange-Dawn sent out aswarm of busy impeller-corpuscles; they prodded the
independent sub-corporaback towards Orange-Dawn’ s corpus. Sun-Cloud, uneasy, watched how the
sub-corporaressted their tiny Dissolutions, feebly.

“See?’ Orange-Dawn said. “ See how they struggle againgt their immersion, in the overwhelming Ocean
of my persondity? See how they struggletolive? ”

Sun-Cloud' s own corpuscles sensed the suffering of their fellows, and shifted uneasily. She flooded her
cir-culatory system with soothing chemicals. In her distress shefdt aprimal need for the Song. She sent
sensor-corpuscles stretching into the Ocean beneath her, seek-ing out the comfort of its distant, endless
surging; its harmony was borne through the Ocean to her by chem-ical traces.

... But wouldshe struggle so, when it cametimefor her to Dissolve, in her turn, into the eterna wash of
the Song?

It was, sheredized, aquestion she had never even framed before.

Now, gathering her corpuscles closaly around her, Orange-Dawn turned from Sun-Cloud, and began to
best across the Surface with anew determination.

“Y ou must come with me, Orange-Dawn,” Sun-Cloud warned.
“No. | will see out my hundred Cycles.”

“But you cannot . . . .” Unless , shefound hersdf thinking,
unlessCol d-Currentisright.Unl essther el ssomel ostwaytoextendconsciousness .

“If I submit to Dissolution, | will lose my sense of sdf, Sun-Cloud. My individudity. The corpus of
knowl-edge and understanding I’ ve spent so long assembling. What isthat but desth? What is the Song
but acomfort, an anaesthetic illuson to hide that fact?. . .”

“Y ou are damaging the unity of the Song, Orange-Dawn. Y ou are—discordant.”

Orange-Dawn was receding now; she raised up alit-tle batch of acoustic corpuscles. “ Good!” she
cdled.

“I won't be able to protect you!” cried Sun-Cloud.
But she was gone.

Sun-Cloud raised lantern-corpuscles, sending pulses of dow light out across the Ocean’ s swelling
surface. She called for her sigter, until her corpuscles were exhausted.

* * %

Insomeways,un-Cloud’ speopl er esembledhumans.
Sun-Cloud’ scomponentcor puscl eswer eofver ydif-ferentancestry.

Mentation-cor puscles—theneur onlikecr eatur esthatcar riedconsci ousnessi nti nypacketsofmol ecul es
—wer eanancient,anaer obi crace. Theother mai nclass,thel mpel l er sandstr uctur e-cor puscl es,wer eoxyg
enbr eath-er s. faster moving,mor evigorous.

Humanmusclesusuall ybur nedglucoseaer obi cally,usingsugar sfromtheai r . Butduringstrenuousactivit



y,themuscl eswoul dfer mentgl ucosei ntheanaer obi cwayevol vedbytheear li estbacteria. Thushumanbod
ies,too,boreechoesoftheearliestbiospher eofEarth.

But,unlikeahumanbody, Sun-Cloud’ scor puswasmodular.

Despitethei ranti queenmity,thetwophyl awi thinSun-Cl oudwoul dcooper ate,i nthei nter estsofthehi gher
creaturei nwhichtheywer eincor por ated.

Until Sun-Cloudweakened.

A mass of corpora, sub-corpora, and shods of trained impeller-corpuscles rose from the Deep in agreat
rng.

Not five Cycles had passed since Sun-Cloud’ sfailed attempt to bring Orange-Dawn home. Now they
had come for Orange-Dawn.

Sun-Cloud found her Sster at the center of the hunt. She was shrunken, already fragmented, her
corpuscles pulsng with fear.

“| don't want to die, Sun-Cloud.”

Anguish for her sster stabbed a Sun-Cloud. She sent soothing chemica half words soaking through the
Ocean. “Come with me,” she said gently.

Exhausted, Orange-Dawn alowed hersdlf to be enfolded in Sun-Cloud' s chemical caresses.

Commingled, the sisters sank into the Ocean. Their ovoid bodies twisted dowly into the depths; light
shellsfrom curious individuas washed over them as they passed.

Thelight faded rapidly asthey descended. Soon there were few free sub-corpora; and of the people they
saw most were linked by corpuscle streamswith at least one other, and often in groups of three, four, or
more.

The Song was adistant, strengthening pulse from the heart of the Ocean beneath them.

Now Cold-Current rose up to meet them, huge and intimidating, her complex hide pulsing with
lantern-corpuscles. The rim of her dowly rotating corpus became diffuse, blurred, as her corpuscles
swam tentatively toward Orange-Dawn.

Cold-Current murmured, “Y ou are old, yet very young, Orange-Dawn. Y our unhappinessis caused by
ignorance. Thereis no other Ocean. Only thisone. Thereis no change and never has been. These facts
are part of what we are. That’ swhy your speculations are damaging you.

“Y ou haveto forget your dreams, Orange-Dawn ... ."

Orange-Dawn hardened, drawing her corpusclesinto atight little fortress. But Cold-Current was strong,
and she forced compact biochemica packets into Orange-Dawn’ s corpus. Sun-Cloud, huddling close,
picked up remote chemical echoes of the messages Cold-Current offered.

.. .HeartheSong , Cold-Current’s corpuscles called. OpenuptotheSong .

Their bodies joined, her impeller-corpuscles herding Orange-Dawn tightly, Cold-Current began to guide
Orange-Dawn deeper into the lattice of mingled persons.



Sun-Cloud followed, struggling to stay closeto her Sster. Orange-Dawn'’ s pain suffused the waters
around her with clouds of chemicas; Sun-Cloud suffered for her and with her.

Asthey descended, individuas became less and less distinct, and free corpuscles swam through the
lattice’ sclosing gaps. At last they werefaling through aseaof corpuscleswhich, with endlessintel ligent
grace, swam over and around each other. Sun-Cloud’ s structurals and impel lersfelt enfeebled here, in
this choking water; the effort of forcing her way downwards seemed to multiply.

Perhaps thiswas like Dissolution, she thought.

At last there was only one entity, acomplex of min-gled bodiesthat filled the Ocean. Theliving lattice
vi-brated with the Song, which boomed around them, joyous and vibrant.

“The Deep,” Cold-Current whispered to Orange-Dawn. “ The Song. Now you will join this,
Orange-Dawn. Uncountable billions of minds, endless thoughts straddling the world eterndly. The Song
will sustain your soul, after Dissolution, merged with everyone who hasever lived. You'll never beaone

agan—
Suddenly, at the last, Orange-Dawn resisted. “No! | could not bear it. | could not bear—"
She was struggling. Jagged images filled Sun-Cloud' s mind, of being crushed, swamped, tultified.

Immediately a host of sub-corporaand corpuscles, jagged masses of them, hurled themselvesinto
Orange-Dawn’ s corpus. Sun-Cloud heard asingle, agonized, chemica scream, which echoed through
the water. And then the structure of the corpus was broken up.

Corpuscles, many of them wounded, came hailing out of the cloud of Dissolution; some of them spirdled
away into the darkness, and others rained down towards the glowing Deep.

Sub-corporaformed, dmost at random, and wriggled through the water. They were semi-sentient:
bewildered and broken images of Orange-Dawn.

Sun-Cloud could only watch. Loss stabbed at her; her grief was violent.

Cold-Current was huge, complex, brilliantly illumi-nated. “It isover. It isbetter,” she said.
Sun-Cloud’ sanger surged. “How can you say that? She' sdead . Shedied in fear and agony.”
“No. Shell liveforever, through the Song. Aswill weadl.”

“Show me what you know,” Sun-Cloud said sav-agely. “ Show me how Orange-Dawn might have
extended her life, through another ninety Cycles”

“Itisartificid. Discordant. It is not gppropriate—"

With huge reluctance, Cold-Current budded atight, compact sub-corpora. It bore the cubical pattern
Sun-Cloud had observed earlier. “ Knowledge is dangerous,” Cold-Current said sadly. “1t makes us
ungtable. That isthemora of Orange-Dawn’s story. Y ou must not—"

Sun-Cloud hurled hersdlf at the pattern, and forcibly integrated it into her own corpus. Then—following
im-pulses she barely recognized—she rose upwards, away from the bright-glowing Deep.

She passed through the cloud of Orange-Dawn’ s cor-puscles, and caled to them.



The Song boomed from the Deegp, massive, dluring, sultifying; and Cold-Current’ s huge form glistened
asshecdled her. Sun-Cloud ignored it all.

She ascended towards the Surface, asrapidly as she could. Orange-Dawn’ s fragmentary sub-corpora
fol-lowed her, bewildered, uncertain.

TheplaceSun-Cloudcal l edtheD egpwasananaer obi cenvironment. Onlymentati on-cor puscl escoul dsur
viveher e. Theylayover eachotherincompl ex,pul singswar ms,withneur al ener gyfli ckeringdesul toril ybet
weenthem.

TheSongwasacompl ex,evol vingsound-str uctur e,mai ntai nedbythedenseshoal sof mentati on-cor puscl
eswhichinhabitedtheheartoftheword,andwithgracenotesaddedbytheCoal escedi ndi vidual softhehig
her ,oxygen-richlayer softheOcean.

Attheendoftheirlives,thementationstr uctur esofbillionsofindividual shaddi ssol vedintotheDeep’ scor-p
uscleshoal s. TheSong, theybel i eved,wasafor mofimmortality.

Embr acingthisidea, mostpeopl ewel comedDi ssol u-tion.Other sr g ectedit.

Sun-Cloud gathered around her centra corpusthe cu-bica pattern of Cold-Current, and
Orange-Dawn’ s sad remnants, integrating them crudely. She grew huge, bloated, powerful.

And now, as she broke the thick Surface of the Ocean, she made ready.
She wondered briefly if she had gone mad. Perhaps Orange-Dawn had infected her.

But if it were so, let it be. She must know the answer to Orange-Dawn’ s questions for hersdlf, before she
sub-mitted to—as she saw it now, asif through her sster’ s perception—the sinister embrace of the
Song.

She enfolded Cold-Current’ s compact data pattern, and let its new wisdom flow through her . . . .
Ofcourse.ltissmple.
She began to forge forward, across the Ocean.

A bow wave built up before her, thick and resisting. But she assembled her impellers and drove through
it. At last the wave became a shock, sharp-edged, traveling through the water asacrest.

And now, quickly, she began to sense the resistance of lightspeed' s soft membrane. The water turned
softly blue before her, and when she looked back, the world was stained red.

At length she passed into daylight.
The day seemed short. She continued to gather her pace.

Determined, she abandoned that which she did not need: lantern-corpuscles, manipulators, even some
mentati on-components: any excess mass which her impellers need not drag with her.

A bow, of speed-scattered light, began to coalesce around her.

The daynight cycle was passing so quickly now it wasflickering. And she could sense the Cycles
themselves, the grand, dow heaving of the Ocean as her world tracked around its Sun.



Thelight ahead of her passed beyond blue and into amilky invisibility, while behind her adark spot
gath-ered in the redness and reached out to embrace half the world.

Time-dilated, she forged across the Surface of her Ocean and into the future; and ninety-five Cycles
wore away around her.

* * %

Light’ scrawlwasembedded,asubtl escalinglaw,inever yfor cegover ningthestr uctureof Sun-Cloud’ swo
rid.
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LightspeeddominatedSun-Cloud’ sstructur e, too.l fshehadbeenasi ngl eentity,compl eteandentire,itwo
uldhavetakentool ongfor i ght—or anyother signal—tocrawl throughher structur e.Soshewasacomposi
tecr eatur e; her mindwashr okendowni ntomodul esofthought,specul ation,andawar eness. Shewasacrea
tureofparallel processing,scatter edover athousandfr agil ecor puscles.

AndSun-Cloud’ shodywasconstrai nedtobesmal lenoughthather gravitati onal potential coul dnotfractu
retheflimsymol ecul ar bondsthathel dher cor pustogether .

un-Cloud,for gingacr osstheSur faceofher Ocean,wag usttwomillimeter sacr oss.

At last, anew light erupted in the bow that embraced her world.

With an effort, she dowed. The light-bow expanded rapidly, asif the world were unfolding back into its
proper morphology. She allowed some of her impeller-corpusclesto run free, and she saw their tiny
wakes run-ning across the Surface, determined, red-shifted.

Now that her monumental effort was done she was exhausted, depleted, her impellers dead, lost, or
dying; unless new impellersjoined her, shewould scarcely be able to move again.

Ninety-fiveCycles.

Everybody she had known—Cold-Current and the rest—all of them must be gone, now, absorbed into
the Song’' s unending pulse.

It remained only for her to learn what mystery awaited, here in the remoteness of the future, and then she
could Dissolve into the Song hersdf.

... From the darkling sky, the new light washed over her.
Her optic corpuscles swiveled upwards. She cried out.

Sun-Cloud felt her world shrink beneath her from infinity to afrail mote; the Song decayed from the
thoughts of a god to the crooning of a damaged sub-corpus.

Above her, utterly slently—and for the first timein dl history—the stars were coming ot.

Tohumaneyes,theski esofthi scosmoswoul dhaveseemedstr angei ndeed:

Thestar sspawnedfromgascl ouds,hugeandcol d. Hundr edsofthemfor medinacl uster ,companionstoSun



-Cloud’ sSun.Heatcr eptfromeachembryoni cstar ,di sper singther emnantwi spsofthebir thingcl oud.
Ittookfivebillionhumanyear sforthelighttocr ossthegul fbetweenthestar s.

Andatlast—andasonespecul ati vethinkeramongSun-Cloud’ speopl ehadpr edi cted,| ongago—thescat-t
er edlightofthoseremoteSunswashedover anunr emar kabl ewor | d,whi chor bitedalittl eabovethepho-tos
phereoftheircompanion. . . .

The stars were immense globes, glowing red and white, jostling in acomplex sky; and sheets and lanes of
gas writhed between them.

Orange-Dawn had been right. Thiswas wonderful, beyond her imagining—but crushing, terrifying.

Pain tore at her. Jagged molecules flooded her sys-tem; her corpuscles broke apart, and began at last
their ancestral war.

She struggled to retain her core of rationdity, just alittle longer. Exhausted, she hagtily assembled
sub-corpora, and loaded packets of information into them, pale images of the astonishing sky. She sent
them hail-ing down into the Ocean, into the Deep, into the belly of the Song itself.

Soon anew voice would join the Song: amerger of her own and Orange-Dawn’s. And it would sing of
Suns, countless, beyond imagining.

Everything would be different now.

Shefdl, gladly, into the warm emptiness of Disso-lution.

INTO GREENWOOD

JM GRIMSLEY

One

TOVISIT THE DIRIJHI one leaves coastal Jarutan by putter to travel to one of the towns near the
forest where they staff atrade mission; there are no roads in Greenwood, only waterways, so one must
find aboat that travels one of these routes, in my case the River Silas. One headsinto the part of Aramen
that the Hormling have, by treaty, excluded from settlement in order not to crowd the forest preserve.
The Dirijhi no longer grow al the way to the seaasthey used to, stopping about a hundred standard land
units north of the coast. They never grew on the rest of Aramen, according to what we have learned
since we gave them symbionts and began to communicate.

Nowadays, Aramenians live in settlements and farmsright up to the edge of the Dirijhi preserve. Before
en-tering theforest, | stayed the night in thelast village dong Silas, at the place where theriver emerges
from the canopy, atown called Dembut where alot of early Hormling colonists settled. Though they
don’t cdl themselves Hormling any more, except in terms of ancestry, and they have no loyalty to Send
or the Mage. They’' re Aramenian these days, they’ Il tell you so stoutly, and most of them arefor
independence, though they keep quiet about it.

| had arrived on Aramen during one of the quiet times, when the colonia assembly and the colony’ s Prin
adminigrators were getting along with some degree of harmony. | was returning from a decade-long trip



to Paska, another Mage colony inside the Cluster, three years passage each way on the Hormling
Conveyance. On Paska, the independence movement was foundering, as ourswas. Like my
organization, People for a Free Aramen, the Paskan movement had achieved acertain celling of success
and been staled ever since. Their group was twenty-odd years old, ours about twice that. Forty
thousand subscriber members and enough com-mitted workers to stage a decent raly every few months.
Internal arguments about what mix of sedition and pres-sure could be used to convince the Mage and the
Prin that dlowing us self government was agood idea. | learned what | could from four years with the
Free Paska Coalition, but | was glad to come home again, though somewhat discouraged, after so long
an absence, to find that the colonia administration seemed more entrenched than ever.

| think we could beat the Hormling, take the planet from them, but I’ m not sure about the Prin. Whatever
explanation you believe for the powersthey exercise, we dl know from experience that those powers are
very red. They arethe key that holds the Hormling empire together. We have seen time and again under
the Prin that it is possible to make people happy even when they are not free. The Prin are good at
creeting contentment, complacency. All over the southern continent the rainsfal regularly on the farms,
the crops grow, the industries run smoothly, machinery functions, the ships and aircraft land and take off
ontime. Aramen isthe end of the Conveyance line because the gate to Send is here, and therefore our
world isvery important to the Mage. On Aramen, the Prin do their jobs carefully, everything workswell,
nobody goes hungry, sick people get treat-ment, crimeis kept low, smuggling and the black market are
margind, and nearly every crimeisjustly punished, since nobody can fool a Prin. Hard to fight that. Hard,
sometimes, to judtify it even to mysdlf, that | think we should be free of their rule.

The northern continent, Ajhevan, isadifferent story from the south. The Prin do not administer the
weather here, or adjust the growing season, by virtue of the fact that the Dirijhi are a protected species,
and this conti-nent isunder Dirijhi jurisdiction. The trees have made it clear to the Mage, through the
symbionts, that the Prin are not welcome to come to Ajhevan. For some reason none of us have ever
understood, the Mage prefersthat the Dirijhi be left done and gives them what they want. So Ajhevan
belongs to them, and we humanswho live here aretruly free, except for Hormling taxes, in away that
nearly no one else can claim. Because we don't have the Prin here to read our minds whether welike it
or not, to look over our shoulders and meddle in our af-fairs. But even my friendsin Ajhevan have
become resigned to the notion that independence will only come along time from now. Since my return, |
noticed that some of the people inside the movement had begun to speak in the sameterms.

What we needed, what we had always needed, was an dly. | had hoped to find something like that on
Paska. But then, afew daysafter | returned, aletter arrived from my brother Binam asking meto visit
him in Greenwood.

Thetreesdon’t care for outsiders, though they make alot of money running toursinto the forest. They
rarely grant anyone permission to stay in Dirijhi country for any length of time. But my brother wasa
symbiont, and | had not seen him since the change. I’ d been asking him to dlow meto vigt for years, to
spend time with him but aso to sound him out about what the trees might think of independence. All of us
with tiesto the Dirijhi were making the same request. After many years of re-fusd, Binam had suddenly
agreed. So | wason my way.

The Dirijhi permit only acertain kind of flat-bottomed boat to travel up-river under the canopy, o |

spent the afternoon in Dembut trying to line up trans-portation. Theriver guidesare dl licensed, and there
was actualy asymbiont on duty to check my passin the outpost station; the Dirijhi hire human staff to
ded with the tourigt traffic, though the sym was clearly in charge. He or she must have been melded to
one of the nearer trees, though even then it’s an effort for asym to be gpart from the tree for any length

of time. | knew that much from Binam, who sent me | etters, written ones on paper, from timeto time; the
only scripted letters | ever got in my life. This sym had apinched ook in the face, eyes of that iridescent



dlver that isthe result of the tree-feeding, the pupils small in the light, though they could dilate completely
in the dark, enabling the sym to see asiif the world werein full noon. Binam would look like that, |
reminded myself. He would still be my brother, but he would be changed.

Oncel cleared my papers and booked passage on one of the riverboats, | found a hotel room for the
night. | was tempted to think of the place as primitive or backward, since we were so far from what | had
cometo think of ascivilization, but Dembut had every conve-nience you could ask for. Uplinksto the
whole Hormling data mass, entertainment parlors that were 4D capable, clean VR dalls, good
restaurants. The Dirijhi don't like big power matrices, so everything on Ajhevan runs on portable fusion
generators, cold boxes, they’re called, and for avillage the size of Dembuit, about a dozen were required
to power the town. Hormling technology, like nearly everything that worksin the Cluster. Thisand much
other interesting information was piped to the screen in my hotel room, the loop playing as| keyed the
door and entered. | muted the sound and threw my bag onto the little bed.

| bought agirl for the night. Her name was Tiraand she had a brother who was a symbiont, too.
Ajhevanoi are pretty free sexudly, and progtitution is considered a nice way to make some extramoney,
especidly inatourist town, as Dembut is, so there are alot of people registered with the agencies.
Peoplein Ajhevan are not usudly hung up about leshians, though now and then you till get afeding that
they don't know atogether what to make of usin the smdler towns, so | was gp-prehensive. Tirawasa
free spirit, though, and we had a nice dinner and went to the room and she gave me amassage and |
returned the favor and then we wrapped round each other and got seriousfor awhile. She had no
problem with lesbians, clearly, and | felt worlds better when we were done. We talked about our
brothersand | asked if she had seen hers since he made the change. She saw him often, she said; to be
near him, she had taken up her trade in Dembut—her trade being rune-reading for touristsin the market,
the sex was asiddine. Sheliked the forest, sheliked her brother, sheliked the difference since he
underwent the change, she had thought about becoming asym hersef. “Besats having to work for a
living,” shesad.

Inthe morning, | met the riverboat on time and waited impatiently to be underway. Today theriver
sta-tion was staffed by two different syms, one who had been aman and the other who had been a
woman. The bioengineering that gets done on asymbiont starts with neutering, but sometimes you could
tell which had been which. The eyes, though, were so difficult to read. | kept trying to placethemin
Binam'sface.

We got underway in the eighth marking. My fellow passengers were tourists, afamily from Feidre and
two couples from New Charnos, southerners, all of them. They were curious about Ajhevan, so |
answered their questions politely, while the pilot was busy. | was born here and grew up here, first ona
group farm and thenin agirls commune. After my parents sold my brother to the sym recruiters, |
petitioned the Magisirate’ s Court for a separation and was granted it, and lived in the commune after

that. To befair, which | don’'t dwaysliketo be, that’s my way of looking at what happened. My parents
didn’t exactly sell my brother, at least, not againgt hiswill. Binam had been begging to join the symbionts
since he was eight years old and got lost in Greenwood; and my parents were swayed by the bounty and
by what Binam wanted, so fervently, and gave permission. | never forgave them for alowing him to make
that choice himsdlf, so young, only twelve. Especidly since they were paid enough money to sdll thedgae
farm we worked, that they had come to hate. After | divorced them, they bought abig housein Byutiban,
on the southern continent, and both went to work in the Prin administration. We reconciled | ater, though |
never did anything to lift the court decison. By then, even if | had forgiven them for selling Binam, I'd
never have understood why they went to work for the Hormling.

My boat penetrated into the canopy aong astring of Dirijhi cities, according to the pilot, an Erejhen who
gave his name as Kirith, though since he was Erglhen that was not likely to be hisrea name. He pointed



out how to spot acity: the trees grew closer and denser, the undergrowth was more gtrictly regulated, the
appearance was formal. There was even afoliage pattern dong theriver, shrubs grown and maintained in
acertain se-quence by the tree through a complex process that only afully mature Dirijh could undertake
before symbionts. Nowadays, the symbionts work under the direction of the treesto cultivate the
Shimmering Garden, which isthe namethe Dirijhi give to Greenwood.

Overhead, in the cities, the trees intertwine upper tier branchesin one of seven patterns, sometimes amix
of dl savenin alargecity, like the capital. In the branches now and then we would see a sym, but only
once that whole day did we see one on the ground. One of the couples asked if Kirith knew any of the
names of the cities, and he answered that the Dirijhi had no spoken language and the symbionts never
attempted to trans-literate the speech that passed between sym and host. The only words the syms ever
gave us are the name they use for the tree people, “Dirijhi,” coined from aword for treein one of the old
languages of Send, and the namefor the forest, “ Shimmering Garden.”

We were headed for the Dirijhi capital, near the center of the forest. There | would transfer to another
flatboat that would carry me aong one of the water-channd s leading west into the interior, where Binam
and histree lived. We were passing tourist boats all morning as they stopped aong the shore, places
where the Dirijhi had agreed to allow walking toursfor astiff fee. The tour spots changed from time to
timeto givetheriverfront trees arespite. Since the trees migrate toward the closest river or cand over
the course of their extremely long lifetimes, the oldest, longest-lived trees end up adong the shoreand die
there; though trees occasiondly refuse to make the migration and many diein the interior before getting all
the way to the shore. They migrate dowly, by setting roots carefully and deliberately in one direc-tion and
shifting themsel ves by mani pulating the com-pression and tension of wood in the main bole, and can
move as much afull standard unit in about a standard century, about seventy years Aramenian. It takesa
person about ahalf aday to walk that distance; it took the symbiontsto tell usthe trees could move at
al.

Thetreesdong theriver nearly hypnotized me. A lot of them were dead and decaying, sincethey were
the oldest; but their gardenswere still maintained by symsin the neighboring trees. Theliving treesgive
off al kinds of scents, according to Binam' sletters, the patterns changing with the religious and socid
caendar, and the effect can be ecstatic. We were getting the tourist spray aong the Silas, but even that
was heavenly. Some of the Dirijh rise astall asathirty story building, if you' ve ever seen one of those.
They are massive creatureswith a central trunk or bole and a series of buttress roots rising to support a
huge upper canopy. The centra bole becomes massive and the buttress rootsrise up asfar asthe lowest
branches. All the branching occurs from the central trunk, and these massive branches sometimes drop
additiond prop rootsto the ground for support, till asingle Dirijh can look like asmall forest. Thetrees
can climb four hundred stades high even in Aramen’ s 5-percent higher-than-standard gravity, where
nobody ex-pected to find the tallest treesin the known stars.

Standard years and standard gravities refer to the year and the total gravitic force of Sena, the Mage
world. The standard is necessary since there are so many worldsto ded with in the Clugter, dl dightly or
very different from one another in physical characteristics. | can admit that and still get alittleriled that the
gtandard is Send. Why not amean year, amean day, amean gravity? My parentsthink that’sasilly
argument, that it doesn’t make any difference. That’s no reason to com-mit acts of sedition, to work for a
rebellion, they say. But | disagree.

| moved for awhileto the southern continent, to Avitran, after | got through school in the women's
com-mune. Trained as agene-splicer in Genetech, working in aclean lab creating one or another of the
seventeen hundred legd variants from standard DNA that define the human race as we know it, three
hundred years since the Hormling and their partners the Erglhen began to spread through the local stars,
and nearly thirty thousand years since the Hormling themsdlves arrived on Send, sent there from Earth to



find the Mage, as theQonsQuilian claims. | believe the three-hundred-year proposition, | don’t know
about therest. | know | don't believein Earth.

Two

We dept on the boat, while it continued upriver on sat-ellite guidance. Firesprays flying overhead, now
and then abit of the moon peeping through the canopy. Some of the Dirijh fold their leaves at night to
bring moonlight down to the Shimmering Garden. Aramen’ stiny moon Kep orbitsthe planetina
geosynchronous loop and isawaysin the sky over Ajhevan; sometimes you can seeitsghost in the day.
The southern continent Byutiban, on the opposite side of the planet, never seesthat moon at al, though
Aramen hasalarger, red moon, Sith, that orbits farther out, and it goes through phases and appearsin dl
parts of Aramen.

Because the boats are wide enough to accommodate even atall person lying across them, there was
plenty of room for usto deep, and we spread out bedding after we ate our dinner packet. No question
of our deeping ashore; tourists aren’t alowed that option at any price. | had bought adeeping roll in
Dembut, and the guide showed me how to get into it. Fairly comfortable, given the motion of theriver.
The boat wastight and dry; the Dirijhi wouldn't have let it run theriver if it weren’t. Peaceful to think that
the boat would continue on its placid voyage while | dreamed.

Overnight, we passed through one of the Dirijh cities where the channels cross; out in the center at the
junc-tion grew asingle Dirijh, one of the conifers, gorgeous and nearly symmetrical, rising right up out of
the water, itsrootsimmense, earth filtered out of the river clinging to them, glistening in the moonlight. We
sailed around it. The guide woke me up to see; he had understood my interest, knew my brother wasa
sym. It never hurtsfor aguide to know asym, or arelative of one.

“Y ou ever see anything likethat?” Kirith asked.

“No. We used to come to Greenwood when | was akid, but never thisfar north.”
“Y ou grew up here?’

“yes”

“Youlikeit?”

| laughed. “ Y es. Very much.”

He nodded. Handsome, like most of the Ergjhen I’ ve met. He was one of the dark-skinned ones,
colored like coffee, with deep, dark eyes. “ This reminds me of home, this place.”

“Where?’

“Irion,” he said, “near the forest where the Mage comesfrom.”
| laughed. “No, redly. Where do you come from?’

Hetilted hishead. “'Y ou don't believe me?’

“I don't believe you come from Irion. All you Erejhen say you come from there, but most of you were
born here, just like me.”

Hisjaw setinaline. “I comefrom there,” he said, and he turned away, offended.



All day the next day, we traveled north. Thiswas summer in the northern hemisphere, very hot in most
places, but we were perfectly cool, riding along the warter in the degp shade. We cameto the Dirijh
capital, and | got off the boat onto afloating platform and hired a space in a channel-boat going east. Not
asingleword from Kirith after our conversation the night before. Maybe he wasfrom Irion, but it’ strue
they dl claim to come from there, you haveto ask. I'm not afollower of the Irion cult, | know as much as
| need to about the place; the Prin are trained there, which isreason enough for me to distrust the rest of
the Erglhen, too.

The channel-boat was ready to leave, mine was the last space to be sold, and we were underway as
soon as | showed my papers, which were actuad physical docu-ments, fairly stained and tired by that
time. | got alook at the trees of the centra city, which is probably the better way to describe the way this
city functionsthan to call it acapitd. Greenwood is defined by rivers and channdsthat divide theforest in
arough grid, sometimes skewed but very clearly organized. Theriversflow north to south and channdls
flow east-west. The sym-bionts say the Dirijhi grew that way deliberately, cre-ating the watershed to
make the water run where they wanted, first defining the rivers and then dividing for the channels. The
grid functioned asirrigation and fire protection for Greenwood long before it served as ahighway for
trade, tourists, and sym business. The cen-tral city lay at the junction of the Silas, the centra river, and
the central channdl, which the guides have named the I sar, after ariver inlrion.

A day and ahdf eas, | got off at the junction of the Isar Channel with the River Os. From there, | would
travel inland by truss. The syms have domesticated some of the animal species, including the truss, an
overszed bird that has only vestigia wings but has thighs pow-erful enough to carry two people, in
baskets dung over the truss s back, one on each side. In my case, in the other basket was the sym who
owned the truss. Theride was indescribable, | thought | would break boneswith al thejolting and
bouncing around, but the bird could move. Leaves dapped a my forehead as we headed out of the city
into rural Greenwood, the part of the forest nobody sees unless she knows a sym.

Binam’ stree was ayoungster and lived pretty far out. All of Greenwood is cut through with creeks and
candsto bring water into the interior, and we could have nav-igated on those except the Dirijhi don't like
the waters to be disturbed so close to their roots. The brain caseisin the root crown, where it developed
out of specidized root tissue that provided the trees with gravity percep-tion. The older trees dong the
main watercourses can take the commotion of the boats, because they have to, but everybody travels by
trussor by foot intheinterior.

My companion in the balancing basket was another kind of guide, hired to lead people like meto the
proper tree. Those guides are dl syms, who charge a high price for time away from the host. Binam had
arranged the guide and the truss, since there was no way for meto do it. The sym kept quiet on thetrip,
to conserve energy. With thisone, | couldn’t tell whether the origina had been aman or awoman, and
that made me uncomfort-able. | watched the undergrowth, smelled the most amazing perfumes, caught
flashes of sunlight overheed.

The change in the Shimmering Garden as we | ft the cities was marked. Different shrubs grew, and vines
climbed some of the trees and then cascaded from tree to tree, spectacular festoons of flowers hanging
down from the boughs. The truss paths were moss or something that looked like clover, and along either
sde of the path were flowering bushes, low growing trees, and other kinds of growth that the Dirijhi
encourage. No more sense of formality; each tree tended its garden as it wished, and some of them were
wildly overgrown, the central trunks nearly hidden behind green walls, screened overhead by the
low-growing canopy where it was impossi ble to distinguish one tree from another. No one can travel
safely here without a guide, though the occasionad renegade or stray tourist hastried. Many of the plants
aretoxic to humans, and some of the poisonskill by contact; the truss paths avoid those, but most people
on their own wouldn’t know the difference before they were dead.



The truss had amusty smell, but no bugs| could see. Their owners keep them clean, no easy task with a
bird. Dun-colored feathers. A mottled pattern of brown and dull green feathers on the back of the neck,
that | grew to know far better than | wished.

Wetraveled through the night, and | even dozed oc-casionally, my head collapsed onto the woven
carry-dl strap, trussfeatherstickling my nose. We were only alowed to stop at certain oases, mostly in
public mead-ows that the Dirijhi cultivate to open up the canopy to the ky. A place whereaDirijhi dies
isleft falow for along time, while the body decomposes, and we stopped at one of those aswell. | was
glad we were passing through the open spaces at night, since the Aramenian sun can be murder that time
of year inthe north; in fact, | hadn’t dressed quite warmly enough for the night, and the rest of my clothes
were bouncing up and down in the luggage tied to the truss' s back.

| had learned so much from Binam’ s|etters, nothing | saw seemed entirely foreign to me. He wrote me
oftenin the early years when he was working as a guide, when he was fascinated by what he was
learning, by the trees he was meeting, by everything in Greenwood. | was fas-cinated too, oncel was
living inthegirls compound and studying genome manipulation, safely out of reach of my parents and the
Sym recruiters.

The notion that my brother had changed himself from an animal to something that was hybrid between
animal and plant, to read about the changes he had gone through, astonished me. The subject is neutered,
put into stas's, immune system completely disabled. The body isthen suspended in a high-protein bath
and infected with afirg-stage virus that eventually reaches every cdll, attacking the DNA itself, replicating
parts of the vira DNA onto the human genome. Changes begin. The digestive system withers, becomes
vestigid, and one day isgone. The heart shrinks and the circulatory system withdraws to the muscul ature
and the skeleton; the lungs shrink and split.

At this stage, a second virusisintroduced, and this one initiates another series of changes. The protein
bath is sweetened with sugars like the ones the trees make. Chloroplasts replace the mitochondriain all
the dermad tissues, and the dermal tissues change, the venaceous structure becomes disconnected from
the blood supply. A layer of flexible xylem and phloem grows under the new dermis, forming anew
circulatory system for water, oxygen, and nutrients. This system is based on the Dir-ijhi’ s own structure,
but is more flexible than in the Dir-ijhi themselves. The skin develops somatafor release of moisture and
exhae of gasses, and comesto resemble a soft leaf in texture. Part of the lungs are used to com-pressair
for speech and the rest of the lungs become afocusfor xylem and phloem tissue. The blood filters
through both, receiving nutrients and oxygen for the body’ s anima components, the muscles and
skeleton, nerves and brain. The body photosynthesizes, but sup-plementsits diet by feeding from the host
through the pams, the bottom of the feet, the anus, and the mouth. The sym can dow its heart to a crawl
and gl function, which it doesin the winter if its tree becomes dormant.

Thereault isahybrid that can communicate with its hosts and still speak to the rest of ustoo, a creature
that isneither plant nor animal but something of both, and gtill legally human, according to Hormling
biologica law. The whole process takes three years Aramenian from neutering to thetime the symis
shipped into Greenwood to meet itstree. | had studied the processin school and worked with sym techs
in Avitran and Jarutan, | had seen boys and girls comein for the meta-morphosis as human beings and
leave, three years|ater, as something e se.

But when | saw Binam at the base of histree, waiting for me asif he had known when the trusswould
arrive, that was when it hit me, what a stlaggering change it was.

It was summer, and he had been out in the sun. Head to toe, he was mottled from green to gold, the
chloro-plastsin full bloom aong his skin. He was shaped like my brother, he had the bones of my
brother’ sface. He stepped forward to lift me out of the basket as my guide unlashed my luggage and



dropped it onto the moss. We stood looking at each other, and his face was so much the same, but his
eyeswere milky white. “ Y ou look so different,” he said, and | redized he was poring over me with the
sameintengty. “All grown up.”

“You look different, too,” | said.

He laughed, touched the top of his head. “| was hop-ing you brought some cubes of what | used to look
like” hesad, “I've nearly forgotten.”

“I did. | brought pictures of Serith and Kagl, too.” These were our parents, though | never used the terms
“mom” and “dad.”

| had brought the one bag he had said | was permit-ted and he let me carry it. Even before | |eft for
Paska, his etters had become infrequent, and sometimes his tone seemed more distant than not. He had
told mein arare recent | etter that hel d gotten to the point where he didn’t like to use his remaining human
muscles so much any more, because that stirred up his human heartbeat, and he found the sensation
disquieting. In motion, he appeared to move aslittle as possible. He walked with a sense that he was
gliding over the carpet of marsh-grass and moss, up the knots of the lower tree roots.

“Thisismy tree,” hesaid, and | looked up and up.

Wewere on arise of land, acana beyond some high shrubs; rocky ground, though the soil was deep
and moist. The tree was young, dender compared to its neighbors, but the central bole was dready as
wide asasmdl house. We were standing at the perimeter where the outer ring of buttress roots rise up
from the ground, soaring to support the lowest branch. The buttress was asthick as my waist. One of the
huge main branches had dropped a prop root that was now home for aflow-ering vine with a swest,
unearthly smell. The branches soaring out and the bole soaring up were at the point of reaching the
canopy, and aready the upper leaves of the Dirijh were brushing the undersides of the branches of its
nearest neighbors. Light fell in startling showers, bars of gold. Beyond the Dirijh on one side was a bresk
in the canopy, and in the center of the meadow was what remained of adecaying tree, covered with vine
and fringed with meadow grass but too huge still for anything to disguise.

“Amazing,” | sad.

“He savery specid tree, they’ ve been breeding for him along time.” He had told methisbefore, in his
letters. “I’'m the only sym he’ sever had. He salittle unsettled that you' re here.”

“Redly?’
“Thetreesthink of usastheir own. They don't like to be reminded of when they were without us.”

| knew him when he smiled like that, and | was glad that the thought of his tree made him amile. Though
there was something discomforting in the thought of the possessiveness of atree.

“But he' sglad you've come. Hetellsme s0.”

“He?

“He has mae and female flowers, but the femae flowers are sterile”
“To avoid sdf-pallination?’

Binam shrugged. “It' swhat hewants.” We wereinsdethering of buttressroots, near the main bole. “He
can reverse dl that and bloom with sterile male flowers and fertile female flowersif he wants, or he can



have both. But for now, he'sahe.” He tugged on something, pulled it out of the growth around the
buttress. “We wovethisfor you. My friendsand I.”

A ladder woven of supple vine. Binam climbed di-rectly up the bark, using the bark fissures for hand and
footholds. I dung the bag over my shoulder and started up the rope ladder, but now that Binam was
using his muscles, he was much faster than me, and knew histree well enough that he moved by ingtinct,
or S0 it appeared. He streamed up the bark to the first branching, and then led me dong the branchto a
flattened outgrowth overhung with athick canopy of leaves. The symscall thiskind of growth adis, the
standard Ajhevan word for sitting room. The Dirijhi learned to make the disfor the comfort of the
symbionts.

Filling the diswere carvings, somefor practica useslike stting, onethe height of atable. A variety of
tones and weights of wood, including what looked like cork. All grown out of the main wood of the dis.
“I don't live down here,” Binam sad, “thisisfor our guests. | live up higher. But | think you should have
thisdis, lower to the ground.”

“Thanks.” | set my bag on the branch, noted the fine pattern of the bark. Along part of the bark; moss
was growing, and an ancillary tree had wrapped its roots round the branch and rooted into the moss and
whatever organic matter was under it; thistree was flowering, a scent like vanilla. The flower wasyelow
with deep, rich, golden-to-brown tones in the corona. “ Are you the carver?’

“Yes. Do you likethem?’
“Very much.” | ran my hands aong the back of the nearer chair, the smooth polish of the wood.

“We do them together, thetreeand |,” Binam said. “That’s part of the game. He throws the wood out of
abranch or sendsit up from the ground and | work it and polishit. | even polish with leaves he gives
me,” he was pausing, trying to think of away to say in wordswhat rarely had to be put into words at all,
“leaveslike sandpaper. He buds them and they flush and dry and | use them for the polish.”

He was beaming. My little brother.

We watched each other, and suddenly | could read those strange eyes for amoment. | went to him and
embraced him and he leaned against me, and the texture of his skin was cool and tough, the body
beneath firm and spongy, so that | could not read from his shoulders or back whether he wasredly tense
or frightened, as | had thought from what | read in hiseyes. “1t’ s been such along time. | hardly know
what to say.”

“1 must seem very strangeto you.”

| shook my head and held him against me. *'Y ou seem very familiar. Y ou're my brother.”
Three

We got through those first uncomfortable moments when my mere presencein front of him made him fed!
as though he had become a freak. He looked me over head to toe, ran his hands down my arms, in my
hair. He had lost the thick brown hair | remembered, his head was that mottled leaf color, covered with
soft plant hairs, tiff and sticky when | touched them.

“I had forgotten what my body used to look like,” he said, laying hisfingers againgt my skin. We had
been looking at the picture cubes, one of them taken on the trip to Greenwood when Binam got lost.
“You'resowarm. | likeyour skin.”



“I' likeyours, too,” | said, touching his neck, the smooth cool outer dermis, tender as anew lesf.
“I’'m cooal. I’ ve been vented today, and I'm taking in moisture.”
“Vented?’

“I let out air through stomaein my skin. | liketolet it build upand doit al at once.” Looking above.
“We'rein the hot part of summer. | sharethe heet of thetree.”

“You help it cool off that way?’

“No,” he shook hishead. “I1t' sonly to share. Thetree likesthe heat on itstop leaves, they have avery
tough cuticle, and we make alot of energy that way. | sharethe heat so I'll know what it’slike. Just to
ghareit. That'sdl.”

“Doesthe tree have aname?’

“Yes. A dring of proteins about four hundred mol-eculeslong.” He was smiling again, comfortable. “It
would trand ate to something like, ‘ Bright-in-the-Light.” But that’ savery quick way of saying it. The trees
don't trust anything that’ stoo quick.”

| shook my head in some amazement. “It’s hard to comprehend. When they talk, what' s the speech
like?’

“Nothing like speech,” he said. “More like a series of very specific flavors. I'm afraid it would seem quite
dow toyou.”

“What about to you?’

“Timeisdifferent, according to where | am. Now, for ingtance, | fed asif I’'m blurting things out to you in
arush. If youweren't here, I'd most likely be higher in thetree, sitting gill, listening to the day, and time
would pass very dowly. | don't have atimewhen | talk to the tree, because the tree isawaysthere, in
my head. That’s part of the link that gets made when you meld. But if | want to talk to another treg, if we
do, sncewe generdly do everything at the sametime, we listen to the linked root. Thetreeshavea
communicating root they send out, they're dl networked, and if there’ s some conver-sation goingonin
thelink, maybe wejoinit, or if there’ s not, we send out a hdllo to the neighborsto find out who' sin the
mood to talk.”

| liked hisface when he talked. He reminded me of the stories of people who lived in fairy-tale forests,
old talesthat had come to Aramen with the Hormling, most likely, about elves and fairies and whatnot. A
people who lived in awild forest with some kind of connection to the land that amodern person could
not hopeto attain. What the Erglhen sometimes claim for themsalves, though | have seen preciouslittle
evidence. | could picture Binam asan €f out of fairyland, and | wondered if that were better than to call
him asymbiont in my head. A name that implied he was dependent on something else, that he had only an
incomplete identity on hisown.

“You' reasymbiont, too,” hesaid. “ Ther€ sno shameinit.” But here, for thefirst time, wasan
expresson that | could easly read: discomfort.

“You cantdl what I'm thinking?’ | asked.
“Thetree can. When you're as close asthis.”

“How?



He shrugged. “I don’'t know. It's not something | can do.” Smiling in ateasing way. “If it makesyou
nervous, | cantdl him not to share any of it with me.”

“I'll kegp that inmind,” | said. “What do you mean, I’m asymbiont?’

“Y ou think of yoursdf as onething. But your body ismillions of things, millions of living crestures dl
joined in some way, and consciousin someway. Y ou couldn’t survive without the bacteriain your gut,
the mitochondriain your cdlls. Y ou' re an assemblage, you just don’t think about it.”

“All right, | get thepoint.” | added, “I’ll try not to think of anything | don’'t want to talk about.”
“If you do, the tree will know anyway. That you don’t want to talk about it.”

The sun was going down by then. | was sore from bouncing againgt the truss, had hardly dept dl night. |
yawned and Binam said, “I never even asked about the trip.”

“Do you ever ride the trusses?’
“Not inyears, sncel wasaguide. But | remember.”
“Thetrees should consider a nice bio-engineered replacement anima with a smoother ride.”

He laughed. Good to hear that he could still make the sound. “ That will never happen. Unlessthe trees
learn how to bio-engineer for themsalves. The treesthink the Hormling charge too much money for the
transformation.”

“The Hormling would chargefor ar if they could figure out how to licenselungs,” | said, repesting ajoke
that was current in Feidre fifteen years ago, but which my brother had never heard.

He cocked his head. “Well, in my case, they have licensed the lungs, and the skin, and most of the rest.”

Sunlight fading. He would leave meto eat and rest, see mein the morning. No need to rush the visit.
Come sundown, he would get duggish anyway, so he wanted to climb to hisbed. | didn’t ask where that
was. Ashe said, we had time. | kissed him on the cheek, though. We had been affectionate and close,
when we werekids, not like some brothers and sisters. He climbed up the treg, limber as anything,
moving quickly into shadow.

Four

| spread out my deeping bag, pulled up the night netting over my face, lay there for awhile and opened
flaps some moreto let theair circulate. | had chosen the far edge of the dis, where the leaf cover grew
sparse; | could see a piece of the night sky where the canopy had bro-ken, where the dead Dirijh lay
dowly decomposing. So closeto the Cluster, dl | could see were her golden stars, so many beautiful
ydlow suns, and if | let my eyesgo just out of focus, it was asif | werein space, staring into the huge
hollow between them, the matrix of burn-ing stars and me hanging in space, orbiting somewhere over
Aramen near the white moon.

Maybeit wasinevitablethat | would dream about being a child with Binam, in the days when welived on
the dgae farm with our parents. There are many styles of family on Aramen, but ourswas till one of the
com-mon ones, easy and adaptable on aplanet that till felt like afrontier at times: aman and awoman
with alife contract, having children together and raising them. Our parents had settled at the edge of the
East Ajhevan wetlands, a country called Asukarns, New Karns, because early on it reminded somebody
of aplace on Sena. We were only acouple of hours, trip by putter to the edge of the Dirijhi preserve,



and our parents used to take usthere, till Binam began to get obsessed with the trees.

| dreamed of one of those trips, when we were camp-ing on the bank of a creek, looking into the deep
green gloom on the other side. We were within the posted lim-its of the camp ground but | wondered if
the symbionts were watching us from the closer trees, to make sure we stayed on our side. Binam
wanted to cross the creek but Mom repeated the tory of little Inzl and Kraytl, who vanished into the
forest leaving atrail of bread crumbs behind them, so they could find their way out again. But the tree
roots ate the bread and the trees themsalves conspired to confuse little Inzl and Kraytl, and they were
imprisoned by an evil tree and amost eaten themselves before their good parents found them. We were
the right age for the Story at thetime, and, in my dream, | wasterrified al over again, and, in the way of
dreams, we were no longer listening to the story but insideit, and | found mysalf wandering deeper into
the forest with Binam’ s hand in mine and my parents nowhere to be seen. Binam clutched a sack of
bread and looked up at the trees with terror glazing hiseyes. . . .

| had never thought of mysalf as Kraytl when | was hearing the story on my mother’ sknee, my brother
beside her on the bedrall. | had never thought of Binam as Inzl or the two of us as orphans, but here
were we both, deeping in atreein Greenwood.

When | woke, something with wings was Sitting on abranch looking at me, and | wondered what it found
so interesting, but when | looked again, the shadow had vanished. White moonlight outlined everything,
while the red moon was athin crescent. Theair wasasmild aswhen | fell adeep, though it must have
been early morning by then; the canopy holds heeat in at night as efficiently asit holds heat out during the
day. Some low breeze stirred.

| felt restless and got out of the bedroll, walked around the dis, listened. Choruses of insects, night birds,
reptiles, ahost of voices swdled in the ar around me, eerie, asymphony. The Dirijhi aretrueto their
nature as plants and have remained a part of the wild, but have a the same time learned to manipulate
many parts of nature. It seemed awesome to me, now that | was here among them, these huge dark
shapesin the night, lis-tening as| wasto this chorus of anima voices, won-dering what part waswild and
what part was the trees.

| could think to mysdlf, these are frog songs, and grasshoppers, and crickets, and lizards, and birds, and
fed asif | knew what | was hearing. But for Binam, what were these sounds to him? What newswas
passing dl around me, my sensesdull to it?

| sang asong under my breath, along with al the rest. Silly, hdf tuneless, something from the girls
com-mune. Siding into my deeping roll again, remembering that the tree would know what | had been
thinking, that | had wakened with awinged monster hovering over me, that | had felt lost and wondered
where| was.

Fve

Binam knelt over me, finger to hislips. Early. He ges-tured, up, with afinger, would | come up?
It was plain | wasto make no sound, so | nodded, did out of the deeping roll still wearing my clothes.

He climbed, and | followed asbest | could. By watch-ing him, | saw the handholds and toeholds he used
in the places where the distance between the branches was too great, but these places were few,
thankfully, and we mounted through the leefy levels of Binam' streeto the sky.

To the east was the gash in the canopy where the old tree had falen, where the sunrise now played itsdlf
out in athousand shades of crimson, azure, violet, againgt a backdrop of clouds. We could not climb



higher and the tree was not yet so tdl that | could see dong the top of the forest, but | was close enough.
“Remember when | got lost?’ Binam said.
“And the sym found you in the top of atree, just Stting there?’

He nodded. Smiling with an expression | could rec-ognize as peaceful. “I come here every morning. It's
my favorite place”

He sat there, the picture of contentment. But | remembered the fegling of distancein hisletters. “Areyou
gtill happy here?’ | asked, looking him in those white eyes.

He made a sound that was supposed to be laughter, though he sounded out of practice. “Y ou don't
wadte time with smal talk, even in the morning, do you?’

“Smadll talk. What an idea.”

He was pedling some layer of tissue off the back of one of his hands. Flaky bits of leaf drifting down on
currents of air. For al theworld like aboy on ariverbank picking at acalus, or at the dead skin on his
fin-gertips. “I'mdry,” he said, “I need to swim.”

“Well?" | asked.

Hewas digtant, hardly hearing my voice. His eyes so pae, the pupils so tiny, he could have been looking
inany direction at dl, or in none. For amoment, | thought he wanted to answer, and then it didn’t seem
important any more. We sat for along timein the cool lifting breeze, the heat of the distant sun beginning
to strip the clouds away. Light fell on Binam, bringing out the rich greens and softer-colored variations
aong his skin, and he closed hiseyes and sat there. “1 can't tell you what a sweet feding thisis”

“Thesunlight?’

“Yes. Onmy chloroplasts.” He licked hislips, though the moisture looked more like sap than sdiva. “I
canfed itinevery nerve”

“It must be nice”

He nodded. “ Thisisthe best time of day for it. Later, it'stoo hot; | can’t take so much of the sun, not
likethetree”

“Isthis something you need?’

He nodded again. “1 don't know the sciencefor it, | can't tell you why. But | need a certain amount of
sunlight to keep my skin growing. The outer part dies off when the new inner tissue ripens, thistime of
year.”

| had brought a calorie bar with me, my breskfast, which | pulled out of my coveralls and unwrapped.
“Bregkfast,” Binam said. “ That’ stheword. Thisiswhere| come to have breskfast.”

“A niceplacefor it.” The bar, essentiadly tasteless, went down quite handily.

“Thetreeis somewhat repulsed by that,” Binam said. “ Chewing and egting. It svery animal.

“lamananimd.”



He had closed hiseyes again, murmured, “Y es, he knowsyou are.”
“And you?’

“Sometimesthere' s till too much animal in me,” he answered.
“Isthat your opinion, or thetreg' s?’

“Both.”

A slence. | et the obvious questions suspend themselves. He was welcome to his opinions, after all.
“Y ou don't talk much, do you?’

“Tdk?Meand thetree?”

“No. Inwords, likeright now, | mean. Y ou couldn’t remember the word for breskfast.”
He shrugged. That gesture came quite naturaly. “1 don’'t get much practice.”

“What about your neighbors?’

“If we're closeto our hosts, we don't redly need to talk.”

“Y ou read each other’ sminds?’

Henodded. “| guessthat’ sthe easiest way to think of it.”

“Isit better than talking?’

“It' snothing like talking. There sno way to compareit.” Hissmile, for amoment, familiar, theway his
eyeswere shaped, familiar, my little brother from thirty yearsago. “I like talking, asamatter of fact, right
now. | forget you have to decide to do it, then you have to decide what to say. Y ou can hide thingswhen
you tak. I'll missit when you're gone.” He stirred, reaching down with afoot, and just at that moment a
cloud blanked out his moment of sunlight. “But | redlly want to swvim.”

“Can | come, too?’

Heled me down to thedisand | stripped out of my coveralls. When we were on the ground heled meto
aplace where steps descended into the water. | followed him, taking off the rest of my clothes by the
edge of the canal.

“It'sclean,” hesaid, easing into the liquid with hardly aripple. *Y ou don't have to worry about what’ sin
the water.”

It felt wonderful to dip into the silky liquid, to glide dong the surface bes de this moon-faced cresture.
Wefloated lazily inthe early light, a hint of mist dong the cand. Near the woody knee of one of Binam’'s
neighbors, we stopped and headed back again. | swam close to Binam to hear the sound he was making,
alow vocali-zation deep in the throat, like the purr of acat. “I loveto drink,” he said, turning on his back
to float.

“Thisdoesfed wonderful.”
“Y ou can't imagine how wonderful, if you' re part legf.”

| laughed. *Y ou do thisevery morning?’



“Yes” Wewere ashore now, seating oursalves on the lower step, still mostly immersed. “It’ s one of the
things | can do that the tree envies. Though he sharesit.”

1] S1a.$l?1
“Throughthelink.”

Silence, then. | waslooking up at the Dirijh, trying to seethe tree as Binam saw it, aliving mind, a
partner. | had been waiting to ask a certain question, and felt it was agood time. “Why did you change
your mind and decideto let me vigit you, thistime?'Y ou dways seemed so certain it was abad idea.”

He did up from the water, dripping onto the sones. “1 didn’t change my mind.”
“You dill think it'sabad idea?’

He looked a me. Nothing recognizable, a that mo-ment, in hisface. “1 don’t mean to make you
uncom-fortable. I know you' re my sister, but that was along time ago, longer to me than it seemsto you,
even. Timeisn't the samefor meand you. So | didn’t really want you to come. But now I’'m glad you're
I,He.”

“Wadll, thanks. | guess”
He shrugged again. The gesture thistime gppeared less naturd. “I can only tell you the truth, Kitra.”

A chorus of birds, eerie cdling high in the trees. Some of it sounded rehearsed, asif it were a piece of
music some bird was performing.

“Areyou upset?’ Binam asked.
“No.” | looked my brother squarein theface. “I didn’'t smply want to come to see you, ether, Binam.”

“Then | expect we' re gpproaching the same point from different places. There' s an elegant way the trees
have of saying that, but | can't put it in words.”

“What do you mean, we re gpproaching the same point?’

“Y ou cameto talk to the trees about independence,” Binam said. “I’mright, | know | am. Becausethat’s
why they want to talk to you.”

Just then, in that eerie quiet, pandemonium of akind. Something fell out of atree across the cand,
followed by achorus of birds and animas, asound asif every leaf on every tree were shaking, and
Binam legpt to hisfeet inaarm.

“Oh, no,” he said, watching something moving on the ground; he looked sickened, asif hewere
nauseous, then he said to me, “ Stay here, please,” and dipped into the water and swam across.

From other treesin the vicinity, other syms were de-scending, atogether invisible before, then suddenly in
sght, maybe adozen.

What had falen from the tree was another sym, and when it stood (I could not tell what sex it had been) |
was horrified; the poor creature looked flayed, asif it had been beaten, or worse, partly eaten, and the
symswere picking something off it with ther fingers, the injured sym shaking, agreen fluid oozing down
itsface, chedt, legs, not a sound coming out of it, or them. The healthy syms surrounded the sick one and
picked what | guesswereinsects out of its ravaged skin, the injured one standing and shaking, some of
the others hel ping to support it, and when they were done, they checked the injured one again head to



foot and then laid it on the ground, cleaned the soles of the feet. One of the syms, not Binam, brought a
large piece of vine and be-gan to squeeze milky fluid out of it, which Binam took onto hispamsand
rubbed gently over theinjured one.

Thistook awhile. | watched. At first without any self-consciousness, then, noticing that some of the syms
were looking my way, | began to fed asif | werein-truding and drew back from the bank of the cand.
When it was clear that Binam would be busy for awhile, | climbed to the dis and made myself tea, using
the micro-cup in my kit.

When the wait stretched beyond afull marking, 1 took out a portable reader and scanned some of the
downloads I’ d brought, items from the various nexus publications | tried to keep up with. A lot of
technology isforbidden in Greenwood; for instance, | couldn’t do aportable VR intract or immerse
myself in one of the total-music wave stations; none of the technol ogies we use to feed data directly into
our own neurd circuitry functionsin Greenwood, so | wasreading for thefirst timein years, scanning
printed words with my eyes.

Thewholetime, | was aware of commotion, activity on the ground acrossthe canal. A pair of trusses
arrived at acertain point, bearing more symsfrom farther off, | guess. Everyone sat around inacircle
beneath the tree involved, and the injured sym sat with them. | suppose thiswas some kind of meeting. |
was aware of it, trying not to spy.

When the circle dissolved and the trusses disap-peared, Binam returned to histree. He climbed to the
dis, shoulders dumped, visibly distracted, shaken, though his eyeswere so very difficult to read. | was
sitting on one of the upraised pieces of wood on the dis, looking out over the clearing. He sat with me for
awhile, put his hand in mine, the same shy gesture as when he was eight, the texture of his skin tough and
resinous, cool. “1’m sorry that took so long,” he said.

“What happened?’
He shook his head.
“Tdl me”

“I don’'t want to.” Helooked up at the canopy, the bright divers of sky beyond the leaves. Breathless,
and due to the physiologicd alterations, he gppeared to be breathing with only the top half of hischest. “I
need to climb higher for awhile. When | come down, we' Il talk again. Do you mind?’

“No. Whatever you need to do.”

He nodded. He truly was shaken, | could see it now. He climbed into the leaves, disappearing.
Sx

When | was eleven and Binam was eight, Serith and Kadl took us on a picnic to wild country near

Starns, the border village where the River Moses emerges from the forest. We got up early and rode the
boat into Greenwood to thefirgt Dirijhi city up theriver, atreat for us, my birthday coming up, and Binam
old enough to join the local scout troop, wearing his new scout hat with hisfirst pin onit, | forget for
what. | wastoo old for scouts now, in my opinion, but watching him in the boat with that hat, his bright
face, brown hair tangled over hisjug ears, | envied him alittle, and wished | had not gotten to be so old.
Hewastalking to the guide, hisusua shyness gone, leaning forward to look through the plexiglass bubble
at the forest around us. Do they talk to you?” he was asking.



“No, son. What' s your name?’
“Binam.”

“No, Binam, the treesdon’t talk to me. They each have a specid person who belongsto them, and that’s
who they talk to.”

“Why don't they talk to anybody else?’

“Wecan't hear them,” Kad threw in from her seat, nervous at Binam’ s need for attention. “Leavethe
pilot done, dear.”

The pilot turned and smiled at us. The boat was not nearly full that morning; we were awake early for the
excursion. She was Erglhen, the pilot, aredhead, one of those genetic typesthat till recursin their
population but only rarely in the rest of us; the Ergjhen can’t breed with anyone e se. “He sno bother. He
likesthetrees, that'sdl.”

“I like them very much,” Binam amended.
“Comeand st down,” Serith said, hisvoice mild, the kind of voice that tellsyou you redly needn’t listen.
“I want to stand here.”

“Wll, then you can help me keep an eye on theriver.” The Erghen woman looked him over. “Waich
out for floating logs and branches and whatnot.”

Binam nodded emphaticaly and folded hisarms. “But | mostly need to watch the trees.”

“Go ahead, that’sagood thing to do, too.”

“I think the treeswould talk to me,” he said, very serioudy.

“They used to talk to me,” the pilot answered, “ not these trees here but the ones on my home.”
“Where sthat?’

“A long way from here.”

“Another planet?”

She nodded. Binam'’ s eyes got big. For along time he had thought that every planet was somehow part
of Ajhevan, he hadn’t even understood the ideaof Aramen, of the world we lived on; whenit finaly
dawned on him that there were alot of other places besides this one, he' d been very disturbed and quiet
for awhile. “Don’t ak which one,” the pilot said, “1 won't tell you.”

13 Why rDt?’
“Because | won't.”
“What' syour name?’

“Efen,” sheanswered, and | remembered it, because it wasthefirst time | heard an Ergjhen woman given
any name other than Kirdtin.

“Did you redlly tak to trees before?’



“Ohvyes. | swear. Theré snothing likeit.”

Serith and Kael hadn’t the money for awalking tour so we rode another boat back to Starns; Efen was
head-ing all the way up to the northernmost stop before she came back. We changed boats on one of the
floating landings and Binam waved at her as she sailed away.

At the end of our picnic, we noticed that Binam was missing. He had been straying farther and farther
from the spread of food Serith had brought, he being the cook in our family, Kael not very good at it. We
were within sight of Greenwood, and figured that Binam had been unable to resist exploring, so Kadl and
| went after him while Serith packed up the food and picnic gear. Into Greenwood oursdlves, ong the
riverbank, without a guide, shouting for Binam, who never answered. Ner-vous, becalise we were not
supposed to go into the forest on foot, everyone knew it, and even though we were only on the
riverbank, we were afraid. We looked for awhile, then went back. Kael and Serith stood at the put-ter
stop not knowing what to do, looking at one another oddly. | remember how frightened | wasto see my
par-ents so confused. Serith reported Binam missing to the human clerk at the park station, who grew
concerned when Kadl added that she thought Binam had probably strayed into Greenwood.

We stayed in ahotel in Starns overnight, when we were supposed to be traveling back to the farm. Inthe
morning, therewas till no word at firdt, until a putter arrived at the hotel with Binaminit, dong with a
hu-man escort; one of the local syms had found him stting in a Dirijh near the river. He had climbed
nearly to the top. The Dirijh had sent word to the nearest sym to come and get him.

A long and tiring adventure. We stayed one more night in Starns; | think Serith wastoo nervousto travel.
In bed beside Binam, | asked him what it was like to spend the night in the tree. Did it speak to him?

“Yes” hesad, though we both knew he was lying, and exploded into giggles the next ingtant.

| have a cube taken at that picnic. Serith sitswith his back to the camera, attempting to look up at the
multifocus, moving restlessy instead and mostly look-ing at the ground; Kadl is egting, pickled egg after
pickled egg, aong with strips of raw seaurchin, and cups of seaweed made into apuree; | am entranced
in some music broadcast by whatever group | wasin love with at thetime, Stting with my shirt off inthe
sun; Binam stands behind us, looking into the forest, restlesdy turning to the camera, and at the end of the
cube segment he walks away dtogether, so | picture that as the mo-ment when the treefirst called him,
when hefirg felt the urge to answer.

After that, whenever he came out of asimulation with advertisements or when he saw some printed
poster for the sym recruiters around Asukarns Village, he would tell Serith or Kael or both that he
wanted to be asym, he wanted to be sold to atree. Given the Sze of the bounty, it was not long before
our parents began to listen.

Seven

Binam regjoined me near sunset, but was distracted, not atogether present. Twice he climbed to the
ground and crossed the canal, | suppose to check on his neighbor. Wetaked only alittle. | showed him
some cubes from my last visit to Serith and Kadl.

“They' re talking about getting out of their contract, you know. Do you ever hear from them?’
“Onceinawhile” Binam answered. “ Serith writes. Kagl sendsabirthday card.”

“She' svery fat now. None of her doctors can figure out why. Fat blockers don’t work on her. And you
remember how she eats.”



“Y ou should re-engineer her.”
“ She' stoo superdtitious for that.”
“They're getting out of the contract? They won't be married any more?’

| nodded. “In about ayear, they say. When some of their investments come to term. They’ re aready
talking to lawvyers. It' svery friendly; | think they’rejust tired of each other.”

“Serith’ syoung.”

“He sonly eighty. Kagl’ sover ahundred.”

“She sent me an invitation to her century party.”

“l wason Paska,” | said. “1 haven’t seen them since | got back.”

He was looking off into space. Aswe talked, he seemed to comeinto focus better. “Why did you go?’

“To learn about the independence movement there. WEe re trying to sudy each other, dl the groups
who'retrying to do the same thing we are, to share informartion.”

Through the following exchange, a timesit seemed to me that he was listening to someone €' se, someone
speaking dowly, so that at first | Smply guessed the tree was paying close attention.

“Do the Hormling know about your group?’

“Yes. Of course. It' s perfectly legd to expressthe opinionsthat we do.”

“So you do thiswork out in the open?’

“Mogt of it.”

He absorbed thisfor awhile. | was priming the micro-cup for tea.

“Why do you want independence? What is freedom to you?’

| laughed. “1 don’'t know. Maybe just don’t like having my mind read by the Prin.”

That might have been the wrong thing to say at thetime. | studied Binam, who made no move or change
of expression. “Y ou mean, you don't like their control.”

“Not just the Prin, the Hormling. Their economy. Their Conveyance, that nobody can compete with.
Their billions and billions of emigrants through that damned gete.”

“But it seemsto usthat the Prin and the Hormling make everything possible that happensin your world.”
Binam was nodding his head, maybe unconscioudy; the movement appeared to have no meaning. “Some
of these thoughts come from the link root. Some of the trees have been waiting to talk to you about your
idess”

So thiswas some kind of ameeting, and thisbeing in front of me was more than Binam, at the moment. |
acknowledged what he said, but answered hisfirst state-ment. “The only thing the Prin and the Hormling
make possibleis each other. The Prin prop up the Hormling, who proceed to turn everything into a
product and every place into a market.”

“But thiswholeworld isfull of people who came from the Hormling world.”



“That was three hundred years ago. None of us here is anything but Aramenian, any more.”

Hewasligening again. After awhile, saying, “We agree the Hormling are an intrusion. We do not care
for the Prin.”

| waited. Stunned, to be so close to what | had come for.

“What would independence offer the Dirijhi?” Binam asked. “Would you try to rule us? Or would you
respect our authority, asthe Prin do?’

“Beg pardon?’

“ Aramen belongsto the Dirijhi,” Binam said. “ Even the Hormling admit as much. But we cannot control
our world. When the Mage made the gate, we had no way to fight, we had to accept her presence. But
now things are different.”

Because of the syms. | began to understand.
“Dothe Dirijhi want dl of usto leave?’

He shook his head emphaticaly. “No, there would be no usein that. We can't grow in the south, we
have no usefor that place.”

“Why not?’
Concern. A long silence. “Do you know anything about what makes us awaken?’

“Asmuch as| could find out. The brain growsin the root crown when the roots are infected with a
specific fungus, and amicorhizaisformed. Theroot tips swell and the interior cells begin to generate
neural proteins; the root crown reacts by developing new growth cellsto make a case to protect the new
tissue”

He amiled. “Y ou have sudied us.”

Eerie, thiswhite-eyed creature, supposedly kin to me, spegking asif there were ahundred of him.,
“There snot alot out thereto read. But | looked.”

“Thentdl metherest,” hesad.

During al the following, he seemed curioudy com-placent, asif it pleased him no end that | had studied
the biology of thetrees.

“The basal meristem grows two kinds of tissue, new xylem on one side and brain case on the other. The
new xylem stayslocal to the base of the bole but connectsto the primary xylem that runs up the bole, that
formsevery year in spring around the old dead tissue from previous years. The fungd brain forms
hormone and protein chainsin the new xylem and these start to climb up the primary xylem aswater rises
inthetree”

“That'sgood,” he said. “When isthe brain ripe?’

He meant when wasit awake, | guessed. “When the xylem has at |east one looped chain of proteinsand
hor-mones going al the way to the top and back down to the bottom, for sending and receiving
messages. When the structures are dl in place and the brain beginsto receive energy from some of the
leaves, it awakens and becomes aware. When the brain can fedl the sun.”



“And the water and the earth,” Binam said. “ The con-sciousnessis stretched by al three of those.”
“So what doesthis have to do with freedom?’

“Thetrees.” For amoment, Binam only. Tired, taking a breath. Blankness superseding, asif it were
water ris-ing through him. “Our birth is very complex, and we struggled to make every tree awaken when
we had no hands. We want you to understand that life is possible for us only as a partnership with you.
We cannot do without the syms, now that we have them. They are our hands and our feet.” Speaking of
himsdf and dl therest in the third person. “ Also that we will never have any use for any other place than
this one, this continent, because the fungus that helps us awvaken grows only here.”

“Did the Dirijhi try to colonize the south themselves at some point?’

“Many, many times,” Binam said. “ The Hormling have tried to propagate us in the southern country, too,
through experimentation that we allowed, but they failed the same aswe. The fungus grows only here, on
this continent. It is as dependent on this place aswe are on it, and now we are dependent on the syms as
wdll. So that on Aramen there will dways be room for hu-mans and for the Dirijhi, but not for the Prin or
for the Hormling gate. If you agree and we work together.”

“Y ou want to close the gate?’ | asked.

“Wewant to control it.” Shallow, half-chested breaths. “ So do you.”

“But what about the Mage?’

“We believe shewon't say no to us. If we rewrong, we have other means.”
“But she' sthe only one who can make the gate.”

“We aren't concerned with how it’s made. WEe re con-cerned only that we are haf the gate, whether we
makeit or not. And thisfact should be respected, and our wishes on our world should be respected.”

“Y ou want to get rid of the Prin?’

“We prefer not to say dl wewant, thisfirst talking.” Binam shivering, licking hislips, that curioustongue,
like atender shoot. “We only want to propose that we talk, and think for awhile, and talk more. Though
at the moment, thisoneistired and needsrest.”

So Binam swooned, his head swung loosely for amoment, and some changein him, of posture or
ex-pression, told me hewas only himsdf and the meeting was over. He gazed a me and blinked. “I can
only do so much of that. We should have had more syms here”

“Maybe wetaked enough,” | said. “Y ou were here, listening, weren't you?’

He nodded. “It' slike being at the back of the room when a meeting goes on. Though there’ sthe other
layer of it, the fact that the trees are struggling to keep up, to digest what you say and answer asfast as
they can. They take turns, answering and responding. So you' re not a-ways talking to the sametree.”

| shook my head. Dappled sunlight on the dis, on my hands and legs and feet. *“ But, anyway, it's good
news, that they want to help.”

He nodded. But he was|ooking at the surface of the cand and said nothing else.

Eight



A few days passed, more conversations took place, the last with three other symsto do the channdling,
and that one was along conversation, in which we developed a proposal for working together that |
could carry back, in memory aone, to my companionsin Jarutan. The trees wished for the moment that
no word of their pos-sible support for our movement should become public. | felt more suspicious of
them after they made that stip-ulation, redizing that the Dirijhi are cautious, will moveforward only very
dowly, one ddliberate step at atime, and only to further their own agenda; till, it was not my placeto
rush them or to make a decision about them, and so | listened and agreed to the one thing they wanted to
plan, that some group of people return to Greenwood a some point in the near future to continue this
talking, asthey called it. Though the near future to the Dirijhi could mean any timein the next decade.
They had been waiting for three hundred years already. No reason to act in haste.

Inal thisexcitement, with the pure adrendine of the talk, the growing awareness | had of the intelligence
of these beings, and afedling of luck that it was me who wasto be their delegate; in dl this| forgot about
the sym who had fallen from the tree that first morning, the horrible wounds on its dermis. But the
morning | wasto leave, as Binam and | were swvimming, just before my ride was due, | saw the sym
climbing down from the tree to St with itsfeet in the water, and on impulse, maybe because | wasfeding
confident and welcome, even abit cocky, | swam across the cand and pulled myself up beside the
Cresture.

“Hello,” | sad, “areyou better?’
“Better?’

It did ook better—he did, the bone structure appeared vestigialy mae to me. The wounds on the dermis
were brown-edged, new green tissue growing beneath. “1 saw you the day you fell. When you were
hurt.”

“l never fdl,” hesad.

Binam swam up beside us, tapped me on the knee. Not even glancing at his neighbor. “Y ou should come
home now. Y our trusswill be here soon. Leave Itek done.”

“I wasonly taking,” | said.
Itek had risen from the cand and hurried away, dis-appearing up the tree trunk.
Binam was watching him. “| told you to come home,” he said to me, and swam away.

“What did | do?’ | asked, on the other shore, dripping near one of the buttress roots, being careful to
Stay clear of thetreg' scranid vents. | was drying mysdlf, dressing, my kit packed and leaning against the
buttress.

“He was embarrassed.”

“But | only asked if he wasfeding better, that’sdl.”
“Now histreewill beangry.”

“What? Why?’

When he looked at me, for amoment there was only Binam in him, nothing ese; it was asif | were seeing
him as he would have been, had he never been re-engineered. He was frightened and angry, and said, in
ahiss, “Freedom. What freedom doyou need?”’



“Binam. | don’t undersand.”

Suddenly he was speaking very rapidly, hishaf-chest pumping. “What freedom do you promise Itek?
Can you free him from histree?’

“Why?
“You saw him. Hewas nearly esten dive.”

| was suddenly stunned. What he wastelling me. In arush, | understood.

Breathless, a sound in the underbrush farther down the cana, my truss, come to take me home.
“Thetreedid that?”

“We rethar property,” he spat. “Why shouldn’t they do whatever they like?’

“Binam. Baby.”

“Don’'t—" He drew away from me. “Y our trussis com-ing.”

“I didn’t know.”

He was gasping now, looking up at the tree.

“Come with me.” Though | knew better. He never answered.

Thetruss pulled up nearby, therider astrideits back for the moment, legs under the ssump-wings.
“Binam—"’

Thetruss-rider asked if | was ready to leave and Binam drew back, frightened. “ Good-bye,” he said,
moisture lesking from his eyes.

“I'll come back.”

He nodded his head.

“Binam. | svear.”

“Go,” he hissed, gesturing, turning away.

Thetrussrider, sensing disturbance, decided not to linger. | could think of nothing at al to say and only
hung onto that basket asit began to bounce. | wastrying to look backward, to watch him to the last
moment. Instead, | saw Itek acrossthe canal, staggering down from histree again, and, chilled, I turned

away.

Most genetic dterations can be reversed; the long process that makes atree-sym can't be. The meld that
bindsasymto atreeisfor life, with no release. Both these decisions were made by the Hormling and the
Dir-ijhi long ago. The sym, once sold to atree, isunableto feed itself or even to be apart from its host
tree for very long. Unable even to change hosts. These are well known facts, though the language used to
describetherdationship israrely asblunt asto call asym adave. | had never thought about what kind of
lifethetrees d-lowed. One thinks of the sym as afresh-faced cherub living in paradise, the image of the
Sym recruitment poster, asfacile asthat.

S0 | headed home. Seeing Binam' sface.



Nine

Surely | was not thefirst person to witnessthis kind of event among the syms. But when | looked in the
Hormling data mass, there was nothing to be found about protections for the syms, nothing about abuses
on the part of the trees, nothing about the legal rela-tionship at al. No documentation in the public
domain, nothing in the harder-to-access private data, though thiswas easy enough to explain, in part. The
Hormling stat system doesn't extend to Greenwood. Nothing from the syms has ever been uploaded.

The few people who visit Greenwood ether record little about the experience or esethefiles are purged
of any references unflattering to the trees, everything in the public database supports the same myth of
Greenwood as paradise.

Even in Binam'sletters, when | read them again on the boat, not ahint. But | could see hisface, hear the
dreadin hisvoice.

| worked part of this out on the crossing boat, head-ing toward the central city, though | had to wait to
get to Dembut for access to the datamass. My pilot on thefirst leg of the trip was the usudl
brown-haired brown-eyed Aramenian, but when | changed boats to head south, the pilot was Erejhen,
and by luck, the boat was half empty. Inthe night, late, | shared the remains of somewhiskey in my bag,
never once touched while | was with Binam, and the Erglhen grew relaxed and voluble, to the point that
sheleaned toward me, her big hand squeezing my shoulder. “My red name s Trisvin. Y ou can cdl me
thet.”

“Y our real name s not Kristen, or whatever you told me?’
“No. We never give our real names, not at fird, it's bad luck.”
“Where do you come from?’

“Irion.”

“No, realy. Where do you come from?’

“| was born in Jarutan. But my parents come from Irion.”
“Surethey did.”

She laughed, grabbing the whiskey bottle from me. “Everybody hasto come from somewhere. Where do
you comefrom?’

| told her. | told her why | was visiting, that my brother wasasym; that’sdl | said.
She looked a mefor along time. “1’m glad nobody can do that to me.”

The same genetic difference that prevents the Erejhen from cross-breeding with the Hormling makes
them ineligible for most re-engineering, too. “ Do what? Make you into asym?’

Shenodded. “1 like the trees, don’t get me wrong. But | wouldn’t want to belong to one.”

Language | had heard, and not heard, dl my life.

Ten



In Dembut, | looked up Tira, who had given me her ac-cessfor the return journey, and we met for a
drink inavid parlor. | asked her, point blank, if she had ever seen her brother mistreated.

She blinked, and looked at me. “What do you mean?’
| described Itek, and what | had seen.

She shook her head. Something vehement init. “1 never saw anything at dl likethat.” Not abright girl, |
wastaxing her. But | wanted to tell her. To ask, firgt,

Didyouknowthetr eesdothingstopuni shthesyms?I nfestthei r skinwithpar asites,r efusetofeedthem,burn
theminthesun,altertheirchemistriestomakethemdocile ; | had begun to imagine al sorts of possbilities.
Didyouknowyour brother mightfeel likeaslave? But over us, beyond the walls of glass, was the shadow
of Greenwood, and | bit my tongue, not certain whom to trust.

“Ask himif he’ shappy, sometime,” | told her. We paid for the drinks and parted, though we' d planned
to stay the night together.

It would be easy to forget the look on Binam’ s face, to ignore his voice, whatfreedomdoyouneed? To let
this go and continue to negotiate with the Dirijhi. It's clear to me that with their support, our movement
could have the leverage to bring self-government here. But days ago in my dream, Binam held my hand
and dropped the bread crumbs one by one, so maybe we would be found again, when we were children
and logt; only adream, but he's still my brother.

Tomorrow, when | wake up, after copying thisrecording and sending it to the organization | work with,
Peoplefor aFree Aramen, I'm booking passage on public putter to Jarutan, where I’ ll buy aplane ticket
to Byu-tiban. I’ll decide what to do next when | get there. Knowing something now that won't let go of
me. Theissueisill freedom, but not mine.

| am face to face with the facts, and they frighten me, because they tell me that my whole life has been
based on wrong assumptions.

Webelieveshewon’ tsaynotous.l fwe' rewr ong,wehaveother means. Something hidden in the forest,
something that only beginswith thisissue, the way the syms are treated; something is hidden there
because it’ sthe only place in the known worlds where the Prin don’'t come. Maybe that’ stoo big a
thought, maybe I’'m only being dramatic. Maybeit' sonly that | know, much as| have chafed in their
presence, that the Prin would learn what was happening to the symsif they were dlowed on Ajhevan. So
isthat the only reason to keep them out, or isthere more?

Beyond theriver, they are brooding, the dark shapes of trees against the night sky. | watch for along
time, remembering years ago, when my father sat me down at our kitchen table and told me that Binam
was gonefor good. Later, | would miss Binam, become angry about his“enrollment,” asthey caled it;
later, | would raise dl kinds of questions about what my parents had done; later, | would only call my
father by hisname, but that night when he sat back, having explained everything, achill ran through me.
“Areyou going to sell me, too?’ | asked.

“It' sabounty, wedidn't sell him,” Kael waving her thick hand at me.
“Areyou?’ | asked Serith.
“No,” hesaid, but could not meet my eye. “Why don’t you go to bed?’

It was along timebefore | believed him. Looking at the treesnow, | fed that same chill, asif the recruiter
isat the door with the contract. | lie awake long into the night, as| did that first night, asif | am ill



waiting for my own disappearance. When | deep, | dream | am being lowered into the tank of liquid to
begin the transfor-mation, the virus dready in my blood, my breasts van-ishing, my vaginadrying to a
flake, but | wake up whole, if covered with swest, since for meit isonly adream.

ONK2WITH
KANAKAREDES

DAN SIMMONS

ThesouthCol of Ever est,26,200feet

IFWE HADN' T DECIDED to acclimate ourselves for the K2 attempt by secretly climbing to the
8,000-meter mark on Everest, a stupid mountain that no salf-respecting climber would go near anymore,
they wouldn't have caught us and we wouldn't have been forced to make the redl climb with an alien and
the rest of it might not have happened. But we did and we were and it did.

What elseisnew? It sas old as Chaos theory. The best-laid plans of mice and men and so forth and so
on. Asif you havetotdlthat to aclimber.

Instead of heading directly for our Concordia Base Camp at the foot of K2, the three of us had used
Gary’ snifty little sedth CMG to fly northeast into the Himalaya, straight to thebergeschrund of the
Khumbu Glacier a 23,000 feet. Well, flyalmost straight to the glacier; we had to zig and zag to stay
under HK Syndicate radar and to avoid seeing or being seen by that stinking prefab pile of Japanese shit
caled the Everest Base Camp Hotel (rooms US $4,500 a night, not counting Himalayan ac-cess fee and
CMGlimofare)

We |landed without being detected (or so we thought), made sure the vehicle was safely tucked away
from the Icefall, seracs, and avalanche paths, |eft the CMG st in conceal mode, and started our
Alpine-gtyle conditioning climb to the South Col. The weather was brilliant. The conditions were perfect.
We climbed brilliantly. It was the stupidest thing the three of us had ever done.

By late on the third afternoon we had reached the South Col, that narrow, miserable, windswept notch of
ice and boulders wedged high between the shoulders of Lhotse and Everest. We activated our little smart
tents, merged them, anchored them hard to ice-spumed rock, and keyed them white to keep them safe

from prying eyes.

Even on abeautiful late-summer Himalayan evening such as the one we enjoyed that day, weather on the
South Col sucks. Wind velocities average higher than those encountered near the summit of Everest. Any
high-climber knows that when you see a stretch of rel-atively flat rock free of snow, it means hurricane
winds. These arrived on schedule just about sunset of that third day. We hunkered down in the
communal tent and made soup. Our plan was to spend two nights on the South Col and acclimate
oursalvesto the lower edge of the Death Zone before heading down and flying on to Con-cordiafor our
legal K2 climb. We had no intention of climbing higher than the South Col on Everest. Who would?

At least the view was less tawdry since the Syndicate cleaned up Everest and the South Coal, flying off
more than a century’ sworth of expedition detritus—ancient fixed ropes, countless tent tatters, tons of
frozen human excrement, about amillion abandoned oxygen bottles, and afew hundred frozen corpses.
Everest in the 20th Century had become the equivaent of the old Oregon Traill—everything that could be
abandoned had been, in-cluding climbers dead friends.



Actudly, the view that evening was rather good. The Col drops off to the east for about 4,000 feet into
what used to be Tibet and fals even more sharply—about 7,000 feet—to the Western Cwm. That
evening, the high ridges of Lhotse and the entire visible west side of Ev-erest caught therich, golden
sunset for long minutes after the Col moved into shadow and then the temper-ature at our campsite
dropped about a hundred degrees. There was not, as we outdoors people like to say, acloud in the sky.
The high pesks glowed in al of their 8,000-meter glory, snowfields burning orangein thelight. Gary and
Paul lay in the open door of the tent, <till wearing their thermskin uppers, and watched the stars emerge
and shake to the hurricane-wind as | fiddled and fussed with the stove to make soup. Life was good.

Suddenly an incredibly amplified voice bellowed, “Y ou therein the tent!”
| dmost pissed my thermskins. 1 did spill the soup, dopping it dl over Paul’ s deeping bag.
“Fuck,” | said.

“God damnit,” said Gary, watching the black CMG—its UN markings glowing and powerful
searchlights stabbing—settle gently onto small boulders not twenty feet from the tent.

“Bugted,” said Paull.

HillaryRoom, TopoftheWor|d,29,035ft.

Two yearsin an HK floating prison wouldn’t have been as degrading as being made to enter that
revolving restaurant on the top of Everest. All three of us protested, Gary the loudest since he wasthe
oldest and richest, but the four UN security guysin the CMG just cradled their standard issue Uzisand
said nothing until the vehicle had docked in the restaurant airlock-garage and the pressure had been
equalized. We stepped out reluctantly and followed other security guards deeper into the closed and
darkened restaurant even more re-luctantly. Our ears were going crazy. One minute we d been camping
at 26,000 feet and afew minutes later the pressure was the standard airline equivaent of 5,000 feet. It
was painful, despitethe UN CMG' s attempt to maich pressures whileit circled the dark hulk of Everest
for ten minutes.

By the time we wereled into the Hillary Room to the only lighted table in the place, we were angryand in
pan.

“Sit down,” said Secretary of State Betty Willard Bright Moon.

We sat. There was no mistaking thetall, sharp-featured Blackfoot woman in the gray suit. Every pundit
agreed that she was the single toughest and most inter-esting personality in the Cohen Administration, and
thefour U.S. Marinesin combat garb standing in the shad-ows behind her only added to her aready
imposing sense of authority. Thethree of us sat, Gary closet to the dark window wall across from
Secretary Bright Moon, Paul next to him, and me farthest away from the action. It was our usua climbing

pattern.

On the expensive teak tablein front of Secretary Bright Moon were three blue dossiers. | couldn’t read
the tabs on them, but | had little doubt about their contents. Dossier #1, Gary Sheridan, 49, semi-retired,
former CEO of SherPeth International, multiple addresses around the world, made hisfirst millions a age
seventeen during the long lost and rarely lamented dot-com gold rush of yore, divorced (four times) a
man of many passons, the greatest of which was mountain climbing; Dosser #2, Paul Ando Hiraga, 28,
ski bum, professiond guide, one of theworld’ s best rock-and-ice climbers, unmarried; Dosser #3, Jake
Richard Pettigrew, 36, Boulder, Colo-rado, married, three children, high-school math teacher, a
good-to-average climber with only two 8,000-meter peaks bagged, both thanks to Gary and Paul, who



in-vited him to join them on international climbsfor the Sx previousyears. Mr. Pettigrew till cannot
believe hisgood luck a having afriend and patron bankroll his climbs, especialy when both Gary and
Paul were far better climbers with much more experience. But perhaps the dossierstold of how Jake,
Paul, and Gary had become close friends aswell as climbing partners over the past few years, friends
who trusted each other to the point of trespassing on the Himaayan Preserve just to get acclimated for
the dimb of their lives.

Or perhaps the blue folders were just some State De-partment busywork that had nothing to do with us.

“What' stheidea of hauling us up here?’ asked Gary, hisvoice controlled but tight. Very tight. “If the
Hong Kong Syndicate wants to throw usin the dammer, fine, but you and the UN can’t just drag us
somewhere againg our will. We'restill U.S. citizens. . .”

“U.S. citizenswho have broken HK Syndicate Preserve rules and UN World Historicd Sitelaws,”
snapped Secretary Bright Moon.

“Wehaveavadid permit . . .” began Gary again. Hisforehead |ooked very red just below theline of his
cropped, white hair.

“To climb K2, commencing three days from now,” said the Secretary of State. *'Y our climbing team won
the HK lottery. We know. But that permit does not alow you to enter or overfly the Himalaya Preserve,
nor to trespass on Mt. Everest.”

Paul glanced at me. | shook my heed. | had no ideawhat was going on. We could havestolen Mt.
Everest and it wouldn't have brought Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon flying around the world to St
in this dark-ened revolving restaurant just to dap our wrigts.

Gary shrugged and sat back. “ So what do you want?’

Secretary Bright Moon opened the closest blue dos-sier and did a photo across the polished teak
toward us. We huddled to look &t it.

“A bug?’ said Gary.
“They prefer 'Listener,”’ said the Secretary of State. “But mantispid will do.”
“What do the bugs haveto do with us?’ said Gary.

“This particular bug wantsto climb K2 with you in three days,” said Secretary Bright Moon. “And the
gov-ernment of the United States of Americain cooperation with the Listener Liaison and Cooperation
Council of the United Nationsfully intend to havehim . .. or her ... do s0.”

Paul’ sjaw dropped. Gary clasped his hands behind his head and laughed. | just stared. Somehow |

found my voicefirg.

“That'simpossible” | said.

Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon turned her flat, dark-eyed gaze on me. “Why?’

Normally the combination of that woman's person-ality, her position, and those eyeswould have

stopped me cold, but thiswas too absurd to ignore. | just held out my hands, palms upward. Somethings

aretoo ob-viousto explain. “The bugshave six legs,” | said at last. “ They look like they can hardly walk.
WEe re climbing thesecondtallestmountain on earth. And the most sav-age.”



Secretary Bright Moon did not blink. “Thebu . . . the mantispids seem to get around their freehold in
Antarc-ticaquitewell,” she said flatly. “ And sometimes they wak on two legs.”

Paul snorted. Gary kept his hands clasped behind his head, his shoulders back, posture relaxed, but his
eyeswereflint. “I presumethat if this bug climbed with us, that you' d hold us responsible for his safety
and well-being,” hesaid.

The secretary’ s head turned as smoothly asan owl’s. “Y ou presume correctly,” she said. “ That would be
our first concern. The safety of the Listenersisaways our first concern.”

Gary lowered his hands and shook his head. “Impos-sible. Above eight thousand meters, no one can
help anyone.”

“That' swhy they cal that dtitude the Death Zone,” said Paul. He sounded angry.

Bright Moon ignored Paul and kept her gaze locked with Gary’s. She had spent too many decades
steeped in power, negotiation and politica in-fighting not to know who our leader was. “We can make
the climb safer,” she said. “Phones, CMG’ son immediate cal, uplinks. . .”

Gary was shaking his head again. “We do this climb without phones and medevac capability from the
moun-tain.”

“That'sabsurd . . .” began the Secretary of State.

Gary cut her off. “That' stheway itis,” hesaid. “ That’ swhat real mountaineersdo in thisday and age.
And what we don’t do is come to this fucking obscenity of arestaurant.” He gestured toward the
darkened Hil-lary Room to our right, the gestureincluding dl of the revolving Top of the World. One of
the Marines blinked a Gary’ s obscenity.

Secretary Bright Moon did not blink. “All right, Mr. Sheridan. The phones and CMG medevacs are not
ne-gotiable. | presume everything eseis”

Gary said nothing for aminute. Findly, “I presumethat if we say no, that you' re going to make our livesa
living hell.”

The Secretary of State smiled ever so dightly. “1 think that al of you will find that there will be no more
visasfor foreign climbs,” shesad. “Ever. And dl of you may encounter difficultieswith your taxes soon.
Especidly you, Mr. Sheridan, Since your corporate accountsare o . . . complicated.”

Gary returned her smile. For aningant it seemed asif he were actudly enjoying this. “And if we said
yes,” hesaid dowly, dmost drawling, “what’sinit for us?”

Bright Moon nodded and one of the lackeysto her left opened another dossier and did adick color
pho-tograph across the table toward us. Again all three of usleaned forward to look. Paul frowned. It
took me amin-ute to figure out what it was—some sort of reddish shield volcano. Hawaii?

“Mars” Gary sad softly. “Olympus Mons.”
Secretary Bright Moon said, “It ismore than twice astall as Mt. Everest.”

Gary laughed eadlly. “Twice astall? Shit, woman, Olympus Monsis more than three times the height of
Everest—more than eighty-eight thousand feet high, three hundred and thirty-five milesin diameter. The
cd-deraisfifty-three mileswide. Chrigt, the outward facing dliff ringing the bottom of thething istaler
than Ev-erest—thirty-two thousand eight hundred feet, vertical with an overhang.”



Bright Moon had findly blinked &t the “ shit, woman”—I wondered wildly when the last time had been
that someone had spoken to this Secretary of State like that—but now she smiled.

Gary sad, “Sowhat? The Mars program is dead. We chickened out, just like with the Apollo Program
seventy-five years ago. Don't tell me that you' re offering to send us there, because we don’t even have
the tech-nology to go back.”

“Thebugsdo,” said Secretary Bright Moon. “And if you agreeto let the son of the mantispid speaker
climb K2 with you, the Listeners guarantee that they will transport you to Marswithin twelve
months—evidently thetrangt time will be only two weeks each direction—and they’ |l outfit amountain
climbing expedition up Olympus Monsfor you. Pressure suits, rebreathers, the whole nine yards.”

The three of us exchanged glances. We did not have to discuss this. We looked back at the photograph.
F-ndly Gary looked up at Bright Moon. “What do we have to do other than climb with him?’

“Keep himdiveif you can,” shesaid.

Gary shook hishead. “Y ou heard Paul. Above eight thousand meters, we can’t guarantee even keeping
oursdvesdive”

The Secretary nodded, but said softly, “ Still, if we added asmple emergency calling device to one of
your palmlogs—a distress beacon, asit were—thiswould alow usto come quickly to evacuate the
mantispid if there were aproblem or illness or injury to him, without in-terfering with the.. . . integrity . ..
of therest of your climb.”

“A red panic button,” said Gary but the three of us exchanged glances. Thisideawas distasteful but
reasonablein itsway. Besides, once the bug was taken off the hill, for whatever reason, the three of us
could get on with the climb and maybe still get acrack a Olympus Mons. “What dse?” Gary asked the
woman.

Secretary Bright Moon folded her hands and lowered her gaze amoment. When she looked up again,
her gaze appeared to be candid. *Y ou gentlemen know how little the mantispids have taked to us. . .
how little technol-ogy they have shared with us. . .”

“They gaveusCMG,” interrupted Gary.

“Yes” said Bright Moon, “CMG in exchange for their Antarctic freehold. But we' ve only had hints of the
other wonders they could share with us—generation starflight technology, a cure for cancer, free energy.
TheLigtenersjust . . . well, listen. Thisisthefirst overture they’ ve made.”

Thethree of uswaited.

“We want you to record everything this son of the speaker says during the climb,” said Secretary Bright
Moon. “Ask questions. Ligten to the answers. Make friends with him if you can. That'sdl.”

Gary shook his head. “We don't want to wear awire.” Before Bright Moon could object, he went on,”
We have to wear thermskins—molecular heat membranes. WEe re not going to wear wires under or over
them.”

The Secretary looked asif she was ready to order the Marines to shoot Gary and probably throw Paul
and me out the window, not that the window could be opened. The whole damned restaurant was
pressurized.

“I'll doit,” | said.



Gary and Paul looked at mein surprise. | admit that | was dso surprised at the offer. | shrugged. “Why
not?

My folksdied of cancer. | wouldn't mind finding acure. Y ou guys can weave arecording wireinto my
over-parka. Or | can usetherecorder in my pamlog. Il rec-ord the bug when | can, but I'll summarize
the other conversations on my palmlog. Y ou know, keep arecord of things.”

Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon looked asif she was swalowing gal, but she nodded, first to us
and then at the Marine guards. The Marines came around the ta-ble to escort us back to the UN CMG.

“Wait,” said Gary before we were led away. “ Does this bug have aname?’
“Kanakaredes,” said the Secretary of State, not even looking up at us.
“Sounds Greek,” said Paull.

“| serioudy doubt it,” said Secretary Bright Moon.

K2BaseCamp,16,500ft.

| guess| expected alittle flying saucer—asmaller version of the shuttle craft the bugs had first landed
near the U.N. nine years earlier—but they dl arrived in an oversized, bright red Daimler Chryder CMG.
| saw them firgt and shouted. Gary and Paul came out of the supply tent where they had been
triple-checking our provisons.

Secretary Bright Moon wasn't there to see us off, of course—we hadn’t spoken to her since the night at
the Top of the World three days earlie—but the Listener Liaison guy, William Grimes, and two of his
aldesgot out of the CMG, asdid two bugs, one dightly larger than the other. The smaller mantispid had
some sort of clear, bubbly backpack along hisdorsa ridge, nestled inthe’V’ whereits main body
section joined the prothorax.

Thethree of us crossed the boulder field until we werefacing the five of them. It wasthefirst timel had
ever seen the aliensin person—I mean, who ever sees a buginperson ?—and | admit that | was nervous.
Behind us, above us, spindrift and cloud whirled from the ridges and summit of K2. If the mantispids
smelled weird, | couldn’t pick it up since the breeze was blowing from behind the three of us.

“Mr. Sheridan, Mr. Hiraga, Mr. Pettigrew,” said the bureaucrat Grimes, “may | introduce Listener
Speaker Aduradake and his. . son . . . Kanakaredes.”

Thetdler of the two bugs unfolded that weird arm or foreleg, swiveed the short forearm thing up like a
praying mantis unlimbering, and offered Gary its three-fingered hand. Gary shook it. Paul shook it. |
shook it. It felt boneless.

The shorter bug watched, itstwo primary eyes black and unreadable, its smdler side-eyeslidded and
deepy-looking. It—Kanakaredes—did not offer to shake hands.

“My people thank you for agreeing to allow Kanak-aredes to accompany you on this expedition,” said
Speaker Aduradake. | don’t know if they used implanted voice synthesizers to speak to us—I think
not—put the English came out as a carefully modulated series of clicks and sghs. Quite understandable,
but strange, very strange.

“No problem,” said Gary.



It looked asif the UN bureaucrats wanted to say more—make some speeches, perhaps—but Speaker
Ad-uradake swiveled on hisfour rear legs and picked hisway across the bouldersto the CMG’ s ramp.
The humans scurried to catch up. Half aminute later and the vehicle was nothing more than ared speck
in the blue southern sky.

The four of us stood there silent for a second, listen-ing to the wind howl around the remaining seracs of
the Godwin-Augten Glacier and through nichesin the wind-carved boulders. Findly Gary sad, “You
bring al the shit we e-mailed you about?’

“Yes” sad Kanakaredes. His forearms swiveled in their high sockets, the long mantis femur moved up
and back, and the third segment swiveled downward so that the soft, three-fingered hands could pat the
clear pack on hisback. “Brought al the shit, just asyou e-mailed.” Hisclicks and sghs sounded just like
the other bug's.

Compatible North Face smart tent?” said Gary.

The bug nodded—or at least | took that movement of the broad, beaked head as anod. Gary must a'so
have. “Rations for two weeks?’ he asked.

“Yes,” said Kanakaredes.

“We have the climbing gear for you,” said Gary. “ Grimes said that you’ ve practiced with it
all—crampons, ropes, knots, weblines, ice axe, jumars—that you’ ve been on amountain before.”

“Mount Erebus,” said Kanakaredes. “1 have practiced there for some months.”
Gary sghed. “K2isalittle different than Mount Er-ebus.”

Weweredl slent again for abit. Thewind howled and blew my long hair forward around my face.
Findly Paul pointed up the glacier whereit curved near Base Camp and rose toward the east side of K2
and beneath the back side of Broad Peak. | could just seetheicefdl where the glacier met the Abruzzi
Ridge on K2. That ridge, path of thefirst attempt on the mountain and line of the first successful summit
assault, was our fallback route if our attempt on the North-East Ridge and East Face fdll behind
schedule.

“Y ou see, we could fly over the glacier and start the climb from the base of the Abruzzi at 18,000 feet,”
said Paul, “miss al the crevasse danger that way, but it's part of the climb to start from here.”

Kanakaredes said nothing. Histwo primary eyes had clear membranes but the eyes never blinked. They
stared blackly at Paul. The other two eyes were looking God knows where.

| felt that | should say something. Anything. | cleared my throat.

“Fuck it,” said Gary. “We re burning daylight. Let’sload em up and move’ em out.”

CampOne,North-EastRidge,about18,300ft.

They cdl K2 “the savage mountain” and ahundred other names—all respectful. It' sakiller mountain;
more men and women have died on it in terms of percentage of those attempting to climb it than on any
other peak in the Himalayas or the Karakoram. It is not maevolent. It isssmply the Zen-essence of
mountain —hard, tal, py-ramida when seen from the south in the perfect child' s-drawing iconic model
of the Matterhorn, jagged, steep, knife-ridged, wracked by frequent avalanche and un-earthly storms; its
essentidly airless summit amost con-tinuoudy blasted by the Jet Stream. No contortion of sentiment or



personification can suggest that this moun-tain gives the dightest shit about human hopes or hu-man life.
Inaway that isimpossible to articulate and politicaly incorrect even to suggest, K2 is profoundly
measculine. Itiseterndly indifferent and absolutely un-forgiving. Climbers have loved it and triumphed on
it and died on it for more than a century.

Now it was our turn to see which way this particular prayer whedl turned.

Have you ever watched amantispid bug walk? | mean, we' vedl seenthem on HDTV or VirP—there's
an entire satellite channel dedicated to them, for Christ’s sske—but usualy that’ sjust quick cuts,
long-lensim-ages, or datic shots of the bug Speaker and some political bigshots standing around
somewhere. Have you ever watched themwalk for any length of time?

In crossing the upper reaches of the Godwin-Austen Glacier under the e even-thousand-foot vertica wall
that isthe east face of K2, you have two choices. Y ou can stay near the edges of the glacier, where there
are almost no crevasses, and risk serious avaanche danger, or you can stick to the center of the glacier
and never know when the snow and ice underfoot is suddenly go-ing to collapse into a hidden crevasse.
Any climber worth hisor her salt will choose the crevasse-route if there' seven ahint of avalancherisk.
Skill and experi-ence can help you avoid crevasses, there’ s not a goddamn thing in the world you can do
except pray when an avalanche comes your way.

To climb the glacier, we had to rope up. Gary, Paul, and | had discussed this—whether or not to rope
with the bug—but when we reached the part of the glacier where crevasses would be most probable,
inevitable ac-tudly, weredly didn’t have achoice. It would have been murder to let Kanakaredes
proceed unroped.

One of thefirgt thingsdl of usthought when the bugs landed almost ten years ago was * Are they wearing
clothes?” We know now that they weren' t—that their weird combination of chitinous exoskeleton on
their main body section and layers of different membranes on the softer parts servewdll inlieu of
clothing—but that doesn’'t mean that they go around with their sexud parts showing. Theoretically,
mantispids are sexud creatures—male or female—but I’ ve never heard of a human being who' sseen a
bug s genitas, and | can testify that Gary, Paul, and | didn’t want to be thefirs.

Stll, the dliens rig themsalves with toolbelts or har-nesses or whatever when necessary—just as
Kanakaredes had shown up with that weird bubble-pack on hisback with al of hisclimbing gear in
it—and as soon as we started the ascent, he removed a harness from that pack and rigged it around that
chunky, amaost armored upper section of himself where his arm and mid-leg sockets were. He also used
aregulation-sized metd ice axe, gripping the curved metal top in those three bonelessfingers. It seemed
strange to see something as prosaic as ared nylon climbing harness and carabiners and anice axeon a
bug, but that’s what he had.

When it came time to rope up, we clipped the spi-dersilk line onto our ’biners, passing the line back in
our usud climbing order, except that thistime—instead of Paul’ sass dowly dogging up theglacier in
front of me—I got to watch Kanakaredes plod aong ten paces ahead of me for hour after hour.

“Plod dong’ redly doesn't do bug locomotion jus-tice. We ve al seen the bugs baance and wak on
their midlegs, stlanding more upright on those balancing legs, their back straightening, their head coming
up until they’ retal enough to stare a short human maein the eye, their forelegs suddenly looking more
likered armsthan praying mantis appendages—but | suspect now that they do that just for that
reason—to appear more human in their rare public appearances. So far, Kanakaredes had stood on just
two legs only during the forma meeting back at Base Camp. As soon aswe started hiking up the glacier,
his head came down and forward, that “V” between his main body section and prothorax widened, those
mantis-arms stretched straight ahead like a human extending two poles ahead of him, and hefdl into a



seemingly effortless four-legged motion.

But, Jesus Christ, what aweird motion. All of abug’slegs havethreejoints, of course, but | realized after
only afew minutes of following this particular bug up the Godwin-Austen Glacier that those joints never
seem to bend the same way a the same time. One of those pray-ing mantis forelegs would be bent
double and down so that Kanakaredes could plant hisice axe in the dope, while the other bent forward
and then back so that he could scratch that weird beak of a snout. At the same time, the midlegswould
be bending rather like ahorse's, only instead of a hoof, the lower, shortest section ended in those
chitinous but somehow dainty, divided . . . hell, | don’t know, hoof-feet. And the hind legs, the ones
socketed at the base of the soft prothorax . . . those are the ones that made me dizzy as | watched the
bug climb-ing through soft snow in front of me. Sometimesthe alien’ s knees—those first joints about
two-thirds of the way down the legs—would be higher than hisback. At other times one knee would be
bending forward, the other one back, while the lower joints were doing even siranger things.

After awhile, | gave up trying to figure out the en-gineering of the creature, and just began admiring the
easy way it moved up the steep snow and ice. The three of us had worried about the small surface area
of abug’sfeet on snow—the V-shaped hoof-things aren’t even aslarge as an unshod human foot—and
wondered if we' d be tugging the mantispid out of every drift on our way up the mountain, but
Kanakaredes managed quite well, thank you. | guessit was due to the fact that | guessed at that time that
he probably only weighed about a hun-dred and fifty pounds, and that weight was spread out over
four—and sometimes six, when he tucked the ice axe in his harness and scrambled—walking surfaces.
To tell the truth, the bug had to help me dog clear of degp snow two or three times on the upper reaches
of theglacier.

During the afternoon, with the sun blazing on the reflective bowl of icethat wasthe glacier, it got damned
hot. The three of us humans damped our thermskin con-trols way down and shed our parka outer layers
to coal off. The bug seemed comfortable enough, athough he rested without complaint while we rested,
drank water from hiswater bottle when we paused to drink, and chewed on something that looked like a
shingle made of compressed dog poop while we munched our nutrient bars (which, | redlize now, aso
looked alot like a shingle made of compressed dog poop.) If Kanakaredes suffered from overheating or
chill that first long day on the gla-cier, he didn’t show it.

Long before sunset, the mountain shadow had moved across us and three of the four of uswereraisng
our thermskin thresholds and tugging on the parka shells again. It had begun snowing. Suddenly ahuge
avalanche caved off the east face of K2 and swept down the dope behind us, boiling and rolling over a
part of the glacier we had been climbing just an hour earlier.

Weadll frozein our tracks until the rumbling stopped. Our tracks in the shadowed snow—isingina
more-or-less sraight line for athousand-foot €l evation gain over the last mile or so—looked like they
had been rubbed out by a giant eraser for a swath of several hundred yards.

“Holy shit” | sdid.

Gary nodded, breathing alittle hard since he had been breaking trail for most of the afternoon, turned,
took a step, and disappeared.

For thelast hours, whoever had been in the lead had probed ahead with hisice axe to make sure that the
footing ahead was real and not just a skim of snow over a deep crevasse. Gary had taken two steps
without doing this. And the crevasse got him.

Oneingtant he was there, red parka glowing against the shadowed ice and the white snow on the ridge
now o close ahead of us, and the next instant he was gone.



And then Paul disappesared aswell.

No one screamed or reacted poorly. Kanakaredes in-stantly braced himsdlf in full-belay posture,
dammed hisice axe deep into the ice beneath him, and wrapped the line around it twice before the thirty
feet or so of dack between him and Paul had played out. | did the same, digging cramponsin ashard as|
could, fully expecting the crevasse to pull the bug in and then me.

It didn’t.

Theline snapped taut but did not snap—geneticdly tailored spidersilk climbing rope dmost never
bresks—K anakaredes sice axe stayed firm, as did the bug hold-ing it in the glacier ice, and the two of
us held them. We waited afull minute in our rigid postures, making sure that we weren't aso standing on
athin crust over acrevasse, but when it was obvious where the crevasse rim was, | gasped, “Keep them
tight,” unclipped, and crawled forward to peer down the black gap.

| have no idea how deep the crevasse was—a hundred feet ? A thousand? But both Paul and Gary were
dan-gling there—Paul amerefifteen feet or so down, il inthelight, looking fairly comfortable ashe
braced hisback against the blue-green ice wal and rigged his climbing jumars. That clamp and cam
device, infinitely lighter and stronger but otherwise no different than the jumars our grandfathers might
have used, would get him back up on his own aslong as the rope held and as soon as he could get the
footloops attached.

Gary did not look so comfortable. Almost forty feet down, hanging headfirst under anicy overhang so
that only his crampons and butt caught the light, helooked asif he might bein trouble. If he had hit his
head on theice on theway down . . .

Then | heard him cursing—the incredible epiphets and shouts dmost muffled in the crevasse, but il
ech-oing deep as he cursed straight into the underbelly of the glacie—and | knew that hewas all right.

It took only aminute or so for Paul to jumar up and over thelip, but getting Gary rightside up and then
lifted up over the overhang so he could attach his own jumars, took abit longer and involved some
manhauling.

That'swhen | discovered how goddamned strong this bug was. | think that Kanakaredes could have
hauled dl three of usout of that crevasse if we' d been unconscious, dmost six hundred pounds of dead
weight. And | think he could have doneit using only one of those skinny, dmost muscleless-looking
praying mantisforearms of his.

When Gary was out and untangled from hislines, harness, and jumars, we moved carefully around the
cre-vasse, mein the lead and probing with my axelike ablind man in avale of razorblades, and when
we d reached agood site for Camp Onejust at the base of the ridge, offering only ashort climb in the
morning to the crest of the northeast ridge that would eventualy take us up onto the shoulder of K2 itsdlf,
we found a spot on the last patch of sun, unhooked the rope from our car-abiners, dumped our
75-pound packs, and just gasped for awhile before setting up camp.

“Fucking good beginning to the goddamned motherfucking expedition,” said Gary between dugson his
water bottle. “ Absolutely bastardly motherfucking brilliant—I walk into goddamned sonofabitching
whoremongering crevasse like some pissant whoreson fucking day tripper.”

| looked over at Kanakaredes. Who could read abug's expression? That endless mouth with al of its
jack-o--lantern bumps and ridges, wrapped two-thirds around its head from its beaky proboscis amost
to the begin-ning of its bumpy skullcrest,always seemed to be smil-ing. Wasit smiling more now? Hard
totel and | wasin no mood to ask.



Onething was clear. The mantispid had asmall, clear device out—something very smilar to our credit
card palmlogs—and was entering data with aflurry of itsthreefingers. Alexicon , | thought. Either
trandating or recording Gary’ s outburst which was, | admit, amag-nificent flow of invective. Hewas Hill
weaving abril-liant tapestry of obscenity that showed no sign of abating and which would probably hang
over the Godwin-Austen Glacier like ablue cloud for yearsto come.

Goodluckusi ngthisvocabul ar yduringoneofyour UNcocktailparties, | thought to Kanakaredes as he
fin-ished his data entry and repacked his pamlog.

When Gary findly trailed off, | exchanged grins with Paul—who had said nothing since dropping into the
crevasse—and we got busy breaking out the smart tents, the deeping bags, and the stoves before
darkness dropped Camp One into deep lunar cold.

CampTwo,betweenacor niceandanaval anches ope,about20,000ft.

I’ m keeping these recordings for the State Depart-ment intelligence people and dl the rest who want to
learn everything about the bugs—about the mantispids' technology, about their reasons for coming to
earth, about their culture and religions—all the things they’ ve somehow neglected to tell usin the past
nineand ahdf years.

Well, heré' sthe sum total of my recording of human-mantispid conversation from last night at Camp
One—

Gay:Uh..Kan ..

.Kanakar edes?Wewer ethinki ngofmer gi ngour thr eetentsandcooki ngupsomesoupandhittingthesacke
arly.Youhaveanyprobl emkeepi ngyour tentsepar atetoni ght?Ther €' sroomonthi ssnowsl abfor bothtent
parts.

Kanakaredes: | havenoproblemwiththat.

So much for interrogating our bug.

We should be higher tonight. We had along, strong day of climbing today, but we' re still on the low part
of the northeast ridge and we have to do better if we're going to get up this hill and down safely inthe
two weeks dotted to us.

All this*Camp One’ and “ Camp Two” stuff I’ m put-ting in this pamlog diary are old termsfrom the last
century when attempts at 8,000-meter peaks literaly de-manded armies of men and women—more than
two hundred people hauling suppliesfor the first American Everest expedition in 1963. Some of the
peaks were pyramid-shaped butall of thelogistics were. By that | mean that scores of porters hauled in
uncounted tons of supplies—Sherpa porters and high-climbersin the Him-alayas, primarily Balti porters
herein the Karakoram—and teams of men and women man-hauled these tons up the mountains,
working in relaysto establish campsto last the duration of the climb, breaking and marking trail,
establishing fixed ropes up literdly miles of dope, and moving teams of climbers up higher and higher
un-til, after weeks, sometimes months of effort, avery few of the best and luckiest climbers—say six or
four or two or even one from the scores who started—were in a po-sition to make an atempt on the
summit from ahigh camp—usualy Camp Six, but sometimes Camp Seven or higher —starting
somewhere in the Death Zone above 8,000 meters. “ Assault” on amountain was a good word then,
snceit took an army to mount the assault.

Gary, Paul, the bug and | are climbing dpine style. This meansthat we carry everything we



need—gtarting heavy and getting lighter and lighter aswe climb—es-sentidly making adirect bid on the
summit, hoping to climb it in aweek or less. No series of permanent camps, just temporary dabs cut out
of the snow and ice for our smart tents—at least up until whatever camp we desig-nate as our
summit-attempt jumping off point. Then we' Il leave the tents and most of the gear there and go for it,
hoping and praying to whatever gods we have—and who knows what gods K anakaredes praysto, if
any-—ypraying that the weather won't turn bad while we' re up there in the Death Zone, that we won't get
lost com-ing down to our high camp in the dark, that nothing serious happensto any us of during that find
attempt snce we redly can't help each other at that dtitude—essentidly just praying our asses off that
we don't fuck up.

But that isif we can keep moving steadily up thishill. Today wasn't so steadly.

We gtarted early, breaking down Camp Onein afew minutes, loading efficiently, and climbing well—me
inthe lead, then Paul, then the bug, then Gary. There sabitch of asteep, razor-edge traverse starting at
about the 23,300 ft. level—the hardest pitch on the northeast ridge part of our route—and we wanted to
settleinto asecure camp at the beginning of that scary traverse by nightfall tonight. No such luck.

I’'m sure | have some of Kanakaredes comments recorded from today, but they’ re mostly monaosyllables
and they don't reveal any great bug secrets. They’ re more along the lines of—*Kana. . . Kanaka. . .hey
K, did you pack the extrastove?’ “Yes’ Want to take alunch break?’ “That would befine.” and Gary’s
“Shit, it sstart-ing to snow.” Cometo think of it, | don’t believe the mantispid initiated any conversation.
All the clicks and sighs on the pamlog chip are K replying to our ques-tions. All of the cursng was ours.

It started to snow heavily about noon.

Until then things had been going well. | was il in the lead—burning calories at aferociousrate asl
broketrail and kicked stepsin the steep dope for the othersto follow. We were climbing independently,
not roped. If one of us dipped or caught his crampons on arock rather than ice, it was up to that person
to stop hisdide by sdf-arrest with hisice axe. Otherwise one had just bought aredly great
amusement-park ride of ascream-ing dide onice for athousand feet or so and then alaunch out over the
edge to open space, dropping three or four thousand feet to the glacier below.

The best ideaiis not to think about that, just keep points attached to the snowdope at al times and make
damned sure that no matter how tired you were, that you paid attention to where you kicked your
cramponsinto theice. | have no ideaif Kanakaredes had afear of heights—| made afatigued mental
note to ask him—but his climbing style showed caution and care. His“ crampons’ were customized—a
series of sharp, plastic-looking spikeslashed to those weird arrow-shaped feet of his—but he took care
intheir placement and used hisice axe well. He was climbing two-legged this day, hisrear legsfolded
into his elevated prothorax so that you wouldn’'t know they were there unless you knew where to [ook.

By 10:30 or 11:00 am., we' d gained enough dtitude that we could clearly see Staircase Pesk—its
eagtern ridge looks like a stairway for some Hindu giant—on the northeast sde of K2. Themountainis
aso caled Skyang Kangri and it was beautiful, dazzling in the sunlight againgt the till-blue eastern sky.
Far below, we could see the Godwin-Austen Glacier crawling along the base of Skyang Kangri to the
19,000-foot pass of Windy Gap. We could easily see over Windy Pass now, scores of milesto the
browning hills of what used to be Chinaand now was the mythica country of Sinkiang, fought over even
aswe climbed by troops from the HK and various Chinese warlords.

More pertinent to our cause right now was the view up and westward toward the beautiful but amost
laughable bulk of K2, with its wild knife-edge ridge that we hoped to reach by nightfall. At thisrate, |
thought just beforelooking up at it again, it shouldn’t be any prob-lem. ...



That was precisely the moment when Gary called up, “ Shit! It's starting to snow!”

The clouds had roiled in from the south and west when we weren't watching and within ten minutes we
were enveloped by them. Thewind came up. Snow blew everywhere. We had to cluster up on the
increasingly steep dope just to keep track of one another. Naturaly, at precisdly this point in the day’s
climb, our steep but relatively easy snow dope turned into aforbidding wall of ice with aband of brittle
rock visible above for the few minutes before the clouds shut off dl of our view for the rest of the day.

“Fuck me,” said Paul aswe gathered at the foot of the ice dope.

Kanakaredes s bulky, beaked head turned dowly in Paul’ sdirection, hisblack eyes attentive, asif he
was curious as to whether such abiologica improbability was possible. K asked no questions and Paull
volunteered no answers,

Paul, the best ice climber among us, took the lead for the next haf-hour or so, planting hisaxeinto the
near-vertical ice wdl, then kicking hard with the two spike points on the front of his boot, then pulling
himsdf up with the strength of hisright arm, kicking onefoot in again, pulling the axe out, damming itin
agan.

Thisisbascice-climbing technique, not difficult, but exhausting at dmost 20,000 feet—twice the dtitude
where CMG' s and commercia airlines are required to go to pressurized O,—and it took time, especialy
snce we d roped up now and were belaying Paul as he kick-climbed.

Paul was about seventy feet above us now and was moving cautiously out onto the rockband. Suddenly
adew of smal rocks came loose and hurtled down toward us.

Therewas no place for usto go. Each of us had hacked out atiny platform in the ice on which we could
stand, so al we could do was press ourselves against theice wall, cover up, and wait. The rocks missed
me. Gary had afist-sized rock bounce off his pack and go hurtling out into space. Kanakaredes was hit
twice by serious-sized rocks—once in his upper left leg, am, whatever it is, and again on his bumpy
dorsal ridge. | heard both rocks strike; they made a sound like stone hitting date.

“Fuck me,” K said clearly as more rocks bounced around him.

When the fusillade was over, after Paul had finished shouting down agpologies and Gary had finished
hurling up insults, | kick-stepped the ten or 0 pacesto where K ill huddlied againgt theicewall, hisright
mantisforearm raised, theice axe and histoe points fill dug in tight.

“You hurt?’ | said. | wasworried that we d have to use the red button to evacuate the bug and that our
climb would be ruined.

Kanakaredes dowly shook his head—not so much to say “no” but to check things out. It was amost
painful to watch—his bulky head and smiling besk rotating a-most 270 degreesin each direction. His
free forearm un-limbered, bent impossibly, and those long, unjointed fingers carefully patted and probed
hisdorsal ridge.

Click.9gh.Click—*I'mdl right.”
“Paul will be more careful on therest of the rock band.”
“That would be good.”

Paulwas more careful, but the rock was rotten and there were afew more landdides, but no more direct
hits. Ten minutes and sixty or seventy feet later, he had reached the crest of the ridge, found agood belay



stance, and called us up. Gary, who was still pissed—he liked few things less than being pelted by rocks
st loose by someone dse—started up next. | had Kanakaredes follow thirty feet behind Gary. The
bug' sice technique was by the book—not flashy but servicesble. | came up lagt, try-ing to stay close
enough that | could see and dodge any loosened boulders when we al reached the rock band.

By thetimewe were dl on the northeast ridge and climbing it, the visibility was close to zero, the
temper-ature had dropped about fifty degrees, the snow was thick and mushy and treacherous, and we
could hear but not see avalanches roaring down both the east face of K2 and this very dope somewhere
both ahead of us and behind usin the fog. We stayed roped up.

“Welcometo K2,” Gary shouted back from where he had taken the lead. His parka and hood and
goggles and bare chin were ascary, icicled mass mostly obscured by horizontally blowing snow.

“Thank you,” click-hissed K inwhat | heard asamoreformal tone. “It isagreat pleasure to be here.”

CampThree—under aser aconthecr estoftheridgeatthebegi nningoftheknife-edgetr aver se,23,200feet

Stuck herethree full days and nights, fourth night gpproaching. Hunkered here usdessin our tents, egting
nutrient bars and cooking soup that can’t be replaced, using up the heating charge in the stove to melt
snow into water, each of us getting weaker and crankier due to the atitude and lack of exercise. The
wind has been howling and the storm raging for three full days—four daysif you count our climb from
Camp Two. Y esterday Gary and Paul—with Paul in the lead on the incredibly steep ridge—tried to
force the way acrossthe steep climbing traverse in the storm, planning to lay down fixed rope even if we
had to make the summit bid with only whatever string remained in our pockets. They failed on the
traverse attempt, turning back after three hours in the howling weather and returning ice-crusted and near
frostbitten. It took more than four hours for Paul to quit shaking, even with the thermskins and reg-ulated
smart clothing raising his body temperature. If we don’t get across this traverse soon—storm or no
storm—we won't have to worry about what gear and supplieswill beleft for the summit bid. There
won't be any summit bid.

I’'m not even sure now how we managed the climb two days ago from Camp Two to this narrow patch
of chopped out ridgecrest. Our bug was obvioudy at the edge of his skill envelope, even with hisextra
legs and greater strength, and we decided to rope together for the last few hours of climbing, just in case
K peded loose. It wouldn't do much good to push the red panic button on the palmlog just to tell the
arriving UN CMG guys that Kanakaredes had taken a header five thousand feet straight down to the
Godwin-Austen Glecier.

“Mr. Alien Speaker, sir, we sort of lost your kid. But maybe you can scrape him up off the glacier ice
and clone him or something.” No, we didn’t want that.

Asit was, we ended up working after dark, headlamps glowing, ropes’binered to our harnesses and
at-tached to the dope viaice screws just to keep us from being blown into black space, using our ice
axesto hack aplatform big enough for the tent—there was only room for amerged cluster of the smart
tents, wedged ten feet from avertica drop, forty feet from an avaanche path and tucked directly beneath
an overhanging serac the Size of athree-story building—aserac that could give way any time and take us
and the tent with it. Not the best pot to spend ten minutesin, much lessthree days and nightsduring a
high-dtitude hurricane. But we had no choice; everything el se here was knife-ridge or av-aanche dope.

Asmuch as| would have preferred it otherwise, we finaly had time for some conversation. Our tents
were joined in the form of asquished cross, with atiny centra area, not much more than two feet or so
across, for cooking and conversation and just enough room for each of usto pull back into our small



nacelleswhen we curled up to deep. The platform we' d hacked out of the dope under the overhanging
serac wasn't big enough or flat enough to serve dl of us, and | ended up in one of the downhill segments,
my head higher than my feet. The angle wasflat enough to allow me to doze off but still steep enough to
send me frequently lurching up from deep, fingers clawing for my ice axeto stop my dide. But my ice axe
was outside with the others, sunk in the degpening snow and rock-hard ice, with about a hundred feet of
gpidersilk climbing rope lashed around it and over the tent and back again. | think we aso used twelve
ice screws to secure usto thetiny ice shelf.

Not that any of thiswill do usadamned bit of good if the serac decides to go or the dope shiftsor the
winds just make up their minds to blow the whole mass of rope, ice axes, screws, tent, humans, and bug
right off the mountain.

We vedept alot, of course. Paul had brought a softbook |oaded with adozen or so novelsand abunch
of magazines, so we handed that around occas onaly—even K took histurn reading—and for the first
day we didn’t talk much because of the effort it took to speak up over the wind howl and the noise of
snow and hail pelting the tent. But eventually we grew bored even of deeping and tried some
conversation. That first day it was mostly climbing and technica talk—reviewing the route, listing points
for and againgt the direct attempt once we got past this traverse and up over the snow dome at the base
of the summit pyramid—Gary arguing for the Direct Finish no matter what, Paul urging caution and a
possible traverse to the more frequently climbed Abruzzi Ridge, Kanakaredes and me listening. But by
the second and third days, we were asking the bug personal questions.

“ S0 you guys came from Aldebaran,” said Paul on the second afternoon of the storm. “How long did it
takeyou?’

“Five hundred years,” said our bug. To fit in his sec-tion of the tent, he’ d had to fold every appendage he
had at least twice. | couldn’t help but think it was un-comfortable for him.

Gary whistled. He d never paid much attention to al the media coverage of the mantispids. “Are you that
old, K? Five hundred years?’

Kanakaredes let out a soft whistle that | was begin-ning to suspect was some equivaent to alaugh. “1 am
only twenty-three of your yearsold, Gary,” he said. “I was born on the ship, aswere my parents and
their par-ents and so on far back. Our life span isroughly equiv-alent to yours. It wasa. . .
generationship, | believeisyour term for it.” He paused as the howling wind rose to ridiculous volume
and velocity. When it died abit, hewent on, “I knew no other home than the ship until we reached
Eath.”

Paul and | exchanged glances. It wastime for meto interrogate our captive bug for country, family, and
Sec-retary Bright Moon. “Sowhy didyou. . . the Listeners. . . travel al the way to Earth?’ | asked.
The bugs had answered this publicly on more than one occasion, but the answer was dways the same
and never made much sense.

“Because you werethere,” said the bug. It wasthe same old answer. It wasflattering, | guess, Sncewe
hu-mans have always considered oursealves the center of the universe, but it till made little sense.

“But why spend centuriestraveling to meet us?’ asked Paul.
“Tohdpyoulearntoligen,” sad K.

“Ligentowhat?’ | said. “Y ou? The mantispids? We reinterested in ligtening. Interested in learning.
Well ligento you.”



Kanakaredes dowly shook his heavy head. | redized, viewing the mantispid from this close, that his head
was more saurian—dinosaur/birdlike—than buggy. “Not listen to us,” click;hiss. “To the song of your
ownworld.”

“To the song of our world?" asked Gary amost brusquely. “Y ou mean, just appreciate life more? Sow
down and smell the roses? Stuff likethat?” Gary’s sec-ond wife had been into transcendental meditation.
| think it was the reason he divorced her.

“No,” said K. “I mean listen to the sound of your world. Y ou have fed your sess. Y ou have consecrated
your world. But you do not listen.”

It was my turn to muddle things even further. “ Fed our seas and consecrated our world,” | said. The
entire tent thrummed asagust hit it and then subsided. “How did we do that?’

“By dying, Jake,” said the bug. It wasthefirst time he’ d used my name. “By becoming part of the sees,
of theworld.”

“Does dying have something to do with hearing the song?” asked Paull.

Kanakaredes s eyes were perfectly round and abso-lutely black, but they did not seem threatening as he
looked at usin the glow of one of the flashlights. “'Y ou cannot hear the song when you are dead,” he
whistle-clicked. “But you cannot have the song unless your spe-cies hasrecycled its atoms and molecules
through your world for millions of years”

“Canyou hear the song here?’ | asked. “On Earth, | mean.”
“No,” said the bug.

| decided to try amore promising tack. “Y ou gave us CM G technology,” | said, “and that’ s certainly
brought wonderful changes.” Bullshit, | thought. I d liked things better before cars could fly. At least the
traffic jams aong the Front Range where | lived in Colorado had been two dimensiond then. “But we're
sort of ... wdl . .. curious about when the Listeners are going to share other secretswith us.”

“We have no secrets,” said Kanakaredes. “ Secrets was not even a concept to us before we arrived here
on Earth.”

“Not secretsthen,” | said hurriedly, “but more new technologies, inventions, discoveries. . .”
“What kind of discoveries?’ sad K.
| took abreath. “A cureto cancer would be good,” | said.

K anakaredes made a clicking sound. “Y es, that would be good,” he breathed at last. “But thisisa
disease of your species. Why have you not cured it?’

“We vetried,” said Gary. “It' satough nut to crack.”
“Yes,” said Kanakaredes, “it isatough nut to crack.”

| decided not to be subtle. “Our species need to learn from one another,” | said, my voice perhapsa
shade louder than necessary to be heard over the storm. “But your people are so reticent. When are we
redly going to start talking to each other?’

“When your specieslearnsto listen,” said K.



“Isthat why you came on this climb with us?” asked Paul.

“I hopethat is not the result,” said the bug, “but it is, dong with the need to understand, the reason |
came”

| looked at Gary. Lying on his ssomach, his head only inches from the low tent roof, he shrugged dightly.
“Y ou have mountains on your home world?’ asked Paull.

“| wastaught that we did not.”

“So your homeworld was sort of like the south pole where you guys have your freehold?

“Not that cold,” said Kanakaredes,” and never that dark in the winter. But the atmospheric pressureis
amlar.”

“S0o you' re acclimated to about—what?—seven or eight thousand feet dtitude?’
“Yes” sad the mantispid.
“And the cold doesn't bother you?’ asked Gary.

“Itisuncomfortable at times,” said the bug. “But our species has evolved a subcutaneous layer which
serves much as your thermskinsin regulating temperature.”

It was my turn to ask aquestion. “If your world didn’t have mountains,” | said, “why do want to climb
K2 with us?’

“Why doyou wish to climbit?’ ask Kanakaredes, his head swiveling smoothly to look at each of us.

Therewas slence for aminute. Well, not redlly s-lence since the wind and pelting snow made it sound as
if we were camped behind ajet exhaust, but at least none of us humans spoke.

Kanakaredes folded and unfolded hissix legs. It was disturbing to watch. 1 believethat | will try to deep
now,” he said and closed the flap that separated his niche from ours.

Thethree of us put our heads together and whis-pered. “He sounds like a goddamned missionary,”
hissed Gary. “All this’ listen to the song’ doubletalk.”

“Just our luck,” said Paul. “Our firgt contact with an extraterrestria civilization, and they’ re freaking
Jeho-vah' sWitnesses.”

“He hasn't handed us any tractsyet,” | said.

“Jugt wait,” whispered Gary. “ Thefour of usare go-ing to stagger onto the summit of this hill someday if
thisfucking storm ever lets up, exhausted, gasping for air that isn't there, frostbitten to shit and back, and
thisbug’ sgoing to haul out copies of the Mantispid Watch-tower.”

“Shhh,” said Paul. “K’ll hear us”

Just then the wind hit the tent so hard that we dl tried digging our fingernails through the hyper-polymer
floor to keep the tent from diding off its precarious perch and down the mountain. If worse cameto
worse, we' d shout “Open!” at the top of our lungs, the smart tent fabric would fold away, and we' d roll
out onto the dopein our thermskins and grab for our ice axesto self-arrest the dide. That wasthe
theory. Infact, if the platform shifted or the spidersilk snapped, we' d amost certainly be airborn before



we knew what hit us.

When we could hear again over thewind roar, Gary shouted, “If we unped from this platform, I’'m going
to cussafucking blue streak all the way down to impact on the glacier.”

“Maybe that' s the song that K’ s been talking about,” said Paul, and sealed hisflap.

Last note to the day: Mantispids snore.

* * %

On the afternoon of day three, Kanakaredes suddenly said, “My creche brother isaso listeningto a
storm near your south pole at this very moment. But his surround-ingsare . . . more comfortable and
secure than our tent.”

| looked at the other two and we al showed raised eyebrows.

“I didn’t know you brought a phone with you on thisclimb, K,” | said.
“| did not.”

“Radio?’ said Paul.

“No.”

“ Subcutaneous intergaactic Star Trek communica-tor?” said Gary. His sarcasm, much as his habit of
chew-ing the nutrient bars too dowly, was beginning to get on my nerves after three daysin thistent. |
thought that perhaps the next time he was sarcastic or chewed dowly, | might just kill him.

K whigtled ever so dightly. “No,” hesaid. “I understood your climbers' tradition of bringing no
commu-nication devices on this expedition.”

“Then how do you know that your . . . what was it, creche brother?. . . isin astorm down there?” asked
Paul.

“Because heismy creche brother,” said K. “We were born in the same hour. We are, essentidly, the
same genetic materid.”

“Twins” | said.
“So you have telepathy?’ said Paul.

Kanakaredes shook his head, his proboscis amost brushing the flapping tent fabric. “Our scientists think
that thereis no such thing as telepathy. For any species.”

“Thenhow . .." | began.

“My creche brother and | often resonate on the same frequencies to the song of the world and universe,”
said K in one of thelongest sentences we' d heard from him. “Much as your identical twins do. We often
share the same dreams.”

Bugsdream. | made a menta note to record this fac-toid later.
“And does your creche brother know what you' re fegling right now?’ said Paul.

“l bdievesn.”



“Andwhat'sthat?" asked Gary, chewing far too dowly on an n-bar.

“Right now,” said Kanakaredes, “it isfear.”

Knife-edgeridgebeyondCampl | l—about23,700ft.
The fourth day dawned perfectly clear, perfectly calm.

We were packed and climbing across the traverse before the first rays of sunlight struck the ridgeline. It
was cold asawitch'’stit.

| mentioned that this part of the route was perhaps the most technically chalenging of the climb—at least
until we reached the actual summit pyramid—abut it was aso the most beautiful and exhilarating. Y ou
would have to see photos to appreciate the dmost absurd steepness of this section of the ridge and even
then it wouldn't dlow you tofeel the exposure. The northeast ridge just kept climbing in a series of
swooping, knife-edged snow cornices, each side dropping away amost vertically.

As soon as we had moved onto the ridge, we looked back at the gigantic serac hanging above the
trampled area of our Camp |11 perched on the edge of the ridge—the snow serac larger and more
deformed and obvioudy unstable than ever after the heavy snows and howling winds of the last four days
of storm—and we didn’t have to say aword to one another to acknowledge how lucky we had been.
Even Kanakaredes seemed grateful to get out of there.

Two hundred feet into the traverse and we went up and over the blade of the knife. The snowy ridgedine
was o narrow here that we could—and did—straddle it for aminute asif swinging our legs over avery,
very steep roofline.

Some roof. One side dropped down thousands of feet into what used to be China. Our |eft legs—three
of Kan-akaredes s—hung over what used to be Pakistan. Right around this point, climbersin the 20th
Century used to joke about needing passports but seeing no border guards. In this CMG-era, a Sianking
HK gunship or In-dian hop-fighter could float up here anytime, hover fifty yards out, and blow usright off
theridge. None of uswere worried about this. Kanakaredes s presence was in-surance against that.

Thiswasthe hardest climbing yet and our bug friend was working hard to keep up. Gary and Paul and |
had discussed this the night before, whispering again while K was adeep, and we decided that this
section was too steep for al of usto be roped together. We d travel in two pairs. Paul was the obvious
man to ropewith K, dthough if either of them came off on thistraverse, odds were overwhelming thet the
other would go al the way to the bottom with him. The same wastrue of Gary and me, climbing ahead of
them. Still, it gave avery dight measure of insurance.

The sunlight moved down the dope, warming us, as we moved from one side of the knife-edge to the
other, following the best line, trying to stay off the sections so steegp that snow would not stick—avoiding
it not just because of the pitch there, but because the rock was dmost aways |oose and rotten—and
hoping to get as far as we could before the warming sun loosened the snow enough to make our
crampons less effective.

| loved thelitany of the toolswe were using: deadmen, pitons, pickets, ice screws, carabiners, jumar
as-cenders. | loved the precision of our movments, even with the labored breathing and dull minds that
were acomponent of any exertion at aimost 8,000 meters. Gary would kickstep hisway out onto the
wall of ice and snow and occasional rock, one cramponed boot &t atime, secure on three points before
didodging hisice axe and damming it in afew feet further on. | sood on atiny platform I’ d hacked out of
the snow, belaying Gary until he'd moved out to the end of our two-hundred foot section of line. Then



he' d anchor hisend of the line with adeadman, piton, picket, or ice screw, go on belay himsdlf, and |
would move off—Kkicking the crampon pointsinto the snow-wall risng amost verticaly to blue sky just
fifty or Sixty feet aboveme.

A hundred yards or so behind us, Paul and Kanak-aredes were doing the same—Paul in the lead and K
on belay, then K climbing and Paul belaying and resting until the bug caught up.

We might aswell have been on different planets. There was no conversation. We used every ounce of
breath to take our next gasping step, to concentrate on precise placement of our feet and ice axes.

A 20th Century climbing team might have taken daysto make thistraverse, establishing fixed lines,
retreating to their tentsat Camp 111 to eat and deep, alowing other teamsto break trail beyond the fixed
ropes the next day. We did not have that luxury. We had to make thistrav-erse in one try and keep
moving up the ridge while the perfect westher lasted or we were screwed.

| loved it.

About five hoursinto the traverse, | redized that but-terflies were fluttering al around me. | looked up
toward Gary on belay two hundred feet ahead and above me. He was a so watching butterflies—small
motes of color dancing and weaving twenty-three thousand feet above sealevel. What the hell would
Kanakaredes make of this? Would he think thiswas an everyday occurance at this atitude? Well,
perhapsit was. We humans weren’t up here enough to know. | shook my head and continued shuffling
my boots and damming my ice axe up theimpossibleridge.

Therays of the sun were horizonta in late afternoon when al four of us came off the knife-edge at the
upper end of the traverse. The ridge was still heart-stoppingly steep there, but it had widened out so that
we could stand on it as we looked back at our footprints on the snowy blade of the knife-edge. Even
after al these years of climbing, | ill found it hard to believe that we had been able to make those
tracks.

“Hey!” shouted Gary. “I'm afucking giant!” He was flgpping hisarms and staring toward Sinkiang and
the Godwin-Austen Glacier milesbelow us.

Altitude’ sgothim, | thought.
We' [Ihavetosedatehim,ti ehiminhi ssl eepingbaganddr aghi mdownthewaywecamelikesomuchlaundry.

“Comeon!” Gary shouted to mein the high, cold air. “Be agiant, Jake.” He continued flgpping hisarms.
| turned to look behind me and Paul and K arakaredes were aso hopping up and down, carefully so as
not to fal off the footwide ridgeline, shouting and flapping their arms. It was quite asight to see K moving
his mantisy forearms Six ways at once, joints swiveling, bo-neessfingerswaving like big grubs.

They vealllostit, | thought. Oxygendeprivationlu-nacy. Then | looked down and east.

Our shadows leaped out miles across the glacier and the neighboring mountains. | raised my arms.
Lowered them. My shadow atop the dark line of ridge shadow raised and lowered shadow-arms that
must have been ten milestall.

We kept this up—jumping shouting, waving—until the sun set behind Broad Peak to the west and our
giant salves disgppeared forever.

CampVI—narrowbenchonsnowdomebel owsummitpyramid,26,200feet

No conversation or talk of listening to songs now. No jumping or shouting or waving. Not enough



oxygen hereto breathe or think, much lessfuck around.

Almost no conversation the last three days or nights as we climbed the last of the broadening northeast
ridgeto whereit ended at the huge snow dome, then climbed the snow dome itself. The weather stayed
cam and clear—incredible for thislate in the season. The snow was deep because of the storm that had
pinned us down at Camp 111, but we took turns breaking trail—an ex-hausting job at 10,000 feet, literally
mind-numbing above 25,000 feet.

At night, we didn’t even bother merging our tents—just using our own segments like bivvy bags. We only
heated one warm meal a day—super-nutrient soup on the single stove (we' d left the other behind just
beyond the knife-edge traverse, d ong with everything else we didn’t think we' d need in the last three or
four days of climbing)—and chewed on cold n-bars at night before drifting off into a haf-doze for afew
cold, restless hours before stirring at three or four am. to begin climbing again by lamplight.

All of us humans had miserable headaches and high-dtitude stupidity. Paul wasin theworst
shape—perhaps because of the frostbite scare way down during hisfirst attempt at the traverse—and he
was coughing heavily and moving duggishly. Even K had dowed down, climb-ing mostly two-legged on
this high stretch, and sometimes taking a minute or more before planting his feet.

Most Himaayan mountains have ridgesthat go al the way to the summit. Not K2. Not this northeast
ridge. It ended a abulging snow dome some 2,000 ft. below the summit.

We climbed the snow dome—dowly, stupidly, dug-gishly, separately. No ropes or belays here. If
anyonefdl to hisdeath, it was going to be asolitary fal. We did not care. At and above the legendary
8,000 meter line, you move into yoursdlf and then—often—I ose even yourself.

We had not brought oxygen, not even the light osmosis booster-mask perfected in the last decade. We
had one of those masks—in case any of us became criticdly ill from pulmonary edema or worse—but
we' d left the mask cached with the stove, most of the rope, and other extra supplies above Camp V. It
had seemed like agood idea a the time.

Now al | could think about was breathing. Every move—every step—took more breath than | had,
more oxygen than my system owned. Paul seemed in even worse shape, adthough somehow he kept up.
Gary was moving steadily, but sometimes he betrayed his headaches and confusion by movement or
pause. He had vomited twice this morning before we moved out from Camp VI. At night, we Sartled
awake after only aminute or two of half-degp—gasping for air, clawing a our own chests, feding asif
something heavy was lying on us and someone was actively trying to suffocate us.

Somethingwas trying to kill us here. Everything was. We were high in the Death Zone and K2 did not
care one way or the other if welived or died.

The good westher had held, but high wind and storms were overdue. It wasthe end of August. Any day
or night now we could be pinned down up here for weeks of unrelenting storm—unable to climb, unable
to retreat. We could starve to death up here. | thought of the red panic button on the pamlog.

We had told K anakaredes about the panic button while we heated soup at Camp V. The mantispid had
asked to see the extra pamlog with the emergency bea-con. Then he had thrown the pamlog out the tent
entrance, into the night, over the edge.

Gary had looked at our bug for along minute then and then grinned, extending his hand. K’ sforeleg had
unfolded, the mantis part swiveling, and those three fin-gers had encircled Gary’ s hand and shakenit.

| had thought thiswas rather cool and heroic at the time. Now | just wished we had the goddamned



panic button back.

We dtirred, got dressed, and Started heating water for our last meal shortly after 1:30 am. None of us
could deep anyway and every extra hour we spent up here in the Death Zone meant more chanceto die,
more chanceto fail. But we were moving so dowly that tugging our boots on seemed to take hours,
adjusting our crampons took forever. We moved away from the tents sometime after three am. We | eft
the tents behind at Camp VI. If we survived the summit attempt, we' d be back.

It was unbelievably cold. Even the thermskins and smart outer parkas failed to make up the difference. If
there had been awind, we could not have continued.

We were now on what we called Direct Finish—the top or bust—although our original fallback plan had
been to traverse across the face of K2 to the oldest route up the northwest Abruzzi Ridgeif Direct Finish
proved unfeasible. | think that al three of us had suspected we' d end up on the Abruzzi—most of our
predecessors climbing the northeast ridge had ended up doing o, even the legendary Reinhold Messner,
perhaps the greatest climber of the 20th Century, had been forced to change hisroute to the easier
Abruzzi Ridge rather than suffer failure on the Direct Finish.

Wéll, by early afternoon of what was supposed to have been our summit day, Direct Finish now seems
im-possible and so does the traverse to the Abruzzi. The snow on the face of K2 is so deep that thereis
no hope of traversing through it to the Abruzzi Ridge. Avarlanches hurtle down the face severa timesan
hour. And above us—even deeper snow. We're fucked.

The day had started well. Above the amost vertical snowdome on which we' d hacked out awide
enough bench to lodge Camp VI, rose a huge snowfield that snaked up and up toward the black,
garfilled sky until it became awal. We climbed dowly, agonizingly, up the snowfield, leaving separate
tracks, thinking separate thoughts. It was getting light by the time we reached the end of the snow ramp.

Where the snowfield ended avertical ice cliff began and rose at least ahundred and fifty feet straight up.
Literaly fucking vertical. The four of us stood there in the morning light, three of us rubbing our goggles,
look-ing stupidly at the cliff. We'd known it was there. We' d had no ideawhat abitch it was going to be.

“I'll dothelead,” gasped Paul. He could barely walk.

He free-climbed the fucker in less than an hour, damming in pitons and screws and tying on the last of
our rope. When the three of us climbed dowly, stupidly up to join him, me bringing up the rear just
behind K, Paul was only semiconscious.

Abovetheice cliff rose asteep rock band. It was so steep that snow couldn’t cling there. The rock
looked rotten—treacherous—the kind of fragile crap that any sane climber would traverse half aday to
avoid.

There would be no traverse today. Any attempt to shift lateraly on the face here would dmost certainly
trigger an avalanchein the soft dabs of snow overlaying old ice.

“I'll lead,” said Gary, still looking up at the rock band. He was holding his head with both hands. | knew
that Gary always suffered the worst of the Death Zone headachesthat afflicted dl three of us. For four or
five days and nights now, | knew, every word and breath had been punctuated by divers of stedl pain
behind the eyesfor Gary.

| nodded and helped Paul to hisfeet. Gary began to climb the lower strata of crumbling rock.

We reach the end of the rock by mid-afternoon. Thewind isrising. A spume of spindrift blows off the



near-vertical snow and ice above us. We cannot see the sum-mit. Above anarrow coloir that riseslike a
chimney to frigid hell, the summit-pyramid snowfied begins. We re somewhere above 27,000 feet.

K2is28,250 feet high.
That last twelve hundred feet might aswell be mea-sured in light years.

“I'll' break trail up the coloir,” | hear mysalf say. The others don’t even nod, merely wait for meto begin.
Kan-akaredesisleaning on hisice axein aposture I’ ve not seen before.

My first step up the coloir sends me into snow above my knees. Thisisimpossible. | would weep now,
except that the tears would freeze to the insde of my goggles and blind me. It isimpossible to take
another step up this steep fucking gully. | can’'t even bresthe. My head pounds so terribly that my vison
dances and blurs and no amount of wiping my goggleswill clear it.

| lift my ice axe, dam it three feet higher, and lift my right leg. Again. Again.

Summitpyramidsnowfiel dabovethecol oir ,somewher ear ound27,800ft.
Late afternoon. It will be dmost dark when we reach the summit.If we reach the summit.

Everything depends upon the snow that rises above us toward the impaossibly dark blue sky. If the snow
isfirm—nowhere as mushy and deep as the thigh-high soup | broke trail through al the way up the
coloir—then we have a chance, dthough we' Il be descending in the dark.

Butif it sdegp snow . . .

“I'll lead,” said Gary, shifting his smal summit-pack on his back and dogging dowly up to replace mein
thelead. Thereisarockband here at the top of the narrow coloir and he will be stepping off it either into
or onto the snow. If the surfaceisfirm, we'll moveonto it, using our cramponsto kick step our way up
the last couple of hours of climb to the summit—athough we gill cannot see the summit from here.

| try to look around me. Literdly beneath my feet isadrop to the impossibly distant knife-edge, far
below that the ridge where we put Camp 11, miles and miles lower the curving, rippled river of
Godwin-Austen and adim memory of base camp and of living things—lichen, crows, aclump of grass
where the glacier was meting. On either Sde Stretches the Karakoram, white pesks thrusting up like
fangs, distant summits merging into the Himalayan peaks, and one lone pesk—I’ m too stupid to even
guess which one—standing high and solitary againgt the Sky. Thered hills of Chinaburnin thethick haze
of bresthable atmosphere a hundred milesto the north.

“OK,” says Gary,stepping off the rock onto the snowfield.
He plungesin soft snow up to hiswais.

Somehow Gary finds enough bregth to hurl curses at the snow, at any and al gods who would put such
deep snow here. He lunges another step up and forward.

The snow is even degper. Gary founders dmost up to hisarmpits. He dashes a the snowfield with hisice
axe, battersit with his overmittens. The snowfield and K2 ignore him.

| go to both knees on the pitched rock band and lean on my ice axe, not caring if my sobs can be heard
by the others or if my tearswill freeze my eydids open. The expeditionisover.



Kanakaredes dowly pulls his segmented body up the last ten feet of the colair, past Paul where Paul is
retch-ing againgt aboulder, past me where | am knedling, onto the last of the solid surface before Gary’s
diding snow-pit.

“I will lead for awhile,” says Kanakaredes. He sets hisice axe into his harness. His prothorax shifts
lower. His hind legs come down and out. His arms—forel egs—rotate down and forward.

Kanakaredes thrusts himsdlf into the steep snowfidd like an Olympic swimmer diving off the starting
block. He passes Gary where Gary lies armpit deep in the soft snow.

The bug—our bug—flails and batters the snow with hisforearms, partsit with his cupped fingers,
smashesit down with hisarmored upper body segment, swims through the snow with al six legs

paddling.

He can't possibly keep thisup. It'simpossible. Noth-ing living has that much energy and will. It isseven
or eight hundred near-vertical feet to the summit.

K swims-kicks-fights hisway fifteen feet up the dope. Twenty-five. Thirty.

Getting to my feet, feding my temples pounding in agony, sensing invisible dimbers around me, ghogts
hovering in the Death Zonefog of pain and confusion, | step past Gary and start postholing upward,
following K’ slead, struggling and swimming up and through the now-broken barrier of snow.

SummitofK 2,28, 250ft.

We step onto the summit together, arm in arm. All four of us. Thefina summit ridgeisjust wide enough
to dlow this.

Many 8,000-meter-peak summits have overhanging cornices. After dl this effort, the climber sometimes
takes hisor her final step to triumph and falsfor amile or so. We don’t know if K2 iscorniced. Like
many of these other climbers, we' re too exhausted to care. Kan-akaredes can no longer stand or walk
after breaking trail through the snowfield for more than six hundred feet. Gary and | carry him the last
hundred feet or so, our arms under his mantisarms. | am shocked to discover that he weighs dmost
nothing. All that energy, all that spirit, and K probably weighs no more than a hundred pounds.

The summit is not corniced. We do not fall.

The wesather has held, although the sun is setting. Itslast rays warm us through our parkas and
thermskins. The sky is a blue deeper than cerulean, much deeper than topaz, incomparably deeper than
aquamarine. Perhaps this shade of blue has no word to describeit.

We can seeto the curve of the earth and beyond. Two peaks are visible above that curving horizon, their
summit icefields glowing orange in the sunset, agreat distance to the northeast, probably somewherein
Chi-nese Turkestan. To the south lies the entire tumble of overlapping peaks and winding glaciersthat is
the Karrakoram. | make out the perfect peak that is Nanga Par-bat—Gary, Paul, and | climbed that six
years ago—and closer, the Gasherbrums. At our feet, literally at our feet, Broad Peak. Who would have
thought that its summit looked so wide and flat from above?

The four of usare al sprawled on the narrow sum-mit, two feet from the sheer dropoff on the north. My
ams are dtill around Kanakaredes, osteng bly propping him up but actudly propping both of us up.

The mantispid clicks, hisses, and squeeks. He shakes hisbeak and triesagain. “1 am.. . . sorry,” he
gasps, the ar audibly hissing in and out of hisbeak nogtrils. “I ask . . . traditionaly, what do we do now?



Isthere acere-mony for this moment? A ritua required?’
| look at Paul, who seemsto be recovering from his earlier inertia. We both look at Gary.

“Try not to fuck up and die,” says Gary between breaths. “More climbers die during the descent than on
theway up.”

Karakaredes seemsto be consdering this. After aminute he says, “ Y es, but here on the summit, there
must be someritud . . .”

“Hero photos,” gasps Paul. “Gotta. . . have. . . hero photos.”
Our diennods. “Did. . . anyone. . . bring an imaging device? A camera? | did not.”

Gary, Paul and | look at each other, pat our parka pockets, and then start laughing. At thisatitude, our
laughter sounds like three Sick sedls coughing.

“Wdl, no hero photos,” says Gary. “Then we have to haul the flags out. Always bring aflag to the
summit, that’s our human motto.” This extended speech makes Gary o light headed that he hasto put his
head between hisraised kneesfor aminute.

“I havenoflag,” says Kanakaredes. “ The Listeners have never had aflag.” The sunissetting in earnest
now, the lagt rays shining between aline of peaksto the west, but the reddish-orange light glows brightly
on our stupid, smiling faces and mittons and goggles and ice-crusted parkas.

“Wedidn't bring aflag ether,” | say.
“Thisisgood,” saysK. “ So thereis nothing € se we need to do?’
“Just get down dive,” saysPaul.

We rise together, weaving ahbit, propping one another up, retrieve our ice axes from where we had thrust
them into the glowing summit snow, and begin retracing our steps down the long snowfidd into shadow.

Godwin-AustinGlacier,about17,300ft.

It took us only four and ahalf daysto get down, and that included aday of rest at our old Camp 111 on
thelow sde of the knife-edge traverse.

The weeather held the whole time. We did not get back to our high camp—Camp VI below theice
wall—until after three am. after our successful summit day, but the lack of wind had kept our tracks
clear evenin lamplight and no one dipped or fdll or suffered frosthite.

We moved quickly after that, leaving just after dawn the next day to get to Camp IV on the upper end of
the knife-edge before nightfall . . . and before the gods of K2 changed their minds and blew up astorm
to trap usin the Death Zone.

The only incident on the lower dopes of the moun-tain happened—oddly enough—on ardatively easy
gtretch of snowdope below Camp I1. The four of uswere picking our way down the Sope, unroped, lost
in our own thoughts and in the not-unpleasant haze of ex-haustion so common near the end of aclimb,
when K just came loose—perhaps he tripped over one of his own hindlegs, dthough he denied that
later—and ended up on his ssomach—or at least the bottom of his upper shell, dl six legs spraddled, ice
axe flying free, sarting adide that would have been harmless enough for the first hun-dred yards or so if



it had not been for the drop off that fell away to the glacier till athousand feet directly below.

Luckily, Gary was about a hundred feet ahead of the rest of usand he dug in his axe, looped aline once
around himsdf and twice around the axe, timed K’ s dide perfectly, and then threw himsalf on hisbelly
out onto the ice dope, hisreaching hand grabbing Kanakaredes sthreefingersas dick asapair of aeria
trapeze partners. The rope snapped taut, the axe held its place, man and mantispid swung two and a half
timeslike the working end of a pendulum, and that was the end of that drama. K had to make it the rest
of the way to the glacier without an ice axe the next day, but he managed al right. And we now know
how a bug shows embarrassment—his occipital ridges blush adark orange.

Off theridge at last, we roped up for the glacier but voted unanimoudy to descend it by staying closeto
the east face of K2. The earlier snowstorm had hidden all the crevasses and we had heard or seen no
avalanches in the past seventy-two hours. There were far fewer cre-vasses near the face but an
avalanche could catch us anywhere on the glacier. Staying near the face carried its own risks, but it
would aso get usdown theice and out of avalanche danger in haf thetime it would take to probe for
crevasses down the center of the glacier.

We were two-thirds of the way down—the bright red tents of Base Camp clearly in sight out on the rock
be-yond the ice—when Gary said, “Maybe we should talk about this Olympus Monsdedl, K.”

“Yes,” click-hissed our bug, “1 have been looking forward to discussing this plan and | hope that perhaps

We heard it then before we saw it. Severa freight trains seemed to be bearing down on us from above,
from the face of K2.

All of usfroze, trying to see the snowplumetrail of the avalanche, hoping against hope that it would come
out onto the glacier far behind us. It came off the face and across thebergeschrund a quarter of amile
directly above us and picked up speed, coming directly at us. It looked like awhite tsunami. The roar
was desfening.

“Run!” shouted Gary and we al took off downhill, not worrying if there were bottoml ess crevasses
directly infront of us, not caring at that point, just trying againg dl logic to outrun awall of snow andice
and bouldersroiling toward us a sixty miles per hour.

| remember now that we were roped with the last of our spidersilk—sixty-foot intervals—thelines
clipped to our climbing harnesses. It made no difference to Gary, Paul and me since we were running flat
out and in the same direction and at about the same speed, but | have seen mantispids move &t full speed
sncethat day—using al sx legs, their handsforming into an extrapair of flat fest—and | know now that
K could have shifted into high gear and run four times asfast asthe rest of us. Perhaps he could have
besten the avalanche since just the south edge of its wave caught us. Perhaps.

Hedid not try. He did not cut the rope. He ran with us.

The south edge of the avalanche caught us and lifted us and pulled us under and snapped the unbreskable
spiderslk climbing rope and tossed us up and then submerged us again and swept usdl down into the
crevassefield at the bottom of the glacier and separated usforever.

Washington,D.C.

Sitting herein the Secretary of State' s waiting room three months after that day, I’ ve had time to think
about it.



All of us—everyone on the planet, even the bugs—have been preoccupied in the past couple of months
asthe Song has begun and increased in complexity and beauty. Oddly enough, it's not that distracting,
the Song. We go about our business. Wework and talk and eat and watch HDTV and make love and
deep, but dways there now—aways in the background whenever one wantsto listen—is the Song.

It sunbdievable that we ve never heard it before this.

No one cdlsthem bugs or mantispids or the Listeners any more. Everyone, in every language, cdlsthem
the Bringers of the Song.

Meanwhile, the Bringers keep reminding usthat they did notbring the Song, only taught us how to listen
toit.

* % %

| don't know how or why | survived when none of the others did. The theory isthat one can swim aong
the surface of asnow avalanche, but the redity was that none of us had the dightest chanceto try. That
half-mile-wide wall of snow and rock just washed over us and pulled us down and spat out only me, for
reasons known, perhaps, only to K2 and most probably not eventoit.

They found me naked and battered more than three-quarters of amile from where we had started
running from the avalanche. They never found Gary, Paul, or Kanakaredes.

The emergency CM G’ swere there within three minutes—they must have been poised to intervene dl
that time—but after twenty hours of deep-probing and sonar searching, just when the Marines and the
bureau-crats were ready to lase away the whole lower third of the glacier if necessary to recover my
friends bodies, it was Speaker Aduradake—K anakaredes s fatherand mother, it turned out—who
forbadeit.

“Leavethem wherever they are,” heingtructed the fluttering U.N. bureaucrats and frowning Marine
colo-nds. “They died together on your world and should remain together within the embrace of your
world. Their part of the song isjoined now.”

And the Song began—or at least wasfirst heard—about one week later.

* % %

A male secretary to the Secretary comes out, gpologizes profusdly for my having to wait—Secretary
Bright Moon was with the Presi dent—and shows me into the Secretary of Stat€’ s office. The secretary
and | stand there waiting.

I’ve seen football games played in smaller areas than this office.

The Secretary comesin through a different door aminute later and leads me over to two couchesfacing
each other rather than to the uncomfortable chair near her huge desk. She seats me across from her,
makes surethat | don’t want any coffee or other refreshment, nods away her secretary, commiserates
with me again on the desth of my dear friends (she had been there at the Me-morid Service at which the
President had spoken), chats with me for another minute about how amazing lifeis now with the Song
connecting dl of us, and then ques-tions me for afew minutes, sengtively, solicitoudy, about my physica
recovery (complete), my state of mind (shaken but improving), my generous stipend from the government
(already invested), and my plansfor the fu-ture.

“That' sthe reason | asked for thismeeting,” | say. “ There wasthat promise of climbing Olympus Mons.”

Shegtaresat me.



“OnMars” | add needlesdy.

Secretary Betty Willard Bright Moon nods and sits back in the cushions. She brushes someinvisiblelint
from her navy blue skirt. “Ah, yes” she says, her voice till pleasant but holding some hint of that
flintiness| remember so well from our Top of the World meeting. “ The Bringers have confirmed that they
intend to honor that promise.”

| wait.

“Have you decided who your next climbing partnerswill be?’ she asked, taking out an obscenely
expendve and micron-thin platinum pamlog asif sheisgoing to take notes hersdf to help facilitate this
whim of mine.

“Yeah,” | sad.
Now it was the Secretary’ sturn to wait.
“1 want Kanakaredes sbrother,” | say. “His. . . creche brother.”

Betty Willard Bright Moon jaw almost drops open. | doubt very much if she’ sreacted thisvisibly to a
state-ment in her last thirty years of professional negotiating, first as atake-no-prisoners Harvard
academic and most recently as Secretary of State. “ Y ou're serious,” she says.

“Yes”
“Anyone ese other than thisparticular bu . . . Bringer?’
“Noonedse”

“And you're sure he even exigts?’

“I'msure”

“How do you know if he wantsto risk hislife on aMartian volcano?’ she asks, her poker face back in
place. “Olympus Monsistaler than K2, you know. And it's probably more dangerous.”

| dmogt, not quite, smile a thisnewsflash. “He |l go,” | say.

Secretary Bright Moon makes aquick notein her paimlog and then hesitates. Even though her expression
is perfectly neutra now, | know that sheistrying to decide whether to ask aquestion that she might not
get the chanceto ask later.

Hell, knowing that question was coming and trying to decide how to answer it isthereason | didn’t come
to visit her amonth ago, when | decided to do thisthing. But then | remembered Kanakaredes s answer
when we asked him why the bugs had come dl thisway to vist us. He had read hisMallory and he had
understood Gary, Paul, and me—and something about the human race—that this woman never would.

She makes up her mind to ask her question.
“Why . ..” shebegins. “Why do you want to climb it?’

Despite everything that’ s happened, despite knowing that she'll never understand, despite knowing what
an asshole she'll dways consder me after this moment, | haveto smile.

“Becauseit’sthere”






