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The final chapter of this magnificent saga begins with two nonentous events: the death and
resurrection of Pope Julius XIV and the coni ng-of-age of the new nessiah. Her name is Aenea and
she is the only person who can counter the pope and his plan to unl eash the Pax Fleet, the
Church's military wing, on a final genocidal Crusade to gain total dom nion over the universe. The
Church is allied with the infanmbus Al so Core, which has offered imortality to humankind -- or at
|l east to those faithful who pledge total obedience to the Church -- but at what terrible price?
The Core has its own dark notives and secrets, and only Aenea knows what they are.

Aenea, too, has an ally. Her protector, Raul Endym on, onetinme shepherd and convicted nurderer
finds her in exile undergoing a strange apprenticeship on Od Earth.

Here she has gained access to an information matrix created by the Qthers -- the sane
mysterious Ot hers who nmoved Od Earth to save it fromthe Core

But who are these it hers? Wat has Aenea |l earned fromthen? And why has A d Earth been turned
into a stage upon which cybrids fromthe past -- fromJohn Keats to Frank Ll oyd Wight -- repeat
hi storical dramas of human genius for purposes known only to the O hers? The answers to these
questions nust wait. Together with the android A Bettik, Endym on and his bel oved Aenea enbark on
a final mission to find and conprehend the underlying fabric of the universe. The surprising
nature of this mediumand Aenea's ability to instruct her growing arny of disciples inits
di scovery and use coul d provide the one weapon powerful enough to thwart their enemes while
i berating humanity. Meanwhile, the enigmatic Shrike -- nmonster, angel, killing machine -- has
followed themon their intergalactic sojourn and now stands ready to conplete its own m ssion
revealing at last the long-held secret of its origin and purpose.

In The Ri se of Endym on, Dan Simons masterfully weaves together the conplex strands of this
extraordi nary series. He answers all of the unsolved nysteries posed in the earlier volunmes and
brings the story full circle to the planet Hyperion, where it all began. A work of unparall el ed
power and vision, The Rise of Endymon is a masterpiece of the inmagination by one of our nost
gifted witers.

DAN SI MMONS, a full-tine public school teacher until 1987, is one of the few witers who
consi stently work across genres, produci ng novels described as science fiction, horror, fantasy,
and mai nstream fiction, while winning major awards in all these fields. Hs first novel, Song of
Kali, won the Wrld Fantasy Award; his first science fiction novel, Hyperion, won the Hugo Award.

Hi s other novels and short fiction have been honored with nunerous awards, including nine Locus
Awards, four Bram Stoker Awards, the French Prix Cosnps 2000, the British SF Association Award,
and the Theodore Sturgeon Award. In 1995, Wabash Col | ege presented Simons with an honorary
doctorate in humane letters for his work in fiction and education. He lives in Colorado al ong the
Front Range of the Rocki es.

W are not stuff that abides, but xiii patterns that perpetuate thensel ves.
-- Norbert Wener, Cybernetics, or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine

The universal nature out of the universal substance, as if it were wax, now nmoul ds the figure
of a horse, and when it has broken this up, it uses the material for a tree, next for a man, next
for sonething el se; and each of these things subsists for a very short time. But it is no hardship
for the vessel to be broken up, just as there was none in its being fastened together

-- Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

But here is the finger of God, a flash of the will that can, Existent behind all |aws, that
made them and, |o, they are!
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And | know not if, save in this, such gift be allowd to man, That out of three sounds he
frane, not a fourth sound, but a star.
-- Robert Browni ng, Abt Vogl er

If what | have said should not be plain enough, as | fear it may not be, | will but [sic] you
in the place where | began in this series of thoughts -- | nmean, | began by seeing how nman was
fornmed by circunstances -- and what are circunstances? -- but touchstones of his heart -- his and
what are touch stones? -- but proovings [sic] of his hearrt [sic]? -- and what are the proovings
[sic] of his heart but fortifiers or alterers of his nature? and what is his altered nature but
his soul? -- and what was his soul before it came into the world and had These provi ngs and
alterations and perfectionings? -- An intelligences [sic] -- without ldentity -- and howis this
Identity to be nade? Through the nediumof the Heart? And how is the heart to becone this Medi um
but in a world of Circunstances? -- There now | think what with Poetry and Theol ogy you may thank

your Stars that my pen is not very |ongw nded -
-- John Keats, In a letter to his brother

PART ONE
1

"The Pope is dead! Long live the Pope!"

The cry reverberated in and around the Vatican courtyard of San Damaso where the body of Pope
Julius XIV had just been discovered in his papal apartnments. The Holy Father had died in his
sleep. Wthin minutes the word spread through the m smatched cluster of buildings still referred
to as the Vatican Palace, and then noved out through the Vatican State with the speed of a circuit
fire in a pure-oxygen environment. The runor of the Pope's death burned through the Vatican's
of fice conplex, |eaped through the crowded St. Anne's Gate to the Apostolic Palace and the
adj acent Governnent Pal ace, found waiting ears anong the faithful in the sacristy of St. Peter's
Basilica to the point that the archbishop saying Mass actually turned to | ook over his shoul der at
t he unprecedented hiss and whi spering of the congregation, and then noved out of the Basilica with
the departing worshipers into the larger crowds of St. Peter's Square where eighty to a hundred
thousand tourists and visiting Pax functionaries received the runor like a critical mass of
pl ut oni um bei ng slanred inward to full fission

Once out through the nain vehicle gate of the Arch of Bells, the news accelerated to the speed
of electrons, then |l eaped to the speed of light, and finally hurtled out and away fromthe pl anet
Pacem at Hawki ng-drive velocities thousands of times faster than light. C oser, just beyond the
ancient walls of the Vatican, phones and conl ogs chi med throughout the hul ki ng, sweating Castel
Sant' Angel o where the offices of the Holy Ofice of the Inquisition were buried deep in the
mountain of stone originally built to be Hadrian's mausoleum All that norning there was the
rattle of beads and rustle of starched cassocks as Vatican functionaries rushed back to their
offices to nonitor their encrypted net lines and to wait for nenos from above.

Per sonal communi cators rang, chimed, and vibrated in the unifornms and inplants of thousands of
Pax administrators, military commanders, politicians, and Mercantilus officials. Wthin thirty
m nutes of the discovery of the Pope's |lifeless body, news organizations around the world of Pacem
were cued to the story: they readied their robotic hol ocanms, brought their full panoply of in-
systemrelay sats on-line, sent their best human reporters to the Vatican press office, and
waited. In an interstellar society where the Church ruled all but absolutely, news awaited not
only independent confirmation but official permssion to exist.

Two hours and ten minutes after the discovery of Pope Julius XIV'S body, the Church confirmed
his death via an announcenent through the office of the Vatican Secretary of State, Cardina
Lourdusany. Wthin seconds, the recorded announcenent was tightcast to every radi o and hol ovi si on
on the teem ng world of Pacem

Wth its population of one and a half billion souls, all born-again Christians carrying the
cruci form nost enployed by the Vatican or the huge civilian, mlitary, or mercantile bureaucracy
of the Pax state, the planet Pacem paused to listen with sone interest. Even before the forma
announcement, a dozen of the new archangel -cl ass starships had left their orbital bases and
transl ated across the small human sphere of the galaxy arm their near-instantaneous drives
instantly killing their crews but carrying their nessage of the Pope's death secure in conputers
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and coded transponders for the sixty-some nost inportant archdi ocese worlds and star systens.
These archangel courier ships would carry a few of the voting cardinals back to Pacemin time for
the election, but nost of the electors would choose to remain on their homeworlds -- foregoing
death even with its sure prom se of resurrection -- sending instead their encrypted, interactive
holo wafers with their eligo for the next Supreme Pontiff.

Anot her ei ghty-five Hawki ng-cl ass Pax ships, nostly high-acceleration torchships, nmade ready to
spin up to relativistic velocities and then into junp configurations, their voyage tine to be
measured in days to nonths, their relative time-debt ranging fromweeks to years. These ships
woul d wait in Pacem space the fifteen to twenty standard days until the el ection of the new Pope
and then bring the word to the 130-sone less critical Pax systens where archbi shops tended to
billions nore of the faithful. Those archdi ocese worlds, in turn, would be charged with sendi ng
the word of the Pope's death, resurrection, and reelection on to | esser systems, distant worlds,
and to the nyriad colonies in the Qutback.

A final fleet of nore than two hundred unmanned courier drones was taken out of storage at the
huge Pax asteroid base in Pacem System their message chips waiting only for the officia
announcenent of Pope Julius's rebirth and reel ection before being accel erated i nto Hawki ng space
to carry the news to elenents of the Pax Fleet engaged in patrol or conmbat with the Qusters al ong
the so-called G eat Wall defensive sphere far beyond t he boundaries of Pax space.

Pope Julius had died eight times before. The Pontiff's heart was weak, and he would allow no
repair of it -- either by surgery or nanopl asty.

It was his contention that a pope should live his natural life span and -- upon his death --
that a new pope should be elected. The fact that this sane Pope had been reelected eight tinmes did
not di ssuade himfromhis opinion. Even now, as Pope Julius's body was being readied for a fornal
evening of lying in state before being carried to the private resurrection chapel behind St
Peter's, cardinals and their surrogates were making preparations for the election

The Sistine Chapel was closed to tourists and nmade ready for the voting that would occur in
| ess than three weeks. Ancient, canopied stalls were brought in for the eighty-three cardi nals who
woul d be present in the flesh while hol ographic projectors and interactive datunpl ane connecti ons
were set in place for the cardinals who woul d vote by proxy. The table for the Scrutineers was set
in front of the Chapel's high altar.

Smal | cards, needles, thread, a receptacle, a plate, linen cloths, and other objects were
carefully placed on the table of the Scrutineers and then covered with a larger linen cloth. The
table for the Infirmarii and the Revisors was set to one side of the altar. The main doors of the
Si stine Chapel were closed, bolted, and sealed. Swiss Guard commandos in full battle arnor and
state-of -the-art energy weapons took their place outside the Chapel doors and at the bl astproof
portals of St. Peter's papal resurrection annex.

Fol | owi ng anci ent protocol, the election was scheduled to occur in no fewer than fifteen days
and no nore than twenty. Those cardi nal s who nade their pernmanent home on Pacemor within three
weeks' tine-debt travel canceled their regul ar agendas and prepared for the enclave. Everything
el se was in readiness.

Sone fat men carry their weight |like a weakness, a sign of self-indulgence and sloth. Qher fat
men absorb mass regally, an outward sign of their grow ng power. Sinon Augustino Cardina
Lourdusany was of the latter category. A huge nan, a veritable nmountain of scarlet in his form
cardi nal robes, Lourdusany |ooked to be in his late fifties, standard, and had appeared thus for
nore than two centuries of active life and successful resurrection

Jowl ed, quite bald, and given to speaking in a soft bass runble that could rise to a God-roar

capable of filling St. Peter's Basilica without the use of a speaker system Lourdusany remai ned
the epitone of health and vitality in the Vatican. Many in the inner circles of the Church's
hi erarchy credited Lourdusany -- then a young, mnor functionary in the Vatican diplonmatic nachine

-- with guiding the angui shed and pai n-ridden ex-Hyperion pilgrim Father Lenar Hoyt, to finding
the secret that tamed the cruciformto an instrunment of resurrection. They credited himas nmuch as
the newly deceased Pope with bringing the Church back fromthe brink of extinction

What ever the truth of that |egend, Lourdusany was in fine formthis first day after the Holy
Father's ninth death in office and five days before H's Holiness's resurrection. As Cardinal -
Secretary of State, president of the committee overseeing the twel ve Sacred Congregations, and
prefect of that nost feared and m sunderstood of those agencies -- the Sacred Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, now officially known once again after nore than a thousand-year interregnum
as the Holy Ofice of the Universal Inquisition -- Lourdusany was the nost powerful human being in
the Curia. At that nmonment, with H s Holiness, Pope Julius XIV, lying in state in St. Peter's
Basilica, the body awaiting renoval to the resurrection annex as soon as ni ght should fall, Sinon
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Augustino Cardinal Lourdusany was arguably the nost powerful human being in the gal axy.

The fact was not |ost on the Cardinal that norning.

"Are they here yet, Lucas?" he runbled at the man who had been his aide and factotum for nore
than two hundred busy years. Monsignor Lucas Oddi was as thin, bony, aged-looking, and urgent in
his movenents as Cardinal Lourdusany was huge, fleshy, agel ess, and | anguid.

Qddi's full title as under-secretary of state for the Vatican was Substitute and Secretary of
the Cypher, but he was usually known as the Substitute. "Cypher" m ght have been an equally apt
ni ckname for the tall, angular Benedictine administrator, for in the twenty-two decades of snooth
service he had given his naster, no one -- not even Lourdusany hinself -- knew the nan's private
opi nions or enotions. Father Lucas Oddi had been Lourdusamy's strong right armfor so |ong that
the Secretary-Cardi nal had |ong since ceased to think of himas anything but an extension of his
own will.

"They have just been seated in the innernost waiting room" answered Mnsignor Oddi.

Car di nal Lourdusany nodded. For nore than a thousand years -- since |ong before the Hegira that
had sent humankind fl eeing the dying Earth and colonizing the stars -- it had been a custom of the
Vatican to hold inportant neetings in the waiting roons of inportant officials rather than in
their private offices. Secretary of State Cardi nal Lourdusany's innernost waiting roomwas snmall --
no nore than five nmeters square -- and unadorned except for a round marble table with no inset com
units, a single window that, if it had not been polarized to opagueness, woul d have | ooked out
onto a marvel ously frescoed external |loggia, and two paintings by the thirtieth-century genius
Karotan -- one showing Christ's agony in Gethsemane, the other showi ng Pope Julius (in his pre-
papal identity of Father Lenar Hoyt) receiving the first cruciformfroma powerful but androgynous-
| ooki ng archangel while Satan (in the formof the Shrike) | ooked on powerlessly.

The four people in the waiting room-- three nen and a woman -- represented the Executive
Council of the Pancapitalist League of |ndependent Catholic Transstellar Trade Organi zations, nore
commonly known as the Pax Mercantilus. Two of the men night have been father and son -- M Helvig
Aron and M Kennet Hay-Mbdhino -- alike even to their subtle, expensive capesuits, expensive,

conservative haircuts, subtly bio-sculpted Od Earth Northeuro features, and to the even nore
subtl e red pins showing their nenbership in the Sovereign Mlitary Order of the Hospital of St

John of Jerusalem of Rhodes, and of Malta -- the ancient society popularly known as the Knights
of Malta. The third man was of Asian descent and wore a sinple cotton robe. H's nane was Kenzo
| sozaki and he was this day -- after Sinon Augustino Cardinal Lourdusany -- arguably the second

nmost powerful human in the Pax. The final Pax Mercantilus representative, a worman in her fifties,
standard, with carelessly cropped dark hair and a pinched face, wearing an i nexpensive work suit
of conbed fiberplastic, was M Anna Pelli Cognani, reputedly |Isozaki's heir apparent and runored
for years to be the |lover of the fenal e Archbishop of Renai ssance Vector

The four rose and bowed slightly as Cardinal Lourdusany entered and took his place at the
tabl e. Monsignor Lucas Oddi was the only bystander and he stood away fromthe table, his bony
hands cl asped in front of his cassock, the tortured eyes of Karotan's Christ in Gethsemane peering
over his black-frocked shoul der at the small assenbly.

M's Aron and Hay- Modhi no noved forward to genufl ect and kiss the Cardinal's bevel ed sapphire
ring, but Lourdusany waved away further protocol before Kenzo |sozaki or the wonman coul d approach
When the four Pax Mercantilus representatives were seated once again, the Cardinal said, "W are
all old friends. You know that while | represent the Holy See in this discussion during the Holy
Father's tenporary absence, any and all things discussed this day shall remain within these
wal I s.” Lourdusany sm | ed.

"And these walls, ny friends, are the nost secure and bugproof in the Pax."

Aron and Hay-Modhino smiled tightly. M Isozaki's pleasant expression did not change. M Anna
Pelli Cognani's frown deepened. "Your Emi nence," she said. "May | speak freely?"

Lourdusany extended a pudgy palm He had al ways di strusted people who asked to speak freely or
who vowed to speak candidly or who used the expression "frankly." He said, "O course, mny dear
friend. | regret that the pressing circunstances of the day allow us so little tinme."

Anna Pel li Cognani nodded tersely.

She had understood the command to be precise. "Your Emnence," she said, "we asked for this
conference so that we could speak to you not only as |loyal nenbers of Hi s Holiness's Pancapitali st
League, but as friends of the Holy See and of yourself."

Lourdusany nodded affably. His thin |ips between the jows were curled in a slight snmile. "O
course."

M Helvig Aron cleared his throat. "Your Em nence, the Mercantilus has an understandabl e
interest in the com ng papal election."

The Cardi nal waited.
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"Qur goal today," continued M Hay-Mdhino, "is to reassure Your Emi nence -- both as Secretary
of State and as a potential candidate for the papacy -- that the League will continue to carry out
the Vatican's policy with the utnost loyalty after the comng election.”

Cardi nal Lourdusany nodded ever so slightly. He understood perfectly. Sonehow the Pax
Mercantilus -- Isozaki's intelligence network -- had sniffed out a possible insurrection in the
Vati can hierarchy. Sonmehow they had overheard the nost silent of whispers in whisperproof roomns
such as this: that it had cone tine to replace Pope Julius with a new pontiff. And |sozaki knew
that Sinmon Augustino Lourdusamy woul d be that man.

"In this sad interregnum"™ M Cognani was continuing, "we felt it our duty to offer private as
well as public assurances that the League will continue serving the interests of the Holy See and
the Holy Modther Church, just as it has for nore than two standard centuries."”

Car di nal Lourdusany nodded again and waited, but nothing else was forthconing fromthe four
Mercantilus | eaders. For a nonment he allowed hinself to speculate on why Isozaki had cone in
person. To see ny reaction rather than trust the reports of his subordi nates, he thought. The old
man trusts his senses and insights over anyone and anythi ng el se. Lourdusany sniled. Good policy.
He | et another minute of silence stretch before speaking. "My friends," he runbled at last, "you
cannot know how it warns ny heart to have four such busy and inportant people visit this poor
priest in our tine of shared sorrow. "

| sozaki and Cognani renai ned expressionless, as inert as argon, but the Cardinal could see the
poorly hidden glint of anticipation in the eyes of the other two Mercantilus nen.

I f Lourdusany wel coned their support at this juncture, however subtly, it put the Mercantilus
on an even level with the Vatican conspirators -- made the Mercantilus a wel comed conspirator and
de facto co-equal to the next Pope.

Lourdusany | eaned closer to the table. The Cardinal noticed that M Kenzo |sozaki had not
bl i nked during the entire exchange. "My friends," he continued, "as good born-again Christians"
he nodded toward M's Aron and Hay- Mbdhi no -- "Knights Hospitaller, you undoubtedly know the
procedure for the election of our next Pope. But let nme refresh your menory. Once the cardinals
and their interactive counterparts are gathered and sealed in the Sistine Chapel, there are three

ways in which we can elect a pope -- by acclanmation, by delegation, or by scrutiny. Through
acclamation, all of the cardinal electors are noved by the Holy Spirit to proclai mone person as
Suprene Pontiff. We each cry eligo -- "I elect" -- and the name of the person we unani nously

sel ect. Through del egati on, we choose a few of those anbng us -- say a dozen cardinals -- to make
the choice for all. Through scrutiny, the cardinal electors vote secretly until a candi date
receives two-thirds majority plus one. Then the new pope is elected and the waiting billions see
the fumata -- the puffs of white snoke -- which nmeans that the fam |y of the Church once again has

a Holy Father."

The four representatives of the Pax Mercantilus sat in silence. Each of themwas intimtely
aware of the procedure for electing a pope -- not only of the antiquated mechani sns, of course,
but of the politicking, pressuring, deal-nmaking, bluffing, and outright blackmail that had often
acconpani ed the process over the centuries. And they began to understand why Cardi nal Lourdusany
was enphasi zi ng the obvi ous now.

"For the last nine elections," continued the huge Cardinal, his voice a heavy runble, "the Pope
has been el ected by acclamation ... by the direct intercession of the Holy Spirit." Lourdusany
paused for a long, thick nonment. Behind him Monsignor Oddi stood watching, as notionless as the
pai nted Christ behind him as unblinking as Kenzo |sozaki

"l have no reason to believe," continued Lourdusany at last, "that this election will be any
different."

The Pax Mercantilus executives did not nove. Finally M Isozaki bowed his head ever so
slightly. The message had been heard and understood. There would be no insurrection within the
Vatican walls. O if there were, Lourdusany had it well in hand and did not need the support of
the Pax Mercantilus. If the forner were the case and Cardi nal Lourdusany's tinme had not yet corne,
Pope Julius would once again oversee the Church and Pax. |sozaki's group had taken a terrible risk
because of the incal cul able rewards and power that would be theirs if they had succeeded in
allying thenselves with the future Pontiff. Now they faced only the consequences of the terrible
risk. A century earlier, Pope Julius had excomuni cated Kenzo |sozaki's predecessor for a |esser
nmi scal cul ation, revoking the sacranent of the cruciformand condemming the Mercantilus | eader to a

life of separation fromthe Catholic community -- which, of course, was every man, wonan, and
child on Pacem and on a majority of the Pax worlds -- followed by the true death.
"Now, | regret that pressing duties nust take me from your kind conpany," runbled the Cardinal

Before he could rise and contrary to standard protocol for |eaving the presence of a prince of
the Church, M Isozaki cane forward quickly, genuflected, and kissed the Cardinal's ring.
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"Emi nence,” murnured the old Pax Mercantilus billionaire.
This time, Lourdusany did not rise or |leave until each of the powerful CEO S had cone forward
to show his or her respect.

An archangel -cl ass starship translated into God's G ove space the day after Pope Julius's
death. This was the only archangel not assigned to courier duty; it was smaller than the new ships
and it was called the Raphael

M nutes after the archangel established orbit around the ash-colored world, a dropship
separated and streaned into atnosphere. Two nen and a wonman were aboard. The three | ooked I|ike

siblings, united by their |ean forns, pale conplexions, dark, |inmp, short-cropped hair, hooded
gazes, and thin Iips. They wore unadorned shipsuits of red and black with el aborate wi stband
com ogs.

Their presence in the dropship was a curiosity -- the archangel -class starships invariably

killed human beings during their violent translation through Planck space and the onboard
resurrection créches usually took three days to revive the human crew.

These three were not hunan.

Mor phi ng wi ngs and snoothing all surfaces into an aerodynanic shell, the dropship crossed the
term nator into daylight at Mach 3. Beneath it turned the forner Tenplar world of God's Grove -- a
mass of burn scars, ash fields, nudflows, retreating glaciers, and green sequoias struggling to
reseed thenselves in the shattered | andscape. Sl owi ng now to subsonic speeds, the dropship flew
above the narrow band of tenperate clinmate and viable vegetation near the planet's equator and
followed a river to the stunp of the former Worldtree. Eighty-three kiloneters across, still a
kil oneter high even in its devastated form the stunp rose above the southern horizon |ike a black
mesa. The dropship avoi ded the Wrldstunp and continued to follow the river west, continuing to
descend until it |landed on a boul der near the point where the river entered a narrow gorge. The
two nen and the wonman cane down the extruded stairs and reviewed the scene. It was m dnorning on
this part of God's Grove, the river made a rushing noise as it entered the rapids, birds and
unseen arboreals chittered in the thick trees farther downriver. The air snelled of pine needles,
uncl assifiable alien scents, wet soil, and ash. Mdre than two and a half centuries earlier, this
worl d had been smashed and sl ashed fromorbit. Those two-hundred-neter-high Tenplar trees that did
not flee to space had burned in a conflagration that continued to rage for the better part of a
century, extinguished at last only by a nuclear w nter.

"Careful ," said one of the men as the three wal ked downhill to the river. "The nonofil aments
she webbed here should still be in place."

The thin woman nodded and renoved a weapon | aser fromthe flowf oam pak she carried. Setting the
beamto wi dest dispersal, she fanned it over the river. Invisible filaments glowed |like a spider's
web in morning dew, crisscrossing the river and w apping around boul ders, submerging and
reenerging fromthe white-frothed river

"None where we have to work," said the woman as she shut off the |aser. The three crossed a | ow
area by the river and clinbed a rocky slope. Here the granite had been nelted and fl owed downhill
like lava during the slagging of God's Grove, but on one of the terraced rockfaces there were even
nmore recent signs of catastrophe. Near the top of a boulder ten neters above the river, a crater
had been burned into solid rock. Perfectly circular, indented half a meter below the [ evel of the
boul der, the crater was five neters across.

On the sout heast side, where a waterfall of nolten rock had run and splattered and fountai ned
to the river below, a natural staircase of black stone had formed. The rock filling the circular
cavity on top of the boul der was darker and snoother than the rest of the stone, |ooking like
poli shed onyx set in a granite crucible.

One of the nmen stepped into the concavity, lay full length on the smooth stone, and set his ear
to the rock. A second |later he rose and nodded to the other two.

"Stand back," said the wonan. She touched her wristband conl og.

The three had taken five steps back when the | ance of pure energy burned from space. Birds and
arboreals fled in loud panic through the screening trees. The air ionized and becanme superheated
in seconds, rolling a shock wave in all directions. Branches and | eaves burst into flane fifty
meters fromthe beam s point of contact. The cone of pure brilliance exactly matched the dianeter
of the circul ar depression in the boulder, turning the snooth stone to a | ake of nolten fire.

The two nen and the woman did not flinch. Their shipsuits snoldered in the open hearth-furnace
heat, but the special fabric did not burn. Neither did their flesh

"Time," said the woman over the roar of the energy beam and wi dening firestorm The gol den beam
ceased to exist. Hot air rushed in at gale-force winds to fill the vacuum The depression in the
rock was a circle of bubbling I ava.
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One of the nen went to one knee and seenmed to be listening. Then he nodded to the others and
phase-shifted. One second he was flesh and bone and bl ood and skin and hair, the next he was a
chrome-silver sculpture in the formof a nan.

The blue sky, burning forest, and |ake of nolten fire reflected perfectly on his shifting
silver skin. He plunged one arminto the nolten pool, crouched | ower, reached deeper, and then
pul | ed back. The silver formof his hand | ooked as if it had melted onto the surface of another
silver human form-- this one a woman. The nal e chrome scul pture pulled the femal e chrone
scul pture out of the hissing, spitting cauldron of lava and carried it fifty nmeters to a point
where the grass was not burning and the stone was cool enough to hold their weight. The other nan
and woman foll owed. The man shifted out of his chrome-silver formand a second |later the fenmale he
had carried did the same. The woman who energed fromthe quicksilver |ooked like a twin of the
short-haired woman in the shipsuit.

"Where is the bitch child?" asked the rescued fenmale. She had once been known as Rhadamant h
Nenes.

"CGone," said the man who rescued her. He and his nmale sibling could be her brothers or nale
clones. "They nmade the final farcaster."

Rhadamant h Nermes grinmaced slightly. She was flexing her fingers and noving her arns as if
recovering fromcranps in her linbs. "At least | killed the damed android."

"No," said the other woman, her twi n. She had no name. "They left in the Raphael's dropship
The android lost an arm but the autosurgeon kept himalive."

Nenes nodded and | ooked back at the rocky hillside where lava still ran. The glow fromthe fire
showed the glistening web of the nonofilanent over the river. Behind them the forest burned.
"That was not ... pleasant ... in there. | couldn't nove with the full force of the ship's |ance
burni ng down on ne, and then | could not phase-shift with the rock around ne. It took inmense
concentration to power down and still maintain an active phase-shift interface. How | ong was |
buried there?"

"Four Earth years," said the nan who had not spoken until now

Rhadamant h Nenmes raised a thin eyebrow, nore in question than surprise. "Yet the Core knew
where | was ... "

"The Core knew where you were," said the other woman. Her voice and facial expressions were
identical to those of the rescued woman. "And the Core knew that you had failed."

Nerres smiled very thinly. "So the four years were a puni shnent."

"A rem nder," said the man who had pulled her fromthe rock.

Rhadamant h Nenmes took two steps, as if testing her balance. Her voice was flat.

"So why have you cone for ne now?"

"The girl," said the other wonan. "She is conming back. W are to resune your mi ssion."

Nemes nodded.

The man who rescued her set his hand on her thin shoulder. "And pl ease consider," he said,
"that four years entonbed in fire and stone will be nothing to what you may expect if you fai
again."

Nermes stared at himfor a |ong nonent without answering. Then, turning away fromthe |ava and
flanes in a precisely choreographed notion, matching stride for stride, all four of them noved in
perfect unison toward the dropship.

On the desert world of Madre de Dios, on the high plateau called the LI ano Estacado because of
t he at nosphere generator pylons crisscrossing the desert in neat ten-kilometer grid intervals,
Fat her Federico de Soya prepared for early norning Mass.

The little desert town of Nuevo Atlan held fewer than three hundred residents -- nostly Pax
boxite mners waiting to die before traveling home, nixed with a few of the converted Mariaists
who scratched out livings as corgor herders in the toxic wastel ands -- and Father de Soya knew
preci sely how many woul d be in chapel for early Mass: four -- old M Sanchez, the ancient w dow
who was runored to have nurdered her husband in a dust stormsixty-two years before, the Perel
twins who -- for unknown reasons -- preferred the old run-down church to the spotless and air-
condi ti oned conpany chapel on the mning reservation, and the nysterious old man with the
radi ati on-scarred face who knelt in the rearnpst pew and never took Comuni on.

There was a dust stormblowing -- there was al ways a dust stormblowing -- and Father de Soya
had to run the last thirty neters fromhis adobe parish house to the church sacristy, a
transparent fiberplastic hood over his head and shoulders to protect his cassock and biretta, his
breviary tucked deep in his cassock pocket to keep it clean. It did not work. Every eveni ng when
he removed his cassock or hung his biretta on a hook, the sand fell out in a red cascade, |ike
dried blood froma broken hourglass. And every norning when he opened his breviary, sand gritted
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bet ween t he pages and soiled his fingers.

"Good norning, Father," said Pablo as the priest hurried into the sacristy and slid the cracked
weat her seal s around the door frane.

"Good norning, Pablo, ny nost faithful altar boy," said Father de Soya. Actually, the priest
silently corrected hinself, Pablo was his only altar boy. A sinple child -- sinple in the ancient
sense of the word as mentally slow as well as in the sense of being honest, sincere, loyal, and
friendly -- Pablo was there to help de Soya serve Mass every weekday norning at 0630 hours and
twi ce on Sunday -- although only the sane four people cane to the early norning Sunday Mass and
hal f a dozen of the boxite miners to the |ater Mass.

The boy nodded his head and grinned again, the snile disappearing for a nonent as he pulled on
his clean, starched surplice over his altar-boy robes.

Fat her de Soya wal ked past the child, ruffling his dark hair as he did so, and opened the tal
vestment chest. The norning had grown as dark as the high-desert night as the dust storm swall owed
the sunrise, and the only illumination in the cold, bare roomwas fromthe fluttering sacristy
| anp.

De Soya genufl ected, prayed earnestly for a nonent, and began donning the vestnents of his
pr of essi on.

For two decades, as Father Captain de Soya of the Pax Fl eet, commander of torchships such as
the Bal t hasar, Federico de Soya had dressed himself in unifornms where the cross and collar were
the only signs of his priesthood.

He had worn pl askev battle arnor, spacesuits, tactical cominplants, datunplane goggl es,
godgl oves -- all of the paraphernalia of a torchship captain -- but none of those itens touched
hi m and noved himas nmuch as these sinple vestnents of a parish priest. In the four years since
Fat her Captain de Soya had been stripped of his rank of captain and renoved from Fl eet service, he
had redi scovered his original vocation

De Soya pulled on the am ce that slipped over his head |like a gown and fell to his ankles.

The amice was white |linen and i mmacul ate despite the incessant dust storms, as was the alb that
slid on next. He set the cincture around his waist, whispering a prayer as he did so.

Then he raised the white stole fromthe vestnent chest, held it reverently a nmonent in both
hands, and then placed it around his neck, crossing the two strips of silk. Behind him Pablo was
bustling around the little room putting away his filthy outside boots and pulling on the cheap
fiberplastic running shoes his nother had told himto keep here just for Mass.

Fat her de Soya set his tunible in place, the outer garment showing a T-cross in front. It was
white with a subtle purple piping: he woul d be saying a Mass of Benediction this norning while
qui etly adm nistering the sacranent of penance for the presunmed wi dow and nurderer in the front
pew and the radi ation-scarred cypher in the [ ast pew.

Pabl o bustled up to him The boy was grinning and out of breath. Father de Soya set his hand on
the boy's head, trying to flatten the thatch of flyaway hair while also cal ming and reassuring the
lad. De Soya lifted the chalice, renoved his right hand fromthe boy's head to hold it over the
veil ed cup, and said softly, "All right.” Pablo's grin disappeared as the gravity of the nonent
swept over him and then the boy |l ed the procession of two out of the sacristy door toward the
al tar.

De Soya noticed at once that there were five figures in the chapel, not four. The usua
wor shi pers were there -- all kneeling and standing and then kneeling again in their usual places --
but there was soneone el se, soneone tall and silent standing in the deepest shadows where the
little foyer entered the nave.

Al'l during the Renewed Mass, the presence of the stranger pulled at Father de Soya's
consci ousness, try as he might to block out all but the sacred nystery of which he was part.

"Domi nus vobi scum" said Father de Soya. For nore than three thousand years, he believed, the
Lord had been with them... with all of them

"Et cumspiritu tuo," said Father de Soya, and as Pabl o echoed the words, the priest turned his
head slightly to see if the light had illumnated the tall, thin formin the dark recess at the
front of the nave. It had not.

During the Canon, Father de Soya forgot the nysterious figure and succeeded in focusing all of
his attention on the Host that he raised in his blunt fingers. "Hoc est enimcorpus meum" the
Jesuit pronounced distinctly, feeling the power of those words and praying for the ten-thousandth
time that his sins of violence while a Fleet captain m ght be washed away by the bl ood and mnercy
of this Savior. At the Conmunion rail, only the Perell twins cane forward. As always. De Soya said
the words and offered the Host to the young nmen. He resisted the urge to glance up at the figure
in the shadows at the back of the church

The Mass ended al nost in darkness. The howl of w nd drowned out the |ast prayers and responses.
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This little church had no electricity -- it never had -- and the ten flickering candles on the
wall did little to pierce the gloom Father de Soya gave the final benediction and then carried
the chalice into the dark sacristy, setting it on the smaller altar there. Pablo hurried to shrug
out of his surplice and pull on his storm anorak

"See you tonorrow, Father!"

"Yes, thank you, Pablo. Don't forget ... " Too late. The boy was out the door and running for
the spice mll where he worked with his father and uncles. Red dust filled the air around the
faulty weather-stri pped door.

Normal | y, Father de Soya woul d have been pulling off his vestnments now, setting them back in
the vestment chest. Later in the day, he would take themto the parish house to clean them But
this nmorning he stayed in the tunicle and stole, the alb and cincture and anmi ce. For sone reason
he felt he needed them nmuch as he had needed the plaskev battle arnmor during boardi ng operations
in the Coal Sack canpaign. The tall figure, still in shadows, stood in the sacristy doorway.

Fat her de Soya waited and watched, resisting the urge to cross hinself or to hold the renaining
Communi on wafer up as if to shield agai nst vanpires or the Devil

Qutside, the wind went froma how to a banshee scream

The figure took a step into the ruby Iight cast by the sacristy |anmp. De Soya recogni zed
Captai n Marget Wi, personal aide and liaison for Admiral Mrusyn, commandi ng officer of Pax Fleet.
For the second tinme that norning, de Soya corrected hinmself -- it was Adniral Marget Wi now, the
pi ps on her collar just visible in the red light. "Father Captain de Soya?" said the Admiral. The
Jesuit slowy shook his head. It was only 0730 hours on this twenty-three-hour world, but already
he felt tired.

"Just Father de Soya," he said.

"Fat her Captain de Soya," repeated Admiral Wi, and this tinme there was no question in her
voi ce. "You are hereby recalled to active service. You will take ten minutes to gather your

bel ongi ngs and then come with ne. The recall is effective now "

Federi co de Soya sighed and closed his eyes. He felt like crying. Please, dear Lord, let this
cup passeth fromne. Wen he opened his eyes, the chalice was still on the altar and Adnira
Marget Wi was still waiting.

"Yes," he said softly, and slowy, carefully, he began renoving his sacred vestnents.

On the third day after the death and entonbnent of Pope Julius XV, there was novenent in his
resurrection créche. The slender unbilicals and subtle nmachi ne probes slid back and out of sight.
The corpse on the slab at first lay inaninmate except for the rise and fall of a bare chest, then
visibly twitched, then npaned, and -- after many long mnutes -- raised itself to one el bow, and
eventual ly sat up, the richly enbroidered silk and Iinen shroud sliding around the naked man's
wai st .

For several ninutes the nan sat on the edge of the marble slab, his head in his shaking hands.
Then he | ooked up as a secret panel in the resurrection chapel wall slid back with less than a
hiss. A cardinal in formal red noved across the dimly lit space with a rustle of silk and a rattle
of beads. Next to himwal ked a tall, handsome nman with gray hair and gray eyes. This nan was
dressed in a sinple but el egant one-piece suit of gray flannel.

Three steps behind the Cardinal and the man in gray came two Swiss Guard troopers in nedi eva
orange and bl ack. They carried no weapons.

The naked nman on the slab blinked as if his eyes were unaccustoned to even the nmuted light in
the dimchapel. Finally the eyes focused.

"Lourdusany," said the resurrected man. "Father Duré," said Cardinal Lourdusany.

He was carrying an oversized silver chalice.

The naked man noved his nmouth and tongue as if he had awakened with a vile taste in his nouth.
He was an older man with a thin, ascetic face, sad eyes, and old scars across his newy
resurrected body. On his chest, two cruciforns glowed red and tunescent. "Wat year is it?" he
asked at | ast.

"The Year of Qur Lord 3131," said the Cardinal, still standing next to the seated nan.

Fat her Paul Duré closed his eyes.

"Fifty-seven years after ny last resurrection. Two hundred and seventy-ni ne years since the
Fall of the Farcasters." He opened his eyes and | ooked at the Cardinal. "Two hundred and seventy
years since you poisoned nme, killing Pope Teilhard the First."

Cardi nal Lourdusamny runbled a | augh. "You recover quickly fromresurrection disorientation if
you can do your arithnmetic so well."

Fat her Duré moved his gaze fromthe Cardinal to the tall man in gray. "Al bedo. You cone to
wi tness? O do you have to give courage to your tane Judas?"
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The tall nman said nothing. Cardinal Lourdusany's already thin lips tightened to the point of
di sappearance between florid jows. "Do you have anything el se to say before you return to hell
Ant i pope?"

"Not to you," nmurrmured Father Duré and closed his eyes in prayer

The two Swi ss Quard troopers seized Father Duré's thin arnms. The Jesuit did not resist. One of
the troopers grabbed the resurrected man by the brow and pulled his head back, stretching the thin
neck in a bow.

Cardi nal Lourdusany took a graceful half step closer. Fromthe folds of his silken sleeve
snicked a knife blade with a horn handle. While the troopers held the still passive Duré, whose
Adam s appl e seened to grow nore prom nent as his head was forced back, Lourdusanmy swept his arm
up and around in a fluid, casting-away gesture. Blood spurted fromDuré's severed carotid artery.

St eppi ng back to avoid staining his robes, Lourdusany slid the blade back into his sleeve,
rai sed the broad-nouthed chalice, and caught the pul sing stream of bl ood. Wen the chalice was
almost filled and the bl ood had ceased spurting, he nodded to the Swiss Guard trooper, who
i medi ately rel eased Father Duré's head.

The resurrected man was a corpse once again, head lolling, eyes still shut, nouth open, the
sl ashed throat gapping like painted lips on a terrible, ragged grin. The two Swiss Quard troopers
arranged the body on the slab and lifted the shroud away. The naked dead nan | ooked pal e and
vul nerable -- torn throat, scarred chest, long, white fingers, pale belly, flaccid genitals,
scrawny | egs. Death -- even in an age of resurrection -- leaves little or no dignity even to those
who have lived lives of sustained self-control

Wil e the troopers held the beautiful shroud out of harm s way, Cardinal Lourdusamy poured the
heavy chalice's blood onto the dead man's eyes, into his gaping nouth, into the raw kni fe wound,
and down the chest, belly, and groin of the corpse, the spreading scarlet matching and surpassing
the intensity of color in the Cardinal's robes.

"Sie aber seid nicht fleischlich, sondern geistlich," said Cardinal Lourdusany. "You are not
made of flesh, but of spirit.”

The tall man rai sed an eyebrow. "Bach, isn't it?"

"OF course,"” said the Cardinal, setting the nowenpty chalice next to the corpse. He nodded to
the Swiss Guard troopers and they covered the body with the two-layered shroud. Blood i mmedi ately
soaked the beautiful fabrics.

"Jesu, neine Freunde," added Lourdusany.

"I thought so," said the taller nan. He gave the Cardi nal a questioning | ook

"Yes," agreed Cardinal Lourdusany.

" Now. "

The man in gray wal ked around the bier and stood behind the two troopers, who were conpl eting
their tucking-in of the bl ood-soaked shroud. Wen the troopers straightened and stepped back from
the marble slab, the man in gray lifted his |large hands to the back of each man's neck. The
troopers' eyes and nmout hs opened wi de, but they had no time to cry out: within a second their open
eyes and nouths blazed with an incandescent light, their skin becane translucent to the orange
flame within their bodies, and then they were gone -- volatilized, scattered to particles finer
than ash. The man in gray brushed his hands together to rid themof the thin |ayer of mcro-ash.
"A pity, Councillor Al bedo," nurmured Cardinal Lourdusany in his thick runble of a voice.

The man in gray | ooked at the suggestion of airborne dust settling in the dimlight and then
back at the Cardinal. H s eyebrow rose once again in query.

"No, no, no," runbled Lourdusany, "I nean the shroud. The stains will never conme out. W have
to weave a new one after every resurrection.” He turned and started toward the secret panel, his
robes rustling. "Cone, A bedo. W need to talk and | still have a Mass of Thanksgiving to say

bef ore noon."

After the panel slid shut behind the two, the resurrection chanber lay silent and enpty except
for the shrouded corpse and the slightest hint of gray fog in the dimlight, a shifting, fading
m st suggestive of the departing souls of the nore recent dead.

2

On the week that Pope Julius died for the ninth time and Father Duré was nurdered for the fifth
tinme, Aenea and | were 160,000 |ight-years away on the kidnapped planet Earth -- Add Earth, the
real Earth -- circling a Gtype star that was not the sun in the Lesser Magellanic C oud, a gal axy
that was not the Earth's hone gal axy.
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It had been a strange week for us. W did not know that the Pope had died, of course, since
there was no contact between this relocated Earth and Pax space except for the dormant farcaster
portals. Actually, | know now, Aenea was aware of the Pope's dem se through neans we di d not
suspect then, but she did not nention events in Pax space to us and no one thought to ask her. Qur
lives on Earth during those years of exile were sinple and peaceful and profound in ways that are
now hard to fathom and al nost painful to recall. At any rate, that particular week had been
prof ound but not sinple or peaceful for us: the Ad Architect with whom Aenea had been studying
for the last four years had died on Monday, and his funeral had been a sad and hasty affair out on
the desert that wintry Tuesday eveni ng. On Wednesday, Aenea had turned sixteen, but the event was
over shadowed by the pall of grief and confusion at the Taliesin Fellowship and only A Bettik and
| had tried to celebrate the day with her

The android had baked a chocol ate cake, Aenea's favorite, and | had worked for days to whittle
an el aborately carved wal king stick out of a sturdy branch we had found during one of the Ad
Architect's conpul sory picnic expeditions to the nearby nountains. That evening we ate the cake
and drank some chanpagne in Aenea's beautiful little apprentice shelter in the desert, but she was
subdued and distracted by the old man's death and the Fell owship's panic. | realize now that mnuch
of her distraction nust have cone from her awareness of the Pope's death, of the violent events
that were gathering on the future's horizon, and of the end of what would be the nost peacefu
four years we woul d ever know together

I remenber the conversation that evening of Aenea's sixteenth birthday. It had grown dark early
and the air was chill. Qutside the confortable stone-and-canvas home she had built four years
earlier for her apprenticeship challenge, the dust was bl owi ng and the sagebrush and yucca plants
rasped and contorted in the wind's grip. W sat by the hissing lantern, traded our chanpagne
gl asses for nugs of warmtea, and tal ked softly beneath the hiss of sand on canvas.

"It's strange," | said. "W knew he was old and ill, but no one seened to believe that he would
die." | was speaking of the Od Architect, of course, not of the distant Pope who nmeant so little
to us. And, like all of us on the exiled Earth, Aenea's nmentor had not carried the cruciform His

death was final in the way the Pope's could not be.

"He seened to know, " Aenea said softly.

"He's been calling in each of his apprentices for the past nonth. Inparting sone |ast bit of
wi sdom "

"What last bit of wisdomdid he share with you?" | asked. "I nmean, if it's not a secret or too
personal . "

Aenea smiled over the steam ng nmug of tea.

"He rem nded ne that the patron will always agree to pay twi ce what the bid was if you send
al ong the extra expenses bit by bit once construction has started and the structure is taking
shape. He said that was beyond the point of no return, so the client was hooked like a trout on a
si x-pound line."

Both A. Bettik and |I laughed. It was not a disrespectful laugh -- the AOd Architect had been
one of those rare creatures, a true genius conbined with an overpowering personality -- but even
when thinking of himw th sadness and affection, we could recognize the selfishness and
devi ousness that had al so been part of his personality. And | don't mean to be coy here by
referring to himonly as the Od Architect: the cybrid' s personality tenplate had been
reconstructed froma pre-Hegira human named Frank LlIoyd Wight who had worked in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, A D. But while everyone at the Taliesin Fellowship had referred to him
respectfully as M. Wight, including even those ol der apprentices who were his age, | had al ways
thought of himas the AOd Architect because of things Aenea had said about her future nentor
before we cane here to A d Earth.

As if thinking along these same lines, A Bettik said, "It's odd, isn't it?"

"What's that?" said Aenea

The android sniled and rubbed his left armwhere it ended at a snooth stunp just below the
elbow. It is a habit he had devel oped over the past few years. The autosurgeon on the dropship
that had carried us through the farcaster from God's Grove had kept the android alive, but his
chemi stry had been sufficiently different to prevent the ship fromgrowing hima newarm "I

mean," he said, "that despite the ascendancy of the Church in the affairs of hunmankind, the
questi on of whether human bei ngs have a soul which | eaves the body after death has yet to be
definitely answered. Yet in M. Wight's case, we know that his cybrid personality still exists
separate fromhis body -- or at least did for some tine after the nmoment of his death.”

"Do we know that for sure?" | said. The tea was warm and good. Aenea and | bought it -- traded
for it actually -- at the Indian market | ocated in the desert where the city of Scottsdal e should
have been.
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It was Aenea who answered my question. "Yes. My father's cybrid personality survived the
destruction of his body and was stored in the Schrén Loop in Mther's skull. Even after that, we
know that it had a separate existence in the negasphere and then resided in the Consul's ship for
atine. Acybrid' s personality survives as a sort of holistic wave front propagated al ong the
matri ces of the datunpl ane or negasphere until it returns to the Al source in the Core."

| had known this but never understood it. "Ckay," | said, "but where did M. Wight's Al-BASED
personality wave front go? There can't be any connections to the Core out here in the Magellanic
Cloud. There are no dataspheres here."

Aenea set down her enpty mug. "There has to be a connection, or M. Wight and the other
reconstructed cybrid personalities assenbled here on Earth couldn't have exi sted. Renenber, the
TechnoCore used the Planck space between the farcaster portals as their nedium and hiding place
bef ore the dyi ng Hegenony destroyed the farcaster openings to it."

"The Void Which Binds," |I said, repeating the phrase fromthe old poet's Cantos.
"Yeah," said Aenea. "Although | always thought that was a dunmb nane."
"Whatever it's called,” | said, "I don't understand how it can reach here ... a different
gal axy. "
"The mediumthe Core used for farcasters reaches everywhere," said Aenea. "It perneates space

and time." My young friend frowned. "No, that's not right, space and tinme are bound up in it
the Void Which Binds transcends space and tine."

| 1 ooked around. The lantern |ight was enough to fill the little tent structure, but outside it
was dark and the wind how ed. "Then the Core can reach here?"
Aenea shook her head. W had held this discussion before. I had not understood the concept

t hen.
| did not understand it now.
"These cybrids are connected to Al's which aren't really part of the Core," she said. "M.

Wight's persona wasn't. My father ... the second Keats cybrid ... wasn't."
This was the part | had never understood. "The Cantos said that the Keats cybrids -- including
your father -- were created by Umon, a Core Al. Umon told your father that the cybrids were a

Core experinent."

Aenea stood and wal ked to the opening of her apprentice shelter. The canvas on either side
rippled with the wind, but kept its shape and held the sand outside. She had built it well.

"Uncle Martin wote the Cantos," she said. "He told the truth as best he could. But there were
el ements he did not understand.”

"Me too," | said and dropped the matter.

| wal ked over and put ny arm around Aenea, feeling the subtle changes in her back and shoul der
and armsince the first time | had hugged her four years earlier. "Happy birthday, kiddo."

She gl anced up at ne and then | aid her head agai nst nmy chest. "Thank you, Raul."

There had been other changes in my youthful friend since first we met when she was just turning
twel ve, standard. | could say that she had grown to womanhood in the intervening years, but
despite the roundi ng of her hips and obvious breasts beneath the old sweatshirt she wore, | stil
did not see her as a woman. No |onger a child, of course, but not yet a woman. She was ... Aenea
The | um nous dark eyes were the sane -- intelligent, questioning, a bit sad with sone secret
know edge -- and the effect of being physically touched when she turned the attention of her gaze
on you was as strong as ever

Her brown hair had grown sonmewhat darker in the past few years, she had cut it the previous

spring -- nowit was shorter than mne had been when | was in the Home Guard nmilitary on Hyperion
a dozen years earlier, when | set ny hand on her head the hair was barely | ong enough to rise
between ny fingers -- but | could see sone glints of the old blond streaks there, brought out by

the | ong days she spent working in the Arizona sunlight. As we stood there listening to the

bl owi ng dust scraping canvas, A Bettik a silent shadow behind us, Aenea took my hand in both of
hers. She m ght have been sixteen that day, a young wonan rather than a girl, but her hands were
still tiny in nmy huge palm

"Raul ?" she said. | |ooked at her and waited. "WIIl you do sonething for ne?" she said softly,
very softly.

"Yes." | did not hesitate.

She squeezed ny hand and | ooked directly into ne then. "WIIl you do sonething for ne tonorrow?"

"Yes."

Nei t her her gaze nor the pressure on ny hand let up. "WIIl you do anything for me?" This tinme
did hesitate. | knew what such a vow mi ght entail, even though this strange and wonderful child
had never asked ne to do anything for her -- had not asked that | cone with her on this nad

odyssey. That had been a promise | had made to the old poet, Martin Silenus, before | had even net
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Aenea. | knew that there were things that | could not -- in good conscience or bad -- bring nyself
to do. But forenpst ampong those things | was incapable of doing was denyi ng Aenea.

"Yes," | said, "I will do anything you ask."

At that nonent | knew that | was lost -- and resurrected.

Aenea did not speak then, but only nodded, squeezed nmy hand a final time, and turned back to
the light, the cake, and our waiting android friend. On the next day | was to | earn what her
request truly nmeant, and how difficult it would be to honor ny vow.

I will stop for a nonent. | realize that you m ght not know about nme unless you have read the
first few hundred pages of ny tale, which, because | had to recycle the nicrovel |l um upon which |
wote them no longer exist except in the menory of this 'scriber. | told the truth in those | ost
pages.

O at least the truth as | knewit then. O at least | tried to tell the truth. Mstly. After
havi ng recycl ed the mcrovel l um pages of that first attenpt to tell the story of Aenea, and
because the 'scriber has never been out of ny sight, | have to assune that no one has read t hem
The fact that they were witten in a Schrodi nger cat box execution egg in exile orbit around the
barren world of Armaghast -- the cat box being little nore than a fixed-position energy shel
hol di ng ny atnosphere, air and food recycling equipnment, bed, table, 'scriber, and a vial of
cyanide gas waiting to be rel eased by a random i sotope em ssion -- would seemto have insured that
you have not read those pages. But | amnot sure.

Strange things were happening then. Strange things have happened since. | wll reserve judgnent
on whet her those pages -- and these -- could ever have been, or ever will be, read. In the
meantime, | will reintroduce nyself. My nane is Raul Endymion, ny first name rhyming with tall --
which I am-- and nmy | ast nane deriving fromthe "abandoned" university city of Endynion on the
backwat er world of Hyperion. | qualify the word "abandoned" because that quarantined city is where
I nmet the old poet -- Martin Silenus, the ancient author of the banned epic poemthe Cantos -- and
that is where ny adventure began

| use the word "adventure" with some irony, and perhaps in the sense that all of life is an
adventure. For it is true that while the voyage began as an adventure -- an attenpt to rescue
twel ve-year-old Aenea fromthe Pax and to escort her safely to the distant dd Earth -- it has
since beconme a full lifetine of |ove, |oss, and wonder.

Anyway, at the time of this telling, during the week of the Pope's death, the A d Architect's
death, and Aenea's inauspicious sixteenth birthday in exile, | was thirty-two years old, stil
tall, still strong, still trained nostly in hunting, braw ing, and watching others |ead, stil
callow, and just teetering on the precipice of falling forever in love with the girl-child | had
protected like a little sister and who -- overnight, it seemed -- had becone a girl-worman whom |
knew now as a friend. | should also say that the other things | wite of here -- the events in Pax
space, the nurder of Paul Duré, the retrieval of the fenml e-thing naned Rhadamanth Nenes, the
t houghts of Father Federico de Soya -- are not surm sed or extrapolated or nade-up in the way that
the old fiction novels were in Martin Silenus's day. | know these things, down to the |evel of
Fat her de Soya's thoughts and Councillor Al bedo's apparel that day, not because | am omni scient,
but because of later events and revel ations that gave access to such omni sci ence.

It will make sense later. At least | hope it wll.

| apol ogi ze for this awkward rei ntroduction.

The tenplate for Aenea's cybrid father -- a poet naned John Keats -- said in his |ast letter of
farewell to his friends, "I have always nmade an awkward bow." In truth, so have | -- whether in

departure or greeting or, as is perhaps the case here, in inprobable reunion
So |l will return to ny nenories and ask your indul gence if they do not make perfect sense at ny
first attenpt to share and shape them

The wi nd how ed and the dust blew for three days and three nights after Aenea's sixteenth
birthday. The girl was gone for all that tine. Over the past four years | had grown used to her
"time-outs," as she called them and | usually did not fret the way | had the first few tinmes she
had di sappeared for days on end. This time, however, | was nore concerned than usual: the death of
the Ad Architect had left the twenty-seven apprentices and the sixty-sone support people at the
desert canp -- which is what the Od Architect called Taliesin Wst -- anxi ous and uneasy. The
dust storm added to that anxiety, as dust storns always do. Most of the famlies and support staff
lived close by, in one of the desert-masonry dormitories M. Wight had his interns build south of
the main buildings, and the canmp conplex itself was alnpost fortlike with its walls and courtyards
and covered wal kways -- good for scuttling between buildings during a dust storm-- but each
successive day without either sunlight or Aenea made ne increasingly nervous. Several tines each
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day | went to her apprentice shelter: it was the farthest fromthe nmain conpound, alnbst a quarter

of a nmle north toward the nountains. She was never there -- she had | eft the door untethered and
a note telling ne not to worry, that it was just one of her excursions and that she was taking
plenty of water -- but every tinme | visited | appreciated her shelter nore. Four years earlier

when she and | had first arrived with a dropship stolen froma Pax warshi p, both of us exhausted,
battered, and burned, not to nention with an android healing in the ship's autosurgeon, the AOd
Architect and the other apprentices had greeted us with warnth and acceptance. M. Wight had not
seemed surprised that a twelve-year-old child had come across world after world via farcaster to
find himand to ask to be his apprentice. | renenber that first day when the O d Architect had
asked her what she knew of architecture -- "nothing," Aenea had replied quietly, "except that you
are the one | should learn from"

Evidently this had been the correct response. M. Wight had told her that all of the
apprentices who had arrived before her -- all twenty-six others, as it turned out -- had been
asked to design and build their own shelters in the desert as a sort of entry exam The Ad
Architect had offered sone crude materials fromthe conpound -- canvas, stone, cenent, a bit of
cast-of f lunber -- but the design and effort were up to the girl.

Before she set to work (not being an apprentice, | nade do with a tent close to the nain
compound), Aenea and | toured the other apprentice shelters. Mst were variations on tent-shacks.

They were serviceable and sone showed style -- one particularly exhibited a nice design flare
but, as Aenea pointed out to ne, would not keep the sand or rain out with the slightest wind --
but none was particularly menorabl e.

Aenea worked el even days on her shelter. | hel ped her do sone of the heavy lifting and a bit of
the excavating (A Bettik was still recovering at that tinme -- first in the autosurgeon, then in
the conpound's infirmary), but the girl did all of the planning and nost of the work. The result
was this wonderful shelter that | visited four tines a day during this, her last hiatus in the
desert. Aenea had excavated the main sections of the shelter so that nost of it was bel ow ground
| evel . Then she had set flagstones in place, making sure that they fit tightly, to create a snooth
floor. Over the stones she set colorful rugs and bl ankets she traded for at the Indian Market
fifteen mles away. Around the excavated core of the home she set walls that were about a neter
high, but with the sunken main room they seened taller. They were constructed of the sane rough
"desert masonry" that M. Wight had used in building the walls and superstructure of the nmain
conmpound bui |l di ngs and Aenea used the sane techni que, although she had never heard hi mdescribe
it.

First, she gathered stones fromthe desert and the many arroyos and washes around the hilltop
conpound. The rocks were of every size and color -- purple, black, rusty reds, and deep unbers --
and sone held petroglyphs or fossils. After gathering the stones, Aenea built wooden fornms and set
the larger rocks in with their flat sides against the inside face of the form She then spent days
in the broiling sun, shoveling sand fromthe washes and carting it back to her building site in
wheel barrows, mxing it there with cement to formthe concrete that held the stones in place as
the m xture hardened. It was a rough concrete/stone concoction -- desert masonry, M. Wi ght
called it -- but it was strangely beautiful, the colorful rocks showi ng through the surface of the
concrete, fissures and textures everywhere. Once in place, the walls were about a nmeter high and
thi ck enough to hold out the desert heat in the daytine and hold in the inner heat at night. Her
shelter was nore conplex than it first appeared to the eye -- it was nonths before | appreciated
the subtle tricks she had pulled in its design

One ducked to enter the vestibule, a stone-and-canvas porte cochere with three broad steps
| eadi ng one down and around to the wood and masonry portal that served as the entrance to the main
room This twi sting, descending vestibule acted as a sort of air lock, sealing out the desert sand
and harshness, and the way she had rigged the canvas -- alnost |ike overlapping jib sails --

i mproved the air-lock effect. The "main roonf was only three nmeters across and five long, but it
seemed nuch | arger. Aenea had used built-in benches around a raised stone table to create a dining
and sitting area, and then placed nore niches and stone seats near a hearth she had fashioned in

the north wall of the shelter. There was an actual stone chimey built into the wall, and it did
not touch the canvas or wood at any point. Between the stone walls and the canvas -- at about eye
hei ght when seated -- she had rigged screened wi ndows that ran the length of the north and south

sides of the shelter. These panoramic viewslits could be battened down by both canvas and sliding
wood shutters, operated fromthe inside. Overhead, she had used old fiberglass rods found in the
conmpound junk heap to shape the canvas in snpboth arches, sudden peaks, cathedral vaults, and odd,
fol ded ni ches.

She had actually fashioned a bedroom for herself, again renoved fromthe nmain room by two steps
twisted at sixty-degree angles, the entire niche built into the gently rising slope and set back
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agai nst a huge boul der she had found on the site. There was no water or plunbing out here -- we
all shared the comunal showers and toilets in the conpound annex -- but Aenea had built a lovely
little rock basin and bath next to her bed (a plywod platformwi th mattress and bl ankets), and
several tinmes a week she would heat water in the main kitchen and carry it to her shelter, bucket
by bucket, for a hot bath.

The light through the canvas ceilings and walls was warm at sunrise, buttery at m dday, and
orange in the evening. In addition, Aenea had deliberately placed the shelter in careful relation
to saguaros, prickly pear bushes, and staghorn cactus so that different shadows would fall on
different planes of canvas at different times of day. It was a confortable, pleasant place. And
enpty beyond description when ny young friend was absent.

| mentioned that the apprentices and support staff were anxious after the Od Architect's
death. Distraught night be a better word. | spent nost of those three days of Aenea's absence
listening to the concerned babble of al nost ninety people -- never together, since even the dinner
shifts in the dining hall were spaced apart because M. Wight had not |iked huge crowds at dinner
-- and the level of panic seened to grow as the days and dust storms went by. Aenea's absence was
a big part of the hysteria: she was the youngest apprentice at Taliesin -- the youngest person
actually -- but the others had grown used to asking advice of her and of |istening when she spoke.
In one week, they had lost both their mentor and their guide. On the fourth norning after her
birthday, the dust stornms ended and Aenea returned. | happened to be out jogging just after
sunrise and saw her comning across the desert fromthe direction of the McDowel| Mountains: she was
silhouetted in the morning light, a thin figure with short hair against the corona brilliance, and
in that second I thought of the first time | had seen her in the Valley of the Tinme Tonmbs on
Hyperion. She grinned when she saw ne. "Hey, Boo," she called. It was an old joke based on sone

book she had read as a very young child. "Hey, Scout," | called back, answering in the sanme in-
j oke I anguage. W stopped when we were five paces apart. My inpulse was to hug her and hold her
cl ose and beg her not to disappear again. | did not do that.

The rich, lowlight of norning threw | ong shadows behind the cholla cacti, grease bushes, and
sage, and bathed our all-sunburned skin in an orange glow. "How re the troops doi ng?" asked Aenea.
I could see that despite her prom ses to the contrary, she had been fasting during the past three
days. She had al ways been thin, but now her ribs al nbst showed through her thin cotton shirt. Her
lips were dry and cracked. "They upset?" she said.

"They're shitting bricks," | said. For years |'d avoi ded using ny Hone Guard vocabul ary around
the kid, but she was sixteen now.

Besi des, she had al ways used a saltier vocabulary than | knew.

Aenea grinned. The brilliant light illum nated the sandy streaks in her short hair. "That'd be
good for a bunch of architects, | guess."

| rubbed my chin, feeling the rough stubble there.

"Seriously, kiddo. They're pretty upset."

Aenea nodded. "Yeah. They don't know what to do or where to go now that M. Wight's gone." She
squinted toward the Fell owshi p conpound, which showed up as little nore than asymetrical bits of
stone and canvas just visible above the cacti and scrub brush. Sunlight glinted off unseen w ndows
and one of the fountains. "Let's get everybody in the nusic pavilion and talk," said Aenea, and
began striding toward Taliesin.

And thus began our last full day together on Earth.

| amgoing to interrupt nyself here. | hear ny own voice on the 'scriber and renmenber the pause
inthe telling at this point. Wat | wanted to do here was tell all about the four years of exile
on Ad Earth -- all about the apprentices and other people at the Taliesin Fellowship, all about
the A d Architect and his whins and petty cruelties, as well as about his brilliance and childlike
ent husiasns. | wanted to describe the many conversations with Aenea over those forty-eight |oca
months (which -- as | never got tired of being amazed by -- corresponded perfectly to Hegenony/ pax
standard nonths!) and ny slow grow h of understanding of her incredible insights and abilities.
Finally, | wanted to tell of all ny excursions during that tine -- my trip around the Earth in the
dropship, the long driving adventures in North Anerica, ny fleeting contact with the other islands
of humanity huddl ed around cybrid figures fromthe human past (the gathering in Israel and New
Pal estine around the cybrid Jesus of Nazareth was a nenorable group to visit), but primarily, when

I hear the brief silence on the 'scriber that took the place of these tales, | renenber the reason
for my om ssion.
As | said before, | 'scribed these words in the Schrodi nger cat box orbiting Arnaghast, while

awai ti ng the sinultaneous em ssion of an isotopic particle and the activation of the particle
detector. Wen these two events coincided, the cyanide gas built into the static-energy field
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around the recycling equipnment woul d be rel eased.

Deat h woul d not be instantaneous, but near enough. Wiile protesting earlier that | would take
my tinme in telling our story -- Aenea's and mne -- | realize nowthat there was sone editing,
sone attenpt to get to the inportant el enents before the particle decayed and the gas fl owed.

I will not doubl e-guess that decision now, except to say that the four years on Earth woul d be
worth telling about at sone other point in tine: the ninety people of the Fellowship were decent,
conpl ex, devious, and interesting in the way of all intelligent human beings, and their tales
should be told. Sinmilarly, my explorations across Earth, both in the dropship and in the 1948
"Wbody" station wagon that the O d Architect | oaned nme, mght support an epic poem of their own.
But | amnot a poet. But | was a tracker in ny hunting-guide days, and nmy job here is to follow
the path of Aenea's growth to wonmanhood and nessi ahship w t hout wandering down too nany
sidetracks. And so | shall. The A d Architect always referred to the Fell owshi p conpound as
"desert canp." Mst of the apprentices referred to it as "Taliesin" -- which nmeans " Shining Brow'
in Wlsh., (M. Wight was of Wl sh distraction. | spent weeks trying to renenber a Pax or CQutback
worl d named Wl sh, before | remenbered that the Od Architect had |ived and di ed before
spaceflight.) Aenea often referred to the place as "Taliesin Wst," which suggested to even
soneone as dull as ne that there had to be a Taliesin East. Wen | asked her three years earlier
Aenea had explained that the original M. Wight had built his first Taliesin Fellowship conmpound
in the early 1930's in Spring G een, Wsconsin -- Wsconsin being one of the political and
geogr aphi cal sub-units of the ancient North Anerican nation-state called the United States of
Aneri ca.

When | asked Aenea if the first Taliesin was like this one, she had said, "Not really. There

were a series of Wsconsin Taliesins -- both hones and fell owshi p conpounds -- and nobst were
destroyed by fire. That's one of the reasons M. Wight installed so many pools and fountains here
at this conpound -- sources of water to fight the inevitable fires."

"And his first Taliesin was built in the 1930's?" | said.

Aenea shook her head. "He opened his first Taliesin Fellowship in 1932," she said. "But that
was nostly a way to get slave |abor fromhis apprentices -- both for building his dream and
raising food for him-- during the Depression."

"What was t he Depression?"

"Bad econonic tinmes in their pure capitalist nation-state," Aenea said. "Renenber, the econony
wasn't really global then, and it depended upon private noney institutions called banks, gold
reserves, and the value of physical money -- actual coins and pieces of paper that were supposed
to be worth sonething. It was all a consensual hallucination, of course, and in the 1930's, the
hal | uci nation turned nightnmare."

"Jesus," | said.

"Precisely," said Aenea. "Anyway, |long before that, in 1909 A D., the mddle-aged M. Wi ght
abandoned his wife and six children and ran away to Europe with a married wonan."

| admit that | blinked at this news. The thought of the Od Architect -- a man in his nid-
ei ghties when we had net himfour years ago -- with a sex life, and a scandal ous one at that, took
sonme getting used to. | also wondered what all this had to do with nmy question about Taliesin
East .

Aenea was getting to that. "Wen he returned with the other wonan," she said, snmling at ny
rapt attention, "he began building the first Taliesin -- his hone in Wsconsin -- for Mamah ... "

"His mother?" | said, totally confused

"Manah Borthwi ck," said Aenea, spelling the first name for ne. "Ms. Cheney. The O her Wnan."

"oh. "

The smle fading, she continued. "The scandal had destroyed his architectural practice and nmade
hima branded man in the United States. But he built Taliesin and forged ahead, trying to find new
patrons. His first wife, Catherine, would not give hima divorce. The newspapers -- those were
dat abanks printed on paper and distributed regularly -- thrived on such gossip and fanned the
flames of the scandal, not letting it die.”

W had been wal king in the courtyard when | asked Aenea the sinple question about Taliesin, and
| renmenber pausing by the fountain during this part of her answer. | was al ways anmazed at what
this child knew

"Then," she said, "on August 15, 1914, a worker at Taliesin went crazy, killed Mamah Bort hw ck
and her son John and daughter Martha with a hatchet, burned their bodies, set fire to the
conmpound, and then killed four of M. Wight's friends and apprentices before swall owi ng acid
hinsel f. The entire place burned down."

"My God," | whispered, |ooking toward the dining hall where the cybrid AQd Architect was having
lunch with a few of his ol dest apprentices even as we spoke.
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"He never gave up," said Aenea. "A few days later, on August 18, M. Wight was touring an
artificial |lake on the Taliesin property when the dam he was standi ng on gave way and he was swept
into a rain-swollen creek. Against all odds, he swam out of the torrent. A few weeks |ater he
started to rebuild."

| thought that | understood then what she was telling nme about the O d Architect. "Wy aren't

we at that Taliesin?" | asked as we strolled away fromthe bubbling fountain in the desert
courtyard

Aenea shook her head. "Good question. | doubt if it even exists in this rebuilt version of
Earth. It was inportant to M. Wight, though. He died here ... near Taliesin West ... on April 9,

1959, but he was buried back near the Wsconsin Taliesin."

| stopped wal ki ng then. The thought of the Od Architect dying was a new and di sturbing
t hought .

Everyt hi ng about our exile had been steady-state, cal mand sel f-renew ng, but now Aenea had
rem nded me that everything and everyone ends. O had, before the Pax introduced the cruciform and
physi cal resurrection to humanity. But no one at the Fell owship -- perhaps no one on this
ki dnapped Earth -- had submitted to a cruciform

That conversation had been three years earlier. This norning, the week after the cybrid Ad
Architect's death and incongruous burial in the small nmausol eum he had built out in the desert, we
were ready to face the consequences of death without resurrection and the end of things.

Whi |l e Aenea went off to the bath and laundry pavilion to wash up, | found A Bettik and the two
of us got busy with spreading the word of the neeting in the nusic pavilion. The bl ue-ski nned
android did not act surprised that Aenea, the youngest of us, was calling and | eadi ng the neeting.
Both A. Bettik and | had watched silently over the past few years as the girl became the | ocus of
t he Fel | owshi p.

I jogged fromthe fields to the dormtories, fromthe dormtories to the kitchen -- where
rang the large bell set in the fanciful bell tower above the stairway to the guest deck. Those
apprentices or workers whom | did not contact personally should hear the bell and cone to
i nvesti gate.

Fromthe kitchen, where | |left cooks and some of the apprentices taking their aprons off and
Wi ping their hands, | announced the neeting to people having coffee in the |arge Fell owship dining
room (the view fromthis beautiful room]looked north toward the MDowel| peaks, so sone had
wat ched Aenea and nme return and knew that sonething was up), and then | poked ny head in M.
Wight's snmaller, private dining room-- enpty -- and then jogged over to the drafting room This
was probably the npst attractive roomin the conpound with its long rows of drafting tables and
filing cabinets set under the sloping canvas roof, the nmorning light flooding in through the two
rows of offset wi ndows. The sun was hi gh enough nowto fall on the roof and the snmell of heated
canvas was as pleasant as the butter-rich light. Aenea had once told ne that it was this sense of

canping out -- of working within the confines of |ight and canvas and stone -- that had been the
real reason for M. Wight coming west to the second Taliesin. There were ten or twelve of the
apprentices in the drafting room all standing around -- none working now that the A d Architect
was no | onger around to suggest projects -- and | told themthat Aenea would like us to gather in

the music pavilion. None protested. None grumbled or nade any conment about a sixteen-year-old
telling ninety of her elders to cone together in the mddle of a workday. If anything, the
apprentices |ooked relieved to hear that she was back and taking charge.

Fromthe drafting room| went to the library where | had spent so many happy hours and then
checked the conference room I|it only by four glowing panels in the floor, and announced the
nmeeting to the people | found in both places. Then | jogged down the concrete path under the
covered wal kway of desert nasonry and peered in the cabaret theater where the A d Architect had
| oved to show novies on Saturday nights. This place had always tickled ne -- its thick stone walls
and roof, the |ong descending space with pl ywood benches covered with red cushions, the well-worn
red carpet on the floor, and the many hundreds of white Christmas |ights running back and forth on
the ceiling. Wien we first arrived, Aenea and | were amazed to find that the Od Architect
demanded that his apprentices and their famlies "dress for dinner" on Saturdays -- ancient
tuxedoes and bl ack ties, of the sort one sees in the ol dest history holos. The wonen wore strange
dresses out of antiquity. M. Wight provided the formal clothes for those who failed to bring
themin their flight to Earth through Tine Tonbs or farcaster

That first Saturday, Aenea had shown up dressed in a tuxedo, shirt, and black tie rather than
one of the dresses provided. Wien | first saw the Ad Architect's shocked expression, | was sure
that he was going to throw us out of the Fellowship and nake us eke out a living in the desert,
but then the old face creased into a snmle and within seconds he was | aughing. He never asked
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Aenea to dress in anything else. After the formal Saturday dinners, we would either have a group
musi cal event or assenble in the cabaret theater for a novie -- one of the ancient, celluloid
kinds that had to be projected by a machine. It was rather |ike learning to enjoy cave art.

Both Aenea and | loved the filnms he chose -- ancient twentieth-century flat things, many in
bl ack and white -- and for sone reason that he never explained, M. Wight preferred to watch them
with the "sound track," optical jiggles and wiggles, visible on the screen. Actually, we'd watched
films there for a year before one of the other apprentices told us that they had been nade to be
wat ched wi t hout the sound track visible.

Today the cabaret theater was enpty, the Christmas lights dark. | jogged on, noving fromroom
to room building to building, rounding up apprentices, workers, and famly nenbers until | nmet A
Bettik by the fountain and we joined the others in the large nusic pavilion

The pavilion was a | arge space, with a broad stage and six rows of eighteen uphol stered seats
in each row. The walls were of redwood painted Cherokee Red (the A d Architect's favorite col or)
and the usual thick desert masonry. A grand piano and a few potted plants were the only things on
the red-carpeted stage. Overhead, stretched tight above a gridwrk of wood and steel ribs, was the
usual white canvas. Aenea had once told nme that after the death of the first M. Wight, plastic
had taken the place of canvas to relieve the necessity of replacing canvas every couple of years.
But upon this M. Wight's return, the plastic was ripped out -- as was the glass above the main
drafting room-- so that pure light through white canvas woul d be the rule once again. A Bettik
and | stood near the rear of the nusic pavilion as the rmurmuring apprentices and other workers
took their seats, sone of the construction workers standing on the aisle steps or at the back with
the android and ne, as if worried about tracking mud and dust onto the rich carpet and uphol stery.

When Aenea entered through the side curtains and junped to the stage, all the conversation
st opped.

The acoustics were good in M. Wight's nusic pavilion, but Aenea had al ways been able to
proj ect her voice without seeming to raise it.

She spoke softly. "Thank you for gathering. | thought we should talk."

Jaev Peters, one of the ol der apprentices, imrediately stood up in the fifth row. "You were
gone, Aenea. In the desert again."

The girl on the stage nodded.

"Did you talk to the Lions and Tigers and Bears?"

No one in the audience tittered or giggled.

The question was asked in deadly seriousness and the answer was awaited by ninety people just
as seriously. | should explain.

It all began in the Cantos Martin Silenus wote nore than two centuries ago.

That tale of the Hyperion pilgrins, the Shrike, and the battle between humanity and the
TechnoCore expl ai ned how the early cyberspace webs had evol ved into planetary dataspheres. By the
time of the Hegenmony, the Al TechnoCore had used their secret farcaster and fatline technol ogies
to weave hundreds of dataspheres into a single, secret, interstellar information nmediumcalled the
megasphere. But, according to the Cantos, Aenea's father -- the cybrid John Keats -- had travel ed
i n di senbodi ed datapersona formto the negasphere's Core and di scovered that there was a |arger
dat unpl ane nedi um perhaps | arger than our gal axy, which even the Core Al's were afraid to explore
because it was full of "lions and tigers and bears" -- those were Umon the Al's words. These were
the beings -- or intelligences -- or gods, for all we knew -- who had ki dnapped the Earth and
brought it here before the Core could destroy it a mllenniumago. These Lions and Tigers and
Bears were the bugaboo guardi ans of our world.

No one in the Fell owship had ever seen any of these entities, or spoken to them or had any
solid evidence of their existence. No one except Aenea.

"No," said the girl on the stage, "I didn't talk to them" She | ooked down as if enbarrassed.
She was always reticent to talk about this. "But |I think I heard them"

"They spoke to you?" said Jaev Peters. The pavilion was hushed.

"No," said Aenea. "I didn't say that. | just ... heard them A bit |ike when you overhear
soneone el se's conversation through a dormtory wall."

There was a rustle of anusenent at this. For all the thick stone walls on the Fell owship
property, the dormpartitions were notably thin.

"Al right," said Bets Kinbal fromthe first row Bets was the chief cook and a | arge, sensible
worman. "Tell us what they said.”

Aenea stepped up to the edge of the red-carpeted stage and | ooked out at her el ders and
col l eagues. "I can tell you this," she said softly. "There'll be no nore food and supplies from
the Indian Market. That's gone."

It was as if she had set off a grenade in the nusic pavilion. Wen the babbl e began to subside,
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one of the biggest of the construction workers, a man naned Hussan, shouted over the noise.

"What do you nean it's gone? \Were do we get our food?"

There was good reason for the panic. In M. Wight's day, way back in the twentieth century,
his Fell owship desert canp had been about fifty kiloneters froma large town called Phoeni x.
Unl i ke the Depression-era Wsconsin Taliesin, where apprentices raised crops in the rich soil even
whil e they worked on M. Wight's construction plans, this desert canp had never been able to grow
its own food. So they drove to Phoeni x and bartered or paid out their prinmitive coins and paper
money for basic supplies. The A d Architect had al ways depended upon the | argesse of patrons --
| arge | oans never to be paid back -- for such nmonth-to-nonth survival.

Here in our reassenbl ed desert canp, there were no towns. The only road -- two gravel ruts --
| ed west into hundreds of miles of enptiness.

| knew this because | had flown over the area in the dropship and driven it in the Ad
Architect's groundcar. But about thirty klicks fromthe conpound there was a weekly Indian market
where we had bartered craft itens for food and basic nmaterials.

It had been there for years before Aenea's and ny arrival; everyone had obviously expected it
to be there forever.

"What do you nean it's gone?" repeated Hussan in a hoarse shout. "Were'd the |Indians go? Wre
they just cybrid illusions, |ike M. Wight?"

Aenea nmade a gesture with her hands that | had grown accustoned to over the years -- a gracefu
setting-aside notion that | had cone to see as a physical anal og of the Zen expression "nmu,
which, in the right context, can nmean "unask the question.”

"The nmarket's gone because we won't need it anynore,"” said Aenea. "The Indians are real enough -
- Navaj o, Apache, Hopi, and Zuni -- but they have their own lives to live, their own experinents
to conduct. Their trading with us has been ... a favor."

The crowd becane angry at that, but eventually they settled down again. Bets Kinbal stood.

"What do we do, child?"

Aenea sat on the edge of the stage as if trying to become one with the waiting, expectant
audi ence. "The Fellowship is over," she said. "That part of our lives has to end."

One of the younger apprentices was shouting fromthe back of the pavilion. "No it doesn't! M.
Wight could still return! He was a cybrid, renmenber ... a construct! The Core ... or the Lions
and Tigers and Bears ... whoever shaped himcan send himback to us ... "

Aenea shook her head, sadly but firmy. "No. M. Wight is gone. The Fellowship is over
Wthout the food and materials the Indians brought fromso far away, this desert canp can't last a
mont h. W have to go."

It was a young fenal e apprentice named Peret who spoke quietly into the silence. "Were,

Aenea?"

Perhaps it was at this noment that | first realized howthis entire group had given thensel ves
over to the young wonman | had known as a child. Wien the O d Architect was around, giving
| ectures, holding forth in semnars and drafting-roombull sessions, |eading his flock on picnics
and swi mm ng outings in the nmountains, demanding solicitude and the best food, the reality of
Aenea' s | eadershi p had been somewhat masked. But now it was evident.

"Yes," soneone else called fromthe center of the rising rows of seats, "where, Aenea?"

My friend opened her hands in another gesture | had | earned. Rather than Unask the question
this one said, You nust answer your own question. Aloud, she said, "There are two choices. Each of
you travel ed here either by farcaster or through the Time Tonmbs. You can go back by way of
farcaster "

"Nol "
"How can we?"
"Never ... |I'd rather die!l"
"No! The Pax will find us and kill us!"
The cries were imedi ate and fromthe heart. It was the sound of terror nmade verbal. | snelled
fear in the roomthe way | used to snell it on aninmals caught in leg traps on the noors of

Hyperion. Aenea lifted a hand and the outcries faded.
"You can return to Pax space by farcaster, or you can stay on Earth and try to fend for

yoursel f."
There were murnmurs and | could hear relief at the option of not returning. | understood that
feeling -- the Pax had cone to be a bogeyman to me, as well. The thought of returning there sent

me gasping up out of sleep at |east once a week.

"But if you stay here," continued the girl seated on the edge of M. Wight's nusic stage, "you
will be outcasts. Al of the groups of human beings here are involved in their own projects, their
own experinments. You will not fit in there."
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Peopl e shout ed questi ons about that, demanding answers to nysteries not understood during their
| ong stay here.

But Aenea continued with what she was saying. "If you stay here, you will waste what M. Wi ght
has taught you and what you cane to | earn about yourself. The Earth does not need architects and
buil ders. Not now. W have to go back."

Jaev Peters spoke again. His voice was brittle, but not angry. "And does the Pax need buil ders
and architects? To build its cross-damed churches?"

"Yes," said Aenea.

Jaev pounded the back of the seat in front of himwith his large fist. "But they'll capture or
kill us if they learn who we are ... where we've been!"

"Yes," said Aenea.

Bets Kinbal said, "Are you goi ng back, child?"

"Yes," said Aenea and pushed hersel f away fromthe stage.

Everyone was standi ng now, shouting or talking to the people next to them It was Jaev Peters
who spoke the thoughts of the ninety Fellowship orphans. "Can we go with you, Aenea?"

The girl sighed. Her face, as sunburned and alert as it |ooked this norning, also |ooked tired.

"No," she said. "I think that | eaving here is |ike dying or being born. W each have to do it
alone." She smiled. "Or in very small groups.” The roomfell silent then. When Aenea spoke, it was
as if a single instrunent were picking up where the orchestra had stopped. "Raul will |eave
first," she said. "Tonight. One by one, each of you will find the right farcaster portal. | will
help you. I will be the last to |leave Earth. But leave | will, and within a few weeks. W all nust
go."

Peopl e pushed forward then, still silent, but noving closer to the girl with the short-cropped
hair. "But sone of us will neet again," said Aenea. "I feel certain that sone of us will neet
again."

I heard the flip side of that reassuring prediction: sone of us would not survive to neet
agai n.

"Well," booned Bets Kinbal, standing with one broad arm around Aenea, "we have enough food in
the kitchen for one last feast. Lunch today will be a nmeal you'll remenber for years! If you have

to travel, as ny numused to say, never travel on an enpty stonmach. Who's to help me in the
ki tchen t hen?"
The groups broke up then, famlies and friends in clusters, loners standing as if stunned,

everyone noving closer to Aenea as we began filing out of the nusic pavilion. | wanted to grab her
at that nmonment, shake her until her wisdomteeth fell out, and demand, Wat the hell do you nean?
"Raul will leave first ... tonight." W the hell are you to tell ne to | eave you behi nd? And how

do you think you can make nme? But she was too far away and too nany people were pressing around
her. The best | could do was stride along behind the cromd as it nmoved toward the kitchen and
dining area, anger witten in my face, fists, nuscles, and wal k.

Once | saw Aenea gl ance back, straining to find ne over the heads of the crowd around her, and
her eyes pl eaded, Let me explain.

| stared back stonily, giving her nothing.

It was al nost dusk when she joined me in the | arge garage M. Wight had ordered built half a
klick east of the compound. The structure was open on the sides except for canvas curtains, but it
had thi ck stone col unmms supporting a permanent redwood roof; it had been built to shelter the
dropship in which Aenea, A Bettik, and | had arrived.

| had pull ed back the main canvas door and was standing in the open hatch of the dropship when
| saw Aenea crossing the desert toward ne.

On ny wist was the com og bracelet that | had not worn in nore than a year: the thing held

much of the menory of our forner spaceship -- the Consul's ship fromcenturies ago -- and it had
been ny liaison and tutor when | had learned to fly the dropship. | did not need it now -- the
com og nenory had been downl oaded into the dropship and | had becone rather good at piloting the
dropship on ny own -- but it nade ne feel nobre secure.

The com og was al so running a systems check on the ship: chatting with itself, you m ght say.
Aenea stood just within the fol ded canvas. The sunset threw | ong shadows behi nd her and painted
the canvas red.

"How s the dropshi p?" she said. | glanced at the conl og readings.

"Al'l right," | grunted, not | ooking her way.

"Does it have enough fuel and charge for one nmore flight?" Still not |ooking up, fiddling with
touchplates on the armof the pilot's chair inside the hatch, | said, "Depends on where it's
flying to."
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Aenea wal ked to the dropship stairway and touched ny |eg. "Raul ?"

This time | had to | ook at her

"Don't be angry,"” she said. "W have to do these things."

| pulled ny leg away. "Goddanmit, don't keep telling me and everyone el se what we have to do.
You're just a kid. Maybe there are things sone of us don't have to do. Maybe going off on nmy own
and | eaving you behind is one of those." | stepped off the | adder and tapped the com og. The
stairs norphed back into the dropship hull. | left the garage and began wal king toward ny tent.

On the horizon, the sun was a perfect red sphere. In the last low rays of light, the stones and
canvas of the main conpound | ooked as if they had caught fire -- the AOd Architect's greatest
fear.

"Raul, wait!" Aenea hurried to catch up to ne. One glance in her direction told nme how
exhausted she was. Al afternoon she had been neeting with people, talking to people, explaining
to peopl e, reassuring people, hugging people. | had conme to think of the Fellowship as a nest of
enotional vanpires and Aenea as their only source of energy.

"You said that you would ... " she began

"Yeah, yeah," | interrupted. | suddenly had the sense that she was the adult and that | was the
petul ant child. To hide ny confusion, | turned away agai n and watched the | ast of the sunset.

For a nonent or two we were both silent, watching the |light fade and the sky darken. | had

decided that Earth sunsets were slower and nore |ovely than the Hyperion sunsets | had known as a
child, and that desert sunsets were particularly fine. How nmany sunsets had this child and
shared in the past four years? How many | azy evenings of dinner and conversation under the

brilliant desert stars? Could this really be the |ast sunset we woul d watch together? The idea
made me sick and furious.
"Raul ," she said again when the shadows had grown together and the air was cooling, "will you

cone with nme?"

| did not say yes, but | followed her across the rocky field, avoiding the bayonet spikes of
yucca and the spines of low cacti in the gloom until we cane into the lighted area of the
conpound.

How | ong, | wondered, until the fuel oil for the generators runs out? This answer | knew -- it
was part of ny job to keep the generators naintai ned and fuel ed. W had six days' supply in the
mai n tanks and another ten days in the reserve tanks that were never to be touched except in
energency. Wth the Indian Market gone, there would be no resupply. Al nost three weeks of electric
lights and refrigeration and power equipnent and then ... what? Darkness, decay, and an end to the
i ncessant construction, tearing down, and rebuilding that had been the background noi se at
Taliesin for the last four years.

| thought perhaps that we were going to the dining hall, but we wal ked past those |ighted

wi ndows -- groups of people still sitting at the tables, talking earnestly, glancing up with eyes
only for Aenea as we passed -- | was invisible to themin their hour of panic -- and then we
approached M. Wight's private drafting studio and his office, but we did not stop there. Nor did
we stop in the beautiful little conference roomwhere a small group sat to watch a final novie --
three weeks until the novie projectors did not run -- nor did we turn into the nmain drafting room
Qur destination was a stone-and-canvas workshop set far down the driveway on the south side, a
useful outbuilding for working with toxic chenicals or noisy equipnment. | had worked here often in

the first couple of years at the Fellowship, but not in recent nonths.

A. Bettik was waiting at the door. The android had a slight smile on his bland, blue face,
rather |ike the one he had worn when carrying the birthday cake to Aenea's surprise party.

"What?" | said, still irritated, |ooking fromthe girl's tired face to the android's snug
expr essi on.

Aenea stepped into the workshop and turned on the light. On the worktable in the center of the
little roomsat a small boat, not rmuch nore than two neters in length. It was shaped rather like a
seed sharpened on both ends, enclosed except for a single, round cockpit opening with a nylon
skirt that could obviously be tightened around the occupant's wai st. A two-bladed paddle [ay on

the table next to the boat. |I stepped closer and ran ny hand over the hull: a polished fiberglass
conmpound with internal al um num braces and fittings.
Only one other person at the Fell owship could do such careful work. | |ooked at A Bettik

al rost accusingly. He nodded.
"It's called a kayak," said Aenea, running her own hand over the polished hull.
"It's an old Earth design."

"I've seen variations on it," | said, refusing to be inpressed. "The Ice O aw Ursus rebels used
smal | boats like this."
Aenea was still stroking the hull, all of her attention there. It was as if | had not spoken
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"I asked A. Bettik to nmake it for you," she said. "He's worked for weeks here."

"For me," | said dully. My stomach tightened at the realization of what was com ng. Aenea nopved
closer. She was standing directly under the hanging light, and the shadows under her eyes and
cheekbones nmade her | ook nmuch ol der than sixteen. "W don't have the raft anynore, Raul." | knew
the raft she neant. The one that had carried us across so many worlds until it was chopped up in
the ambush that alnmost killed us on God's Grove. The raft that had carried us down the river under
the ice on Sol Draconi Septem and through the deserts of Hebron and QonR yadh and across the world

ocean of Mare Infinitus. | knew the raft she meant. And | knew what this boat neant.
"So I'mto take this back the way we cane?" | raised a hand as if to touch the thing, but then
did not.

"Not the way we cane," said Aenea. "But down the River Tethys. Across different worlds.

Across as many worlds as it takes to find the ship."”

"The ship?" | said. W had left the Consul's spaceship hiding under a river, repairing itself
from damage sustained in our flight fromthe Pax, on a world whose name and | ocation we did not
know. My young friend nodded and the shadows fled, then regrouped around her tired eyes. "W'|
need the ship, Raul. If you would, I'd like you to take this kayak down the River Tethys until you
find the ship, then fly back with it to a world where A Bettik and | will be waiting."

"Aworld in Pax space?" | said, ny stomach tightening another notch at the danger present in
that sinple sentence.

"Yes."

"Way me?" | said, looking significantly at A Bettik. | was ashamed at ny thought then: Wy
send a human being ... your best friend ... when the android can go? | |owered ny gaze.

"I't will be a dangerous trip," said Aenea. "| believe that you can do it, Raul. | trust you to
find the ship and then find us."

| felt ny shoulders slunp. "All right," | said. "Do we head back to where we cane through the

farcaster before?" W had cone through from God's G ove on a small streamnear the AOd Architect's
mast er pi ece building, Fallingwater. It was two thirds of a continent away.

"No," said Aenea. "Closer. On the M ssissippi Rver."

"Al'l right," | said again. | had flown over the Mssissippi. It was al nbst two thousand klicks
east of here. "Wen do | go? Tonorrow?"

Aenea touched ny wist. "No," she said, tiredly but firmy. "Tonight. Ri ght now "

| did not protest. | did not argue. Wthout speaking, | took the bow of the kayak, A Bettik
took the stern, Aenea held the center steady, and we carried the dammed thing back to the dropship
in the deepening desert night.

3

The Grand Inquisitor was late. Vatican Air/space Traffic Control routed the Inquisitor's EW
across nornmally closed airspace near the spaceport, shut down all airborne traffic on the east
side of the Vatican, and held a thirty-thousand-ton robot freighter in orbital final approach
until after the G'S car had fl own across the sout heast corner of the |landing grid.

Inside the specially armored EMV, the Grand Inquisitor -- H's Em nence John Domeni co Cardi na
Mustafa -- did not glance out the window or at the video nonitors at the lovely sight of the
approaching Vatican, its walls rosy in the norning light, or at the busy, twenty-I|ane hi ghway
called the Ponte Vittorio Emanuel e beneath them glimrering like a sunlit river because of
sunl i ght on wi ndshi el ds and bubbl etops. The Grand Inquisitor's attention was focused solely on the
intelligence update scrolling by on his conlog tenplate. Wen the | ast paragraph had scrolled past
and was committed to nenory and deleted to oblivion, the Gand Inquisitor said to his aide, Father

Farrell, "And there have been no nore neetings with the Mercantil us?"

Father Farrell, a thin man with flat gray eyes, never smled, but a twitch of his cheek nuscle
conveyed the sinulation of hunor to the Cardinal. "None."

"You're certain?"

"Absol utely."

The Grand I nquisitor sat back in the EM/' S cushions and allowed hinself a brief smle. The
Mercantilus had nade only that one early, disastrous approach to any of the papal candidates --

t he soundi ng out of Lourdusany -- and the Inquisitor had heard the conplete recordi ng of that
nmeeting. The Cardi nal allowed hinself another few seconds of snmile: Lourdusany had been right to
think that his conference roomwas bugproof -- absolutely resistant to taps, bugs, wires, and
squirts. Any recording device in the room-- even inplanted in one of the participants -- would
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have been detected and homed in on. Any attenpt to tightbeam out woul d have been detected and
bl ocked. It had been one of the Gand Inquisitor's finest nmonents, getting the conplete visual and
audi tory recording of that neeting.

Monsi gnor Lucas Oddi had gone in to the Vatican Hospital for a routine eyes, ears, and heart
repl acenent two | ocal years ago.

The surgeon had been approached by Father Farrell and the full weight of the Holy Ofice had
been shown ready to descend upon the poor nmedico's neck if he did not inplant certain state-of-the-
art devices in the Mnsignor's body. The surgeon did so and died the true death -- no resurrection
possible -- in a car accident far out over the Big North Shallow shortly after that.

Monsi gnor Lucas Oddi had no el ectronic or nmechanical bugs in his system but connected to his
optic nerve were seven fully biological nanorecorders. Four auditory nanorecorders were tapped
into his auditory nerve system These biorecorders did not transnit inside the body, but stored
the data in chenmical formand physically carried it through the bl oodstreamto the squirt
transmitter -- also fully organic -- set into Monsignor Oddi's left ventricle. Ten minutes after
Qddi had left the secured area of Cardinal Lourdusany's office, the transmtter had squirted a
conpressed record of the neeting to one of the Grand Inquisitor's nearby relay transponders. It

was not real -time eavesdropping from Lourdusany's bugproof roons -- a fact that still worried
Cardinal Mustafa -- but it was as close to it as current technology and stealth coul d get.
"Isozaki is frightened," said Father Farrell. "He thinks ... "

The Grand I nquisitor raised one finger. Farrell stopped in nid-sentence. "You do not know that
he is frightened,” said the Cardinal. "You do not know what he thinks. You can only know what he
says and does and infer his thoughts and reactions fromthat. Never make unsupportabl e assunptions
about your enemies, Martin. It can be a fatal self-indul gence."

Father Farrell bowed his head in agreenent and subni ssion

The EMV touched down on the | anding pad atop Castel Sant' Angelo. The Grand Inquisitor was out
the hatch and down the ranp so quickly that Farrell had to trot to catch up to his master.
Security comrandos, dressed in Holy Ofice red arnorcloth, fell into escort step ahead and behi nd,
but the Grand I nquisitor waved them away. He wanted to finish his conversation with Father
Farrell. He touched his aide's left arm-- not out of affection, but to close the bone-conduction
circuits so that he could subvocalize -- and said, "lsozaki and the Mercantilus | eaders are not
frightened. If Lourdusany wanted them purged, they woul d be dead by now. |sozaki had to get his
message of support to the Cardinal and he did. It's the Pax nilitary who are frightened."

Farrell frowned and subvocalized on the bone circuit. "The military? But they haven't played
their card yet. They have done nothing disloyal."

"Precisely," said the Grand | nquisitor

"The Mercantilus has nade its nove and knows that Lourdusanmy will turn to them when the tine
cones. Pax Fleet and the rest have been terrified for years that they'll make the wong choice.
Now they're terrified that they've waited too |long."

Farrell nodded. They had taken a dropshaft deep into the stone bowels of Castel Sant'Angelo,
and now they noved past arnmed guards and through lethal forcefields down a dark corridor. At an
unnmar ked door, two red-garbed commandos stood at attention, energy rifles raised.

"Leave us," said the Grand Inquisitor and pal med the door's ideyplate. The steel panel slid up
and out of sight. The corridor had been stone and shadows. Inside the room everything was bright
light, instrunents, and sterile surfaces. Technicians | ooked up as the Grand I nquisitor and
Farrell entered. One wall of the roomwas taken up by square doors, |ooking like nothing so much
as the nultitiered human file drawers of an ancient norgue. One of those doors was open and a
naked man |ay on a gurney that had been pulled fromthe cold storage drawer there.

The Grand I nquisitor and Farrell stopped on either side of the gurney.

"He is reviving well," said the technician who stood at the console. "W're hol ding himjust
beneath the surface. We can bring himup in seconds."

Father Farrell said, "How |l ong was his last cold sleep?"

"Sixteen local nonths,"” said the technician. "Thirteen and a half standard."

"Bring himup," said the Grand | nquisitor

The man's eyelids began to flutter within seconds. He was a snmall man, nuscul ar but conpact,
and there were no marks or bruises on his body. H's wists and ankl es were bound by sticktite. A
cortical shunt had been inplanted just behind his left ear and an al nost invisible bundle of
mcrofibers ran fromit to the console.

The man on the gurney nopaned.

"Corporal Bassin Kee," said the Grand Inquisitor. "Can you hear nme?"

Cor poral Kee made an unintelligible sound.

The Grand I nquisitor nodded as if satisfied. "Corporal Kee,

he said pleasantly,
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conversationally, "shall we pick up where we |eft off?"

"How long ... " munbl ed Kee between dry, stiff lips. "How | ong have | been ..

Fat her Farrell had noved to the technician's console. Now he nodded to the Grand | nquisitor

I gnoring the corporal's question, John Donenico Cardinal Miustafa said softly, "Wy did you and
Fat her Captain de Soya let the girl go?"

Cor poral Kee had opened his eyes, blinking as if the light pained him but now he closed them
again. He did not speak. The Grand I nquisitor nodded to his aide. Father Farrell's hand passed
over icons on the consol e diskey, but did not yet activate any of them

"Once again," said the Grand | nquisitor

"Way did you and de Soya allow the girl and her crimnal allies to escape on God's Gove? Wo
were you working for? What was your notivation?"

Corporal Kee lay on his back, his fists clenched and his eyes shut fast. He did not answer.

The Grand Inquisitor tilted his head ever so slightly to the left and Father Farrell waved two
fingers over one of the console icons. The icons were as abstract as hieroglyphics to the
untutored eye, but Farrell knew themwell. The one he had chosen woul d have transl ated as crushed
testicles. On the gurney, Corporal Kee gasped and opened his nouth to scream but the neura
i nhi bitors bl ocked that reaction. The short nman's jaws opened as wi de as they could and Fat her
Farrell could hear the muscles and tendons stretching.

The Grand I nquisitor nodded and Farrell removed his fingers fromthe activation zone above the
icon. Corporal Kee's entire body convul sed on the gurney, his stomach rmuscles rippling in tension
"It is only virtual pain, Corporal Kee," whispered the Grand Inquisitor. "A neural illusion

Your body is not narked."

On the slab, Kee was straining to raise his head to | ook down at his body, but the sticktite
band hel d his head in place.

"Or perhaps not," continued the Cardinal. "Perhaps this time we have resorted to ol der, |ess
refined nmethods." He took a step closer to the gurney so that the man could see his face. "Again

why did you and Father Captain de Soya let the girl go on God's G ove? Wy did you attack your
crewmat e, Rhadanmant h Nenes?"

Corporal Kee's nouth worked until his back teeth becane visible. "From... from... fuck you,"
he managed, his jaws tight agai nst the shaking that was wacking him

"OfF course," said the Grand I nquisitor and nodded to Father Farrell

This time, the icon Farrell activated could be translated as hot wire behind the right eye.

Cor poral Kee opened his nouth in a silent scream

"Again," said the Gand Inquisitor softly. "Tell us."

"Excuse nme, Your Em nence," said Father Farrell, glancing at his com og, "but the Concl ave Mass
begins in forty-five mnutes."

The Grand I nquisitor waved his fingers. "W have time, Martin. W have tinme." He touched
Corporal Kee's upper arm "Tell us these few facts, Corporal, and you will be bathed, dressed, and
rel eased. You have sinned agai nst your Church and your Lord by this betrayal, but the essence of
the Church is forgiveness. Explain your betrayal, and all will be forgiven."

Amazingly, nmuscles still rippling with shock, Corporal Kee |aughed. "Fuck you," he said.
"You've already nade me tell you everything | know under Truthtell. You know why we killed that
bitch-thing and let the child go. And you'll never let ne go. Fuck you."

The Grand I nquisitor shrugged and stepped back. dancing at his own gold com og, he said
softly, "We have time. Much tinme." He nodded to Father Farrell.

The icon that | ooked |ike a double parentheses on the virtual pain console stood for broad and
heat ed bl ade down esophagus. Wth a graceful nmotion of his fingers, Father Farrell activated it.

Fat her Captain Federico de Soya was returned to life on Pacem and had spent two weeks as a de
facto prisoner in the Vatican Rectory of the Legionaries of Christ. The rectory was confortable
and tranquil .

The plump little resurrection chaplain who attended to his needs -- Father Baggio -- as kindly
and solicitous as ever. De Soya hated the place and the priest.

No one told Father Captain de Soya that he could not |eave the Legionaries rectory, but he was
made to understand that he should stay there until called. After a week of gaining strength and
orientation after his resurrection, he was called to Pax Fl eet headquarters, where he nmet with
Adm ral Wi and her boss, Admiral Marusyn.

Father Captain de Soya did little during the neeting except salute, stand at ease, and listen
Admiral Marusyn expl ained that a review of the Father Captain de Soya's court-nartial of four
years earlier had shown several irregularities and inconsistencies in the prosecution's case.

Furt her review of the situation had warranted a reversal of the court-martial board's decision
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Fat her Captain de Soya was to be reinstated i mediately at his forner rank of captain in Pax
Fl eet .
Arrangenments were being made to find hima ship for conbat duty.
"Your old torchship the Balthasar is in drydock for a year," said Admiral Marusyn. "A conplete

refitting -- being brought up to archangel -escort standards. Your replacenent, Mther Captain
Stone, did an excellent job as skipper."
"Yes, sir," said de Soya. "Stone was an excellent exec. |'msure she's been a good boss."

Admiral Marusyn nodded absently as he thunbed through vellum sheets in his notebook. "Yes,
yes," he said. "So good, in fact, that we've recommended her as skipper for one of the new pl anet -
cl ass archangels. W have an archangel in mind for you as well, Father Captain.”

De Soya blinked and tried not to react. "The Raphael, sir?"

The Admiral |ooked up, his tanned and creased face set in a slight snmle. "Yes, the Raphael
but not the one you skippered before. W've retired that prototype to courier duty and renaned
her. The new archangel Raphael is ... well, you've heard about the planet-class archangels, Father
Capt ai n?"

"No, sir. Not really." He had heard runors on his desert world when boxite mners had tal ked
loudly in the one cantina in town.

"Four standard years," nmuttered the Admiral, shaking his head. His white hair was conbed back
behind his ears. "Bring Federico up to speed here, Adnmiral."

Marget Wi nodded and touched the di skey on a standard tactical console set into Admira

Marusyn's wall. A holo of a starship canme into existence between her and de Soya. The fat her-
captain could see at once that this ship was |arger, sleeker, nore refined, and deadlier than his
ol d Raphael .

"Hi s Holiness has asked each industrial world in the Pax to build -- or at least to bankroll --

one of these planet-class archangel battlecruisers, Father Captain," said Adniral Wi in her
briefing voice.

"In the past four years, twenty-one of them have been conpleted and have entered active
service. Another sixty are nearing conpletion.” The holo began to rotate and enlarge unti
suddenly the main deck was shown in cutaway. It was as if a laser |lance had sliced the ship in
hal f. "As you see," continued Wi, "the living areas, comuand decks, and C-three tactical centers
are much room er than on the earlier Raphael ... roomnmier even than your old torchship. The drives -
- both the classified Cplus instantaneous G deon drive and the in-system fusion plant -- have
been reduced in size by one-third while gaining in efficiency and ease of mai ntenance. The new
Raphael carries three atnospheric dropships and a hi gh-speed scout. There are autonated
resurrection créches aboard to serve a crew of twenty-eight and up to twenty-two Marines or
passengers. "

"Def enses?" asked Father Captain de Soya, still standing at-ease, his hands clasped behind him

"Class-ten containment fields," said Wi crisply. "The newest stealth technol ogy. Orega-cl ass
ECM and jamming ability. As well as the usual assortnent of close-in hyperkinetic and energy
def enses. "

"Attack capabilities?" said de Soya

He could tell fromthe apertures and arrays visible on the holo, but he wanted to hear it.

Adnmiral Marusyn answered with a tone of pride, as if showing off a new grandchild. "The whole
nine neters," he said. "CPB'S, of course, but feeding off the C plus drive core rather than the
fusion drive. Slag anything within half an AU New Hawki ng hyperkinetic mssiles -- mniaturized --
about half the nass and size of the ones you carried on Balthasar. Plasnma needl es with al nost
twice the yield of the warheads of five years ago. Deathbeans ... "

Fat her Captain de Soya tried not to react. Deathbeans had been prohibited in Pax Fleet.

Marusyn saw sonething in the other man's face. "Things have changed, Federico. This fight is to
the finish. The Qusters are breeding like fruit flies out there in the dark, and unless we stop
them they'll be slagging Pacemin a year or two."

Fat her Captain de Soya nodded. "Do you mind if | ask which world paid for the building of this
new Raphael, sir?"

Marusyn snil ed and gestured toward the holo. The hull of the ship seened to hurtle toward de
Soya as the magnification increased. The view cut through the hull and closed on the tactica
bridge, noving to the edge of the tactical center holopit until the father-captain could make out
a small bronze plaque with the name -- H H S. RAPHAEL -- and beneath that, in smaller script:

BU LT AND COW SSI ONED BY THE PEOPLE OF HEAVEN S GATE FOR THE DEFENSE OF ALL HUMANI TY,

"Way are you smling, Father Captain?" asked Admiral Marusyn.

"Well, sir, it's just ... well, I've been to the world of Heaven's Gate, sir. It was, of
course, nore than four standard years ago, but the planet was enpty except for a dozen or so
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prospectors and a Pax garrison in orbit. There's been no real population there since the Quster
i nvasion three hundred years ago, sir. | just couldn't imagine that world financing one of these
ships. It seens to ne that it would take a planetary GNP of a society |ike Renaissance Vector's to
pay for a single archangel."

Marusyn's smile had not faltered. "Precisely, Father Captain. Heaven's Gate is a hellhole --

poi son at nosphere, acid rain, endless nud, and sulfur flats -- it's never recovered fromthe
Quster attack. But Hi s Holiness thought that the Pax's stewardship of that world m ght be better
transferred to private enterprise. The planet still holds a fortune in heavy metals and chemi cal s.

So we have sold it."

This time de Soya blinked. "Sold it, sir? An entire worl d?"

Whi | e Marusyn openly grinned, Admral W said, "To the Qpus Dei, Father Captain."

De Soya did not speak, but neither did he show conprehension.

""The Work of God" used to be a minor religious organization," said Wi. "It's ... ah, | believe

about twel ve hundred years old. Founded in 1920 A.D. In the past few years, it has becone not
only a great ally of the Holy See, but a worthy conpetitor of the Pax Mercantilus."

"Ah, yes," said Father Captain de Soya

He coul d inmagi ne the Mercantilus buying up entire worlds, but he could not inmagine the trading
group allowing a rival to gain such power in the few years he had been out of Pax news. It did not
matter. He turned to Admiral Marusyn.

"One | ast question, sir."

The Admiral glanced at his com og chrononeter and nodded curtly.

"l have been out of Fleet service for four years," de Soya said softly. "I have not worn a
uniformor received a tech update in all that tinme. The world where | served as a priest was so
far out of the mainstreamthat | might as well have been in cryogenic fugue the whole tine. How
could | possibly take command of a new generation archangel -cl ass starship, sir?"

Marusyn frowned. "We'll bring you up to speed, Father Captain. Pax Fleet knows what it's doing.
Are you saying no to this conm ssion?"

Fat her Captain de Soya hesitated a visible second. "No, sir,"” he said. "I appreciate the
confidence in nme that you and Pax Fleet are showing. I'll do ny best, Admiral." De Soya had been
trained to discipline twice -- once as a priest and Jesuit, again as an officer in Hs Holiness's
fleet.

Marusyn's stone face softened. "OF course you will, Federico. W' re pleased to have you back

We'd like you to stay at the Legionaries rectory here on Pacemuntil we're ready to send you to
your ship, if that would be all right."

Damit, thought de Soya. Still a prisoner with those dammed Legi onaries. He said, "OF course,
sir. It's a pleasant place."

Marusyn gl anced at his coml og again. The interview was obviously at an end. "Any requests
before the assignnent becones official, Father Captain?"

De Soya hesitated again. He knew that making a request would be bad form He spoke anyway.
"Yes, sir ... one. There were three nmen who served with me on the old Raphael. Swiss GQuard
commandos whom | brought from Hyperion ... Lancer Rettig, well, he died, sir ... but Sergeant
Gregorius and Corporal Kee were with me until the end, and | wondered ... "

Mar usyn nodded inpatiently. "You want them on new Raphael with you. It sounds reasonabl e.

used to have a cook that | dragged fromship to ship ... poor bugger was killed during the Second
Coal Sack engagenent. | don't know about these men ... " The Adnmiral |ooked at Marget Wi.

"By great coincidence,"” said Admiral Wi, "I ran across their files while review ng your
reinstatenment papers, Father Captain. Sergeant Gregorius is currently serving in the Ring
Territories. | amsure that a transfer can be arranged. Corporal Kee, | amafraid ... " De Soya's
stomach muscles tightened. Kee had been with himaround God's Grove -- Gregorius had been returned
to the créche after an unsuccessful resurrection -- and the last he had seen of the lively little

corporal had been after their return to Pacem space, when the MP'S had taken them away to separate
holding cells after their arrest. De Soya had shaken the corporal's hand and assured himthat they
woul d see each ot her again.

"I amafraid that Corporal Kee died two standard years ago," finished Wi. "He was killed during
an Quster attack on the Sagittarius Salient. | understand that he received the Silver Star of St
M chael's ... posthunously, of course.”

De Soya nodded tersely. "Thank you," he said.

Adm ral Marusyn gave his paternal politician's smle and extended his hand across the desk to
de Soya. "Good luck, Federico. Gve themhell fromthe Raphael."

The headquarters for the Pax Mercantilus was not on Pacem proper, but was l|located -- fittingly -
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- on the L5 Trojan point trailing behind the planet by sonme sixty orbital degrees. Between the

Vatican world and the huge, hollow Torus Mercantilus -- a carbon-carbon doughnut 270 nmeters thick
a full klick wide, and 26 kilonmeters in dianeter, its interior webbed with spidery drydocks, com
ant ennae, and | oading bays -- floated half of Pax Fleet's total orbital-based firepower. Kenzo

I sozaki once cal culated that a coup attenpt |aunched from Torus Mercantilus would | ast 12.06
nanoseconds before being vaporized. |sozaki's office was in a clear bulb on a whi skered-carbon
flower stemraised sonme four hundred nmeters above the outer rimof the torus.

The bul b's curved hull skin could be opaqued or |eft transparent according to the whimof the
CEOinside it. Today it was transparent except for the section polarized to dimthe glare of
Pacenmi s yel | ow sun. Space seened bl ack at the nmonent, but as the torus rotated, the bulb would
come into the ring's shadow and Isozaki could glance up to see stars instantly appear as if a
heavy bl ack curtain had been pulled aside to reveal thousands of brilliant, unflickering candles.
O the nyriad canmpfires of my enemies, thought |sozaki as the darkness fell for the twentieth tinme
on this working day.

Wth the walls absolutely transparent, his oval office with its nodest desk, chairs, and soft
| anps seened to becone a carpeted platformstanding alone in the imensity of space, individua
stars blazing and the long swath of the MIky Way lighting the interior. But it was not this
fam liar spectacle that nade the Mercantilus CEO | ook up: set anid the starfield, three fusion
tails of inconming freighters could be picked out, |ooking |like snudges on an astrononical holo.
| sozaki was so adept at gaugi ng distances and delta-V's fromfusion tails that he could tell at a
gl ance how long it would be before these freighters docked ... and even which ships they were. The
P.M Mol dahar Effectuator had refueled by skimmng a gas giant in the Epsilon Eridani System and
was burning redder than usual. The HHH MS. Enma Constant's skipper was in her usual rush to get
her cargo of Pegasus 51 reaction nmetals to the torus and was decel erating i nbound a good fifteen
percent above Mercantilus reconmendations. Finally, the smallest snudge could only be the HH MS.
El enosi neria Apostolica just passing spindown fromits G plus translation point from Renai ssance
System 1sozaki knew this froma glance, just as he knew the three hundred-sone other optina
translation points visible in his part of the Pacem System sky.

The Iift tube rose fromthe floor and becane a transparent cylinder, its passenger lit by
starlight. Isozaki knew that the cylinder was transparent only fromthe outside: init, the
occupants stood in a nmirrored interior, seeing nothing of the CEO S office, staring at their own
reflection until |sozaki keyed their door open

Anna Pelli Cognani was the only person in the tube. |sozaki nodded and his personal Al rotated
the cube door open. His fellow CEO and protégé did not even glance up at the noving starfield as
she crossed the carpet toward him "Good afternoon, Kenzosan."

"CGood afternoon, Anna." He waved her toward the nost confortable chair, but Cognani shook her
head and remmi ned standi ng. She never took a seat in |Isozaki's office. |sozaki never ceased
of fering her one.

"The Concl ave Mass is al nbst over," said Cognani

| sozaki nodded. At that second his office Al darkened the bubble walls and projected the
Vatican's tightbeam broadcast. St. Peter's Basilica was awash in scarlet and purple and bl ack and
white this norning as the eighty-three cardinals soon to be sealed in the Conclave bowed, prayed,
genufl ected, knelt, stood, and sang. Behind this terna, or herd of theoretically possible
candi dates for the papacy, were the hundreds of bishops and archbi shops, deacons and nenbers of
the Curia, Pax nmilitary officials and Pax civil adm nistrators, Pax planetary governors and hi gh
el ected officials who happened to be on Pacemat the tinme of the Pope's death or who were within
three weeks' tine-debt, delegates fromthe Doninicans, the Jesuits, the Benedictines, the
Legi onaries of Christ, the Mariaists, the Sal esians, and a single del egate standing for the few
remai ni ng Franci scans. Finally there were the "valued guests" in the back rows -- honorary
del egates fromthe Pax Mercantilus, the OQpus Dei, the Istituto per Opere di Religione -- also
known as the Vatican Bank, delegates fromthe Vatican administrative wings of the Prefettura, the
Servi zio Assistenziale del Santo Padre -- the Holy Father's Wl fare Service, fromthe APSA -- The
Admi nistration of the Patrinony of the Holy See, as well as from Cardi nal Canerl engo's own
Apostolic Chanber. Also in the rear pews were honored guests fromthe Pontifical Acadeny of
Sci ences, the Papal Commi ssion on Interstellar Peace and Justice, nmany papal academ es such as the
Pontifical Ecclesiastical Acadeny, and other quasi-theol ogical organizations necessary to the
runni ng of the vast Pax state. Finally there were the bright uniforms of the Corps Helvetica --
the Swiss Guard -- as well as commanders of the Palatine Guard reconstituted by Pope Julius, and
the first appearance of the commander of the hitherto secret Noble Guard -- a pale, dark-haired
man in a solid red uniform |sozaki and Cognani watched this pageant with know edgeabl e eyes. Each
of them had been invited to the Mass, but it had become a tradition in recent centuries for the
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Pax Mercantilus CEO S to honor mmjor Church cerenpnies by their absence -- sending only their

of ficial Vatican del egates. Both watched Cardi nal Couesnongle celebrate this Mass of the Holy
Spirit and saw Cardi nal Canmerl engo as the powerl ess figurehead he was; their eyes were on Cardi na
Lourdusany, Cardinal Miustafa, and half a dozen other power brokers in the front pews.

Wth the final benediction, the Mass ended and the voting cardinals filed out in solem
procession to the Sistine Chapel, where the hol ocans |ingered while the doors were sealed, the
entrance to the Concl ave was cl osed and that door bolted on the inside and padl ocked on the
out side, and the sealing of the Conclave pronounced official by the Commandant of the Swi ss Cuards
and the Prefect of the Pontifical Household. The Vatican coverage then shifted to comrentary and
specul ation while the inmage renmi ned of the seal ed door

"Enough, " said Kenzo |sozaki. The broadcast flashed off, the bubble grew transparent, and

sunlight flooded the roomunder a black sky. Anna Pelli Cognani smiled thinly. "The voting
shoul dn't take too long." |sozaki had returned to his chair. Now he steepled his fingers and
tapped his lower lip. "Anna," he said, "do you think that we -- all of us in the chairmanship of
the Mercantilus -- have any real power?"

Cognani's neutral expression showed her surprise. She said, "During the last fiscal year, Kenzo-
san, ny division showed a profit of thirty-six billion marks."

| sozaki held his steepled fingers still. "M Cognani," he said, "would you be so kind as to

renove your jacket and shirt?"

His protégé did not blink. In the twenty-eight standard years they had been coll eagues --
subordi nate and master, actually -- M |sozaki had never done, said, or inplied anything that
m ght have been interpreted as a sexual overture. She hesitated only a second, then unseal ed her
jacket, slipped it off, set it on the chair she never sat in, and unseal ed her shirt.

She folded it atop her jacket on the back of the chair. |sozaki rose and came around his desk,
standing only a neter fromher. "Your underthings as well," he said, slipping off his own jacket
and unbuttoning his own ol d-fashioned shirt. H's chest was healthy, muscled, but hairless.

Cognani slipped off her chemi se. Her breasts were small but perfectly forned, rosy at the tips.

Kenzo | sozaki lifted one hand as if he were going to touch her, pointed, and then returned the
hand to his own chest and touched the double-barred cruciformthat ran fromhis sternumto just

above his navel. "This," he said, "is power." He turned away and began dressing. After a nonment,
Anna Pel li Cognani hugged her shoul ders and then al so began dressing.

When they were both dressed, |sozaki sat behind his desk again and gestured toward the ot her
chair. To his quiet astonishment, M Anna Pelli Cognani sat in it.

"What you are saying," began Cognani, "is that no matter how successful we are in making
oursel ves indi spensable to the new Pope -- if there ever is a new pope -- the Church will always

have the ultinate | everage of resurrection.”

"Not quite," said |Isozaki, steepling his fingers again as if the previous interlude had not
happened. "I am saying that the power controlling the cruciformcontrols the human universe."

"The Church ... " began Cognani and stopped. "OF course, the cruciformis just part of the
power equation. The TechnoCore provides the Church with the secret of successful resurrection. But
they've been in |l eague with the Church for two hundred and ei ghty years ... "

"For their own purposes,"” said |sozaki softly. "Wat are those purposes, Anna?"

The office rotated into night. Stars expl oded into existence. Cognani raised her face to the
MIky Way to gain a nonent to think. "No one knows," she said at last. "Chnis Law. "

| sozaki smiled. "Very good. Followi ng the path of |east resistance here may not |ead us through
the Church, but via the Core.™

"But Councillor Al bedo neets with no one except His Holiness and Lourdusany."

"No one that we know of," amended |sozaki

"But that is a matter of the Core coming to the human universe." Cognani nodded. She understood
the inplicit suggestion: the illicit, Core-class Al's that the Mercantilus was devel oping could
find the datum pl ane avenue and followit to the Core.

For al nost three hundred years, the prime conmmandnment enforced by the Church and Pax had been --
Thou shalt not build a thinking machi ne equal or superior to humankind. "Al's" in use within the
Pax were nmore "All-purpose Instrunents" than "Artificial Intelligences" of the kind that had
evol ved away from humanity alnost a millenniumearlier: idiot thinking machines |ike Isozaki's
office Al or the cretinous ship conputer on de Soya's old ship, the Raphael. But in the past dozen
years, secret research departnments of the Pax Mercantilus had recreated the autononous Al's equal
to or surpassing those in conmon use during the days of the Hegenony. The risk and benefits of
this project were al nbst beyond neasure -- absol ute dom nation of Pax trade and a breaking of the
ol d bal ance of power stand-off between Pax Fleet and Pax Mercantilus if successful
exconmuni cation, torture in the dungeons of the Holy Office, and execution if discovered by the
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Church. And now this prospect.
Anna Pelli Cognani stood. "My God," she said softly, "that would be the ultimte end run."
| sozaki nodded and sniled again. "Do you know where that term originated, Anna?"
"End run? No ... sone sport, | inmagine."
"A very ancient warfare-surrogate sport called footbhall," said |Isozaki
Cognani knew that this irrel evancy was anything but irrelevant. Sooner or |ater her naster
woul d expl ain why this datum was inportant.

She wait ed.

"The Church had something that the Core wanted ... needed,"” said Isozaki. "The tam ng of the
cruciformwas their part of the deal. The Church had to barter sonething of equal worth."”

Cognani thought, Equal in worth to the inmmortality of a trillion human beings? She said, "I had

al ways assuned that when Lenar Hoyt and Lourdusany contacted the surviving Core el enments nore than
two centuries ago, that the Church's bartering point was in secretly reestablishing the TechnoCore

in human space." |sozaki opened his hands. "To what ends, Anna? Wiere is the benefit to the Core?"
"When the Core was an integral part of the Hegenony," she said, "running the WrldWb and the
fatline, they were using the neurons in the billions of human brains transiting the farcasters as

a sort of neural net, part of their Utinate Intelligence project."

"Ah, yes," said her nmentor. "But there are no farcasters now. If they are using hunan bei ngs
how? And where?"

Wt hout meaning to, Anna Pelli Cognani raised one hand to her breastbone.

| sozaki smiled. "lIrritating, isn't it? Like a word that is on the tip of one's tongue but wll

not come to mind. A puzzle with a mssing piece. But there is one piece that was m ssing which has
just been found."

Cognani raised an eyebrow. "The girl?"

"Back in Pax space," said the older CEQO "Qur agents close to Lourdusany have confirned that
the Core has revealed this. It happened after the death of His Holiness ... only the Secretary of
State, the Grand Inquisitor, and the top people in Pax Fleet know. "

"Where is she?"

| sozaki shook his head. "If the Core knows, they haven't revealed it to the Church or any other
human agency. But Pax Fleet has called up that ship's captain -- de Soya -- because of the news."

"The Core had predicted that he would be involved in the girl's capture,” said Cognani. The
begi nnings of a snmile were working at the corners of her nouth.

"Yes?" said Isozaki, proud of his student.

"Chm s Law, " said Cognani

"Precisely."
The wonman stood and agai n touched her chest without being aware of doing so. "If we find the
girl first, we have the | everage to open discussions with the Core. And the neans -- with the new

abilities we will have on-line." None of the CEO s who knew of the secret Al project ever said the
words or phrases al oud, despite their bugproof offices.

"If we have the girl and the neans of negotiating," continued Cognani, "we nay have the
| everage we need to supplant the Church in the Core's arrangenent with humanity."”

"I'f we can discover what the Core is getting fromthe Church in return for control of the

cruciform"” murnured |sozaki. "And offer the same or better."

Cognani nodded in a distracted manner. She was seeing how all of this related to her goals and
efforts as CEO of Cpus Dei. In every way, she realized at once. "In the nmeantine, we have to find
the girl before the others do ... Pax Fleet nust be utilizing resources they would never reveal to

the Vatican."

"And vice versa," said Isozaki. This kind of contest pleased himvery nuch.

"And we will have to do the same," said Cognani, turning toward the Iift tube. "Every
resource. "

She smiled at her nentor. "It's the ultimate three-way, zero-sumgane, isn't it, Kenzosan?"

"Just so," said lIsozaki. "Everything to the winner -- power, imortality, and wealth beyond
human i magining. To the |oser -- destruction, the true death, and eternal slavery for one's
descendants."” He held up one finger. "But not a three-way ganme, Anna. Six."

Cognani paused by the lift door. "I see the fourth," she said. "The Core has its own inperative
to find the girl first. But ... "

| sozaki | owered his hand. "W nust presume that the child has her own goals in this gane,
mustn't we? And whoever or whatever has introduced her as a playing piece ... well, that nust be
our sixth player."

"Or one of the other five," said Cognani, sniling. She al so enjoyed a hi gh-stakes gane. |sozaki
nodded and turned his chair to watch the next sunrise above the curving-away band of the Torus
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Mercantilus. He did not turn back when the lift door closed and Anna Pelli Cognani departed. Above
the altar, Jesus Christ, his face stern and unrelenting, divided nmen into canps of the good and

the bad -- the rewarded and the damed. There was no third group

Cardi nal Lourdusamy sat in his canopied stall inside the Sistine Chapel and | ooked at
M chel angel o' s fresco of the Last Judgment. Lourdusany had al ways thought that this Christ was a
bul l ying, authoritarian, nerciless figure -- perhaps an icon perfectly suited to oversee this

choice of a new Vicar of Christ.
The little chapel was crowded with the eighty-three canopied stalls seating the eighty-three
cardinals present in the flesh. An enpty space allowed for activation of the hol os representing

the missing thirty-seven cardinals -- one holo of a canopied stall at a tine.
This was the first nmorning after the cardinals had been "nailed up" in the Vatican Pal ace.
Lourdusany had slept and eaten well -- his bedrooma cot in his Vatican office, his repast a

sinpl e neal cooked by the nuns of the Vatican guest house: sinple food and a cheap white w ne
served in the glorious Borgia Apartnments. Now all were gathered in the Sistine Chapel, their stall-
thrones in place, their canopies raised. Lourdusany knew that this splendid sight had been m ssing
fromthe Conclave for many centuries -- ever since the nunber of cardinals had grown too large to
acconmodate the stalls in the small chapel, sonetime pre-Hegira, the nineteenth or twentieth
century A.D., he thought -- but the Church had grown so small by the end of the Fall of the
Farcasters that the forty-sone cardinals could once again easily fit. Pope Julius had kept the
nunber small -- never nore than 120 cardinals, despite the growth of the Pax. And wi th al nost

forty of themunable to travel in tine to the Conclave, the Sistine Chapel could hold the stalls

of those cardinals permanently based on Pacem

The nonent had cone. Al of the cardinal-electors in the chapel stood as one.

In the enpty space near the Scrutineers' table near the altar, the holos of the thirty-seven
absent cardinal -el ectors shimered into existence.

Because the space was small, the holos were small -- little nore than doll-sized hunman figures
in doll-sized wooden stalls -- all of themfloating in mdair |ike ghosts of Conclave-el ectors
past. Lourdusamny smiled, as he always did, at how appropriate the reduced size of these absent
el ectors seened. Pope Julius had al ways been el ected by accl amati on. One of the three cardinals
acting as Scrutineers raised his hand: the Holy Spirit may have been prepared to nove these nen
and worren, but sone coordination was required. Wen the Scrutineer's hand dropped, the eighty-
three cardinals and thirty-seven hol os were to speak as one.

"Eligo Father Lenar Hoyt!" cried Cardinal Lourdusany and saw Cardi nal Mistafa shouting the sane
words from beneath the canopy of his stall

The Scrutineer in front of the altar paused.

The accl amation had been | oud and clear, but obviously not unaninbus. This was a new wi nkl e.
For 270 years, the acclanmation had been i mMmedi at e.

Lourdusany was careful not to smle or |ook around. He knew which of the newer cardinals had
not cried out Pope Julius's name for reelection

He knew the wealth it had taken to bribe these men and wonen. He knew the terrible risk they
were running and woul d al nost certainly suffer for

Lourdusany knew all this because he had hel ped to orchestrate it.

After a nonent of consultation anbng the Scrutineers, the one who had called for acclamation
now sai d, "W shall proceed by Scrutiny."

There was excited talk anong the cardinals as the ballots were prepared and handed out. This
had never happened before in the lifetinme of nost of these princes of the Church. Immediately the
accl amati on hol os of the missing cardinal-electors had becone irrelevant. Al though a few of the
absent cardinals had prepared their interactive chips for scrutiny, nmost had not bot hered.

The Masters of Cerenpni es noved anong the stalls, distributing voting cards -- three to each
cardinal -el ector. The Scrutineers noved anong the forest of stalls to nmake sure that each of the
cardinals had a pen. Wen all was in readi ness, the Cardinal Deacon anong the Scrutineers raised
his hand again, this tinme to signify the monment of voting.

Lourdusany | ooked at his ballot. On the upper left, the words "Eligo in Sumum Pontificent
appeared in print. There was room for one name beneath it. Sinon Augustino Cardinal Lourdusany
wote in Lenar Hoyt and folded the card and held it up so that it could be seen. Wthin a m nute,
all eighty-three of the cardinals were holding a card aloft, as were half a dozen of the
i nteractive hol os.

The Scrutineer began calling the cardinals forward in order of precedence. Cardinal Lourdusany
went first, leaving his stall and walking to the Scrutineers' table next to the altar beneath the
gaze of the terrible Christ of the fresco. Genuflecting and then kneeling at the altar, Lourdusarny
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bowed his head in silent prayer. Rising, he said aloud, "I call to witness Christ the Lord who
will be nmy judge, that ny vote is given to the one who before God | consider should be elected."
Lourdusany solemly set his folded card on the silver plate that sat atop the vote receptacle.

Lifting the plate, he dropped his vote into the receptacle. The Cardi nal Deacon anpbng the
Scruti neers nodded; Lourdusany bowed toward the altar and returned to his stall

Cardinal Mustafa, the Grand Inquisitor, noved najestically toward the altar to cast the second
vot e.

It was nore than an hour later that the votes were tallied. The first Scrutineer shook the
receptacle to mx the votes. The second Scrutineer counted them-- including the six votes copied
fromthe interactive holos -- depositing each in a second receptacle. The count equal ed the nunber
of voting cardinals in the Conclave. The Scrutiny proceeded.

The first Scrutineer unfolded a card, wote down the nane on it, and passed the card to the
second Scrutineer, who nade a note and passed it to the third and final Scrutineer. This man --
Cardi nal Couesnongle as it turned out -- said the nane al oud before naking a note of it.

In each of the stalls, a cardinal jotted the name on a 'scriber pad provided by the
Scrutineers. At the end of the Conclave, the 'scribers would be scranbled, their files deleted so
that no record of the voting would renain.

And so the voting proceeded. For Lourdusany as for the rest of the living cardinals present,
the only suspense was whether the dissident cardinal-electors fromthe Acclamati on would actually
put someone el se's nane into play.

As each card was read, the last Scrutineer ran a threaded needl e through the word "Eligo" and
slid the card down the thread. When all of the ballots had been read al oud, knots were tied in
each end of the thread. The winning candidate was adnitted to the Chapel

Standi ng before the altar in a sinple black cassock, the nman | ooked hunble and a bit
overwhel med. Standing before him the senior Deacon Cardinal said, "Do you accept your canonica
el ection as Suprenme Pontiff?"

"I do so accept it," said the priest.

At this point, a stall was brought out and set behind the priest. The Cardi nal Deacon raised
hi s hands and i ntoned, "Thus accepting your canonical election, this gathering does -- in the
sight of God Al mighty -- acknow edge you as Bi shop of the Church of Rone, true Pope, and Head of
the Coll ege of Bishops. May God advise you well as He grants you full and absol ute power over the
Church of Jesus Christ."

"Amen, " said Cardi nal Lourdusamy and pulled the cord that |owered the canopy over his stall.
Al'l eighty-three physical canopies and thirty-seven hol ographic ones |owered at the sane tine,
until only the new Pope's renmined rai sed. The priest -- now pontiff -- sat back in the seat
beneat h t he papal canopy. "Wat nanme do you choose as Suprene Pontiff?" asked the Deacon Cardi nal

"I choose the name Urban the Sixteenth," said the seated priest.

There was a murnuring and humfromthe cardinals' stalls. The Cardinal Deacon held out his hand
and he and the other Scrutineers led the priest fromthe Chapel. The murnuring and whi spering rose
in vol ure.

Cardinal Mustafa | eaned out of his stall and said to Lourdusany, "He nust be thinking of Urban
the Second. Urban the Fifteenth was a sniveling little coward in the twenty-ninth century who did
little but read detective novels and wite love letters to his former nistress.”

"Urban the Second," nused Lourdusany.

"Yes, of course.”

After several mnutes, the Scrutineers returned with the priest -- now the Pope dressed in pure
white -- a white-caped cassock, a white zuchetto or skullcap, a pectoral cross, and a white fascia
sash. Cardinal Lourdusany went to his knees on the stone floor of the Chapel, as did all the other
cardinal s real and hol ographic, as the new Pontiff gave his first benediction

Then the Scrutineers and the attending cardinals went to the stove to burn the votes now
tethered on black thread, addi ng enough bianco chenical to make sure that the fumata woul d i ndeed
be white snoke.

The cardinals filed out of the Sistine Chapel and wal ked the ancient paths and corridors to St
Peter's, where the senior Cardinal Deacon went al one onto the balcony to announce the nane of the
new Pontiff to the waiting nultitudes.

Among the five hundred thousand waiting individuals in the multitude squeezed into, out of, and
around St. Peter's Square that norning was Father Captain Federico de Soya. He had been rel eased
fromhis de facto inmprisonnent at the Legionaries rectory only hours before.

He was to report to Pax Fleet's spaceport later that afternoon for shuttle to his new conmrand

Wal ki ng through the Vatican, de Soya had followed the crowds -- then had been engul fed by them -
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- as nmen, wonen, and children had flowed |like a great river toward the Square.

A great cheer had gone up when the puffs of white snoke first becane visible fromthe
st ovepi pe. The inpossibly thick throng beneath the bal cony of St. Peter's sonmehow becane thicker
as tens of thousands nore fl owed around the col onnades and past the statuary. Hundreds of Sw ss
Guard troopers held the crowd back fromthe entrance to the Basilica and away from private areas.

When the Senior Deacon energed and announced that the new Pope was to be called Hi s Holiness
Urban the XVI, a great gasp went up fromthe crowd. De Soya found hinmsel f gaping in surprise and
shock. Everyone had expected Julius XV. The thought of anyone el se as Pope was ... well,
unt hi nkabl e.

Then the new Pontiff stepped onto the bal cony and the gasps turned to cheers that went on and
on and on.

It was Pope Julius -- the faniliar face, the high forehead, the sad eyes. Father Lenar Hoyt,
the savior of the Church, had once again been elected. His Holiness raised his hand in the
fam |iar benediction and waited for the crowd to stop cheering so that he coul d speak, but the
crowd woul d not stop cheering. The roar rose fromhalf a mllion throats and went on and on

Way Urban XVI ? wondered Fat her Captain de Soya. He had read and studi ed enough history of the
Church in his years as a Jesuit. Quickly he thunbed back through his nmental notes on the Urban

popes ... nost were forgettable or worse. Wy ..
"Dam, " Fat her Captain de Soya said aloud, the soft curse | ost under the continuing roar of the
faithful filling St. Peter's Square.

"Damm," he sai d again.

Even before the crowd qui eted enough for the newold Pontiff to speak, to explain his choice of
nanes, to announce what de Soya knew had to be announced, the father-captain understood. And his
heart sank with that understanding.

Uban Il had served fromA. D. 1088 to 1099. At the synod the Pope had called in Clernont in ..

Novenber, in the year 1095, de Soya thought ... Urban Il had nade his call for holy war against
the Muslins in the Near East, for the rescue of Byzantium and for the liberation of all eastern
Christian holy places from Musli mdom nation. That call had led to the First Crusade ... the first

of many bl oody canpai gns.

The crowd finally quieted. Pope Uban XVI began to speak, the fanmliar but newly energized
voice rising and falling over the heads of the half-million faithful listening in person and the
billions listening via |live broadcast.

Fat her Captain de Soya turned away even before the new Pope began to speak. He pushed and
el bowed his way back through the unnoving crowd, trying to escape the suddenly cl austrophobic
confines of St. Peter's Square.

It was no use. The crowd was rapt and joyous and de Soya was trapped in the nob. The words from
the new Pontiff were al so joyous and i npassi oned.

Fat her Captain de Soya stood, unable to escape, and bowed his head. As the crowd began cheering
and crying "Deus le volt!" -- God wills it -- de Soya began to weep.

Crusade. dory. A final resolution of the Quster Problem Death beyond i magi ning.

Destruction beyond i magi ni ng. Father Captain de Soya squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he
could, but the vision of charged particle beans flaring against the blackness of space, of entire
wor | ds burning, of oceans turning to steamand continents into nolten rivers of |ava, visions of
orbital forests exploding into snoke, of charred bodies tunbling in zero-g, of fragile, w nged
creatures flaring and charring and expanding into ash ..

De Soya wept while billions cheered.

4

It has been ny experience that |ate-night departures and farewells are the hardest on the
spirit.

The nmilitary was especially good at begi nning major voyages in the mddle of the night. During
nmy time in the Hyperion Honme CGuard, it seened that all inportant troop novenments began in the wee
hours. | began to associate that odd blend of fear and excitement, dread and anticipation, wth
predawn darkness and the snell of |ateness. Aenea had said that | would be | eaving that night of
her announcenent to the Fellowship, but it took tinme to |load the kayak, for ne to pack ny gear and
deci de what to | eave behind forever, and to close up ny tent and work area in the conpound, so we
weren't airborne in the dropship until after two A°M and it was al nost sunrise before we reached
our destination.
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| admit that | felt rushed and ordered about by the girl's preenptive announcenent. Many peopl e
had come to | ook to Aenea for |eadership and advice during the four years we spent at Taliesin

West, but | wasn't one of those people. | was thirty-two years ol d. Aenea was si xteen
It was ny job to watch out for her, to protect her, and -- if it came to that -- to tell her
what to do and when to do it. | didn't like this turn of events one bit.

I'd assuned that A Bettik would be flying with us to wherever | was supposed to shove of f, but
Aenea said that the android would be staying behind at the conpound, so | wasted another twenty
m nutes tracking himdown and sayi ng goodbye.

"M Aenea says that we will meet up again in due course," said the blue man, "so | am confi dent
that we shall, M Endym on."

"Raul ," | said for the five hundredth time. "Call ne Raul."

"Of course," said A Bettik with that slight snile that suggested insubordination

"Fuck it," | said eloquently and stuck out my hand. A Bettik shook it. | had the urge then to
hug our old traveling conpanion, but | knew that it would enmbarrass him Androids were not
literally programmed to be stiff and subservient -- they were, after all, living, organic beings,
not machi nes -- but between RNA- TRAINING and |ong practice, they were hopelessly formal creatures.
At |l east this one was.

And then we were away, Aenea and |, taxiing the dropship out of its hangar into the desert
night and lifting off with as little noise as possible. | had said good-bye to as nmany of the
other Fell owship apprentices and workers as | had found, but the hour was |late and the people were
scattered to their dorm cubbies, tents, and apprentice shelters. | hoped that | would run into
some of themagain -- especially sonme of the construction crewnren and wonen with whomI|'d worked
for four years -- but | had little real belief that | would.

The dropship could have flown itself to our destination -- just a series of coordinates Aenea
had given it -- but | left the controls on sem manual so | could pretend | had sonething to do
during the flight. | knew fromthe coordinates that we woul d be traveling about fifteen hundred
klicks.

Sormewhere along the M ssissippi R ver, Aenea had said. The dropship could have done that
di stance in ten suborbital mnutes, but we had been conserving its dw ndling energy and fue
reserves, so once we had extended the wings to maxi num we kept our velocity subsonic, our
altitude set at a confortable ten thousand nmeters, and avoi ded norphing the ship again unti
| andi ng. We ordered the Consul's starship's persona -- which I'd | ong ago | oaded from ny coml og
into the dropship's Al core -- to keep quiet unless it had sonmething inportant to tell us, and
then we settled back in the red instrunent glow to talk and watch the dark conti nent pass beneath
us.

"Kiddo," | said, "why this galloping hurry?"

Aenea nmade the sel f-conscious, throw ng-away gesture | had first seen her use al nost five years
earlier. "It seened inportant to get things going." Her voice was soft, alnost |ifeless, drained
of the vitality and energy that had noved the entire Fellowship to her will. Perhaps | was the
only living person who could identify the tone, but she sounded close to tears.

"It can't be that inportant," | said. "To make ne leave in the mddle of the night ... "

Aenea shook her head and | ooked out the dark wi ndscreen for a noment. | realized that she was
crying. Wen she finally turned back, the glow fromthe instrunents nade her eyes | ook very noi st
and red. "If you don't |eave tonight, I'll lose ny nerve and ask you not to go. If you don't go
I"lI'l lose nmy nerve again and stay on Earth ... never go back."

I had the urge to take her hand then, but | kept nmy big paw on the ommicontroller instead.
"Hey," | said, "we can go back together. This doesn't nake any sense for ne to go off one way and
you anot her."

"Yes it does," said Aenea so quietly that | had to lean to ny right to hear her

"A. Bettik could go fetch the ship," |I said. "You and | can stay on Earth until we're ready to
return ... "
Aenea shook her head. "I'll never be ready to go back, Raul. The thought scares ne to death.”

| thought of the wild chase that had sent us fleeing through Pax space from Hyperion, barely
el udi ng Pax starships, torchships, fighter aircraft, Mrines, Swi ss Guard, and God knows what el se
-- including that bitch-thing fromhell that had alnost killed us on God's Gove -- and | said, "I
feel the sane way, kiddo. Maybe we should stay on Earth. They can't reach us here."

Aenea | ooked at nme and | recognized the expression: it was not nmere stubbornness, it was a
closing of all discussion on a natter that was settl ed.

"All right," | said, "but | still haven't heard why A Bettik couldn't take this kayak and go
get the ship while | farcast back with you."

"Yes, you have," said Aenea. "You weren't |istening.

She shifted sideways in the big seat.
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"Raul, if you |leave and we agree to neet at a certain time in a certain place in Pax space, | have
to go through the farcaster and do what | have to do. And what | have to do next, | have to do on
nmy own."

"Aenea," | said.

"Yes?"

"That's really stupid. Do you know t hat ?"
The si xteen-year-old said nothing. Below and to the left, somewhere in western Kansas, a circle

of campfires became visible. | |ooked out at the lights amd all that darkness. "Any idea what
experiment your alien friends are doing down there?" | said.

"No," said Aenea. "And they aren't ny alien friends."

"Which aren't they?" | said. "Aliens? O friends?"

"Neither," said Aenea. | realized that this was the nost specific she had ever been about the
godli ke intelligences that had kidnapped O d Earth -- and us, it seened to ne at tinmes, as if we
had been harried and driven through the farcasters like cattle.

"Care to tell me anything el se about these nonalien nonfriends?" |I said. "After all, sonething
could go wong ... | mght not make it to our rendezvous. |I'd like to know the secret of our hosts
before | go." | regretted saying that as soon as the words were out. Aenea pulled back as if | had
sl apped her. "Sorry, kiddo," | said. This tinme | did put nmy hand on hers. "I didn't nean that. |I'm

just angry."

Aenea nodded and | could see the tears in her eyes again

Still mentally kicking nyself, | said, "Everyone in the Fellowship was sure that the aliens
wer e benevol ent, godlike creatures. People said "Lions and Tigers and Bears" but what they were
t hi nki ng was "Jesus and Yahweh and E. T." fromthat old flat filmthat M. W showed us. Everyone
was sure that when it cane time to fold up the Fellowship, the aliens would appear and | ead us
back to the Pax in a big nothership. No danger. No nuss. No fuss."

Aenea smiled but her eyes still glistened.

"Hurmans have been waiting for Jesus and Yahweh and E. T. to save their asses since before they
covered those asses with bearskins and cane out of the cave," she said. "They'll have to keep
waiting. This is our business ... our fight ... and we have to take care of it ourselves."

"Qursel ves being you and ne and A Bettik against eight hundred billion or so of the born-again
faithful ?" | said softly.

Aenea nmade the graceful gesture with her hand again. "Yeah," she said. "For now "

When we arrived it was not only still dark, but raining hard -- a cold, sleety, end-of-autum
rain. The Mssissippi was a big river -- one of Od Earth's largest -- and the dropship circled
over it once before landing in a small town on the west bank. | saw all this on the viewscreen
under inmge enhancenent: the view out the actual w ndscreen was bl ackness and rain

We canme in over a high hill covered with bare trees, crossed an enpty hi ghway that spanned the

M ssi ssippi on a narrow bridge, and | anded in an open, paved area about fifty neters fromthe
river. The town ran back fromthe river here in a valley between wooded hills and on the

vi ewscreen | could make out small, wooden buil dings, |larger brick warehouses, and a few taller
structures near the river that mght have been grain silos. Those kind of structures had been
comon in the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries in this part of Od Earth: | had

no idea why this city had been spared the earthquakes and fires of the Tribulations, or why the
Li ons and Tigers and Bears had rebuilt it, if they had. There had been no sign of people in the
narrow streets, nor of heat signatures on the infrared bands -- neither living creatures nor
groundcars with their overheated, internal conbustion drive systens -- but then again, it was

al nost four-thirty in the norning on a cold, rainy night. No one with an ounce of sense woul d be
out in that |ousy, stinking weather. W both pulled on ponchos, | hefted ny small backpack and
said, "So long, Ship. Don't do anything | wouldn't do," and we were down the norphed stairs and
into the rain. Aenea helped nme tug the kayak out of the storage area in the belly of the dropship
and we headed down the slick street toward the river.

On our previous river adventure, | had carried night-vision goggles, an assortnment of weapons,
and a raft full of fancy gadgets. This night |I had the flashlight |aser that was our only nmenento
of the trip out to Earth -- set to its weakest, nobst energy-conserving setting, it illum nated
about two neters of rain-slick street -- a Navajo hunting knife in ny backpack, and sone
sandwi ches and dried fruit packed away. | was ready to take on the Pax.

"What is this place?" | said.

"Hanni bal ," said Aenea, struggling to hold the slick kayak as we stunbl ed down the street.

By this point | had to shift the slimflashlight laser in ny teeth, keeping both hands on the
bow of the stupid little boat. Wien we reached the point where the street becane a | oading ranp,
running into the black torrent of the Mssissippi, | set the kayak down, renoved the flashlight,
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and said, "St. Petersburg." | had spent hundreds and hundreds of hours reading in the Fell owship
compound's rich library of print books.

| saw Aenea's hooded figure nod in the reflected glow of the flashlight beam "This is crazy,"”
| said, swinging the flashlight beam around the enpty street, against the wall of the brick
war ehouses, out to the dark river

The rush of dark water was frightening. Any thought of setting off on that was insane.

"Yes," said Aenea. "Crazy." The cold rain beat on the hood of her poncho.

I went around the kayak and took her by the arm "You see the future," | said. "Wen are we
going to see each ot her again?"

Her head was bowed. | could nake it out only the barest gleamof her pale cheek in the

refl ected beam The arm | gripped through the sleeve of the poncho might as well have been the
branch of a dead tree for all the life | felt there. She said sonething too softly for ne to make
it out over the sound of the rain and the river. "Wat?" | said.

"I said | don't see the future," she said. "I renenber parts of it."

"What's the difference?"

Aenea sighed and stepped closer. It was cold enough that our breaths actually nmingled in the

air. | felt the adrenaline rush fromanxiety, fear, and anticipation

"The difference is," she said, "that seeing is a formof clarity, renenbering is ... something
el se."

| shook ny head. Rain dripped in ny eyes. "I don't understand."

"Raul , do you remenber Bets Kinbal's birthday party? When Jaev played the piano and Ki kki got
falling-down drunk?"

"Yeah," | said, irritated at this discussion in the mddle of the night, in the nmddle of the
storm in the middle of our departure. "Wen was it?"
"What ?"

"When was it?" she repeated. Behind us, the M ssissippi flowed out of the darkness and back
into darkness with the speed of a maglev train

"April," | said. "Early May. | don't know. "

The hooded figure before ne nodded. "And what did M. Wight wear that night?"

| had never had the inpulse to hit or spank or screamat Aenea. Not until this nminute. "How
should I know? Why should | renenber that?"

"Try to."
| let out ny breath and | ooked away at the dark hills in the black night. "Shit, | don't know
his gray wool suit. Yeah, | remenber himstanding by the piano in it. That gray suit with the

big buttons.”

Aenea nodded again. "Bets's birthday party was in md-March," she said over the patter of rain
on our hoods. "M. Wight didn't cone because he had a cold."

"So?" | said, knowing very well what point she had just made.

"So | remenber bits of the future,” she said again, her voice sounding close to tears.

"I"'mafraid to trust those nenories. If | say when we will see each other again, it may be |ike
M. Wight's gray suit."

For a long minute | said nothing. Rain pounded like tiny fists on closed coffins. Finally I
said, "Yeah."

Aenea took two steps and put her arms around ne. Qur ponchos crinkl ed agai nst each ot her

I could feel the tightness of her back and the new softness of her chest as we hugged clunsily.
She stepped back. "Can | have the flashlight a nonent?" | handed it to her. She pulled back the
nylon apron in the tiny cockpit of the kayak and shined the |ight on the narrow strip of polished
wood there beneath the fiberglass. A single red button, under its clear, protective panel, gleanmed
in the rain. "See that?"

"Yeah."

"Don't touch it, whatever you do."

| admit that | barked a |augh at that. Anong the things | had read in the Taliesin library were
pl ays of the absurd like Waiting for Godot. | had the feeling that we had flown into sone |atitude
of the absurd and surreal here.

"I'mserious," said Aenea.

"Way put a button in if it's not to be touched?" | said, w ping the dripping noisture out of ny
face.

The hooded figure shook its head. "I nmean, don't touch it until you absolutely have to."
"How wi || 1 know when | absolutely have to, kiddo?"

"You'll know," she said and gave ne another hug. "We'd better get this into the river."

| bent to kiss her forehead then. | had done this dozens of times over the past few years --
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wi shing her well before one of her retreats, tucking her in, kissing her clammy forehead when she
was sick with fever or half-dead fromfatigue. But as | bent to kiss her, Aenea raised her face,
and for the first time since we had nmet in the mdst of dust and confusion in the Valley of the
Time Tonbs, | kissed her on the lips.

| believe that | have nentioned before how Aenea's gaze is nore powerful and intinmate than nost
peopl e' s physical touches ... how her touch is like a jolt of electricity. This kiss was ..
beyond all that. | was thirty-two years old that night in Hannibal, on the west bank of the river
known as the M ssissippi, on the world once known as Earth, |ost now sonewhere in the Lesser
Magel l anic Cloud, in the dark and rain, and | had never experienced a jolt of sensation |like that
first kiss.

| pulled back in shock. The flashlight |aser had tilted up between us and | could see the glint

of her dark eyes ... looking nmischievous, perhaps, relieved, perhaps, as if a long wait had ended,
and ... sonething el se.

"Good-bye, Raul," she said, and lifted her end of the kayak

My mind reeling, | placed the bowin the dark water at the bottom of the ranp and | everaged
nmysel f down and into the cockpit. A Bettik had fashioned it for ne like a well-tailored suit of
clothes. | nade sure not to depress the red button in ny flailing around. Aenea shoved and the
kayak was floating in twenty centineters of water. She handed me the doubl e-bl aded paddl e, then ny
backpack, and then the flashlight laser. | ainmed the beam at the dark water between us.

"Where's the farcaster portal?" | said. | heard the words froma distance, as if some third
party had spoken. My mind and enotions were still dealing with the kiss. | was thirty-two years

old. This child had just turned sixteen. My job was to protect her and to keep her alive until we
could return to Hyperion and the old poet soneday. This was nadness.

"You'll| see it," she said. "Sometine after daylight."

Hours away then. This was theater of the absurd. "And what do | do after | find the ship?"
said. "Were do we neet?"

"There is a world named T ien Shan," said Aenea. "It means "Mountains of Heaven." The ship wll
know how to find it."

"I't's in the Pax?" | said.

"Just barely," she said, her breath hanging in the cold air. "It was in the Hegenony Qutback.

The Pax has incorporated it into the Protectorate and promi sed to send mi ssionaries, but it hasn't
been taned yet."

"T"ien Shan,"” | repeated. "All right. How do I find you? Planets are big things."

I could see her dark eyes in the bouncing flashlight beam They were noist with rain or tears,
or both. "Find a mountain called Heng Shan ... the Sacred Mountain of the North.

Near it there will be a place called Hsuan-k'ung Ssu," she said. "It neans "Tenple Hanging in
Air." | should be there."

| made a rude gesture with ny fist.

"Great, so all | have to do is stop at a | ocal Pax garrison and ask directions to the Tenple
Hanging in Air, and you'll be hanging there waiting for ne."

"There are only a few thousand nmountains on T ien Shan," she said, her voice flat and unhappy.
"And only a few ... cities. The ship can find Heng Shan and Hsuan-k'ung Ssu fromorbit. You won't
be able to land there, but you'll be able to disenbark."

"Way won't | be able to land there?" | said, irritated by all of these puzzles w thin enignas
wi t hi n codes.

"You'll see, Raul," she said, her voice as filled with tears as her eyes had been

"Pl ease, go."
The current was trying to carry nme away, but | paddled the buoyant little kayak back into
pl ace.
Aenea wal ked along the river's edge to keep pace with ne. The sky seened to be lightening a bit

in the east. "Are you certain we'll see each other there?" | shouted through the thinning rain.
"I"'mnot certain of anything, Raul."
"Not even that we'll survive this?" |'mnot sure what | neant by "this."” |I'mnot even sure what

| neant when | said "survive."

"Especially not of that," said the girl, and | sawthe old snile, full of mschief and
anticipation and sonmething |like sadness nmixed with involuntary w sdom

The current was pulling me away. "How long will it take ne to get to the ship?"

"I think only a few days," she call ed.

W were several neters apart now, and the current was pulling ne out into the M ssissippi

"And when | find the ship, howlong to get to ... T ien Shan?" | call ed.

Aenea shouted back the answer but it was lost in the |apping of waves against the hull of ny
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little kayak.
"What?" | yelled. "I couldn't hear you."
"I love you," called Aenea, and her voice was clear and bright across the dark water.
The river pulled ne out into it. | could not speak. My arns did not work when | thought to

paddl e agai nst the powerful current. "Aenea?"

| ainmed the flashlight toward the shore, caught a glinpse of her poncho gleaning in the |ight,
the pale oval of her face in the shadow of the hood. "Aenea!" She shouted sonething, waved.
waved back. The current was very strong for a monent. | paddled violently to avoid being pulled
into an entire tree that had snagged on a sandbar, and then | was out in the central current and
hurtling south. | |ooked back but walls of the |last buildings in Hannibal hid my dear girl from
Vi ew.

A mnute later | heard a humlike the dropship's EMrepul sors, but when | |ooked up | saw only
shadow. It could have been her circling. It could have been a | ow cloud in the night. The river
pul I ed me sout h.

5

Fat her Captain de Soya deadheaded from Pacem Systemon the H H S. Raguel, an archangel -cl ass
cruiser simlar to the ship he had been ordered to command. Killed by the terrible vortex of the
classified instantaneous drive, known to Pax Fleet now as the G deon drive, de Soya was
resurrected in two days rather than the usual three -- the resurrection chaplains taking the added
ri sk of unsuccessful resurrection because of the urgency of the father-captain's orders -- and
found himself at the Om cron2-Epsilon3 Pax Fleet Strategic Positioning Station orbiting a
lifeless, rocky world spinning in the darkness beyond Epsilon Eridani in the A d Nei ghborhood
only a handful of light-years fromwhere O d Earth had once existed

De Soya was given one day to recover his faculties and was then shuttled to the Omr cron2-
Epsilon3 fleet staging area, a hundred thousand klicks out fromthe military base. The ni dshi pnan
piloting the wasp-shuttle went out of his way to give Father Captain de Soya a good | ook at his
new command, and -- despite hinself -- de Soya was thrilled with what he saw

The H H. S. Raphael was obviously state-of-the-art technology, no |Ionger derivative -- as all of
the previous Pax ships de Soya had seen had been -- of redi scovered Hegenony designs from before
the Fall. The overall design seened too | ean for practical vacuumwork and too conplicated for
at nrosphere, but the overall effect was one of streanlined lethality. The hull was a conposite of
nmor phabl e al l oys and areas of pure fixed energy, allow ng rapid shape and function changes that
woul d have been inpossible a few years before. As the shuttle passed the Raphael in a |ong, slow
ballistic arc, de Soya watched the exterior of the long ship go fromchrone silver to a stealth
matte bl ack, essentially disappearing fromview.

At the sane tine, several of the instrunent boons and |iving cubbies were swall owed by the
snooth central hull, until only weapons' blisters and containnment field probes renmained. Either
the ship was preparing for out-systemtranslation checks, or the officers aboard knew very wel |
that the passing wasp carried their new conmander and they were showi ng off a bit.

De Soya knew that both assunptions were alnpbst certainly true.

Before the cruiser blacked into oblivion, de Soya noticed how the fusion drive spheres had been
clustered |ike pearls around the central ship's axis rather than concentrated in a single swelling
such as on his old torchship, the Balthasar. He al so noticed how nmuch snaller the hexagonal G deon-
drive array was on this ship than on the prototype Raphael. H's last glinpse before the ship
became invisible was of the lights glowing fromthe retracted, translucent |iving cubbies and the
cl ear dome of the command deck

During conbat, de Soya knew from his readi ng on Pacem and t he RNA-I NSTRUCTI ONAL i nj ections he
had received at Pax Fl eet headquarters that these clear areas woul d norph thicker, arnored
epi derm ses, but de Soya had al ways enjoyed a view and woul d appreci ate the wi ndow i nto space.

"Coming up on the Wriel, sir," said the mdshipman pilot.

De Soya nodded. The H.H S. Uriel seened a near-clone of the new Raphael, but as the wasp-
shuttl e decel erated closer, the father-captain could pick out the extra onega-knife generators,
the added, gl owi ng conference cubbies, and the nore el aborate com antennae that nade this vesse
the flagship of the task force.

"Docki ng warning, sir," said the mdshipnan.

De Soya nodded and took his seat on the nunber-two accel eration couch. The mati ng was snooth
enough that he felt no jolt whatsoever as the connection clanmps closed and the ship's skin and
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unbi | i cal s mor phed around the shuttle. De Soya was tenpted to praise the young midshi pman, but old
habits of commuand reasserted thensel ves.

"Next time," he said, "try the final approach without the |ast-second flare. It's show ng off
and the brass on a flagship frown onit."

The young pilot's face fell.

De Soya set his hand on her shoul der.

"Cther than that, good job. I'd have you aboard nmy ship as a dropship pilot anyday."

The crestfallen mdshi pnan brightened. "I could only wish, sir. This station duty ... " She
stopped, realizing that she had gone too far

"I know," said de Soya, standing by the cycling lock. "I know. But for now, be glad that you're
not part of this Crusade.”

The | ock cycled open and an honor guard whistled himaboard the HH'S. Uiel -- the archangel

if Father Captain de Soya renenbered correctly, that the O d Testanment had described as the |eader
of the heavenly hosts of angels. Ninety light-years away, in a star systemonly three light-years
from Pacem the original Raphael translated into real space with a violence that woul d have spit
mar r ow from human bones, sliced through human cells Iike a hot blade through radi ant gossaners,

and scranbl ed human neurons like | oose marbles on a steep hillside. Rhadanmanth Nenes and her clone-
siblings did not enjoy the sensation, but neither did they cry out nor grimace.

"Where is this place?" said Nemes, watching a brown planet grow in the viewscreen

Raphael was decel erating under 230 gravities. Nemes did not sit in the acceleration couch, but
she did hang on to a stanchion with the casual ease of a comruter on her way to work in a crowded
groundbus.

"Svoboda, " said one of her two mal e siblings.

Nemes nodded. None of the four spoke again until the archangel was in orbit and the dropship
detached and howling through thin air.

"He'l | be here?" asked Nenes.

M crofilaments ran fromher tenples directly into the dropship console.

"Ch, yes," said Nenmes's twin sister

A few hurmans |ived on Svoboda, but since the Fall they had huddled in forcefield dones in the
twilight zone and did not have the technology to track the archangel or its dropship. There were
no Pax bases in this system Meanwhile, the sunward side of the rocky world boiled until |ead ran
like water, and on the dark side the thin atnosphere hovered on the edge of freezing. Beneath the
usel ess planet, however, ran nore than eight hundred thousand kil oneters of tunnels, each corridor
a perfect thirty neters square. Svoboda was one of nine Labyrinthine worlds discovered in the
early days of the Hegira and explored during the Hegenmony. Hyperion had been another of the nine
worl ds. No human -- alive or dead -- knew the secret of the Labyrinths or their creators.

Nermres piloted the dropship through a pelting amonia stormon the dark side, hovered an instant
before an ice cliff visible only on infrared and anplification screens, and then folded the ship's
wings in and guided it forward into the square opening of the Labyrinth entrance. This tunnel
turned once and then stretched straight on for kilonmeters. Deep radar showed a honeyconb of other
passages beneath it. Nenes flew forward three klicks, turned left at the first junction of
tunnels, dropped half a kiloneter fromthe surface while traveling five klicks south, and then
| anded t he shi p.

Here the infrared showed only trace heat fromlava vents and the anplifiers showed nothing on
the viewscreen. Frowning at the return on the radar displays, Nenes flipped on the dropship's
exterior lights. For as far as she could see down the infinitely straight corridor, the walls of
the tunnel had been carved into a row of horizontal stone slabs. On each slab was a naked hunman
body. The sl abs and bodi es conti nued on and on into darkness. Nenes gl anced at the deep radar
di splay: the lower levels were also striated with slabs and bodi es.

"Qutside," said the male sibling who had pulled Nemes fromthe lava on God's G ove.

Nermres did not bother with the air | ock. Atnosphere rushed out of the dropship with a dying
roar. There was a hint of pressure in the cavern -- enough that she would not have to phase-shift
to survive -- but the air was thinner than Mars had been before it was terraforned. Nenes's
personal sensors indicated that the tenperature was steady at minus 162 degrees centigrade.

A human figure was outside waiting in the dropship's floodlights. "Good evening," said
Counci |l or Al bedo. The tall man was inpeccably dressed in a gray suit tailored to Pacemtastes. He
communi cated directly on the 75-negahertz band. Al bedo's nouth did not nmove, but his perfect teeth
were visible in a smle. Nenes and her siblings waited. She knew that there would be no further
repri mands or puni shnment. The Three Sectors wanted her alive and functioning. "The girl, Aenea,
has returned to Pax space," said Al bedo.

"Where?" said Nemes's fenmale sibling. There was sonething |ike eagerness between the flat tones
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of her voice.

Counci |l l or Al bedo opened his hands. "The portal began Nenes.

"Tells us nothing this tine," said Councillor Al bedo. Hs snile had not wavered. Nenes frowned
at this.

During all the centuries of the Hegenony's Worl dWb, the Three Sectors of Consci ousness of the
Core had not found a way to use the Void portal -- that instantaneous interface that humans had
known as farcasters -- without |leaving a record of nodul ated neutrinos in the fold matrix. "The
Sonething Else ... " she said.

"Of course,"” said Albedo. He flicked his hand as if discarding the useless segment of this
conversation. "But we can still register the connection. W feel sure that the girl is anong those
returning fromQdd Earth via the old farcaster network."

"There are others?" said one of the males.

Al bedo nodded. "A few at first. More now At least fifty activations at last count.”

Nerres fol ded her arns. "Do you think the Something Else is terminating the A d Earth
experi ment ?"

"No," said Al bedo. He wal ked over to the nearest slab and | ooked down at the naked hunman body
onit. It had been a young wonan, no nore than seventeen or eighteen standard years ol d.

She had red hair. Wite frost |lay on her pale skin and open eyes. "No," he said again.

"The Sectors agree that it is just Aenea's group returning."

"How do we find her?" said Nenes's fenale sibling, obviously nusing al oud on the 75-nmegahertz
band.

"We can translate to every world that had a farcaster during the Hegenony and interrogate the
farcaster portals in person.”

Al bedo nodded. "The Sonething El se can conceal the farcast destinations," he said, "but the
Core is alnost certain that it cannot hide the fact of the matrix fold itself."

Al nost certain. Nemes noted that unusual nodifier of TechnoCore perceptions.

"W want you ... " began Al bedo, pointing at the female sibling. "The Stable Sector did not
give you a nane, did it?"

"No," said Nenes's twin. Linp, dark bangs fell over the pale forehead. No smle touched the

thin lips.
Al bedo chuckl ed on the 75-nmegahertz band.
"Rhadamant h Nenes needed a nane to pass as a human crewrate on the Raphael. | think that the

rest of you should be naned, if just for ny convenience." He pointed at the female. "Scylla."
Stabbing his finger at each of the males in turn, he said, "Gyges. Briareus."

None of the three responded to their christenings, but Nenmes fol ded her arns and said, "Does
this anuse you, Councillor?"

"Yes," said Al bedo.

Around them the atnosphere vented fromthe dropship curled and broiled |ike a w cked fog.

The mal e now naned Briareus said, "W'Ill keep this archangel for transport and begi n searching
all the old Wb worlds, beginning, | assune, with the River Tethys planets."

"Yes," said Al bedo.

Scyll a tapped her nails on the frozen fabric of her junpsuit. "Four ships, the search would go
four times as fast."

"Cbviously," said Al bedo. "There are several reasons we have deci ded against that -- the first
bei ng that the Pax has few of these archangel ships free to loan."

Nenes rai sed an eyebrow. "And when has the Core asked the Pax for |oans?”

"Since we need their noney and their factories and their human resources to build the ships,"”
sai d Al bedo without emphasis. "The second -- and final -- reason is that we want the four of you
together in case you encounter sonmeone or somnething inpossible for one of you to handle."

Nermres' s eyebrow stayed up. She expected sone reference to her failure on God's Grove, but it
was Gyges who spoke. "What in the Pax could we not handl e, Councillor?"

Again the man in gray opened his hands. Behind him the curling vapors of fog first obscured
and then reveal ed the pal e bodies on slabs. "The Shrike," he said.

Nermres nade a rude noise on the 75-megahertz band. "I beat the thing single-handedly," she said.

Al bedo shook his head. The nmaddening snile stayed fixed. "No," he said. "You did not. You used
t he hyperentropic device with which we supplied you to send it five minutes into the future. That
is not the sane as beating it."

Briareus said, "The Shrike is no |onger under the control of the U ?"

Al bedo opened his hands a final tine. "The gods of the future no | onger whisper to us, ny
expensive friend. They war anmong thensel ves and the clanor of their battle echoes back through
time. If our god's work is to be done in our time, we nust do it ourselves." He | ooked at the four
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clone-siblings. "Are we clear on instructions?"

"Find the girl," said Scyll a.

"And?" said the Councillor.

"Kill her at once," said Gyges. "No hesitation."”

"And if her disciples intervene?" said Al bedo, smling nore broadly now, his voice the
caricature of a human school teacher's.

"Kill them" said Briareus

"And if the Shrike appears?" he said, the smle suddenly fading.

"Destroy it," said Nenes.

Al bedo nodded. "Any final questions before we go our separate ways?"

Scyl l a said, "How many hunmans are here?" She gestured toward the sl abs and bodi es.

Council l or Al bedo touched his chin. "A fewtens of nillions on this Labyrinthine world, in this
section of tunnels. But there are many nore tunnels here." He snmiled again. "And eight nore
Labyrinth worlds." Nemes slowy turned her head, viewing the swirling fog and receding line of
stone sl abs on various levels of the spectrum None of the bodies showed any sign of heat above
the anbi ent tenperature of the tunnel

"And this is the Pax's work," she said.

Al bedo chuckl ed on the 75-negahertz band. "OF course," he said. "Wy would the Three Sectors of
Consci ousness or our future U want to stockpile human bodi es?" He wal ked over to the body of the
young woran and tapped her frozen breast. The air in the cavern was far too thin to carry sound,
but Nemes i magi ned the noi se of cold marble being tapped by fingernails.

"Any nore questions?' said Al bedo. "I have an inportant neeting."

Wthout a word on the 75-negahertz band -- or any other band -- the four siblings turned and
reentered the dropship

Gathered on the circular tactical conference center blister of the HH'S. Uiel were twenty Pax
Fl eet officers, including all of the captains and executive officers of Task Force G DEON. Anpng
those executive officers was Conmander Hoagan "Hoag" Liebler. Thirty-six standard years old, born-
agai n since his baptismon Renai ssance M nor, the scion of the once-great Liebler Freehold famly

whose estate covered sone two nillion hectares -- and whose current debt ran to al nost five marks
per hectare -- Liebler had dedicated his private life to serving the Church and given his
professional life to Pax Fleet. He was also a spy and a potential assassin. Liebler had | ooked up
with interest as his new commandi ng officer was piped aboard the Uriel.

Everyone in the task force -- al nost everyone in Pax Fleet -- had heard of Father Captain de
Soya. The forner torchship CO had been granted a papal diskey -- neaning alnost unlinmted
authority -- for sone secret project five standard years earlier, and then had failed at his

m ssion. No one was sure what that m ssion had been, but de Soya's use of that diskey had made
eneni es anong Fleet officers across the Pax. The father-captain's subsequent failure and

di sappearance had been cause for nore runor in the wardroons and Fleet staff roons: the nost
accepted theory was that de Soya had been turned over to the Holy Office, had been quietly
exconmuni cat ed, and probably executed.

But now here he was, given command of one of the nost treasured assets in Pax Fleet's arsenal
one of the twenty-one operational archangel cruisers.

Li ebl er was surprised at de Soya's appearance: the father-captain was short, dark-haired, with
| arge, sad eyes nore appropriate to the icon of a martyred saint than to the ski pper of a
battl ecruiser. Introductions were made quickly by Admiral Aldikacti, the stocky Lusian in charge
of both this nmeeting and the task force.

"Father Captain de Soya," said Al dikacti as de Soya took his place at the gray, circular table
within the gray, circular room "I believe you know sonme of these officers.”

The Adm ral was fanobus for her lack of tact as well as for her ferocity in battle.

"Mother Captain Stone is an old friend," said de Soya, nodding toward his fornmer executive
officer. "Captain Hearn was a nenber of ny last task force, and | have met Captain Sati and
Captain Lenpriere. | have also had the privilege of working with Commanders Uchi kawa and Bar nes-
Avne."

Admiral Aldikacti grunted. "Commander Barnes-Avne is here representing the Marine and Swi ss
Quard presence on Task Force G DEON," she said. "Have you met your exec, Father Captain de Soya?"

The priest-captain shook his head and Al di kacti introduced Liebler. The conmander was surprised
at the firmess in the dinmnutive father-captain's grip and the authority in the other nan's gaze.
Eyes of a martyr or no, thought Hoag Liebler, this man is used to conmmand.

"Al'l right," gromed Admiral Aldikacti, "let's get started. Captain Sati will present the
briefing."
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For the next twenty minutes, the conference blister was fogged with hol os and trajectory
overl ays.

Com ogs and 'scribers filled with data and scribbled notes. Sati's soft voice was the only
sound except for the rare question or request for clarification

Li ebler jotted his own notes, surprised at the scope of Task Force G DEON S mi ssion, and busy
at the work of any executive officer -- getting down all the salient facts and details that the
captain might want to review later. G DEON was the first task force nade up conpletely of
ar changel - cl ass crui sers.

Seven of the archangels had been tasked to this mssion. Conventional Hawking-class torchships
had been di spatched nonths earlier to rendezvous with themat their first sally point in the
Qut back sone twenty |ight-years beyond the Great Wall defensive sphere so as to participate in a
nock battle, but after that first junp, the task force of seven ships would be operating
i ndependent|y.

"A good met aphor woul d be General Sherman's march through Georgia in the pre-Hegira North
American Civil War in the nineteenth century,” said Captain Sati, sending half the officers at the
table tapping at their com og diskeys to bring up that arcane bit of mlitary history.

"Previously," continued Sati, "our battles with the Qusters have either been in the Geat \Wal
no-man' s-land, or on the fringes of either Pax or Quster space. There have been very few deep-
penetration raids into Quster territory." Sati paused in his briefing.

"Fat her Captain de Soya's Task Force MAG some five standard years ago was one of the deepest
of those raids."

"Any conments about it, Father Captain?" said Admral Aldikacti.

De Soya hesitated a nonent. "We burned an orbital forest ring,"
resi stance."

Hoag Liebl er thought that the father-captain's voice sounded vaguel y ashaned.

he said at last. "There was no

Sati nodded as if satisfied. "That's what we hope will be the case for this entire mnission. CQur
intelligence suggests that the Qusters have depl oyed the vast bulk of their defensive forces al ong
the sphere of the Geat Wall, leaving very little in the way of arned resistance through the heart

of their colonized areas beyond the Pax. For al nost three centuries they have positioned their
forces, their bases, and their hone systems with the [imtations of Hawking-drive technol ogy as
the primary determning factor."

Tactical holos filled the conference blister.

"The grand cliché," continued Sati, "is that the Pax has had the advantage of interior |ines of
transport and conmmuni cation, while the Qusters have had the defensive strength of conceal nent and
di stance. Penetration deep into Quster space has been all but inpossible due to the vulnerability
of our supply lines and their willingness to cut and run before our superior strength, attacking
later -- often with devastating effect -- when our task forces venture too far fromthe G eat
wall."

Sati paused and | ooked at the officers around the table. "Gentlenmen and | adi es, those days are
over." More holos msted into solidity, the red line of Task Force G DEON S trajectory out from
and back to the Pax sphere slicing between suns |ike a |laser knife.

"Qur mssion is to destroy every in-system Quster supply base and deep-space col ony we
encounter," said Sati, his soft voice taking on strength. "Conmet farms, can cities, boondoggles,
torus bases, L-point clusters, orbital forest rings, birthing asteroids, bubble hives ..
everything."

"I'ncluding civilian angel s?" asked Father Captain de Soya. Hoag Liebler blinked at his COS
questi on.

Pax Fleet informally referred to the space-tail ored DNA-ALTERED mutants as "Lucifer's angels,"
usual Iy shortened to "angel s" in an irony bordering on blaspheny, but the phrase was rarely used
before the high brass.

Admiral Al di kacti answered. "Especially angels, Father Captain. H s Holiness, Pope U ban, has
declared this a Crusade agai nst the inhuman travesties the Qusters are breeding out there in the
darkness. His Holiness has stated in his Crusade Encyclical that these unholy nutations are to be
elimnated from God's universe. There are no civilian Qusters. Do you have a probl em under st andi ng
this directive, Father Captain de Soya?"

Oficers around the table seened to hold their breaths until de Soya finally answered.

"No, Admiral Aldikacti. | understand Hi s Holiness's encyclical."

The briefing continued. "These archangel -class cruisers will be involved," said Sati. "H's
Holiness's Ship Uriel as flagship, the Raphael, the Mchael, the Gabriel, the Raguel, the Remel,
and the Sariel. In each case, the ships will use their G deon drives to nmake the instantaneous

junp to the next system wll take two days or nore to decelerate in-system thus allowi ng tine

file:/lIF|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (41 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:24 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

for crew resurrection. His Holiness has granted us di spensation to use the new two-day
resurrection-cycle créches ... which offer a ninety-two percent probability of resurrection. After
regroupi ng the attack force, we will do maxi mum danmage to all Quster forces and installations
before translating to the next system Any Pax ship damaged beyond repair will be abandoned, the
crew transferred to other ships in the task force, and the cruiser destroyed. No chances will be
taken with the Qusters capturing G deon-drive technol ogy, even though it would be useless to them
wi t hout the Sacranent of Resurrection. The mission should extend sone three standard nonths. Any
guesti ons?"

Fat her Captain de Soya raised his hand. "I have to apol ogize," he said, "I've been out of touch
for several standard years, but | notice that this task force is nmade up of archangel -cl ass ships
naned after archangels referred to by name in the A d Testanent."

"Yes, Father Captain?" pronpted Admiral Aldikacti. "Your question?"

"Just this, Admiral. | seemto remenber that there were only seven archangels referred to by
nane in the Bible. Wat about the rest of the archangel -class ships that have come online?"

There was chuckling around the | ong table and de Soya could see that he had cut the tension
much as he had pl anned.

Smiling, Adnmiral Aldikacti said, "W welconme our prodigal captain back and informhimthat the
Vati can theol ogi ans have searched the Book of Enoch and the rest of the pseudepigrapha to find
t hese other angels which nmight be pronmoted to "honorary archangel,” and the Holy Ofice itself has
aut hori zed di spensation in Pax Fleet's use of their nanes. W found it ... ah ... appropriate ...
that the first seven planet-class archangels built be naned after those listed in the Bible and
should carry their sacred fire to the eneny."”

The chuckling turned to sounds of approval and finally to soft applause anong the conmanders
and their execs.

There were no other questions. Adnmiral Al dikacti said, "Oh, one other detail, if you see this
ship ... " A holo of a strange-looking starship fl oated above the center of the table. The thing
was small by Pax Fleet standards, was streamined as if built to enter atmpsphere, and had fins
near the fusion ports.

"What is it?" said Mother Captain Stone, still smiling fromthe good feeling in the room "Sone
Quster joke?"

"No," said Father Captain de Soya in a soft nmonotone, "it's Whb-era technology. A private
starship ... owned by an individual."

A few executive officers chuckled again. Admiral Al dikacti stopped the |aughter by waving her
thi ck hand through the holo. "The father-captain is correct,” runbled the Lusian admral. "It's an
old Web-era ship, once owned by a diplomat of the Hegenbny." She shook her head. "They had the
weal th to nmake such gestures then. Anyway, it has a Hawking drive nodified by Quster technicians,
may well be armed, and nust be consi dered as dangerous. "

"What do we do if we encounter it?" asked Mdther Captain Stone. "Take it as a prize?"

"No," said Admiral Aldikacti. "Destroy it on sight. Slag it to vapor. Any questions?"

There were none. The officers dispersed to their ships to prepare for the initial translation.
On the wasp-shuttle ride back to the Raphael, XO Hoag Liebler chatted pleasantly with his new

captai n about the ship's readiness and crew s high norale, all the while thinking, | hope | don't
have to kill this man.

6

It has been ny experience that imediately after certain traunmati c separations -- |eaving one's
famly to go to war, for instance, or upon the death of a famly menber, or after parting from
one's beloved with no assurances of reunion -- there is a strange cal mess, al nost a sense of
relief, as if the worst has happened and nothing el se need be dreaded. So it was with the rainy,
predawn norning on which | left Aenea on Ad Earth

The kayak that | paddl ed was srmall and the M ssissippi River was large. At first, in the
darkness, | paddled with an intense alertness that was close to fear, adrenaline-driven, eyes
straining to make out snags and sandbars and drifting flotsamon the raging current. The river was
very wide there, the better part of a mle, | guessed -- the Ad Architect had used the archaic

English units of Iength and di stance, feet, yards, niles, and nost of us at Taliesin had fallen
into the habit of imtating him-- and the banks of the river |ooked flooded, with dead trees
showi ng where the waters had risen hundreds of meters fromthe original banks, pushing the river
to high bluffs on both sides.
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An hour or so after | had parted fromny friend, the light came up slowy, first showi ng the
separation of gray cloud and bl ack-gray bluff to nmy left, then casting a flat, cold light on the
surface of the river itself. | had been right to be afraid in the dark: the river was snarled with
snags and long fingers of sandbars; |arge, waterlogged trees with hydra heads of roots raged past
me on the center currents, snmashing anything in their way with the force of giant battering rans.
| selected what | hoped was the nmost forgiving current, paddled strongly to stay out of the way of
floating debris, and tried to enjoy the sunrise

Al'l that norning | paddl ed south, seeing no sign of human habitati on on either bank except for
a single parting glinpse of ancient, once-white buildings drowned anm d the dead trees and bracki sh
waters in what had once been the western bank and was now a swanp at the base of the bluffs there.
Twice | put ashore on islands: once to relieve nyself and the second tine to store away the snall
backpack that was ny only luggage. During this second stop -- late in the norning with the sun
warmng the river and ne -- | sat on a |log on the sandy bank and ate one of the cold neat and
must ard sandwi ches that Aenea had made for ne during the night. | had brought two water bottles --
one to fit on ny belt, the other to stay in ny pack -- and | drank with noderation, not knowi ng if
the water of the Mssissippi was fit to drink and al so not knowing when | would find a safe
supply. It was afternoon when | saw the city and the arch ahead of ne.

Sonetime before, a second river had joined the Mssissippi on ny right, w dening the channe
significantly. | was sure that it nust be the Mssouri, and when | queried the comog, the ship's
menory confirnmed my hunch. It was not long after that when | saw the arch

This farcaster portal |ooked different than the ones we had transited during our trip out to
add Earth: larger, older, duller, nore rust-streaked. It nmay have once been high and dry on the
west bank of the river, but now the netal of the arch rose out of waters hundreds of meters from
shore. Skeletal remants of drowned buildings -- |ow "skyscrapers" from pre-Hegira days according
to my newy informed architectural sensibilities -- also rose fromthe sluggi sh waters.

"St. Louis," said the com og bracelet when | queried the ship's Al. "Destroyed even before the
Tribul ati ons. Abandoned before the Big M stake of '08."

"Destroyed?" | said, ainmng the kayak toward the giant hoop of the arch and seeing for the
first time how the west bank behind it curved around in a perfect semcircle, formng a shall ow
| ake. Ancient trees lined the sharp arc of the shore. An inpact crater, | thought, although neteor
crater or bonb crater or power-source nmeltdown or sonme other variety of violent event, | could not
tell. "How destroyed?" | said to the conl og.

"No information," said the bracelet. "However | do have a data entry which correlates with the
arch ahead of us."

"It's a farcaster portal, isn't it?" | said, fighting the strong current here on the west side
of the main channel to aimthe kayak at the east-facing arch.

"Not originally," said the soft voice on my wist. "The size and orientation of the artifact
coincide with position and di nensions of the so-called Gateway Arch, an architectural oddity built
inthe city of St. Louis during the tine of the United States of America nation-state in the md-
twentieth century A D. It was neant to synbolize western expansion of the hegenonic, Euro-
descended proto-nationalist pioneers who mgrated through here in their effort to displace the
original, pre-Preserve, NorthAm i ndi genies."

"The Indians," | said, panting as | paddl ed the bobbi ng kayak through the last conflicting
current and got us lined up with the huge arch. There had been an hour or two of rich sunlight,
but now the cold wind and gray cl ouds had returned.

Rai ndrops pattered on the fiberglass of the kayak and rippled the wavetops on either side. The
current now carried the kayak toward the center of the arch, and | rested the paddle a nonent,
maki ng sure not to hit the nysterious red button by accident. "So this farcaster portal was built
to honor the people who killed the Indians," | said, |eaning forward on nmy el bows.

"The original Gateway Arch had no farcaster function," the ship's voice said primy

"Did it survive the disaster that ... did this?"

| said, pointing the paddle at the inpact-crater lake and its assortnent of flooded buil di ngs.

"No information," said the conl og.

"And you don't know if it's a farcaster?" | said, panting again as | paddl ed hard. The arch
| oonmed hi gh above us now, at |east a hundred nmeters to its apex. The winterish sunlight glinted
dully on its rusted sides.

"No," said the ship's nmenory. "There is no record of any farcaster on AOd Earth."

O course there would be no such record. AOd Earth had collapsed into the Big M stake bl ack

hol e -- or been ki dnapped by the Lions and Tigers and Bears -- at least a century and a hal f
bef ore the TechnoCore had given the ol d Hegenony farcaster technol ogy.
But there had been a snall but very functional farcaster arch over that river -- creek
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actually -- in western Pennsylvania where Aenea and | had 'cast from God's Grove four years
earlier. And | had seen others in ny travels.

"Well," | said, nmore to nyself than to the idiot comog A, "if thisisnt it, we'll just
continue on downriver. Aenea had a reason for |aunching us where she did."

I was not so sure. There was no telltale farcaster shimer under this arch -- no glinpse of

sunlight or starlight beyond. Just the darkening sky and the bl ack band of forest on the shoreline
beyond t he I ake.

| leaned back and | ooked up at the arch, shocked to see panels missing, steel ribs show ng. The
kayak had al ready passed beneath it and there was no transition, no sudden shift of |ight and
gravity and alien scents. This thing was nothing nore than a broken-down old architectural freak
that just happened to resenble a ..

Everyt hi ng changed.

One second the kayak and | were bobbing on the wi ndswept M ssissippi, heading into the shall ow
crater |ake that had been the city of St. Louis, and the next instant it was night and the little
fiberglass boat and I were sliding along a narrow canal between canyons of |ighted buil di ngs under
a dark skylight half a kilometer or nore above ny head. "Jesus," | whispered.

"An ancient nessiah figure," said the comog. "Religions based on his purported teachings
include Christianity, Zen-Christianity, ancient and nodern Catholicism and such Protestant sects
as ... "

"Shut up,"” | said. "Good child nmode." This command had the coml og speak only when spoken to.
There were ot her people boating on this canal, if canal it was. Scores of rowboats and tiny
sai | boats and ot her kayaks noved upriver and down. C ose by, on riverwal ks and espl anades, on
skyways crisscrossing above the well-lighted waters, hundreds nore wal ked in pairs and snall
groups. Stocky individuals in bright garments jogged al one.

| felt the gravity weigh ny arnms as | tried to lift the kayak paddle -- at |east hal f-again
Earth's was nmy imediate inpression -- and | slowy lifted my face to the view of those hundreds --
thousands -- of lighted windows and turrets, wal kways and bal coni es and | andi ng pads, of nore
lights as chrome-silver trains humred softly through cl ear tubes above the river, as EMW S sliced
through the air overhead, as levitation platforns and sky ferries carried people back and forth
across this incredible canyon ... and | knew.

Lusus. This had to be Lusus.

| had net Lusians before: rich hunters come to Hyperion to shoot ducks or dem -gyres, richer
of fworl d ganblers slunming in the Nine Tails casinos where | had worked as a bouncer, even a few
expatriates in our Hone Guard unit, felons fleeing Pax justice nost likely. They all had the high-
g, lowprofile | ook of these short, stocky, promnently nuscled joggers who chugged by on the
riverwal ks and espl anades |ike sonme prinmitive but powerful steam machines. No one seened to be
payi ng any attention to ny kayak or me. This surprised ne: fromthese natives' perspectives, |
nmust have appeared from nowhere, nmaterializing under the farcaster portal behind ne.

| |1 ooked back and understood why ny appearance m ght have gone unnoticed. The farcaster porta
was ol d, of course, part of the fallen Hegenony and of the forner River Tethys, and the arch had
been built into the Hive city walls -- platforns and wal kways studdi ng and overhangi ng the sl ender
portal -- so that the segment of canal or river directly under the arch was the only visible
section of this indoor city that lay in deep shadow Even as | glanced back, a small notorboat
glided out of that shadow, caught the gl ow of the sodiumvapor |ights that overhung the river
wal kway, and seened to pop into existence just as | had half a nonment earlier.

Bul ked up as | was in sweater and jacket, tightly tucked into the nylon skirt of ny little

kayak cockpit, | probably |ooked as stocky as the Lusians | saw on either side of ne. A man and
worman on jet skis waved as they hissed past.

| waved back. "Jesus," | whispered again, nore in prayer than blaspheny. This tine the com og
made no comment. | will interrupt nyself here. My tenptation at this point in the telling, despite
the hurry-up incentive of cyanide gas hissing into the Schrddi nger cat box at any nmonent, was to
describe ny interworld odyssey in great detail. It was, in truth, as close as | had conme to true

adventure since Aenea and | had arrived at the safety of A d Earth four standard years earlier

In the thirty-sone standard hours since Aenea had perenptorily announced ny inm nent departure
by farcaster, | had naturally assunmed that the voyage would be simlar to our former trip -- from
Renai ssance Vector to A d Earth, our voyage had been through enpty or abandoned | andscapes via
wor | ds such as Hebron, New Mecca, God's G ove, and unnamed worlds such as the jungle planet on
which we had left the Consul's ship in hiding. On one of the few planets where we had encountered

i nhabitants -- ironically on Mare Infinitus, the sparsely settled ocean world -- the contact had
been catastrophic for everyone involved: | had blown up nost of their floating platform they had
captured ne, stabbed ne, shot nme, and al nbst drowned nme. In the process, | had |ost sone of the
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nost val uabl e things we had taken on the trip, including the ancient hawking mat that had been
handed down since the days of the Siri and Merin | egend and the equally ancient .45 cali ber
handgun that | had wanted to believe once bel onged to Aenea's nother, Brawne Lam a

But for the mpjority of our voyage, the R ver Tethys had carried Aenea, A Bettik, and ne

t hrough enpty | andscapes -- omi nously enpty on Hebron and New Mecca, as if sone terror had carried
away the popul ations -- and we had been | eft al one.
Not here. Lusus was alive and seething. For the first time, | understood why these planetary

honeyconbs were call ed Hives.

Travel i ng together through unpopul ated regions, the girl, the android, and | had been left to
our own devices. Now, alone and essentially unarnmed in ny little kayak, | found nyself waving to
Pax police and born-again Lusian priests who strolled by. The canal was no nore than thirty neters
wi de here, concrete and plastic-lined, with no tributaries or hiding places. There were shadows
under the bridges and overpasses, just as under the farcaster portal upriver, but river traffic
moved t hrough these shadowy places in a constant flow. No place to hide.

For the first tine | considered the insanity of farcaster travel. My cl othes would be out of
pl ace, drawi ng i nmedi ate attention as soon as | stepped out of the kayak. My body type was wrong.

My Hyperion-bred dialect would be strange. | had no noney, no identity chip, no EM/ |icense or
credit cards, no Pax parish papers or place of residence. Stopping the kayak for a minute by a
riverside bar -- the snmell of grilled steak or sinmlar fare wafting out on fans and maki ng ne

salivate with hunger, the yeast tang hinting of brewery vats and cold beer on the sane breeze -- |
realized that | would alnost certainly be arrested two nminutes after going into such a pl ace.

Peopl e travel ed between worlds in the Pax -- millionaires nostly, businesspeople and
adventurers willing to spend nonths in cryogenic sleep and years of tine-debt traveling by
Mercantilus transport between the stars, smug in their cruciformcertainty that job and hone and
family would be waiting in their steady-state Christian universe when they returned -- but it was
rare, and no one travel ed between worlds w thout noney and Pax pernission. Two minutes after |
sauntered into the café or bar or restaurant or whatever it was, someone would probably call the
Il ocal police or the Pax mlitary. Their first search would show nme crossless -- a heathen in a
born-again Christian universe.

Licking nmy lips, ny stomach growling, arns weary fromfatigue and the extra gravity there, eyes
tearing fromlack of sleep and deep frustration, | paddl ed away fromthe riverside café and
continued downriver, hoping that the next farcaster would be nearer rather than far

And here | resist the tenptation to tell of all the marvel ous sights and sounds, the strange
peopl e glinpsed and cl ose encounters chanced. | had never been on a world as settled, as crowded,
as interior as Lusus, and | could have easily spent a nonth exploring the bustling Hive | glinpsed
fromthe concrete-channeled river. After six hours traveling dowmstreamin the canal on Lusus, |
paddl ed under the wel coned arch and enmerged on Freude, a bustling, heavily popul ated world that |
knew littl e about and could not even have identified if it had not been for the comog's
navi gational files. Here | finally slept, the kayak hidden in a five-neter-high sewer pipe, ne
curled up under tendrils of industrial fiberplastic caught in a wire fence. | slept a ful
standard day and night around on Freude, but there the days were thirty-nine standard hours | ong
and it was only evening of the day | arrived when | found the next arch, less than five klicks
downriver, and translated again.

From sunny Freude, populated by Pax citizens in elaborate harlequin fabrics and bright capes,
the river took me to Nevernore with its brooding villages carved into rock and its stone castles
perched on canyon sides under perpetually gl ooy skies. At night on Nevernore, conets streaked the
heavens and crow i ke flying creatures -- nore giant bats than birds -- flapped | eathery wi ngs | ow
above the river and blotted out the conmets' glow with their black bodies. | was hail ed by
commercial rafters there, and hailed them back, all the while paddling away toward a stretch of
white water that alnost flipped ny kayak and certainly taxed all of mny fledgling kayaker's skills.
Sirens were hooting fromthe gimet-eyed castles on Nevernore when | paddl ed furiously under the
next farcaster portal and found myself sweltering in the desert sunshine of a busy little world
the comog told nme was called Vitus-Gay-Balianus B. | had never heard of it, not even in the old
Hegenony-era atl ases that Grandam had kept in her travel caravan, and which | had crept in to
study by gl ow wand whenever | coul d.

The River Tethys had taken Aenea, A Bettik, and nme through desert planets on the way out to
ad Earth, but these had been the oddly enpty worlds of Hebron and New Mecca -- their deserts
devoid of life, their cities abandoned. But here on Vitus-Gay-Balianus B, adobe-style houses
huddl ed by the river's edge, and every klick or so | would encounter a |evy or |ock where nost of
the water was being siphoned away for irrigation to the green fields that followed the river's
course. Luckily the river served as the nain street and central highway here, and | had energed
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fromthe ancient farcaster arch's shadow in the | ee of a nassive barge, so | continued paddling
blandly on in the mdst of bustling river traffic -- skiffs, rafts, barges, tugs, electric

power boats, house boats, and even the occasional EM Il evitation barge noving three or four neters
above the river's surface.

The gravity was light here, probably Iess than two thirds of Od Earth's or Hyperion's, and at
times | thought that my paddle strokes were going to lift the kayak and ne right out of the water
But if the gravity was light, the light -- sunlight -- as heavy on nme as a giant, sweaty palm
Wthin half an hour of paddling, | had depleted the last of nmy second water bottle and knew t hat
woul d have to set into find a drink. One would think on a world of |esser gravity that the
deni zens woul d be beanpoles -- the vertical antithesis of the Lusian barrel shape -- but nost of
the men, wonen, and children | saw in the busy |anes and towpaths along the river were al nbst as
short and stocky as Lusians. Their clothing was as bright as the harlequin notley on the residents
of Freude, but here each person wore a single brilliant hue -- tight bodysuits of head-to-toe
crimson, cloaks and capes of intense cerul ean, gowns and suits of eye-piercing emerald with
el aborate enerald hats and scarves, flowing trains of yellow chiffon and bright anber turbans. |
realized that the doors and shutters of the adobe hones, shops, and inns were also painted in

these distinctive colors and wondered what the significance nmight be -- caste? Politica
preference? Social or econonic status? Sone sort of kinship signal? Wuatever it was, | would not
blend in when | went ashore to find a drink, dressed as | was all in dull khaki and weat hered

cotton. But it was either put ashore or die of thirst. Just past one of the many self-serve | ocks,
| paddled to a pier, tied nmy bobbing kayak in place as a heavy barge exited the | ock behind ne,
and wal ked toward a circul ar wood-and-adobe structure that | hoped was an artesian well. | had
seen several of the wonen in saffron robes carrying what may have been water jugs fromthe thing,
so | felt fairly safe in nmy guess as to function. Wiat | had no confidence in was the odds that |
could draw water there nyself w thout violating some |aw, coda, caste rule, religious commandnent,
or local custom

I had seen no visible Pax presence on the towpath or lanes -- neither the black of priest nor
the red and bl ack of the standardi zed Pax police uniform-- but that nmeant little. There were very
few worl ds, even in the Qutback where the comog inforned ne that Vitus-Gay-Balianus B |ay, where
the Pax did not have sone definitive presence. | had covertly slipped the scabbard with ny hunting
knife frompack to back pocket under ny vest, and my only plan was to use the blade to bluster an
exit back to my boat if a nob formed. If Pax police arrived, with stunners or flechette pistols,
my journey would be over.

It would soon be over -- at least for a while -- for vastly different reasons, but | had no
warni ng -- except for a backache that had been with ne since before |l eaving Lusus -- of that as
diffidently approached the well, if well it was.

It was a well.

No one reacted to nmy tall build or drab colors. No one -- not even the children dressed in
brilliant red and bright blue who paused in their gane to give ne a glance and then | ook away --
interfered or seened to notice the obvious stranger in their mdst. As | drank deeply and then
refilled both water bottles, | had the inpression -- fromwhat source | do not know -- that the

i nhabi tants of Vitus-Gay-Balianus B, or at least of this village along this stretch of the |ong-
abandoned River Tethys farcaster-way, were sinply too polite to point and stare or ask ne ny
busi ness. My feeling at that nmoment, as | capped the second bottle and turned to return to ny
kayak, was that a three-headed nmutant alien or -- to speak in the real mof the nore real bizarre --
that the Shrike itself could have drunk fromthat artesian well on that pleasant desert afternoon
and not have been accosted or questioned by the citizens.

| had taken three steps on the dusty |ane when the pain struck. First | doubl ed over, gasping

in pain, unable to take a breath, and then | went to one knee, then onto ny side. | curled up in
agony. | would have screaned if the terrible pain had allowed ne the breath and energy.

It did not. Gasping like a river fish tossed to this dusty bank, | curled tighter in a feta
position and rode waves of agony. | should say here that | was not a total stranger to pain and

di sconfort. Wien | was in the Hone Guard, a study by the Hyperion mlitary showed that nost of the
conscripts sent south to fight the lce Caw rebels had little stonach for pain.
The city fol ks of the northern Aquila cities and the fancier Nine Tails towns had rarely, if

ever, experienced any pain that they couldn't banish by popping a pill or dialing up an
aut osurgeon or driving to their nearest doc-in-the-box.
As a shepherd and country boy, | had a bit nore experience with tolerating pain: accidenta

knife cuts, a broken foot froma pakbrid stepping on ne, bruises and contusions fromfalls far out
in rock country, a concussion once while westling in the caravan rendezvous, boils fromriding,
even the fat lips and bl ack eyes fromcanpfire brawls during the Men's Convocati on
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And on the Iceshelf | had been hurt three tines -- twice cut fromshrapnel after white mnes
had kill ed buddi es, once | anced froma | ong-range sniper -- that final wound serious enough to
bring in a priest who all but demanded that | accept the cruciformbefore it was too | ate.

But | had never experienced pain |like this.

Mbani ng, gasping, the polite citizenry finally falling back fromthis flopping apparition and

being forced to take notice of the stranger, | lifted ny wist and demanded that the com og tel
me what was happening to nme. It did not answer. Between waves of unbearable pain, | asked again
Still no answer. Then | renmenbered that | had the damm thing in good child node. | called it by

name and repeated the query.
"May | activate the dormant biosensor function, M Endym on?" asked the idiot Al.

I had not known that the device had a biosensor function, dormant or otherw se. | nade a rude
noi se of assent and doubled into a tighter fetal curl. It felt as if soneone had stabbed ne in the
upper back and was tw sting the hooked bl ade. Pain poured through nme |ike current through a hot
wire. | vomited into the dust. A beautiful woman in pure white robes took another step back and
lifted one white sandal. "Wat is it?" | gasped again in the briefest of intervals between the
stabbi ng pains. "What's happeni ng?" | denanded of the comog. Wth ny other hand, | felt ny back
seeking out blood or an entrance wound. | expected to find an arrow or spear, but there was
not hi ng.

"You are going into shock, M Endymion," said the | obotom zed bit of the Consul ship's Al.

"Bl ood pressure, skin resistance, heart rate, and atropin count all support this."

"Why?" | said again and drew the single syllable out into a long nbpan as the pain rolled from
my back out and through nmy entire body. | retched again. My stonach was enpty but the vomting
continued. The brightly clad citizens stayed their distance, never drawing into a curious crowd,
never show ng the bad manners of staring or nurmnuring, but obviously tarrying in their rounds.

"What's wrong?" | gasped again, trying to whisper to the com og bracelet. "What woul d cause
t hi s?"

"Qunshot," returned the tiny, tinny voice. "Stab wound. Spear, knife, arrow, throw ng dart.
Ener gy weapon wound. Lance, |aser, onega knife, pulse blade. Concentrated flechette strike.
Perhaps a long, thin needle inserted through the upper kidney, liver, and spleen."

Withing in pain, |I felt my back again, pulling my own knife scabbard out and casting it away.
The outer vest and shirt under it felt unburned or blasted. No sharp objects protruded from ny
flesh.

The pain burned its way through me again and | nmoaned al oud. | had not done that when the
sni per had | anced me on the Iceshelf or when Uncle Vanya's 'brid had broken ny foot.

I found it difficult to formconplete thoughts, but the direction of ny thinking was ... the
Vitus-Gay-Balianus B natives ... sonehow ... mind power ... poison ... the water ... invisible
rays ... punishing ne ... for

| gave up the effort and noaned again. Someone in a bright blue skirt or toga and i nmacul ate
sandal s, toenails painted blue, stepped closer. "Excuse nme, sir," said a soft voice in thickly
accented old Wb English. "But are you in difficulty?" Er ye en defficoolte? "Aaarrrgghhhggghuhh,™
| said in response, punctuating the noise with nore dry retching. "May | then be of assistance?"
said the sane soft voice fromabove the blue toga. Ez-sest-e? "Ch ... ahhrrgghah ... nnnrrehhakk,"
| said and hal f swooned fromthe agony. Black dots danced in ny vision until | could no |onger see
the sandals or blue toenails, but the terrible pain would not let go of me ...

I could not escape into unconsciousness. Robes and togas rustled around ne. | snelled perfune,
col ogne, soap ... felt strong hands on ny arnms and | egs and sides. Their attenpt to lift ne made
the heated wire rip through ny back and into the base of ny skull.

7

The Grand | nquisitor had been ordered to appear with his aide for a papal audience at 0800
hours Vatican tine. At 0752 hours, his black EMW arrived at the Via del Bel vedere checkpoi nt
entrance to the papal apartments. The Inquisitor and his aide, Father Farrell, were passed through
detector portals and handhel d sensors -- first at the Swi ss Guard checkpoint, then at the Pal atine
GQuard station, and finally at the new Noble Guard post.

John Donmeni co Cardinal Mustafa, the Grand Inquisitor, gave the nost subtle of |ooks to his aide
as they were passed by this final checkpoint. The Noble Guard at this point seenmed to consist of
cloned twins -- all thin nmen and wonen with |ank hair, sallow conpl exi ons, and dead gazes. A
m | | enni um ago, Mustafa knew, the Swiss Guard had been the paid nercenary force for the Pope, the
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Pal ati ne Guard had consisted of trusted |ocals, always of Roman birth, who provided an honor guard
for H's Holiness's public appearances, and the Noble Guard had been chosen from aristocracy as a
formof papal reward for loyalty. Today the Swiss Guard was the nost elite of Pax Fleet's regular
forces, the Pal atines had been reinstated only a year earlier by Pope Julius XV, and now Pope
Urban appeared to be relying upon this strange brotherhood of the new Noble Guard for his personal
safety.

The Grand | nquisitor knew that the Noble Guard twi ns were indeed clones, early prototypes of
the secret Legion in building, and vanguards of a new fighting force requested by the Pope and his
Secretary of State and designed by the Core. The Inquisitor had paid dearly for this information
and he knew that his position -- if not his life -- mght be forfeit if Lourdusamy or H s Holiness
di scovered that he knew of it. Past the |ower guard posts, with Father Farrell straightening his
cassock after the search, Cardinal Mistafa waved away t he papal assistant who offered to guide
them upstairs. The Cardinal personally opened the door to the ancient |ift that would take themto
the papal apartments.

This private way to the Pope's quarters actually began in the basenent, since the reconstructed
Vatican was built on a hill with the Via del Bel vedere entrance beneath the usual ground fl oor
Rising in the creaking cage, Father Farrell nervously fidgeting with his 'scriber and fol der of
papers, the Grand Inquisitor relaxed as they passed the ground-floor courtyard of San Danaso. They
passed the second floor with the fantastic Borgia Apartnents and the Sistine Chapel. They creaked
and groaned their way past the second floor with the papal state apartnents, the Consistorial
Hal I, the library, the audience suite, and the beautiful Raphael Rooms. On the third floor they
st opped and the cage doors slammed open

Cardi nal Lourdusany and his aide, Mnsignor Lucas Oddi, nodded and sniled. "Donenico," said
Lourdusany, taking the Grand Inquisitor's hand and squeezing it tightly.

"Si mon Augustino," said the Grand Inquisitor with a bow So the Secretary of State was to be in
this meeting. Mustafa had suspected and feared as nuch. Stepping out of the lift and wal king with
the others toward the papal private apartments, the Grand Inquisitor glanced down the hallway

toward the offices of the Secretariat of State and -- for the ten-thousandth tinme -- envied this
man' s access to the Pope.
The Pope net the party in the wide, brilliantly Iit gallery that connected the Secretariat of

State offices with the two stories of roons that were the private domain of His Holiness. The
usual Iy serious Pontiff was smiling. This day he was dressed in a white-caped cassock with a white
zucchetto on his head and a white fascia tied around his waist. H s white shoes nmade only the
slightest of whispering noises on the tiled floors. "Ah, Donenico," said Pope Urban XVI as he
extended his ring hand to be kissed. "Sinon. How good of you to cone." Father Farrell and
Monsi gnor Oddi waited on one knee for the Holy Father to turn to themso that they could kiss the
Ring of St. Peter.

H s Holiness | ooked well, thought the Grand Inquisitor, definitely younger and nore rested than
before his nost recent death. The high forehead and burning eyes were the same, but Mistafa
t hought that there was sonething simultaneously nore urgent and sati sfied-1ooking about the
resurrected Pope's appearance this norning.

"W were just about to take our norning stroll in the garden," said Hs Holiness. "Wuld you
care to join us?"
The four men nodded and fell in with the Pope's quick pace as he wal ked the I ength of the

gallery and then clinbed snooth, broad stairs to the roof.

Hi s Holiness's personal aides kept their distance, the Swiss Guard troopers at the entrance to
the garden stood at rigid attention while staring strai ght ahead, Lourdusany and the G and
I nqui sitor wal ked only a pace behind the Holy Father, while Mnsignor OGddi and Father Farrell kept
pace two steps back.

The papal gardens consisted of a maze of flowered trellises, trickling fountains, perfectly
trimed hedges and topiaried trees fromthree hundred Pax worlds, stone wal kways, and fantastic
fl owering shrubs. Above all this, a force-ten containnment field -- transparent fromthis side
opaqued to outside observers -- provided both privacy and protection. Pacems sky was a brilliant,
uncl ouded bl ue this norning.

"Do either of you renenber," began Hs Holiness, his cassock rustling as they wal ked briskly
down the garden path, "when our sky here was yell ow?"

Car di nal Lourdusany produced the deep runble that passed for a chuckle with him "GCh, yes," he
said, "I renenber when the sky was a sick yellow, the air was all but unbreathable, it was cold
all the tinme, and the rain never ended. A marginal world then, Pacem The only reason the old
Hegenony ever allowed the Church to settle here."

Pope Urban XVI smiled thinly and gestured toward the blue sky and warm sunlight. "So there has
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been sone inprovenment during our tine of service here, eh, Sinmon Augustino?" Both cardinals
| aughed softly. They had made a quick circuit of the rooftop, and now H s Holiness took another
route through the center of the garden. Stepping fromstone to stone on the narrow path, the two
cardinals and their aides followed the white-cassocked Pontiff in single file.

Suddenly Hi s Holiness stopped and turned. A fountain burbled softly behind him "You have
heard," he said, all jesting gone fromhis tone, "that Admral Aldikacti's task force has
transl ated beyond the G eat \Wall?"

Bot h cardi nal s nodded.

"It is but the first of what will be nmany such incursions,” said the Holy Father. "W do not
hope this ... we do not predict this ... we knowthis."

The head of the Holy Ofice and the Secretary of State and their aides waited.

The Pope | ooked at each man in turn

"This afternoon, ny friends, we plan to travel to Castel Gandolfo ..

The Grand | nquisitor stopped hinself from glancing upward, know ng that the papal asteroid

could not be seen during the daytinme. He knew that the Pontiff was speaking in the royal "we" and
not inviting Lourdusany and himto cone al ong.

" where we will pray and neditate for several days while conposing our next encyclical,"
continued the Pope. "It will be entitled Redenptor Hominis and it will be the nost inportant
docunment of our tenure as shepherd of our Holy Mdther Church.”

The Grand I nquisitor bowed his head. The Redeener of Mankind, he thought. It could be about
anyt hi ng.

When Cardi nal Mustafa | ooked up, His Holiness was smling as if reading his thoughts. "It will
be about our sacred obligation to keep hunanity human, Donenico," said the Pope. "It will extend,
clarify, and broaden what has become known as our Crusade Encyclical. It will define Qur Lord's
wi sh ... nay, commandnent ... that mankind remain in the formand visage of nmankind, and not be
defiled by deliberate nmutation and nutilation."

"The final solution to the Quster problem"” rmurnured Cardinal Lourdusany.

Hi s Hol i ness nodded inpatiently. "That and nore. Redenptor Hominis will |ook at the Church's
role in defining the future, dear friends. In a sense, it will lay out a blueprint for the next

t housand years."

Mot her of Mercy, thought the Grand | nquisitor.

"The Pax has been a useful instrument," continued the Holy Father, "but in the days and nonths
and years ahead, we will be laying the groundwork for the way in which the Church shall becone
nore active in the daily lives of all Christians.”

Bringing the Pax worlds nore closely under control, interpreted the Grand Inquisitor, his eyes
still lowered in thoughtful attention to the Pope's words. But how ... with what nmechani sn? Pope
Urban XVI sniled again. Cardinal Mustafa noticed, not for the first tine, that the Holy Father's
sm |l es never reached his pained and wary eyes. "Upon the rel ease of the encyclical," said H's
Hol i ness, "you may nore clearly perceive the role we see for the Holy Ofice, for our diplomtic
service, and for such underused entities and institutions as Qous Dei, the Pontifical Comn ssion
for Justice and Peace, and Cor Unum*"

The Grand Inquisitor tried to conceal his surprise. Cor Unun? The Pontifical Comm ssion,
officially known as Pontificum Consilium"Cor Unum de Humana et Christiana Progressi one Fovenda,
had been little nore than a powerless conmittee for centuries.

Mustafa had to think to remenber its president ... Cardinal Du Noyer, he believed. A mnor
Vati can bureaucrat. An old woman who had never figured in Vatican politics before. What in hell is
goi ng on here?

"It is an exciting time," said Cardinal Lourdusany.

"I ndeed," said the Grand Inquisitor, recalling the ancient Chinese curse to that effect.

The Pope began wal ki ng again and the four hurried to keep up. A breeze canme through the
contai nnent field and fluttered the gol den bl ossonms on a scul pted hol yoak

"Qur new encyclical shall also deal with the growi ng problemof usury in our new age," said His
Hol i ness.

The Grand I nquisitor alnbst stopped in his tracks. As it was, he had to take a quick half step
to keep pace. It was a greater effort to keep his expression neutral. He could all but feel the
shock of Father Farrell behind him

Usury? thought the Grand I nquisitor. The Church has been strict in regulating Pax and Pax

Mercantilus trade for three centuries ... no return to the days of pure capitalismwas desired or
allowed ... but the hand of control has been light. Is this a nove to consolidate all politica
and econonmic life directly under Church control? Whuld Julius ... Uban ... nake the nove to

abol i sh Pax civil autononmy and Mercantilus trade freedons at this |ate date? And where does the
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mlitary stand in all this?
H s Hol i ness paused by a beautiful shrub of white bl ossons and bright blue | eaves. "Qur

Illyrian gentian is doing well here," he said softly. "It was a present from Archbi shop Poske on
Gal abi a Pescassus."

Usury! thought the Grand Inquisitor in wild confusion. A penalty of exconmunication ... lo0sing
the cruciform... upon violation of strict trade and profit controls. Direct intervention fromthe
Vatican. Mot her of Christ

"But that is not why we asked you here," said Pope U ban XVI. "Sinon Augustino, would you be so

kind as to share with Cardinal Miustafa the disturbing intelligence you received yesterday?"
They know about our bi ospies, thought Mustafa in panic. H s heart was poundi ng. They know about

the agents in place ... about the Holy Ofice's attenpt to contact the Core directly ... about
soundi ng out the cardinals before the election ... everything! He kept his expression appropriate -
- alert, interested, alarnmed only in a professional sense at the Holy Father's use of the word

"di sturbing.”

The great mass of Cardinal Lourdusany seemed to draw itself up. The heavy runble of words
seenmed to cone fromthe man's chest or belly nore than fromhis nouth. Behind him the figure of
Monsi gnor COddi renmi nded Mustafa of the scarecrows in the fields of his youth on the agricultura
wor| d of Renai ssance M nor

"The Shrike has reappeared," began the Cardinal

The Shri ke? What does that have to do with ... Mistafa's usually sharp nmind was reeling, unable
to catch up with all of the shifts and revel ati ons.
He still suspected a trap. Realizing that the Secretary of State had paused for response, the

Grand I nquisitor said softly, "Can the military authorities on Hyperion deal with it, Sinon
August i no?"

Cardinal Lourdusany's jow s vibrated as the great head noved back and forth. "It is not on
Hyperion that the denmon has reappeared, Donenico."

Must af a regi stered appropri ate shock

I know through the interrogation of Corporal Kee that the nonster appeared on God's G ove four
standard years ago, apparently in an attenpt to foil the murder of the child named Aenea. To get
that, | had to arrange for the fal se death and ki dnappi ng of Kee after his reassignnent to Pax
Fl eet. Do they know? And why tell ne now? The Grand Inquisitor was still waiting for the
nmet aphorical blade to drop on his very real neck

"Ei ght standard days ago," continued Lourdusany, "a nmonstrous creature which could only be the
Shri ke appeared on Mars. The death toll ... true death, for the creature takes the cruciforns from
its victins' bodies ... has been very high."

"Mars," Cardinal Miustafa repeated stupidly. He |l ooked to the Holy Father for an explanation
gui dance, even the condemmation he feared, but the Pontiff was exani ning buds on a rose bush.
Behind him Father Farrell took a step forward but the Grand Inquisitor waved his aide back

"Mars?" he said again. He had not felt so stupid and ill-inforned for decades, perhaps centuries.
Lourdusany sniled. "Yes ... one of the terraformed worlds in Od Earth's system FORCE used to
have its command center there before the Fall, but the world is of little use or inportance in the

Pax. Too far away. There is no reason for you to know about it, Donenico."

"I know where Mars is," said the Grand Inquisitor, his tone nore sharp than he had neant it to
be. "I sinply do not understand how the Shrike creature could be there." And what in Dante's hel
does it have to do with me? he nmentally added.

Lourdusany was nodding. "It is true that to our know edge, the Shrike denon has never left the
worl d of Hyperion before this. But there can be no doubt. This terror on Mars ... the Governor has
decl ared a state of energency and Archbi shop Robeson has personally petitioned H's Holiness for
hel p. "

The Grand | nquisitor rubbed his cheek and nodded in concern. "Pax Fleet

"El enents of the Fleet already positioned in the AOd Nei ghborhood have been di spatched, of
course," said the Secretary of State. The Suprene Pontiff was bent over a bonsai tree, his hand
over the tiny, twisted branch as if he were bestowi ng a bl essing. He seened not to be |istening.

"The ships will have a conpl enent of Mrines and Swiss Guard," continued Lourdusany. "W hope
that they will subdue and/or destroy the creature ... "

My not her taught nme never to trust anyone who uses the expression "and/or," thought Mistafa.

"Of course," he said aloud. "I shall say a Mass with that prayer in nind." Lourdusany sniled.

The Holy Father glanced up fromwhere he was bent over the stunted little tree. "Precisely,"”
sai d Lourdusany, and in those three syllables, Mistafa heard the sound of the overfed cat pouncing
on the hapl ess nouse of the Grand Inquisitor. "W agree that it is nore a matter of faith than of
the Fleet. The Shrike -- as it was revealed to the Holy Father nore than two centuries ago -- is

file:/lIF|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (50 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:24 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

truly a denon, perhaps the principal agent of the Dark One."

Must afa coul d only nod.

"We feel that only the Holy Ofice is properly trained, equipped, and prepared -- both
spiritually and materially -- to investigate this appearance properly ... and to save the hapl ess
nmen, wonen, and children of Mars."

Vel | fuck ne, thought John Domenico Cardinal Mistafa, Grand | nquisitor and Prefect for the
Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, otherwi se known as the Supreme Congregation for
the Holy Inquisition of Heretical Error. He automatically offered up a mental Act of Contrition
for his obscenity.

"I see," the Grand Inquisitor said aloud, not seeing at all but alnost smiling at the ingenuity
of his enemes. "I will imediately appoint a conmission ... "

"No, no, Donenico," said H's Holiness, nmoving close to touch the Grand Inquisitor's arm "You
nmust go at once. This ... materialization ... of the denon threatens the entire Body of Christ."

"Go ... " said Mustafa stupidly.

"An archangel -cl ass starship, one of our newest, has been requisitioned fromPax Fleet,"
Lourdusany said briskly. "It will have a crew of twenty-eight, but you may still bring up to
twenty-one nenbers of your own staff and security service ... twenty-one and yoursel f, of course.”

"Of course," said Cardinal Mustafa and he did smile. "OF course.”

"Pax Fleet is doing battle with the corporeal agents of Satan ... the Qusters ... even as we
speak, " runbl ed Lourdusany.

"But this denonic threat nust be confronted -- and defeated -- by the sacred power of the

Church itself."
"OF course," said the Grand I nquisitor.
Mars, he thought. The npst distant pinple on the ass-end of the civilized universe. Three

centuries ago, | could have called on the fatline, but now!| wll be out of touch as |long as they
keep ne there. No intelligence. No way to direct ny people. And the Shrike ... if the nonster is
still controlled by the Core's blasphenmbus Utinmate Intelligence, it may well be progranmed to
kill me as soon as | arrive. Brilliant. "Of course,” he said again. "Holy Father, when do | |eave?

If there could be a few days or weeks to set the current affairs of the Holy Office in proper
The Pope sniled and squeezed Mustafa's upper arm "The archangel is waiting to transport you
and your chosen contingent within the day, Donenico. Six hours from now would be optinum they
tell us.”
"OF course," said Cardinal Mustafa a final tine. He went to one knee to kiss the papal ring.
"God go with you and protect you always," said the Holy Father, touching the Cardinal's bowed
head as he pronounced the nore formal benediction in Latin
Kissing the ring, tasting the sour cold of stone and netal in his nouth, the Gand Inquisitor
mentally sniled again at the cleverness of those whom he had thought to outsmart and out maneuver.

Fat her Captain de Soya did not get a chance to talk to Sergeant Gregorius until the |ast
m nut es of Raphael's first beythe-CQutback junp.

This first junp was a practice hop to an uncharted systemtwenty |ight-years beyond the G eat
Wall. Like Epsilon Eridani, the star in this systemwas a K-type sun; unlike the Eridani orange-
dwarf, this K-type was an Arcturus-like giant. Task Force G DEON transl ated wi thout incident, the
new two- day autonated resurrection créches functioned without glitch, and the third day found the
seven archangels decelerating into the giant's system playing tactical cat-and-nouse with the
ni ne Hawki ng-cl ass torchshi ps that had preceded them after nonths of tinme-debt travel. The
torchshi ps had been ordered to hide within the system The archangels' task was to sniff them out
and destroy them

Three of the torchships were far out in the Odrt cloud, floating am d the proto-conets there,
their drives off, their cons silenced, their internal systens at | owest ebb. The Uriel picked them
up at a distance of 0.86 light-years and | aunched three virtual Hawking hyperkinetics. De Soya
stood with the other six captains in tactical space, the systenmis sun at their belt |evel, the two-
hundred- kil oneter flane tails of seven archangel fusion drives |ike chest-high dianond scratches
on bl ack glass, and he watched as hol os nisted, forned, and denmaterialized in the Oirt cloud,
tracking the theoretical hyperkinetic seeker nmissiles as they shifted out of Hawki ng space, sought
out the dormant torchships, and registered two virtual kills and one "severe danage certain --
hi gh probability of a kill" on the tactical tote board.

This system had no planets as such, but four of the remaining torchships were found lurking in
anbush within the planetary accretion disc along the plane of the ecliptic. The Remel, the
Gabriel, and the Raphael engaged at |ong distance and registered kills before the torchships
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sensors could register the presence of the archangel intruders.

The final two torchships were hiding in the heliosphere of the giant K-type star, shielding
thensel ves with class-ten contai nment fields and venting heat via trailing nonofilaments half a
mllion kilonmeters |Iong. Pax Fleet nore than frowned on this sort of maneuver during sinulated
engagenents, but de Soya had to smile at the audacity of the two ship's commanders: it was the
sort of thing he m ght have done a standard decade earlier

These final torchships canme ripping out of the K-star at high boost, their fields venting heat
on the visible spectrum two bl azing, white-hot proto-stars spit out fromtheir massive parent,
both ships trying to close on the task force that even now was ripping through the system at three-
quarters |ight-speed. The cl osest archangel -- Sariel -- killed themboth w thout diverting an erg
of power fromthe class-thirty bussfield the archangel had to nmaintain a hundred klicks beyond its
bow just to clear a path through the nol ecule-cluttered system Such terrible velocities demanded
aterrible price if the fields failed for an instant.

Then, with Adnmiral Aldikacti grumbling about the "probable” in the OGirt cloud, the task force
decelerated hard in one great arc around the K-type giant so that all of the conmanders and execs
could nmeet in tactical space to discuss the sinulation before the G DEON ships translated into
Qust er space.

De Soya al ways found these conferences hubris-nmaking: thirty-some nen and wonen in Pax unifornms
standing like giants -- or in this case sitting |like giants, since they used the plane of the
ecliptic as a virtual tabletop -- discussing kills and strategies and equi pment failures and
acquisition rates while the K-type sun burned brightly in the center of the space and the
magni fi ed ships noved in their slow, Newtonian ellipses |ike enbers burning through bl ack vel vet.

During the three-hour conference, it was decided that the "probable kill" was unacceptabl e and
that they should have fired a spread of at |east five Al-PILOTED hyper-k's at such difficult
targets, retrieving any unused nissiles after all three kills were certain. There followed a
di scussi on of expendables, fire-rates, and the kill/reserve equations on a m ssion such as this
where there could be no resupply. A strategy was deci ded whereupon one of the archangels would
enter each systemthirty light-mnutes ahead of the others, serving as "point" to draw all sensor
and ECM queries, while another would trail half a l|ight-hour behind, nopping up any "probables."
After a twenty-two-hour day spent nostly at battle stations, and with all hands fighting post-
resurrection enotional jags, junp coordinates for a systemknown to be Quster-infested came over
the tightbeamfromthe Uiel, the seven archangels accelerated toward their translation point, and
Fat her Captain de Soya made the rounds to chat with his new crew and to "tuck everyone in." He
saved Sergeant Gregorius and his five Swiss CGuard troopers for |ast.

Once, during their | ong chase across the spiral armafter the girl-child named Aenea and after
spendi ng nonths together on the old Raphael, Father Captain de Soya had decided that he was tired
of calling Sergeant Gregorius "Sergeant Gregorius"” and called up the man's records to discover his
first name. To his surprise, de Soya discovered that the sergeant had no first nane.

The huge noncom had conme of age on the northern continent of the swanp world of Patawpha in a
warrior culture where everyone was born with ei ght nanes -- seven of them "weakness nanmes" -- and
where only survivors of the "seven trials" were privileged to discard the weakness nanmes and be
known by only their strength name. The ship's Al had told the father-captain that only one warrior
out of approximately three thousand attenpting the "seven trials" survived and succeeded in
di scarding all weakness nanes. The conputer had no information as to the nature of the trials. In
addition, the records had shown, G egorius had been the first Patawphan Scot-Mori to becone a
decorated Marine and then be chosen to join the elite Swiss Guard. De Soya had al ways nmeant to ask
the sergeant what the "seven trials" were, but had never worked up the nerve.

Thi s day, when de Soya ki cked down the dropshaft in zero-g and passed through the irising
war droom soft spot, Sergeant Gregorius appeared so happy to see himthat he | ooked as if he were
about to give the father-captain a bear hug.

I nst ead, the sergeant hooked his bare feet under a bar, snapped to attention, and shouted, "TEN
HUT in the wardroom " His five troopers dropped what they were doing -- reading, cleaning, or
field-stripping -- and tried to put bul khead under their toes. For a nmonent the wardroom was
littered with floating 'scribers, magazi nes, pul se knives, inpact arnor, and stripped-down energy
| ances.

Fat her Captain de Soya nodded to the sergeant and inspected the five commandos -- three nen,
two wonen, all terribly, terribly young. They were al so | ean, nuscular, perfectly adapted to zero-
g, and obviously honed for battle. Al of themwere conbat veterans. Each of them had
di stingui shed hinmself or herself adequately to be chosen for this mission. De Soya saw their
eagerness for conmbat and was saddened by it.
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After a few nminutes of inspection, introductions, and comrander-to-comando chatting, de Soya
beckoned for Gegorius to follow and kicked off through the aft soft spot into the |aunch-tube
room Wen they were al one, Father Captain de Soya extended his hand. "Dammed good to see you
Sergeant . "

Gregorius shook hands and grinned. The big nan's square, scarred face and short-cropped hair
were the sane, and his grin was as broad and bright as de Soya renmenbered. "Dammed good that' see
you, Father Captain. And when did the priesty side o' ya begin usin' profanity, sir?"

"When | was pronoted to conmandi ng this ship, Sergeant," said de Soya. "How have you been?"

"Fair, sir. Fair an' better."

"You saw action in the St. Anthony Incursion and the Sagittarius Salient,"’

"Were you with Corporal Kee before he died?"

Sergeant Gregorius rubbed his chin.

"Negative, sir. | was at the Salient two years ago, but | never saw Kee. Heard about his
transport bein' slagged, but never saw him Had a couple of other friends aboard it, too, sir."

"I"'msorry," said de Soya. The two were floating awkwardly near one of the hyper-k storage
nacel | es. The father-captain grabbed a holdtite and oriented hinself so that he coul d | ook
Gregorius in the eye. "Did you get through the interrogation all right, Sergeant?"

Gregorius shrugged. "They kept nme on Pacem a few weeks, sir. Kept askin' the sane questions in
different ways. Didn't seemto believe nme about what happened on God's Grove -- the wonan devil,

t he Shri ket hi ngee.

Eventual |y they seened that' get tired o' askin' me things and busted me back down to corporal
and shi pped nme out."

De Soya sighed. "lI'msorry, Sergeant. | had recommended you for a pronotion and comendati on."
He chuckled ruefully. "A lot of good that did you. We're |ucky we weren't both excommuni cated and
t hen executed."

"Aye, sir," said Gregorius, glancing out the port at the shifting starfield.

"They weren't happy with us, that's a' sure." He | ooked at de Soya. "And you, sir. | heard they
took away your comm ssion and all."”

Fat her Captain de Soya smiled. "Busted ne back to parish priest.”

sai d de Soya

"On a dirty, desert, no-water world, |I heard tell, sir. A place where piss sells for ten marks
a bootful."

"That was true," said de Soya, still smling. "Madre de Dios. It was my homeworld."

"Aw, shit, sir," said Sergeant G egorius, his huge hands clenching in enbarrassnent. "No
di srespect neant, sir. | nmean ... | didn't ... | wouldn't "

De Soya touched the big man's shoul der

"No di srespect taken, Sergeant. You're right. Piss does sell there ... only for fifteen nmarks a
bootful, not ten."

"Aye, sir," said Gegorius, his dark skin darker with flush

"And, Sergeant ... "

"Aye, sir?"

"That will be fifteen Hail Marys and ten Qur Fathers for the scatol ogical outburst. I'mstil
your confessor, you know. "

"Aye, sir."

De Soya's inplant tingled at the same instant chinmes cane over the ship's comunicators.
"Thirty minutes until translation," said the father-captain. "Get your chicks tucked in their
créches, Sergeant. This next junp is for real."

"Aye, aye, sir." The sergeant kicked for the soft spot but stopped just as the circle irised
open. "Father Captain?"

"Yes, Sergeant."

"lIt's just a feelin', sir," said the Swiss Guardsman, his brow furrowed. "But |'ve learned to
trust ny feelin's, sir."

"I"ve learned to trust your feelings as well, Sergeant. What is it?"

"Watch your back, sir," said Gegorius. "I nean ... nothin' definite, sir. But watch your
back. "

"Aye, aye," said Father Captain de Soya. He waited until Gegorius was back in his wardroom and
the soft spot seal ed before he kicked off for the main dropshaft and his own death couch and
resurrection créche.

Pacem System was crowded with Mercantilus traffic, Pax Fl eet warships, large-array habitats
such as the Torus Mercantilus, Pax nilitary bases and |istening posts, herded and terraforned
asteroi ds such as Castel Gandolfo, lowrent orbital can cities for the mllions eager to be close
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to humanity's center of power but too poor to pay Pacem s exorbitant rates, and the highest
concentration of private in-system spacecraft in the known universe. Thus it was that when M
Kenzo |sozaki, CEO and Chairnman of the Executive Council of the Pancapitalist League of

I ndependent Catholic Transstellar Trade Organi zations, wi shed to be absolutely alone, he had to
commandeer a private ship and burn high-g for thirty-two hours into the outer ring of darkness far
from Pacem s star.

Even choosing a ship had been a problem The Pax Mercantilus naintained a small fleet of
expensi ve in-system executive shuttles, but |sozaki had to assunme that despite their best attenpts
to debug the ships, they were all conpronised. For this rendezvous, he had considered rerouting
one of the Mercantilus freighters that plied the trade | anes between orbital clusters, but he did

not put it past his enemes -- the Vatican, the Holy Office, Pax Fleet Intelligence Services, Opus
Dei, rivals within the Mercantilus, countless others -- to bug every ship in the Mercantilus's
vast trade fleet. In the end, Kenzo |Isozaki had disguised hinself, gone to the Torus public docks,
bought an anci ent asteroid hopper on the spot, and ordered his illegal comog Al to pilot the

thing out beyond the canpfire zone of the ecliptic. On the trip out, his ship was chall enged six
tinmes by Pax security patrols and stations, but the hopper was licensed, there were rocks where he
was headed -- mined and renmined, to be sure, but still legitinmate destinations for a desperate
prospector -- and he was passed on wi thout personal interrogation. |sozaki found all this

nmel odramatic and a waste of his valuable tine. He woul d have net his contact in his office on the
Torus if the contact had agreed. The contact had not agreed, and |Isozaki had to admit that he
woul d have crawl ed to Al debaren for this nmeeting. Thirty-two hours after |eaving the Torus, the
hopper dropped his internal containment field, drained his high-g tank, and brought himup out of
sl eep. The ship's conputer was too stupid to do anything but give himcoordi nates and readouts on
the local rocks, but the illicit Al comog interface scanned the entire region for ships --
powered down or active -- and pronounced this sphere of Pacem System space enpty. "So how does he
get here if there is no ship?" nuttered |sozaki

"There is no way other than by ship, sir,"” said the Al. "Unless he is here already, which seens
unlikely since ... "

"Silence," ordered Kenzo |sozaki. He sat in the lubricant-snelling di mess of the hopper
command blister and watched the asteroid half a klick distant. Hopper and rock had matched tunbl e
rates, so it was the famliar Pacem System starfield beyond the heavily nmined and cratered stone
that seemed to be spinning. Gther than the asteroid, there was nothing out there except hard
vacuum hard radiation, and cold silence.

Suddenly there was a knock on the outer air-1lock door.

8

At the tine that all these troop novenents were under way, at the same tine that great arnadas
of matte-black starships were tearing holes in the tine and space continuum of the cosnpbs, at the
preci se nonent when the Church's Grand | nquisitor was sent packing to Shrike-ridden Mars and the
CEO of the Pax Mercantilus was traveling alone to a secret rendezvous in deep space with a
nonhuman interlocutor, | was lying helpless in bed with a tremendous pain in nmy back and belly.

Pain is an interesting and of f-putting thing.

Few if any things in life concentrate our attention so conpletely and terribly, and few things
are nore boring to listen to or read about.

This pain was all-absorbing. | was amazed by the relentless, mnd-controlling quality of it.
During the hours of agony that | had already endured and was yet to endure, | attenpted to
concentrate on ny surroundings, to think of other things, to interact with the people around ne,
even to do sinple multiplication tables in ny head, but the pain flowed into all the conpartnents
of my consciousness |like nolten steel into the fissures on a cracked crucible.

These things | was dimly aware of at the time: that | had been on a world ny com og had
identified as Vitus-Gay-Balianus B and in the process of dipping water froma well when the pain
had felled nme; that a wonan swathed in a blue robe, her toenails visibly blue in her open sandal s

as | lay withing in the dust, had called others in blue robes and gowns and these peopl e had
carried me to the adobe house where | continued battling the pain in a soft bed; that there were
several other people in the house -- another worman in a blue gowmn and head scarf, a younger nan

who wore a blue robe and turban, at |east two children, also dressed in blue; and that these
generous people not only put up with ny npaned apol ogies and less articulate noans as | curled and
uncurled in pain, but constantly spoke to nme, patted nme, placed wet conpresses on ny forehead,
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renoved ny boots and socks and vest, and generally continued whispering reassurances in their soft
dialect as | tried to fight to keep ny dignity against the onslaught of agony in ny back and
abdonmen. It was several hours after they brought ne to their hone -- the blue sky had faded to
rose eveni ng outside the wi ndow -- when the wonman who had found ne near the well said, "Citizen
we have asked the | ocal nissionary priest for help and he has gone for the doctor at the Pax base
at Bonbasi no. For sone reason, the Pax skimers and other aircraft are all busy now, so the priest
and the doctor ... if the doctor conmes ... nust travel fifty pulls down the river, but with |uck
they shoul d be here before sunrise.”

I did not know how long a pull was or how nuch tinme it would take to travel fifty, or even how
I ong the night was on this world, but the thought that there m ght be an end point to nmy agony was
enough to bring tears to nmy eyes. Nonethel ess, | whispered, "Please, ma'am no Pax doctor."

The wonman set cool fingers against nmy brow.

"We must. There is no longer a nedic here in Lock Lanmonde. W are afraid you m ght die wthout

medi cal help." | noaned and rolled away. The pain roiled through ne like a hot wire being pulled
through too-narrow capillaries. | realized that a Pax doctor would know i medi ately that | was
fromoffworld, would report ne to the Pax police or mlitary -- if the "mssionary priest" had not
al ready done so -- and that | was all but certain to be interrogated and detained. My nission for
Aenea was ending early and in failure. Wen the old poet, Martin Silenus, had sent me on this
odyssey four and a half standard years earlier, he had drunk a chanmpagne toast to ne -- "To
heroes.” If only he had known how far fromreality that toast had been. Perhaps he had.

The ni ght passed with glacial slowness. Several tines the two wonen | ooked in on ne and at
other times the children, in blue gowns that nay have been sl eeping apparel, peered in fromthe
dar kened hal |l way. They wore no headdress then and | saw that the girl had blond hair worn nuch the
way Aenea had when we first net, when she was al nost twelve and | twenty-eight standard. The

little boy -- younger than the girl | assunmed to be his sister -- |ooked especially pale; his head
was shaved quite bald. Each time he |ooked in, his fingers fluttered at ne in a shy wave. Between
rolls of pain, | would feebly wave back, but each tinme | opened ny eyes to | ook again, the child

woul d be gone.

Sunrise cane and went w thout a doctor. Hopel essness surged in nme |ike an outgoing tide.
could not resist this terrible pain another hour.

| knew instinctively that if the kind people in this household had any painkiller, they would
have long since given it to me. | had spent the night trying to think of anything | had brought
with me in the kayak, but the only medicine in ny stowed kit was di sinfectant and sone aspirin.
knew that the latter would do nothing against this tidal wave of pain. | decided that | could hold
out another ten mnutes. They had renoved nmy coml og bracelet and set it within sight on an adobe
| edge near the bed, but | had not thought to neasure the hours of the night with it. Now
struggled to reach it, the pain twisting in nme like a hot wire, and slipped the bracel et back on
nmy wist. | whispered to the ship's Al init: "Is the biomonitor function still activated?"

"Yes," said the bracelet. "Am 1 dyi ng?"

"Life signs are not critical,"” said the ship in its usual flat tones. "But you appear to be in
shock. Blood pressure is ... " It continued to rattle off technical information until | told it to
shut up. "Have you figured out what's doing this to me?" | gasped. Waves of nausea followed the
pai n.

I had | ong since vonmited anything in nmy stonach, but the retching doubled ne over.

"It is not inconsistent with an appendicitis attack," said the conl og.

"Appendicitis ... " Those useless artifacts had | ong since been gene-tailored out of hunanity.
"Do | have an appendi x?" | whispered to the bracelet. Wth the sunrise had cone the rustle of
robes in the quiet house and several visits fromthe wonen.

"Negative," said the comog. "It would be very unlikely, unless you are a genetic sport. The
odds agai nst that would be ... "

"Silence," | hissed. The two wonen in blue robes bustled in with another wonan, taller,

t hi nner, obviously of fworld-born. She wore a dark junpsuit with the cross-and-caduceus patch of
the Pax Fl eet Medical Corps on her |eft shoul der

"I'mDr. Mlina," said the wonan, unpacking a snmall black valise. "All the base skimers are on
war - gane nmaneuvers and | had to cone by fitzboat with the young man who fetched nme." She set one
sticky diagnostic patch on my bare chest and another on ny belly. "And don't flatter yourself that
I came all this way for you ... one of the base skimers crashed near Keroa Tanbat, eighty klicks
south of here, and | have to tend to the injured Pax crew while they wait for medevac. Nothing
serious, just bruises and a broken leg. They didn't want to pull a skimrer out of the ganes just
for that." She renpved a pal msized device fromthe valise and checked to see that it was
receiving fromthe patches. "And if you're one of those Mercantilus spacers who junped ship at the
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port a few weeks ago," she continued, "don't get any ideas about robbing ne for drugs or noney.
I"mtraveling with two security guards and they're right outside."

She slipped earphones on. "Now what's wong with you, young man?"

| shook ny head, gritting nmy teeth against the surge of pain that was ripping through ny back
at that second. Wien | could, | said, "I don't know, Doctor ... ny back ... and nausea ... "

She ignored ne while checking the pal mdevice. Suddenly she | eaned over and probed nmy abdonen
on the left side. "Does that hurt?"

| al nost screaned. "Yes," | said when | coul d speak

She nodded and turned to the wonman in blue who had saved ne. "Tell the priest who fetched nme to
bring in the larger hag. This nman is conpletely dehydrated. W need to set up an IV. 1"l
adm ni ster the ultranorph after | get that going."

| realized then what | had known since | was a child watching ny nother die of cancer --
nanel y, that beyond ideol ogy and anbition, beyond thought and enotion, there was only pain. And

salvation fromit. | would have done anything for that rough-edged, tal kative Pax Fleet doctor
right then. "What is it?" | asked her as she was setting up a bottle and tubes. "Were is this
pai n com ng fronP" She had an ol d-fashi oned needl e syringe in her hand and was filling it froma
smal | vial of ultranorph. If she told nme that | had contracted a fatal di sease and woul d be dead
before nightfall, it would be all right as long as she gave ne that shot of painkiller first.

"Ki dney stone," said Dr. Mlina. | nust have shown ny inconprehensi on, because she went on, "A
little rock in your kidney ... too large to pass ... probably made of cal cium Have you had
trouble urinating in recent days?"

I thought back to the beginning of the trip and before. | had not been drinking enough water

and had attributed the occasional pain and difficulty to that fact. "Yes, but ... "

"Ki dney stone," she said, swabbing nmy left wist. "Little sting here." She inserted the
i ntravenous needl e and dernplasted it in place.

The sting of the needle was totally lost in the cacophony of pain frommnmy back. There was a
monent of fiddling with the intravenous tube and attaching the syringe to an offshoot of it. "This
will take about a mnute to act,” she said. "But it should elimnate the disconfort."

Disconfort. | closed ny eyes so that no one would see the tears of relief there. The woman who
had found nme by the well took ny hand in hers.

A mnute later the pain began to ebb. Nothing had ever been so welcone by its absence. It was

as if a great and terrible noise had finally been turned down so that | could think. | becanme nme
again as the agony dropped to the levels | had known from kni fe wounds and broken bones.

This | could handle and still retain nmy dignity and sense of self. The woman in bl ue was
touching ny wist as the ultranorph took effect.

"Thank you," | said through parched, cracked |ips, squeezing the hand of the woman in bl ue.
"And thank you, Dr. Mdlina," | said to the Pax medic.

Dr. Mlina | eaned over ne, tapping ny cheeks softly. "You're going to sleep for a while, but |
need sone answers first. Don't sleep until you talk to ne."

I nodded groggily.

"What's your nane?"

"Raul Endymion." | realized that | could not lie to her. She nust have put Truthtell or another
drug in the IV drip.

"Where are you from Raul Endym on?" She was hol ding the pal msized di agnostic device like a
recorder.

"Hyperion. The continent of Aquila. My clan was ...

"How did you get to Lock Childe Lanonde on Vitus-Gay-Balianus B, Raul? Are you one of the
spacers who junped ship fromthe Mercantilus freighter |ast nonth?"

"Kayak," | heard nyself say as everything began to feel distant. A great warnth filled ne,
al nost indistingui shable fromthe sense of relief that surged within nme. "Paddl ed downriver in the
kayak," | babbl ed. "Through the farcaster. No, |'m not one of the spacers ... "

"Farcaster?" | heard the doctor repeat, her voice puzzled. "What do you nmean you cane through

the farcaster, Raul Endynmion? Do you nean you paddl ed under it the way we did? Just passed by it
on your trip downriver?"

"No," | said. "I canme through it. Fromoffworld."

The doctor glanced at the wonman in blue and then turned back to nme. "You cane through the
farcaster fromoffworld? You nmean it ... functioned? Farcast you here?"

"Yeah."

"From where?" said the doctor, checking ny pulse with her left hand.

"dd Earth," | said. "I cane fromEarth." For a nonment | floated, blissfully free frompain
whil e the doctor stepped out into the hall to talk to the ladies. | heard snatches of
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conversati on.
" obvi ously nental ly unbal anced," the doctor's voi ce was saying. "Could not have possibly
come through the ... delusions of AOd Earth ... possibly one of the spacers on drugs ... "
"Happy to have himstay ... " the wonan in the blue robe was saying. "Take care of himunti

"The priest and one of the guards will stay here ... " the doctor's voice said. "Wen the
medevac skimrer cones to Keroa Tanmbat we'll stop by here to fetch himon the way back to the base

tomorrow or the day after tonorrow ... don't let himleave ... military police will probably
want to ... "

Buoyed up on the rising crest of bliss at the absence of pain, | quit fighting the current and

all owed nyself to drift downstreamto the waiting arns of norphia

I dreaned of a conversation Aenea and | had shared a few nonths earlier. It was a cool, high-
desert sunmer night and we were sitting in the vestibule of her shelter, drinking nugs of tea and
wat ching the stars conme out. W had been discussing the Pax, but for everything negative |I had
said about it, Aenea had responded wi th sonething positive.

Finally | got angry.

"Look," | said, "you're talking about the Pax as if it hadn't tried to capture you and kil
you. As if Pax ships hadn't chased us hal fway across the spiral armand shot us down on
Renai ssance Vector. If it hadn't been for the farcaster there ... "

"The Pax didn't chase us and shoot at us and try to kill wus,"” the girl said softly. "Just
el ements of it. Men and wonen following orders fromthe Vatican or el sewhere.”

"Well," | said, still exasperated and irritated, "it only takes elenments of it to shoot us and
kill ... " | paused a second.

"What do you nean -- "the Vatican or el sewhere"? Do you think there are others giving orders?
O her than the Vatican, | nean?”

Aenea shrugged. It was a graceful notion, but irritating in the extrene. One of the | east
endearing of her |ess-than-endearing teenaged traits.

"Are there others?" | denmanded, nore sharply than | was used to speaking to ny young friend.

"There are always others," Aenea said quietly. "They were right to try to capture ne, Raul. O
kill me."

In nmy dreamas in reality, | set nmy nug of tea on the stone foundation of the vestibule and
stared at her. "You're saying that you ... and | ... should be captured or killed ... like
ani mal s. That they have that right?"

"OfF course not," said the girl, crossing her arns in front of her chest, the tea steaning into

the cool night air. "lI'msaying that the Pax is correct -- fromits perspective -- in using
extraordi nary neasures to try to stop ne."

I shook ny head. "I haven't heard you say anything so subversive that they should send
squadrons of starships after you, kiddo. In fact, the nbst subversive and heretical thing I've
heard you say is that love is a basic force of the universe, like gravity or el ectromagneti sm But

that's just
"Bul I shit?" said Aenea

"Double talk," | said.

Aenea smled and ran her fingers through her short hair. "Raul, ny friend, it's not what | say
that's a danger to them It's what | do. Wiat | teach by doing ... by touching."

| looked at her. | had al nbst forgotten all that One Who Teaches stuff that her Uncle Martin
Si | enus had woven into his Cantos epic. Aenea was to be the nessiah that the old poet had
prophesied in his |ong, confused poem sonme two centuries earlier ... or so he had told ne. So far
I had seen very little fromthe girl that suggested nessi ahhood, unless one counted her trip
forward through the Sphinx Tinme Tonb and the obsession of the Pax to capture or kill her ... and
me, since | was her guardian during the rough trip out to AOd Earth.

"I haven't heard you teach much that's heretical or dangerous," | said again, nmy tone al npost
sullen. "Or seen you do anything that's a threat to the Pax, either." | gestured to the night, the
desert, and to the distant, lighted buildings of the Taliesin Fellowship, and now -- in ny
ul tranorph dreamthat was nore nmenory than dream-- | watched nyself nmake that gesture as if |

were observing fromthe darkness outside the |ighted shelter. Aenea shook her head and sipped her
t ea.
"You don't see, Raul, but they do. Already they've referred to me as a virus. They're right

that's exactly what | could be to the Church. A virus, like the ancient HV strain on Od Earth or
the Red Death that raked through the Qutback after the Fall ... a virus that invades every cell of
the organismand reprograns the DNA in those cells ... or at least infects enough cells that the
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organi sm breaks down, fails ... dies."
In ny dream | swooped above Aenea's canvas-and-stone shelter like a hawk in the night,
whirling high anong the alien stars above O d Earth, seeing us -- the girl and the man -- sitting

in the kerosene lantern |ight of the vestibule Iike lost souls on a lost world. Wich is precisely
what we were. For the next two days | drifted in and out of pain and consciousness the way a skiff
cut | oose on the ocean would float through rain squalls and patches of sunlight. | drank great
vol unmes of water that the wonen in blue brought nme in glass goblets. | hobbled to the toilet cubby
and urinated through a filter, trying to catch the stone that was causing ny intermttent agony.
No stone. Each time | would hobble back to the bed and wait for the pain to start up again. It
never failed to do so

Even at the tine, | was aware that this was not the stuff of heroic adventure.

Before the doctor left to continue downriver to the site of the skimrer crash, | was nmade to
understand that both the Pax guard and the |l ocal priest had comunits and would radi o the base if
| caused any trouble whatsoever. Dr. Mdlina |let me know exactly how bad it would be for ne if the
Pax Fl eet conmander had to pull a skimer out of the war games just to fetch a prisoner
prematurely. Meanwhile, she said, keep drinking |lots of water and peeing every tinme | could.

If the stone didn't pass, she would get ne into the jail infirmary at the base and break it up
with sound waves. She |left four nore shots of ultramorph with the woman in blue and left without a
good- bye. The guard -- a middle-aged Lusian twice ny weight with a flechette pistol in his holster
and a come-al ong neural prod on his belt -- peered in, glowered at me, and went back outside to
stand by the front door. | will stop referring to the head of the household as "the woman in
blue.” For the first few hours of agony, that had been all she had been to ne -- other than ny
savior, of course -- but by the afternoon of the first full day in her hone, | knew that she was

naned Dem Ri a; that her prinmary marriage partner was the other worman, Dem Loa; that the third
menber of their tripartite narriage was the nmuch younger nman, Alem M kail Dem Alem that the
teenaged girl in the house was Ces Anbre, Alenm s daughter by a previous triune; that the pale boy

with no hair -- who | ooked to be about eight standard years old -- " nanmed Bin Ria Dem Loa Al em
was the child of the current partnership -- although the biological child of which woman, | never
di scovered -- and that he was dying of cancer

"Qur village nedic elder ... he died |ast nmonth and has not been replaced ... sent Bin to our

own hospital in Keroa Tanmbat |ast winter, but they could only adm nister radiation and

chenot herapy and hope for the best," said Dem R a as she sat by ny bedside that afternoon. Dem Loa
sat nearby on anot her straight-backed chair. | had asked about the boy to shift the subject of
conversation away fromny own problenms. The wonen's el aborate robes gl owed a deep cobalt blue even
as the sunlight behind themlay as thick and red as blood on the interior adobe walls. Lace
curtains cut the light and shadows in conpl ex negative spaces. W were chatting in the intervals
bet ween the pain. My back hurt then as if soneone had struck me there with a heavy club, but this
was a dull ache compared to the hot agony when the stone noved. The doctor had said that the pain
was a good sign -- that the stone was noving when it hurt the nobst. And the agony did seemto be
centered | ower in ny abdonen. But the doctor had also said that it might take nonths to pass the
stone, if it was snall enough to be passed naturally. Many stones, she said, had to be pulverized
or renoved surgically. | brought nmy mnd back to the health of the child we were discussing.

"Radi ati on and chenotherapy," | repeated, mouthing the words with distaste. It was as if DemRi a
had said that the nedic had prescribed | eeches and drafts of mercury for the boy. The Hegenony had
known how to treat cancer, but nost of the gene-tailoring know edge and technol ogy had been | ost
after the Fall. And what had not been | ost had been made too expensive to share with the nasses
after the Worl dWweb went away forever: the Pax Mercantilus carried goods and commodities between
the stars, but the process was slow, expensive, and limted. Medicine had slipped back severa
centuries. My own nother had died of cancer -- after refusing radiation and chenotherapy after the
di agnosi s at the Pax Mdors Cinic.

But why cure a fatal disease when one could recover fromit by dying and being resurrected by
the cruciforn? Even sone genetically derived di seases were "cured" by the cruciformduring its
restructuring of the body during resurrection. And death, as the Church was constantly pointing
out, was as nuch a sacranment as resurrection itself. It could be offered up |ike a prayer. The
average person could now transformthe pain and hopel essness of disease and death into the glory
of Christ's redenptive sacrifice. As long as the average person carried a cruciform

| cleared ny throat. "Ah ... Bin hasn't ... | nmean ... " Wen the boy had waved at ne in the
night, his |oose robe had shown a pal e and crossl ess chest. Dem Loa shook her head. The bl ue cow
of her robe was nade of a translucent, silklike fabric. "None of us have yet accepted the cross.
But Father difton has been ... convincing us." | could only nod. The pain in my back and groin
was returning like an electric current through nmy nerves. | should explain the different col ored
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robes worn by the citizens of Lock Childe Lanmonde on the world of Vitus-Gay-Balianus B. Dem R a
had expl ained in her nelodic whisper that a little over a century ago, nost of the people now
living along the long river had mgrated here fromthe nearby star system Lacaille 9352. The world
there, originally called Sibiatu's Bitterness, had been recol onized by Pax religious zeal ots who
had renaned it Inevitable Grace and begun prosel ytizing the indigenie cultures that had survived
the Fall. DemRi a's culture -- a gentle, philosophical one stressing cooperation -- decided to
nigrate again rather than convert. Twenty-seven thousand of her people had expended their fortunes
and risked their lives to refit an ancient Hegira seedship and transport everyone -- men, wonen,
children, pets, livestock -- in a forty-nine-year col d-sleep voyage to nearby Vitus-G ay-Balianus
B, where the Wirl dWeb-era inhabitants had died out after the Fall

Dem R a's people called thensel ves the Anpiete Spectrum Helix, after the epic phil osophica
synmphony- hol o- poem by Hal pul Anpiete. In his poem Anpiete had used colors of the spectrumas a
met aphor for the positive human val ues and shown the helical juxtapositions, interactions,
synergi es, and collisions created by these val ues.

The Ampi ete Spectrum Helix Synphony was neant to be perforned, with the synphony, the poetry,
and the hol oshow all representing the philosophical interplay. Dem R a and Dem Loa expl ai ned how
their culture had borrowed the col or nmeanings from Anpoiete -- white for the purity of intellectua
honesty and physical |ove; red for the passion of art, political conviction, and physical courage;
blue for the introspective revelations of nmusic, nmathematics, personal therapy to help others and
for the design of fabrics and textures; emerald green for resonance with nature, confort with
technol ogy, and the preservation of threatened life-forms; ebony for the creation of human
nmysteries; and so forth. The triune marriages, nonviol ence, and other cultural peculiarities grew
partially from Anoi ete's phil osophies and largely fromthe rich cooperative culture the Spectrum
peopl e had created on Sibiatu's Bitterness.

"So Father difton is convincing you to join the Church?" | said as the pain subsided into a
lull where | could think and speak once again.

"Yes," said Dem Loa. Their tripartner, Alem Mkail Dem Alem had cone in to sit on the adobe

wi ndowsill. He listened to the conversation but rarely spoke.

"How do you feel about that?" | asked, shifting slightly to distribute the ache in ny back.
had not asked for ultranorph for several hours. | was very aware of the desire to ask for it now.

DemRia lifted her hand in a conplex notion that renminded me of Aenea's favorite gesture. "If
all of us accept the cross, little Bin Rla DemLoa Alemwi |l be entitled to full nedical care at
the Pax base at Bomnbasino. Even if they do not cure the cancer, Bin will ... return to us ..
after."” She |lowered her gaze and hid her expressive hands in the folds of her robe.

"They won't allow just Bin to accept the cross,"” | said.

"Ch, no," said DemLoa. "It is always their position that the entire fam |y nust convert. W

see their point. Father Clifton is very sad about that, but very hopeful that we will accept Jesus
Christ's sacranments before it is too late for Bin."

"How does your girl -- Ces Anbre -- feel about becom ng a born-again Christian?" | asked,
real i zing how personal these questions were. But | was intrigued, and the thought of the painfu
decision they faced took my mind off ny very real but nuch |ess inportant pain.

"Ces Anmbre |l oves the idea of joining the Church and becoming a full citizen of the Pax," said
Dem Loa, raising her face under the cow of her soft blue hood. "She would then be allowed to
attend the Church acadeny in Bonbasi no or Keroa Tanbat, and she thinks that the girls and boys
there woul d make nuch nore interesting narriage prospects.”

| started to speak, stopped nyself, and then spoke anyway. "But the triune marriage woul dn't be

| mean, would the Pax allow ... "

"No," said Alemfromhis place by the w ndow.

He frowned and | could see the sadness behind his gray eyes. "The Church does not allow sane-
sex or nultiple-partner marriages. Qur famly would be destroyed."

I noticed the three exchange gl ances for a second and the | ove and sense of loss | saw in those
| ooks would stay with me for years.

Dem Ri a sighed. "But this is inevitable anyway. | think that Father difton is right ... that
we nmust do this now, for Bin, rather than wait until he dies the true death and is lost to us
forever ... and then join the Church. | would rather take our boy to Mass on Sunday and |augh with

himin the sunlight after, than go to the cathedral to light a candle in his nenory."

"Way is it inevitable?" | asked softly.

Dem Loa nade the graceful gesture once again. "Qur Spectrum Helix society depends upon al
menbers of it ... all steps and conponents of the Helix nust be in place for the interplay to work
toward hunman progress and noral good. More and nore of the Spectrum peopl e are abandoning their
colors and joining the Pax. The center will not hold."
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Dem Ri a touched ny forearmas if to enphasi ze her next words. "The Pax has not coerced us in
any way," she said softly, her lovely dialect rising and falling Iike the sound of the w nd
through the | ace curtains behind her. "W respect the fact that they reserve their medicines and
their mracle of resurrection for those who join them... " She stopped.

"But it is hard," said Dem Loa, her snooth voice suddenly ragged.

Alem M kail Dem Alemgot up fromthe w ndow | edge and canme over to kneel between the two wonen.
He touched Dem Loa's wist with infinite gentleness. He put his armaround Dem Ri a. For a nonent,
the three were lost to the world and ne, encircled by their own | ove and sorrow.

And then the pain cane back like a fiery lance in ny back and | ower groin, searing through ne
like a laser. | npaned despite nyself.

The three separated with graceful, purposeful novenents. Dem R a went to get the next
ul tramor ph syri nge.

The dream began the sane as before -- | was flying at night above the Arizona desert, | ooking
down at Aenea and nme as we drank tea and chatted in the vestibule of her shelter -- but this time
the tal k went far beyond the menory of our real conversation that night. "How are you a virus?"
was asking the teenager next to me. "How could anything you teach be a threat to sonething as
| arge and powerful as the Pax?"

Aenea was | ooking out into the desert night, breathing in the fragrance of night-bl ooni ng
bl ossons.

She did not |ook at nme when she spoke. "Do you know the major error in Uncle Martin's Cantos,
Raul ?"

"No," | said. She had shown nme several m stakes, om ssions, or wongheaded guesses in the past
few years, and together we had di scovered a few during our voyage to O d Earth.

"It was twofold," she said softly. Sonewhere in the desert night, a hawk called. "First, he
bel i eved what the TechnoCore told ny father."”

"About how they were the ones who had hijacked Earth?" | said.

"About everything," said Aenea. "Ummon was lying to the John Keats cybrid."

"Way?" | said.

"They were just planning to destroy it." The girl l|ooked at me. "But my nother was there to
record the conversation," she said. "And the Core knew that she would tell the old poet."

I nodded slowy. "And that he would put it as a fact in the epic poemhe was witing," | said.
"But why would they want to |ie about "

"Hi s second nistake was nore subtle and serious," she said, interrupting me w thout raising her

voice. A pale glow still hung behind the nountains to the north and west. "Uncle Martin believed
that the TechnoCore was humanity's eneny," she conti nued.
| set ny mug of tea down on stone. "Wy is that a nistake?" | said. "Aren't they our eneny?"

When the girl did not answer | held up nmy hand, five fingers splayed. "One, according to the
Cantos, the Core was the real force behind the attack on the Hegenony that led to the Fall of the

Farcasters. Not the Qusters ... the Core. The Church has denied that, nade the Qusters
responsi ble. Are you saying that the Church is right and the old poet was wrong?"

"No," said Aenea. "It was the Core that orchestrated the attack."

"Billions dead," | said, alnmpst spluttering in outrage. "The Hegenony toppl ed. The Wb

destroyed. The fatline cut

"The TechnoCore did not cut the fatline," she said softly.

"All right," | said, taking a breath. "That was sone nmysterious entity ... your Lions and
Tigers and Bears, say. But it was still the Core behind the attack."

Aenea nodded and poured nore tea for herself.

| folded nmy thunb against my pal mand touched the first finger with nmy other hand. "Second, did
or did not the TechnoCore use the farcasters as a sort of cosnic |eech to suck up human neura
networks for their damed U tinate Intelligence project? Every tinme soneone farcast, they were

being ... used ... by those dammed autononous intelligences. R ght or wong?"

"Correct," said Aenea.

"Three," | said, folding the first finger away and tapping the next one in line, "the poem has
Rachel -- the pilgrim Sol Wintraub's child who has come backward with the Tine Tonbs fromthe
future -- tell about a tine to come when," | shifted the tone of nmy voice as | quoted, " ... the

final war raged between the Core-spawned U and the human spirit.” Was this a nistake?"
"No, " said Aenea.

"Four," | said, beginning to feel foolish with ny little finger exercise, but angry enough to
continue, "didn't the Core adnit to your father that it created him... created the John Keats
cybrid of him... just as a trap for the -- what did they call it? -- the enpathy conponent of the
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human Utimate Intelligence that's supposed to cone into existence sonetinme in the future?"

"That's what they said," agreed Aenea, sipping her tea. She | ooked al nost armused. This nade ne
angrier.

"Five," | said, folding the last finger back so that nmy right hand was a fist. "Wasn't it the
Core as well as the Pax -- hell, the Core ordering the Pax -- that tried to have you caught and
killed on Hyperion, on Renaissance Vector, on God's Grove ... halfway across the spiral arnP"

"Yes," she said softly.

"And wasn't it the Core," | continued angrily, forgetting nmy fingered checklist and the fact
that we were tal king about the old poet's errors, "that created that female ... thing ... that
arranged to have poor A Bettik's armsliced off on God's Grove and woul d have had your head in a
bag if it hadn't been for the Shrike's intervention." | actually shook ny fist | was so angry.
"Wasn't it the fucking Core that's been trying to kill ne as well as you, and probably will kil
us if we're ever stupid enough to go back into Pax space?"

Aenea nodded.

I was close to panting, feeling as if | had run a fifty-neter dash. "So?" | said |anely,
uncl enching ny fist.

Aenea touched ny knee. As contact with her always did, | felt a thrill of electric shock run
through me. "Raul, | didn't say that the Core hadn't been up to no good. | sinply said that Uncle
Martin had nade a mistake in portraying themas humanity's eneny."

"But if all those facts are true ... " | shook ny head, befuddl ed.

"El ements of the Core attacked the Web before the Fall," said Aenea. "W know fromny father's
visit with Umon that the Core was not in agreement about many of its decisions.”

"But ... " | began.

Aenea held her hand up, palmout. | fell silent.

"They used our neural networks for their U project," she said, "but there's no evidence that
it did humans any harm"

My jaw al nost dropped open at that comrent. The thought of those dammed Al's using human brains
li ke neural bubbles in their fucking project nade nme want to throw up. "They had no right!" |
began.

"OfF course not," said Aenea. "They should have asked perm ssion. Wat would you have sai d?"

"I would have told themto go fuck thenselves," | said, realizing the absurdity of the phrase
as applied to autonomous intelligences even as | uttered it.

Aenea smled again. "And you mght renmenber that we've been using their nental power for our
own purposes for nore than a thousand years. | don't think that we asked perm ssion of their
ancestors when we created the first silicon Al's ... or the first nmagnetic bubble and DNA
entities, for that matter."

I made an angry gesture. "That's different."

"OfF course," said Aenea. "The group of Al's called the Utimtes have created problens for

humanity in the past and will in the future -- including trying to kill you and me -- but they're
only one part of the Core."
| shook ny head. "I don't understand, kiddo," | said, my voice softer now "Are you really

saying that there are good Al's and bad Al's? Don't you renenber that they actually considered
destroyi ng the human race? And that they may do it yet if we get in their way? That woul d nake
them an eneny of humanity in nmy book."

Aenea touched ny knee again. Her dark eyes were serious. "Don't forget, Raul, that humanity has
al so cone close to destroying the human race. Capitalists and comuni sts were ready to bl ow up
Earth when that was the only planet we lived on. And for what?"

"Yeah," | said lamely, "but ... "

"And the Church is ready to destroy the Qusters even as we speak. Genocide ... on a scale our
race has never seen before.”

"The Church ... and a lot of others ... don't consider the Qusters human beings,"” | said.

"Nonsense, " snapped Aenea. "O course they are. They evolved from comon Earth-hunan ori gi ns,
just as the Al TechnoCore did. Al three races are orphans in the storm"

"Al'l three races ... " | repeated. "Jesus Christ, Aenea, are you including the Core in your
definition of humanity?"

"We created them" she said softly. "Early on, we used human DNA to increase their conputing

power ... their intelligence. W used to have robots. They created cybrids out of human DNA and Al
personae. Ri ght now, we have a human institution in power which gives all glory and dermands al
power because of its allegiance to and connection with God ... the human U timate Intelligence.
Perhaps the Core has a sinilar situation with the Utimtes in control."

| could only stare at the girl. | did not understand.
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Aenea set her other hand on ny knee. | could feel her strong fingers through the whipcord of ny
trousers. "Raul, do you renmenber what the Al Umon said to the second Keats cybrid? That was
recorded accurately in the Cantos. Umon talked in sort-of Zen koans ... or at least that's the

way Uncle Martin translated the conversation.™

I closed ny eyes to renenber that part of the epic poem It had been a long tinme since Gandam
and | took turns reciting the tale around the caravan canpfire.

Aenea spoke the words even as they began to formin ny menory. "Umpn said to the second Keats
cybrid --

"[ You rmust understand for Keats for our only chance was to create a hybrid for Son of Man for
Son of Machine -- And make that refuge so attractive that the fleeing Enpathy woul d consi der no
other honme -- A consciousness already as near divine as humankind has offered in thirty
generations for an imaginati on which can span space and tinme -- And in so offering for and joining
for forma bond between worlds which nmight allowthat world to exist for both]" I rubbed ny cheek
and thought. The night wind stirred the canvas folds of Aenea's shelter entrance and brought sweet
scents fromthe desert.

Strange stars hung above Earth's ol d nountains on the horizon

"Enpat hy was supposedly the fleeing conponent of the human U ," | said slowy as if working out
a word puzzle. "Part of our evolved human consci ousness in the future, cone back in tine."

Aenea | ooked at nme. "The hybrid was the John Keats cybrid," | continued. "Son of Man and
Machi ne. "

"No," said Aenea softly. "That was Uncle Martin's second m sunderstandi ng. The Keats cybrids
were not created to be the refuge for Enpathy in this age. They were created to be the instrument
of that fusion between the Core and humankind. To have a child, in other words."

| looked at the teenaged girl's hands on ny leg. "So you're the consciousness " as near
di vi ne as humanki nd has offered in thirty generations"?"

Aenea shrugged.

"And you have " an i magi nati on whi ch can span space and tinme"?"

"All human beings have that," said Aenea. "It's just that when | dream and i mgi ne, | can see
things that truly will be. Renmenber when | told you that | renenber the future?"

"Yeah."

"Well, right now |I'mrenenbering that you will dreamthis conversation sone nonths hence, while
you're lying in bed -- in terrible pain, I'"'mafraid -- on a world with a conplicated nanme, in a
hone where people dress all in blue."

"What ?"

"Never mind. It will nake sense when it comes about. Al inprobabilities do when probability
waves col | apse into event."

"Aenea," | heard nyself say as | flew in ever higher circles above the desert shelter, watching
nyself and the girl dwi ndle below, "tell me what your secret is ... the secret that makes you this

messi ah, this "bond between two worlds.

"All right, Raul, ny love," she said, suddenly appearing as a grown worman in the instant before
I circled too high to nake out details or hear distinct words above the rush of the air on ny
dreamwings, "I will tell you. Listen."

9

By the tine they translated into their fifth Quster system Task Force G DEON had sl aughter
down to a science. Father Captain de Soya knew fromhis courses in nmilitary history at Pax Fl eet
Conmand School that al most all space engagenents fought nore than half an AU from a pl anet, noon
asteroid, or strategic point-source in space were entered in nutual agreenent. He renenbered that
the sane had been true of primtive ocean navies on pre-Hegira Od Earth, where nost great nava
battl es had been fought in sight of land in the same aquatic killing grounds, with only the
technol ogy of the surface ships changing slowy -- Geek trireme to steel-hulled battleship.
Aircraft carriers with their |ong-range attack planes had changed that forever -- allow ng arnadas
to strike at each other far out to sea and at great distances -- but these battles were far
different fromthe | egendary naval engagenents where capital ships had slugged it out within
vi si bl e range of one another. Even before cruise nmissiles, tactical nuclear warheads, and crude
charged particle weapons had forever ended the era of the ocean-going surface conbatant, the sea
navies of Add Earth had grown nostalgic for the days of blazing broadsi des and "crossing the T."

Space war had brought a return to such nmutually agreed upon engagenents. The great battles of
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t he Hegenony days -- whether the ancient internecine wars with General Horace d ennon-Hei ght and
his ilk, or the centuries of warfare between Wb worlds and Quster Swarns -- had usually been
waged cl ose to a planet or spaceborne farcaster portal. And di stances between the conbatants were
absurdly short -- hundreds of thousands of klicks, often tens of thousands, frequently |less than
that -- given the light-years and parsecs traveled by the warring parties. But this closing on the
enenmy was necessary given the tine it took a fusion-powered | aser |lance, a CPB, or ordinary attack
m ssiles to cross even one AU -- SEVEN nminutes for light to crawl the distance between woul d- be
killer and target, nmuch | onger for even the highest-boost nmissile, where the hunt, chase, and kil
coul d take days of seek and counterneasure, attack and parry.

Ships with Cplus capability had no incentive to hang around in eneny space waiting for these
seeker nissiles, and the Church-sponsored restriction on Al's in warheads nade the effectiveness
of these weapons problematic at best. So the shape of space battles over the centuries of the

Hegenony had been sinple -- fleets translating into space and finding other translating fleets or
nmore static in-system defenses, a quick closing to nore lethal distances, a brief but terrible
exchange of energies, and the inevitable retreat of the nore savaged forces -- or total
destruction if the defending forces had nowhere to retreat -- followed by consolidation of gains

by the winning fleet.

Technically, the slower ships de Soya had served in previously had a powerful tactica
advant age over the instantaneous-drive archangel cruisers. Revival fromcryogenic fugue state took
only hours at worst, nminutes at best, so the captain and crew of a Hawki ng-drive ship could be
ready to fight shortly after translating fromGC-plus. Wth the archangels, and even with papa
di spensation for the accelerated and risky two-day resurrection cycles, it was fifty standard
hours or nore before the hunan el ements of the ships were ready to do battle.

Theoretically, this gave a great advantage to the defenders. Theoretically, the Pax could have
optim zed the use of G deon-drive ships by having uncrewed craft piloted by Al's flick into eneny
space, wreak havoc, and flick out again before the defenders knew that they were under attack

But such theory did not apply here.

Aut ononous intelligences capabl e of such advanced fuzzy | ogi c woul d never be all owed by the
Church. More inportantly, Pax Fleet had designed attack strategies to neet the requirenents of
resurrection so that no advantage woul d be surrendered to defenders.

Sinply put, no battles were to be fought by nutual agreenent. The seven archangel s had been
designed to descend upon the eneny like the mailed fist of God, and that was precisely what they
wer e doi ng now.

In the first three Task Force G DEON i ncursions into Quster space, Mther Captain Stone's ship,
the Gabriel, translated first and decel erated hard in-system drawi ng all |ong-range
el ectronagnetic, neutrino, and other sensor probes. The restricted Al's aboard Gabriel were
sufficient to catal ogue the position and identity of all defensive positions and popul ation
centers in the system while sinultaneously nonitoring the sluggish in-system novenment of al
Quster attack and nerchant vehicl es.

Thirty minutes later, the Uiel, Raphael, Remel, Sariel, Mchael, and Raguel would translate
in-system Dropping to only three-quarters |ight-speed, the task force would be noving like
bullets conpared to the tortoise velocities of the accelerating Quster torchships. Receiveg
Gabriel's intelligence and targeting data via tight beam burst, the task force would open fire
with weaponry that held no respect for the limtations of |ight-speed. The inproved Hawki ng-drive
hyper-k missiles would wink into existence anmong eneny ships and above popul ation centers, sone
using velocity and precise aimng to destroy targets, others detonating in carefully shaped but
prom scuous plasna or thernonuclear blasts. At the sane instant, recoverabl e Hawki ng-drive high-
vel ocity probes would junp to target points and translate into real space, radiating conventional
| ance beams and CPB' S |ike so nmany | ethal sea urchins, destroying anything and everything within a
hundr ed- t housand- kl i ck radi us.

Most terribly, the ship borne deathbeans would slice outward fromthe task force archangel s
li ke invisible scythes, propagating al ong the Hawki ng-drive wakes of probes and mssiles and
translating into real space as surely as the terrible swift sword of God

Countless trillions of synapses were fried and scranbled in an instant. Tens of thousands of
Qusters died without knowing that they were under attack

And then the G DEON Task Force woul d cone back in-systemon thousand-kiloneter tails of flane,
closing in for the final kill.

Each of the seven star systens to be attacked had been probed by instantaneous-drive drones,
the presence of Qusters confirmed, prelimnary targets assigned. Each of the seven star systemns
had a nanme -- usually just a New Revi sed General Catal ogue al pha-numrerical designation -- but the
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command team aboard H-H. S. Uiel had given the seven systens target nanes coded after the seven
archdenmons nentioned in the Add Testanent.

Fat her Captain de Soya thought it a bit nmuch, all this cabalistic nunerol ogy -- seven
archangel s, seven target systens, seven archdenons, seven deadly sins. But he soon fell into the
habit of tal king about the targets in this shorthand.

The target systens were -- Bel phegor (sloth), Leviathan (envy), Beelzebub (gluttony), Satan

(anger), Asnmodeus (Il echery), Mammon (avarice), and Lucifer (pride).

Bel phegor had been a red-dwarf systemthat renmi nded de Soya of Barnard's Star system but
instead of the lovely, fully terraforned Barnard's Wirld floating close to the sun, Bel phegor's
only planet was a gas giant resenbling Barnard's Star's forgotten child, Wiirl. There were true
mlitary targets around this unnanmed gas giant: refueling stations for the Quster Swarm torchships
en route to attack the Pax's Great Wall, gigantic dipships that shuttled the gases fromthe world
to orbit, repair docks and orbital shipyards by the dozen. De Soya had Raphael attack these
wi t hout hesitation, slagging themto orbital |ava

G DEON found nost of the true Quster population centers floating in the Trojan points beyond
the gas giant, scores of small orbital forests filled with tens of thousands of space-adapted
"angel s," nost opening their forcefield wings to the weak, red sunlight in panic at the task
force's approach. The seven archangels laid waste to these delicate ecostructures, destroying all
of the forests and shepherd asteroids and watering conets, burning the fleeing space-adapted
Quster angels like putting so many noths to a flame, and all wi thout slow ng significantly between
entrance and exit transl ation points.

The second system Leviathan, despite its inpressive name, had been a Sirius B-type white dwarf
with only a dozen or so Quster asteroids huddled close to its pale fire. Here there were none of
the obvious nilitary targets that de Soya had attacked so willingly in the Bel phegor System the
ast eroi ds were undefended, probably birthing rocks and hol | owed- out pressurized environnents for
Qusters who had not chosen to adapt to vacuum and hard radi ation. Task Force G DEON swept them
wi t h deat hbeans and passed on.

The third system Beel zebub, was an Al pha Centauri Clike red dwarf, devoid of worlds or
colonies, with only a single Quster mlitary base swinging in the darkness sone thirty AU s out
and fifty-seven Swarm ships caught in the act of refueling or refitting. Thirty-nine of these
war shi ps, ranging in size and armanent fromtiny ranmscouts to an Orion-class attack carrier, were
fit to fight and flung thensel ves at Task Force G DEON. The battle lasted two ninutes and ei ghteen
seconds. Al fifty-seven Quster ships and the base conplex were turned to gas nol ecul es or
lifeless sarcophagi. No archangel s were damaged in the exchange. The task force noved on

The fourth system Satan, held no ships, only breeding colonies scattered as far out as the
ort cloud. G DEON spent eleven days in this system putting Lucifer's angels to the torch

The fifth system Asnobdeus, centered by a pleasant little K-type orange dwarf not unlike
Epsil on Eridani, sent waves of in-systemtorchships to the defense of its popul ated asteroid belt.
The waves were burned and bl asted away with an econony born of practice. The Gabriel reported
eighty-two inhabited rocks in the belt, harboring a population estimated at a mllion and a hal f
adapt ed and unadapt ed CQusters.

Ei ghty-one of the asteroids were destroyed or deat hbeamed froma great distance. Then Admira
Al di kacti ordered prisoners taken. Task Force G DEON decelerated in a long, four-day ellipse that
brought them back to the belt and its sole remruaining i nhabited rock -- a potato-shaped asteroid
| ess than four klicks long and a klick across at its w dest, cratered point. Doppler radar showed
that it was orbiting and tunbling in random patterns understood only by the gods of chaos, but
that it was turning on its axis in a carefully orchestrated one-tenth-g rotisserie node. Deep
radar showed that it was hollow Probes told that it was inhabited by as many as ten thousand
Custers.

Anal ysi s suggested that it was a birthing rock.

Si x unarmed rock hoppers flung thensel ves at the task force. Uriel turned theminto plasm at a
di stance of eighty-six thousand klicks. A thousand Quster angels, some of themarned with | ow
yi el d energy weapons or recoilless rifles, opened forcefield wings and flew toward the di stant Pax
ships in long, tacking ellipses along the crest of the solar wind. Their velocity was so slow that
it would have taken days to cover the distance. The Gabriel was given the task of burning them
away with a thousand wi nks of coherent light. Tightbeans flicked on between the archangels.

Raphael and Gabriel acknow edged orders and closed to within a thousand klicks of the silent
asteroid. Sally ports opened and twelve tiny figures -- six fromeach ship -- caught the |ight
fromthe orange-dwarf star as Swi ss Quard commandos, Marines, and troopers jetted toward the rock

There was no resistance. The troopers found two shielded air-lock portals. Wth precise timng
they bl asted the outer doors open and entered in teams of three.
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"Bl ess ne, Father, for | have sinned. It's been two standard nonths since ny |ast confession."

"CGo ahead."

"Father, today's action ... it bothers nme, Father."
"Yes?"

"It feels ... wong."

Fat her Captain de Soya was silent. He had watched Sergeant G egorius's attack on the virtua
tactical channels. He had debriefed the men after the m ssion. Now he knew he was going to hear it
again in the darkness of the confessional. "Go ahead, Sergeant," he said softly.

"Aye, sir," said the sergeant on the other side of the partition. "I nean, aye, Father."

Fat her Captain de Soya heard the big man take a breath.

"We canme onto the rock with no opposition," began Sergeant G egorius. "Me an' the five young
ones, | mean. W were in tightbeamcontact with Sergeant Kl uge's squad fromthe Gabriel. And of
course, with Conmanders Barnes- Avne and Uchi kawa. "

De Soya renmined silent in his part of the confessional booth. The booth was sectional, neant
to be stored away when t he Raphael was under boost or conbat stations, which was nost of the tine,
but nowit snelled of wood and sweat and velvet and sin, as all real confessionals did. The father-
captain had found this half hour during the last stage of their clinb toward translation point for
the sixth Quster system Mmon, and offered the crew tine for confession, but only Sergeant
Gregorius had conme forward

"So when we |anded, sir ... Father, | had the laddies in ny squad take the south polar air
lock, just like in the sinms. W blew the doors as easily as you please, Father, and then activated
our own fields for the tunnel fighting." De Soya nodded. Swiss Guard fighting suits had al ways
been the best in the human universe -- capable of surviving, nmoving, and fighting in air, water,
hard vacuum hard radiation, slug assault, energy |lance assault, and hi gh expl osive environnment up
to the kiloton-yield range, but the new conmando suits carried their own cl ass-four containment
fields and were able to piggyback on the ships' nore form dable fields.

"The Qusters hit us in there, Father, fighting in the dark naze of the access tunnels. Sone o'
them wer e space-adapted creatures, sir ... angels without their w ngs extended. But nobst of them
were just lowg adepts in skinsuits ... hardly any arnor to speak of a'tall, Father. They tried
using lance and rifle and ray on us, but they were using basic night goggles to anplify the dim
glow fromthe rocks, sir, and we saw "emfirst with our filters. Saw "em first and shot 'em
first." Sergeant Gregorius took another breath. "It only took us a few mnutes to fight our way to
the inner |ocks, Father. Al the Qusters who tried to stop us in the tunnels ended up floatin'
there ... " Father Captain de Soya waited. "Inside, Father ... well

Gregorius cleared his throat. "Both squads bl ew the inner doors at the sane instant, sir
north and south poles at once. The repeater globes we left behind in the tunnels rel ayed the
ti ghtbeamtransm ssions just fine, so we were never out of touch with Kluge's squad ... nor with
the ships, as ye know, Father. There were fail-safes on the inner doors, just as we figured, but
those we blew as well, and the energency nmenbranes a second |later. The inside of the rock was all
hol | ow, Father ... well, we knew that, of course ... but |I'd never been inside a birthin' asteroid
before, Father. Many a nilitary rock, aye, but never a pregnancy one ... "

De Soya waited.

"It was about one klick across with lots o' their spidery |owg banmboo towers takin' up rmuch of
the center space, Father. The inner shell wasn't spherical or snooth, but nore or |ess foll owed
the shape of the outside of the rock, you know "

"Potato," said Father Captain de Soya.

"Yessir. And all pitted and cratered on the inside, too, Father. Lots of caves and grottoes
everywhere ... |like dens for the pregnant Qusters, | suppose.”

De Soya nodded in the darkness and gl anced at his chrononeter, wondering if the usually concise
sergeant was going to get to the perceived sins in this account before they had to stow the
confessional for Cplus translation

"It mst've been pure chaos for the Qusters, Father ... what with the cyclone howin' as the
pl ace depressurized, all the atnosphere flowin' out o' the two blasted air |ocks |ike water out of
a bathtub drain, the air all full of dirt and debris and Qusters blowin' away |like so many | eaves
in the storm W had our external suit phones on, Father, and the noise was unbelievable "til the

air got too thinto carry it -- wind roarin', Qusters screamn', their |ances and our | ances
cracklin' like so nany |ightning rods, plasna grenades goin' off and the sound bouncin' back at us
in that big rock cavern, the echoes goin' on for mnutes -- it was |oud, Father."

"Yes," said Father Captain de Soya in the darkness.

Sergeant Gregorius took another breath.
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"Anyway, Father, the orders'd been to bring in tw sanples of everything ... adult males, space-
adapt ed, unadapted; adult females, pregnant and not pregnant; a couple of Quster kids, pre-
puberty, and infants ... both sexes. So Kl uge's team and ours got busy, stunning and baggi ng 'em
There was just enough gravity on the inner surface of the rock ... one-tenth-g ... to keep the
bags in place where we left 'em

There was a nonent of silence. Father Captain de Soya was just about to speak, to bring this
confession to a close, when Sergeant G egorius whispered through the screen and darkness
separating them

"Sorry, Father, | know you know all this. | just ... it's hard to ... anyway, this was the bad
part, Father. Most of the Qusters who weren't nodified ... space-adapted ... were dead or dying at
this point. From deconpression or lance fire or grenades. W didn't use the deat hbeam wands i ssued
to us. Neither Kluge nor | said anything to the lads ... just none of us used the things.

"Now those adapted CQusters went angel, their bodies turnin' all shiny as they activated their
personal forcefields. They couldn't fully extend their wings in there, of course, and it wouldn't
have done any good if they had ... no sunlight to catch, and the one-tenth-g was too nuch for them
to overcone if there had been any solar wind ... but they went angel anyway. Sone of themtried to
use their wi ngs as weapons agai nst us."

Sergeant Gregorius nmade a rough sound that night have been a parody of a chuckle. "W had cl ass-
four fields, Father, and they were batting at us with those gossanmer wings ... Anyway, we burned
them away, sent three fromeach squad out with the bagged speci mens, and Kluge and | each took our
remain' two lads to clear out the caverns as ordered ... "

De Soya waited. There was |ess than a nminute before he woul d have to end confession

"W knew it was a birthin' rock, Father

We knew ... everybody knows ... that the Qusters, even the ones who've turned the machines
loose in their cells and blood and who don't | ook anythin' like human ... they haven't |earned how
to have their fermales carry and bear children in pure zero-g and hard radiation, Father. W knew
it was a birthin" rock when we went in the goddamed asteroid ... |I'msorry, Father ... "

De Soya stayed silent.

"But even so, Father ... those caverns were |ike honmes ... beds and cubbies and flatscreen vid
sets and kitchens ... not things we're used to thinkin' Qusters have, Father. But nobst of those

caves were ..
"Nurseries," said Father Captain de Soya.
"Aye, sir. Nurseries. We beds with wee babies in "em ... not Quster nonsters, Father, not
those pale, shiny things we fight against, not those damned Lucifer's angels with wi ngs a hundred

klicks across in the starlight ... just ... babies. By the hundreds, Father. By the thousands.
Cavern after cavern. Mdst o' the roons there had depressurized already, killing the little ones
where they lay. Sone o' the little bodies had been blown out in the depressurization, but nost o
them were tucked in tight. Some o' the roons were still airtight, though, Father. W blew our way
in. Mdthers ... wonen in robes, pregnant wonen with wild hair flying in the one-tenth-g ... they
attacked us with their fingernails and teeth, Father. W ignored themuntil the w ndstornms bl ew
them out or they died a-choking, but sone of the infants ... scores of them Father ... were in

those little plastic respirator cases ..

"I ncubators," said Father Captain de Soya. "Aye," whispered Sergeant Gregorius, his voice
tiring at last. "And we tight beaned back, what did they want us to do with 'en? Wth all the
scores and scores of baby Qusters in these incubators. And Commander Bar nesAvne beaned back ..

"To continue on," whispered Father Captain de Soya.

"Aye, Father ... so we ... "

"Fol | owed orders, Sergeant."

"So we used the | ast of our grenades in those nurseries, Father. And when the plasna grenades
were gone, we |anced those incubators. Room after room cavern after cavern. The plastic nelted
around t he babes, covered 'em Blankets ignited. The boxes nst've been fed with pure oxygen
Fat her, because a ot o' themwent up |ike grenades thenmselves ... we had to activate our suit
fields, Father, and even so ... it took me two hours to clean ny conbat arnor ... but nost of the
i ncubators didn't explode, Father, they just burned like dry tinder, burned |ike torches,
everythin' in "emburnin' bright like Iittle furnaces. And by now all the roons and caverns were

in vacuum but the boxes ... the little incubators ... they still had atnosphere while they burned
and we turned of f our outside phones, sir. Al of us did. But somehow we could still hear the
crying and the screams through the containment fields and our helnets. | can still hear them
Father ... "
"Sergeant," said de Soya, his voice hard and flat w th conmand.

"Aye, sir?"
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"You were followi ng orders, Sergeant. We were all followi ng orders. H's Holiness has | ong since
decreed that Qusters have surrendered their humanity to nanodevices they release in their blood,
to the changes they have nmade with their chronosonmes ... "

"But the screans, Father "

"Sergeant ... the Vatican Council and the Holy Father have decreed that this Crusade is
necessary if the human famly is to be saved fromthe Quster threat. You were given orders. You
obeyed them W are soldiers.”

"Aye, sir," whispered the sergeant in the darkness.

"We have no nore tine, Sergeant. We will talk about this at a later tinme. For now, | want you

to do penance ... not for being a soldier and follow ng orders, but for doubting those orders.
Fifty Hail Marys, Sergeant, and a hundred Qur Fathers. And | want you to pray about this ... pray
very hard for understanding."

"Aye, Father."

"Now say a sincere Act of Contrition ... quickly now ... "

When the whi spered words began to cone through the screen, Father Captain de Soya lifted his
hand i n benediction as he gave absolution. "Ego te absolvo ... "

Ei ght minutes later, the father-captain and his crew all lay back in their acceleration
couches/resurrection créches as Raphael's G deon drive activated, carrying theminstantaneously to
Target System Mammon by way of terrible death and sl ow, painful rebirth.

The Grand I nquisitor had died and gone to Hell

It was only his second death and resurrection and he had enjoyed neither experience. And Mars
was Hell.

John Domeni co Cardi nal Miustafa and his contingent of twenty-one Holy Office adm nistrators and
security people -- including his indispensable aide Father Farrell -- had traveled to AOd Earth
Systemin the new archangel starship Jibril and had been given a generous four days after
resurrection to recover and regroup nmentally before beginning their work on the surface of Mars
itself. The Grand Inquisitor had read and been briefed enough on the red planet to forman

unassail abl e opinion -- Mars was Hel .
"Actual ly," Father Farrell responded the first time the Gand | nquisitor had nentioned his
concl usi on al oud about Mars being hell, "one of the other planets in this system... Venus ..

better fits that description, Your Excellency. Boiling tenperatures, crushing pressures, |akes of
liquid netal, winds like rocket exhausts ... "

"Shut up," the Grand Inquisitor said with a tired turn of his hand.

Mars: the first world ever colonized by the human race despite its lowrating of 2.5 on the old
Sol mev Scale, the first attenpted terraforming, the first failed terraforming -- a world bypassed
after the black-hole death of O d Earth because of the Hawking drive, because of the inperatives
of the Hegira, because no one wanted to live on the rusty sphere of pernafrost when the gal axy
offered a near-infinite nunber of prettier, healthier, nore viable worlds.

For centuries after the death of Od Earth, Mars had been such a backwater planet that the
Wor| dWeb had not established farcaster portals there -- a desert planet of interest only to the
orphans of New Pal estine (the | egendary Col onel Fednmahn Kassad had been born in the Pal estinian
rel ocation canps there, Mistafa was surprised to learn) and to Zen Christians returning to Hell as
Basin to reenact Master Schrauder's enlightenment at the Zen Massif. For a century or so it had
| ooked as if the huge terrafornm ng project would work -- seas filled giant inpact basins and
cycladferns proliferated along River Marineris -- but then the setbacks came, there were no funds
to fight the entropy, and the next sixty-thousand-year-long ice age arrived.

At the height of the Worl dWeb civilization, the Hegenmony's military wi ng, FORCE, had brought
Farcasters to the red world and honeyconbed habitats into nuch of the huge vol cano, Mons 4 ympus,
for their Aynpic Command School. Mars's isolation from Wb trade and culture served FORCE wel |
and the planet had remained a mlitary base until the Fall of the Farcasters. In the century after
the Fall, remmants of FORCE had forned a vicious nilitary dictatorship -- the so-called Mrtian
War Machine -- which extended its rule as far as the Centauri and Tau Ceti systens and mi ght well
have become the seed crystal for a second interstellar enpire if the Pax had not arrived, quickly
subdui ng the Martian fleets, driving the War Machine back to Od Earth System sending the
di spossessed warl ords into hiding anmong the ruins of FORCE orbital bases and in the old tunnels
under Mons O ynpus, replacing the War Machine's presence in Od Earth Systemw th Pax Fl eet bases
in the asteroid belt and anong the Jovian noons, and finally sending m ssionaries and Pax
governors to pacified Mars.

There was little left on the rust world for the missionaries to convert or the Pax
adm nistrators to govern. The air had grown thin and cold; the large cities had been plundered and
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abandoned; the great sinoom pole-to-pole dust storms had reappeared; plague and pestil ence stal ked
the icy deserts, decimating -- or worse -- the |last bands of nomads descended fromthe once noble
race of Martians; and little nore than spindly brandy cactus now grew where the great apple
orchards and fields of bradberries had | ong ago flouri shed.

Qddly, it was the downtrodden and nuch-abused Pal estinians on the frozen Tharsis Pl ateau whose
soci ety had survived and thrived. The orphans of the ancient Nuclear D aspora of A D. 2038 had
adapted to Mars's rough ways and extended their Islamc culture to many of the planet's surviving
nomad tribes and free city-states by the tine the Pax m ssionaries arrived. Refusing to subnmit to
the ruthless Martian War Machine for nore than a century, the New Pal estini ans showed no interest
now i n surrendering autonony to the Church

It was precisely in the Palestinian capital of Arafat-kaffiyeh that the Shrike had appeared and
sl aughtered hundreds ... perhaps thousands ... of people. The Grand Inquisitor conferred with his
aides, net with Pax Fleet conmanders in orbit, and landed in force. The nmain spaceport in the
capital of St. Ml achy was shut down to all but military traffic -- no great |oss, since no
mer chant or passenger dropships were scheduled in for a Martian week. Six assault boats preceded
the Grand I nquisitor's dropship, and by the tinme Cardinal Mistafa set foot to Martian soil -- or
Pax tarmac, to be precise -- a hundred Swiss Guard and Holy O fice commandos had ringed the
spaceport. The official Martian wel com ng del egation, including Archbi shop Robeson and Gover nor
Clare Pal o, were searched and soni c-probed before being all owed cl earance.

From t he spaceport, the Holy O fice group was whi sked via groundcar shuttles through decaying
streets to the new Pax-built Governor's Palace on the outskirts of St. Ml achy.

Security was heavy. Besides the Grand Inquisitor's personal security force, the Pax Fl eet
Mari nes, the Governor's troopers, and the Archbishop's contingent of Swiss Guards, there was a
battl e regi ment of Hone Guard arnored infantry encanped around the pal ace. There the G and
I nqui sitor was shown evidence of the Shrike's presence two standard weeks earlier on the Tharsis
Pl at eau.

"This is absurd,” said the Grand I nquisitor on the night before flying to the scene of the
Shrike attack. "All these holos and vid i mages are two standard weeks old or taken from hi gh
altitude. | see these few hol os of what nust be the Shrike and sone blurred scenes of carnage. |
see photos of the Pax bodies the mlitia nen found when first entering the town. But where are the
| ocal peopl e? Wiere are the eyew tnesses? Were are the twenty-seven hundred citizens of Arafat-
kaf fiyeh?"

"We don't know," said Governor Cre Palo.

"We reported to the Vatican via archangel drone and when the drone returned, we were told not
to tanmper with the evidence," said Archbi shop Robeson. "W were told to await your arrival."

The Grand | nqui sitor shook his head and held up a flat photo inage. "And what is this?" he
said. "A Pax Fleet base on the outskirts of Arafat-kaffiyeh? This spaceport is newer than St
Mal achy's. "

"It is not Pax Fleet," said Captain Wl mak, captain of the Jibril and new commander of the AOd
Earth Systemtask force. "Although we estinate that thirty to fifty dropships a day were using
this facility during the week previous to the Shrike's appearance."

"Thirty to fifty dropships a day," repeated the Grand Inquisitor. "And not Pax Fleet. Wo
then?" He scow ed at Archbi shop Robeson and the Gover nor
"Mercantilus?" pressed the Grand I nquisitor when no one spoke.

"No," said the Archbi shop after another nonent.

"Not Mercantilus."”

The Grand I nquisitor folded his arns and waited

"The dropships were chartered by Qpus Dei," said Governor Palo in a tiny voice.

"For what purpose?" denmanded the Grand Inquisitor. Only Holy Office guards were allowed in this
te of the palace, and they stood at six-neter intervals along the stone wall.

The Governor opened her hands. "We do not know, Your Excellency."

"Doneni co,"” said the Archbishop, his voice quavering slightly, "we were told not to inquire."”
The Grand | nquisitor took an angry step forward.

Su

"Told not to ... by whonP Who has the authority to order the presiding Archbishop and the Pax
Governor of a world "not to interfere"?"
H s anger boiled through. "In the nane of Christ! W has such power?"

The Archbi shop rai sed pai ned but defiant eyes toward Cardi nal Mustafa. "In the nane of Chri st
preci sely, Your Excellency. Those representing Opus Dei held official diskeys fromthe
Pontifical Comm ssion for Justice and Peace," he said.
"W were told that it was a security matter in Arafat-kaffiyeh. W were told that it was not
our business. W were told not to interfere."
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The Grand Inquisitor felt his face flushing with barely subdued rage. "Security matters on Mars
or anywhere else in the Pax are the responsibility of the Holy Ofice!" he said flatly. "The
Pontifical Comm ssion for Justice and Peace has no charter here! Wiere are the representatives of
the Conm ssion? Wiy aren't they here for this neeting?"

CGovernor Clare Palo raised a thin hand and pointed at the flat photo in the Grand Inquisitor's
hand. "There, Your Excellency. There are the Commi ssion authorities.”

Cardi nal Mustafa | ooked down at the gl ossy photograph. Fornms of white-clad bodies could be seen
in the dusty red streets of Arafat-kaffiyeh. Even through the grain of the images, it was obvious
that the bodies were maul ed into grotesque forns and swoll en from deconposition. The G and
I nqui sitor spoke softly, fighting the urge to screamand then order these inbeciles tortured and
shot. "Why," he asked softly, "haven't these people been resurrected and questioned?"

Archbi shop Robeson actually attenpted a smile. "You will see that tomorrow, Your Excellency. It
will be abundantly clear tonorrow "

EM/'S were useless on Mars. They used arnored Pax Security skinmers for their flight to Tharsis
Pl at eau. Torchships and the Jibril nonitored their progress. Scorpion fighters flew spacestair
conmbat patrol. Two hundred klicks fromthe plateau, five squads of Marines dropped fromthe
skimers and flew ahead at |low altitude, raking the area with acoustic probes and setting up
firing positions. Nothing but the shifting sand noved in Arafatkaffiyeh.

The Holy O fice security skimrers set down first, their landing |legs settling into sand where
grass had once grown on the oval city conmons, the outer ships establishing and linking a class-
six containnment field that nmade the buildings around the plaza seemto shimrer in heat haze. The
Mari nes had dropped into a defensive circle with the commons as their | ocus. Now the Governor's
Pax and Home CGuard troops noved out to establish a second perineter in the streets and all eys
around the plaza. The Archbi shop's eight Swiss Guardsnmen secured the circle just outside the
containnent field. Finally the Gand Inquisitor's Holy Ofice security force expl oded down the
ski mer ranps and established the inner perineter of kneeling figures in black conbat arnor.

"Clear," cane the | eading Marine sergeant's voice on the tactical channel

"Not hi ng nmoving or alive within a kilometer of Site One," rasped the lieutenant of the Hone
GQuard. "Bodies in the street."

"Clear here," said the captain of the Swi ss Guard.

"Confirmnothing noving in Arafat-kaffiyeh except your people,” came the voice of the captain
of the Jibril.

"Affirmative," said Holy Ofice Security Comrander Browni ng.

Feeling foolish and disgruntled, the Grand I nquisitor swept down the ranp and across the sandy
commons. Hi s mobod was not lifted by the silly osnbsis nmask he had to wear, its circul ar
boostirator slung over his shoulder like a | oose nedallion.

Fat her Farrell, Archbishop Robeson, Governor Palo, and a host of functionaries ran to keep up
as Cardinal Mustafa strode by the kneeling security forns and, with an inperious wave of his hand,
ordered a portal cut in the containnment field. He passed through over the protests of Conmmander
Browni ng and the other fornms in black arnmor who were scuttling to catch up

"Where is the first of ... " began the Grand Inquisitor as he bounced down the narrow all ey
opposite the conmmns. He still was not used to the light gravity here.

"Ri ght around this corner " panted the Archbi shop.

"We should really wait for the outer fields to be ... sai d Governor Pal o.

"Here," said Father Farrell, pointing down the street onto which they had energed.

The group of fifteen stopped so quickly that those aides and security people in the rear had to
catch thensel ves before bunping into the VIP S in front.

"Dear Lord," whispered Archbi shop Robeson and crossed himsel f. Through the clear osnosis mask,
his face was visibly white. "Christ!" nuttered Governor Clare Palo. "I've seen the hol os and
photos for two weeks, but ... Christ."

"Ahh," said Father Farrell, taking a step closer to the first body.

The Grand Inquisitor joined him He went to one knee in the red sand. The contorted formin the
dirt |looked as if soneone had fashioned an abstract scul pture out of flesh, bone, and gristle. It
woul d not have been recogni zably human had it not been for the teeth gleaning in the w de-
stretched nmouth and one hand lying nearby in the shifting Martian dust.

After a nonent the Grand I nquisitor said, "Did scavengers do some or nost of this? Carrion
birds, perhaps? Rats?"

"Negative," said Major Piet, the Governor's Pax Fleet groundforce conmander.

"No birds on the Tharsis Pl ateau since the atnosphere started thinning two centuries ago. No
rats ... or any other moving thing ... have been picked up by notion detectors since this
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happened. "

"The Shrike did this," said the Grand Inquisitor. He did not sound convinced. He stood and
moved to the second body. It m ght have been a wonman. It |ooked as if it had been turned inside
out and shredded. "And this?"

"We think so," said Governor Palo. "The mlitia that found all this brought out the security
camera which had that thirty-ei ght-second holo we've shown you."

"That | ooked |ike a dozen Shrikes killing a dozen people,"” said Father Farrell. "It was hazy."

"There was a sandstorm"” said Major Piet. "And there was only one Shrike ... we've studied the
i ndi vidual images. It sinply noved through the crowd so quickly that it appeared to be nultiple
creatures.”

"Moved through the crowd,” murmured the Grand I nquisitor. He stepped over a third body that
nm ght have been a child or small female. "Doing this."

"Doing this," said Governor Pal o. She glanced at Archbi shop Robeson, who had noved to a wal
for support. There were twenty to thirty bodies in this section of the street.

Fat her Farrell knelt and ran his gloved hand across the chest and into the chest cavity of the
first cadaver. The flesh was frozen, as was the blood that fell in a black icefall. "And there was
no sign of the cruciforn?" he said softly.

Governor Pal o shook her head. "Not in the two bodies the nmilitia returned for resurrection. No
sign of the cruciformwhatsoever. |If there had been any remmant at all ... even a mllineter of
node or bit of fiber in the brain stem or "

"We know that," snapped the Grand I nquisitor, ending the explanation

"Very strange,"” said Bishop Erdle, the Holy Ofice's expert on resurrection technique. "To ny
know edge there has never been an instance where the body was |left so intact where we could not
find remmant of the cruciformin the corpse. Governor Palo is correct, of course. Even the
slightest bit of cruciformis all that is necessary for the Sacranent of Resurrection.”

The Grand | nquisitor stopped to inspect a body that had been thrown against an iron railing
hard enough to inpale it at a dozen points. "It looks as if the Shrike was after the cruciforns.
It tore every shred of themout of the bodies."

"Not possible," said Bishop Erdle. "Sinply not possible. There are over five hundred neters of
nmi crofiber in the cellular node extensions of "

"Not possible," agreed the Grand I nquisitor. "But when we ship these bodies back, 1'll wager
that none are recoverable. The Shrike rmay have torn their hearts and lungs and throats out, but it
was after their cruciforns.”

Security Conmander Browni ng came around the corner with five troopers in black arnor

"Your Excellency," he said on the tactical channel only the Gand I nquisitor could hear. "The
worst is a block over ... this way."

The entourage followed the man in black arnmor, but slowy, reluctantly.

They cat al ogued 362 bodies. Many were in the streets, but the majority were in buildings in the
city or inside the sheds, hangars, and spacecraft at the new spaceport on the edge of Arafat-
kaf fiyeh. Hol os were taken and the Holy Office forensic teans took over, recording each site
bef ore taking the bodies back to the Pax base norgue outside of St. Ml achy. It was determ ned
that all of the bodies were offworlders -- i.e., there were no |local Palestinians or native
Martians anong them The spaceport intrigued the Pax Fleet experts the nost.

"Ei ght dropships serving the field itself," said Major Piet. "That's a serious nunber. St
Mal achy' s spaceport uses only two." He glanced up at the purple Martian sky.

"Assum ng that the ships they were shuttling to and from had their own dropships -- at |east
two each, if they were freighters -- then we're tal king about serious |ogistics here." The G and
I nqui sitor | ooked at Mars's archbi shop, but Robeson nmerely held his hands up

"We knew not hing of these operations,"” said the little nman. "As | expl ained before, it was an
Qpus Dei project."

"Well," said the Grand Inquisitor, "as far as we can tell, all of the Opus Dei personnel are
dead ... truly, irrecoverably dead ... so nowit's a responsibility of the Holy Office. You don't
have any idea what they built this port for? Heavy netals, perhaps? Some sort of mineral mining
operation?"

CGovernor Pal o shook her head. "This world has been nmined for over a thousand years. There are
no heavy netals left worth shipping. No mnerals worth a |ocal salvage operation's tine, nuch |ess
Qpus Dei's."

Maj or Piet slipped his visor up and rubbed the stubble on his chin. "Sonething was bei ng
shipped in quantity here, Your Excellencies.

Ei ght dropships ... a sophisticated grid system ... automated security."
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"If the Shrike ... or whatever it was ... had not destroyed the computers and record systens

" began Conmander Browni ng.

Maj or Piet shook his head. "It wasn't the Shrike. The conputers had al ready been destroyed by
shaped charges and tail ored DNA viruses."

He | ooked around the enpty administrative building. Red sand had already found its way in

through portals and seans. "It's ny guess that these people destroyed their own records before the
Shrike arrived. | think they were on the verge of clearing out. That's why the dropships were all
in prelaunch node ... their onboard conputers set to go."

Father Farrell nodded. "But all we have are the orbital coordinates. No records of who or what
they were going to rendezvous with there."

Maj or Piet | ooked out the window at the dust stormblow ng there. "There are twenty groundcar
buses in that lot," he nurnured as if speaking to hinself. "Each one can transport up to eighty
people. A bit of logistical overkill if the OQpus Dei contingent here ambunted to just the three
hundred si xty-sone peopl e whose bodi es we've found."

CGovernor Palo frowned and crossed her arms. "W don't know how many Opus Dei personnel were
here, Major. As you pointed out, the records were destroyed. Perhaps there were thousands ... "

Conmander Browning stepped into the circle of VIP'S. "Beggi ng your pardon, Governor, but the

barracks within the field perineter here coul d house about four hundred people. | think that the
Maj or may be right ... all of the OQpus Dei personnel nmay be accounted for in the bodies we've
found. "
"You can't be sure of that, Commander," said Governor Palo, her voice soundi ng displ eased.
"No, ma'am "

She gestured toward the dust stormthat had all but obscured the parked buses. "And we have
evi dence that they needed transport for many nore people."

"Perhaps they were an advance contingent," said Commander Browning. "Preparing the way for a
much | arger popul ation."

"Then why destroy the records and linmted Al's?" said Major Piet. "Wiy does it | ook like they
were preparing to nove out for good?”

The Grand I nquisitor stepped into the circle and held up one bl ack-gl oved hand. "We'lIl end the
specul ation for now. The Holy Office will begin taking depositions and carrying out interrogations
tonorrow. Governor, nay we use your office at the pal ace?"

"OfF course, Your Excellency." Palo | owered her face, either to show deference or to hide her
eyes, or both.

"Very good," said the Grand | nquisitor

"Commander, Major, call the skimers. We'll |eave the forensic teans and the norgue workers out
here." Cardinal Mistafa peered out at the worsening storm Its how could be heard through the ten
| ayers of window plastic now "Wat's the local word for this dust storn®"

"Sinbom " said CGovernor Palo. "The storms used to cover the entire world. They're growing in
intensity every Martian year."

"The locals say that it's the old Martian gods," whispered Archbi shop Robeson. "They're
reclaimng their own."

Less than fourteen light-years out fromQd Earth System above the world called Vitus-G ay-
Bal i anus B, a starship that had once been naned Raphael but which now held no nane, finished its
braki ng run into geosynchronous orbit. The four living things on board floated in zero-g, their
gazes fixed on the imge of the desert world on the plotboard.

"How reliable is our reading on pertubations in the farcaster field these days?" said the
femal e call ed Scyl I a.

"More reliable than nost other clues,"” said her seeming twin, Rhadamanth Nemes. "We'll check it
out."

"Shall we start with one of the Pax bases?" said the mal e naned Gyges.

"The | argest," said Nenes.

"That woul d be Pax Base Bonbasi no," said Briareus, checking the code on the plotboard.
"Northern hem sphere. Al ong the central canal route. Popul ation of "

"It doesn't matter what the population is,” interrupted Rhadamanth Nenmes. "It just matters
whet her the child Aenea and the android and that bastard Endymi on have cone that way."

"Dropship's prepped,” said Scylla.

They screeched into atnosphere, extended wings just as they crossed the term nator, used the
Vati can di skey code via transponder to clear the way for their |anding, and set down anid
Scor pi ons, troopship skimrers, and armored EMW' S. A flustered |ieutenant greeted them and escorted
themto the Base Commander's offi ce.
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"You say that you're nenbers of the Noble Guard?" said Conmander Sol znykov, studying their
faces and the readout on the diskey interphase at the sane tine.

"We have said it," Rhadamanth Nernes replied tonelessly. "Qur papers, order chips, and diskey
have said it. How many repetitions do you require, Conmmander?"

Sol znykov's face and neck reddened above the high collar of his tunic. He | ooked down at the
i nt er phase hol o instead of replying.

Technically, these Noble Guard officers -- menbers of one of the Pope's exotic new units --
could pull rank on him Technically, they could have hi mshot or excommunicated, since their ranks
of Cohort Leaders in the Noble Guard conbi ned the powers of both Pax Fleet and the Vatican
Technically -- according to the wording and priority encryption of the diskey -- they could pul
rank on a planetary governor or dictate Church policy to a world's presiding archbi shop.
Techni cal ly, Sol znykov wi shed these pal e freaks had never shown up on his backwater world.

The Conmander forced a snmile. "Qur forces here are at your disposal. Wat can | do for you?"
The thin, pale wonman naned Nemes held a hol ocard over the Commander's desk and activated it.
Suddenly the life-size heads of three people floated in the space between them-- or, rather, two

people, since the third face was obviously that of a bl ue-skinned android.

"I didn't think that there were any androids left in the Pax," said Sol znykov.

"Have you had reports of any of these three in your territory, Conmander?" said Nemes, ignoring
his question. "It is probable they would have been reported al ong the major river which runs from
your north pole to the equator.”

"It's actually a canal " began Sol znykov and stopped. None of the four |ooked as if they
had any interest in small talk or extraneous information. He called his aide, Colonel Vinara, into
the of fice.

"Their nanmes?" said Sol znykov as Vinara stood poised with his com og ready.

Nermres gave three nanes that neant nothing to the Commander. "Those aren't |ocal nanes," he said
as Col onel Vinara checked records. "Menbers of the indigenous culture -- it's called the Anpiete
Spectrum Helix -- tend to accunul ate names the way ny hunting dog back on Patawpha coll ected
ticks. You see, they have this triune narriage arrangenent where ... "

"These are not locals,"” interrupted Nenes.

Her thin Iips | ooked as bloodl ess as the rest of her pale face above the red uniformcollar

"They' re of fworl ders."

"Ahh, well," said Sol znykov, relieved that he would not be dealing with these Noble Guard
freaks for nore than a mnute or two nore, "then we can't help you. You see, Bonbasino's the only
wor ki ng spaceport on Vitus-Gay-Balianus B now that we cl osed down the indigenie operation at
Keroa Tanbat, and except for a few spacers who end up in our brig, there's no immgration at al
here. The locals are all SpectrumHelix ... and, well ... they like colors, they surely do, but an
android would stand out like a ... well, Col onel ?"

Col onel Vinara | ooked up from his database search. "Neither the images nor nanes nmatch anythi ng
in our records except for an all-points bulletin sent through via Pax Fl eet about four and a half
standard years ago." He | ooked questioningly at the Noble Guardsnen.

Nermes and her siblings stared back without comment.

Commander Sol znykov spread his hands. "lI'msorry. W've been busy for the last |ocal two weeks
on a mgjor training exercise | had running here, but if anyone'd conme through here who natched
t hese descriptions ... "

"Sir," said Colonel Vinara, "there were those four runaway spacers.”

Goddanmi t! thought Sol znykov. To the Noble Guardsnen he said, "Four Mercantilus spacers who

junped ship rather than face charges for use of illegal drugs. As | renenber it, they were al
men, all in their sixties, and" -- he turned significantly to Colonel Vinara, trying to tell him
to shut the fuck up with his gaze and tone -- "and we found their bodies in the Big Geasy, didn't

we, Col onel ?"

"Three bodies, sir," said Colonel Vinara, oblivious to his comuander's signals.

He was checki ng the dat abase again. "One of our skimers went down near Keroa Tam bat and Med
di spatched ... ah ... Dr. Abne Mdina ... to go down-canal with a mssionary to care for the
injured crew. "

"What the hell does this have to do with anything, Colonel?" snapped Sol znykov. "These officers
are searching for a teenager, a man in his thirties, and an android."

"Yes, sir," said Vinara, |ooking up, startled, fromhis comog. "But Dr. Mlina radioed in that
she had treated a sick offworlder in Lock Childe Lanonde. W assuned that it was the fourth spacer

Rhadamant h Nenmes took a step forward so quickly that Commander Sol znykov fli nched
i nvoluntarily. There was sonethi ng about the slimwoman's novenents that was not quite hunman
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"Where is Lock Childe Lanonde?" demanded Nemes.

"It's just a village along the canal about eighty klicks south of here," said Sol znykov. He
turned to Colonel Vinara as if all this commption were his aide's fault. "Wen are they flying the
prisoner back?"

"Tonmorrow norning, sir. W have a ned-ski nmer schedul ed to pick up the crew in Keroa Tanbat at
oh-si x- hundred hours and they'll stop in ... " The Col onel stopped speaking as the four Noble
@Quard officers spun on their heels and nmade for the door

Nermres paused just |ong enough to say, "Commander, clear our flight path between here and this
Lock Childe Lanonde. W'l be taking the dropship.”

"Ah, that's not necessary!" said the Commander, checking the screen on his desk. "This spacer
is under arrest and will be delivered ... hey!"

The four Noble Guard officers had clattered down the steps outside his office and were crossing
the tarmac. Sol znykov rushed out onto the |anding and shouted after them "Dropships aren't
all owed to operate in atnosphere here except to | and at Bonbasino. Hey! W'Ill send a skimmer. Hey!
This spacer's alnbost certainly not one of your ... he's under guard ... hey!"

The four did not | ook back as they reached their ship, ordered an escalator to norph down to
them and di sappeared through the dropship hull

Sirens went off across the base and personnel ran for shelter as the heavy dropship lifted on
thrusters, shifted to EM and accel erated south across the port perineter

"Jesus fucking Christ," whispered Cormmander Sol znykov.

"Pardon me, sir?" said Col onel Vinara.

Sol znykov gave hima glare that would have nelted |l ead. "D spatch two conbat skimers

imediately ... no, nmake that three. | want a squad of Marines aboard each skinmer. This is our
turf, and | don't want these anenic Noble Guard pissants doing so much as littering w thout our
say-so. | want the skimers there first and that fucking spacer taken into custody ... our custody

if it means harelipping every Spectrum Helix indigenie between here and Lock Childe Lanpnde.
Savvy, Col onel ?"
Vinara could only stare at his commander.
"Move! " shout ed Conmander Sol znykov.
Col onel Vinara noved.

10

I was awake all that long night and the next day, withing in pain, shuttling to the bathroom
while carrying nmy 1V-DRIP apparatus, trying painfully to urinate, and then checking the absurd
filter 1 had to urinate through for any sign of the kidney stone that was killing me. Sonetinme in
late norning | passed the thing.

For a minute | couldn't believe it. The pain had been less for the past half hour or so, just
the echo of pain in ny back and groin, actually, but as | stared at the tiny, reddish thing in the
filter cone -- sonmething larger than a grain of sand but much smaller than a pebble -- | couldn't
believe that it could have caused such agony for so nany hours.

"Believe it," Aenea said as she sat on the edge of the counter and watched nme pull ny pajam
shirt back in place. "It's often the smallest things in life that cause us the greatest pain."

"Yeah," | said. | knew, vaguely, that Aenea was not there -- that | would never have urinated
in front of anyone like that, nuch less in front of this girl. | had been hall ucinating her
presence ever since the first ultranorph injection

"Congratul ations," said the Aenea hallucination. Her smile seened real enough -- that slightly
m schi evous, slightly teasing turning up of the right side of her nouth that 1'd grown accustoned
to -- and I could see that she was wearing the green deni m sl acks and white cotton shirt she often

wore when working in the desert heat. But | could also see the sink basin and soft towels through
her .

"Thanks," | said and shuffled back to collapse in the bed. |I could not believe that the pain
would not return. In fact, Dr. Mlina had said that there m ght be several stones. Aenea was gone
when Dem Ri a, Dem Loa, and the trooper on guard cane into the room

"Ch, it's wonderful!" said Dem R a.

"W're so glad," said DemLoa. "W hoped that you would not have to go to the Pax infirmary for
surgery."”

"Put your right hand up here," said the trooper

He handcuffed ne to the brass headboard.
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"I'ma prisoner?" | said groggily.
"You al ways have been," grunted the trooper. Hi s dark skin was sweaty under his hel nmet visor
"The skimrer' || be by tonmorrow norning to pick you up. Whuldn't want you nmissing the ride." He

went back out to the shade of the barrel tree out front.

"Ah," said Dem Loa, touching ny handcuffed wist with her cool fingers. "W are sorry, Rau
Endymi on. "

"I't's not your fault," |I said, feeling so tired and drugged that ny tongue did not want to work
right. "You' ve been nothing but kind. So kind." The fading pain kept nme from sl eeping.

"Father Cifton would like to come in and speak with you. Wwuld that be all right?"

At that nmoment | woul d have wel coned spider-rats nibbling on ny toes about as nuch as the idea

of chatting with a missionary priest. | said, "Sure. Wiy not?"

Father difton was younger than I, short -- but not as short as Dem R a or Dem Loa or her race -
- and pudgy, with thinning, sandy hair receding fromhis friendly, flushed face. |I thought that I
knew his type. There had been a chaplain in the Hone Guard a bit |ike Father Clifton -- earnest,

nmostly inoffensive, a bit of a nomma's boy who may have gone into the priesthood so that he woul d
never have to grow up and becone really responsible for hinself. It was G andam who had pointed
out to ne how the parish priests in the various noor-end villages on Hyperion tended to renmain
somewhat childlike: treated with deference by their parishioners, fussed over by housekeepers and
wonen of all ages, never in real conpetition with other adult nmales. | don't think that G andam
was actively anti-clerical in spite of her refusal to accept the cross, just anused by this
tendency of parish priests in the great and powerful Pax enpire.

Father difton wanted to discuss theol ogy.

I think that | mpaned then, but it rmust have been taken for a reaction to the kidney stone, for
the good priest nerely | eaned closer, patted ny arm and murnured, "There, there, my son."

Did | nention that he was at |least five or six years younger than ne? "Raul ... may | call you
Raul ?"
"Sure, Father." | closed ny eyes as if falling asleep

"What is your opinion of the Church, Raul?"

Under ny eyelids, | rolled nmy eyes.

"The Church, Father?”

Father difton waited.

| shrugged. Or to be nore precise, | tried to shrug -- it's not that easy when one wist is
handcuf f ed above your head and the other armis on the receiving end of an intravenous drip.

Father difton nmust have understood ny awkward notion. "You're indifferent to it then?" he
asked softly.

As indifferent as one can be to an organization that's tried to capture or kill me, | thought.

"Not indifferent, Father,"” | said. "It's just that the Church ... well, it hasn't been rel evant
tony life in nost ways."

One of the nissionary's sandy eyebrows rose slightly. "Gosh, Raul ... the Church is a |lot of
things ... not all of them spotlessly good, I"'msure ... but | hardly think that it could be
accused of being irrelevant."

| considered shruggi ng agai n, but deci ded one awkward spasm of that sort was enough. "l see
what you nean," | said, hoping that the conversation was over. Father Cifton | eaned even cl oser

his el bows on his knees, his hands set together in front of him-- but nore in the aspect of
per suasi on and reason than prayer. "Raul, you know that they're taking you back to Base Bonbasi no
in the norning." | nodded. My head was still free to nove. "You know that the Pax Fleet and
Mercantilus puni shment for desertion is death.”

"Yeah," | said, "but only after a fair trial."

Father Cifton ignored ny sarcasm Hi s brow was winkled with what could only be worry --
al t hough for nmy fate or for ny eternal soul, | was not sure which. Perhaps for both. "For
Christians," he began and paused a nonent. "For Christians, such an execution is punishnent, sone
di sconfort, perhaps even nonmentary terror, but then they nend their ways and go on with their
lives. For you ... "

"Not hi ngness," | said, helping himend his sentence. "The Big Gul p. Eternal darkness. Nada-
ness. | beconme a worm s casserole.”

Father difton was not anused. "This does not have to be the case, ny son.”

| sighed and | ooked out the window. It was early afternoon on Vitus-Gay-Balianus B. The
sunlight was different here than on worlds that | had known well -- Hyperion, Od Earth, even Mare
Infinitus and other places | had visited briefly but intensely -- but the difference was so subtle
that I would have found it hard to describe. But it was beautiful. There was no arguing that. |
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| ooked at the cobalt sky, streaked with violet clouds, at the butter-rich Iight falling on pink

adobe and the wooden sill; | listened to the sound of children playing in the alley, to the soft
conversation of Ces Anbre and her sick brother, Bin, to the sudden, soft |aughter as sonething in
the gane they were playing anused them and | thought -- To lose all this forever? And |

hal | uci nated Aenea's voice saying, To lose all this forever is the essence of being human, ny
love. Father Cifton cleared his throat. "Have you ever heard of Pascal's Wager, Raul ?"

"Yes."

"You have?" Father Cifton sounded surprised.

I had the feeling that | had thrown himoff stride in his prepared line of argument. "Then you
know why it makes sense," he said rather |anely.

| sighed again. The pain was steady now, not coming and going in the tidal surges that had
overwhel med ne the past few days. | remenbered first encountering Blaise Pascal in conversations
with Grandam when | was a kid, then discussing himw th Aenea in the Arizona twilight, and finally
| ooki ng up his Pensées in the excellent library at Taliesin Wst.

"Pascal was a mathenatician," Father Clifton was saying, "pre-Hegira ... nid-eighteenth
century, | think ... "
"Actually, he lived in the md 1600's," | said, "1623 to 1662, | think." Actually, | was

bluffing a bit on the dates. The nunbers seened right, but | would not have bet ny Iife on them |
renenbered the era because Aenea and | had spent a couple of weeks one wi nter discussing the
Enl i ghtenment and its effect on people and institutions pre-Hegira, pre-Pax.

"Yes," said Father Clifton, "but the time he lived isn't as inportant as his so-called wager
Consider it, Raul -- on one side, the chance of resurrection, inmortality, an eternity in heaven
and benefiting fromChrist's light. On the other side ... how did you put it?"

"The Big Gulp," | said. "Nada-ness."

"Wirse than that," said the young priest, his voice thick with earnest conviction. "Nada neans
not hi ngness. Sl eep w thout dreams. But Pascal realized that the absence of Christ's redenption is

worse than that. It's eternal regret ... longing ... infinite sadness."
"And hell?" | said. "Eternal punishnent?"
Father difton squeezed his hands together, obviously unconfortable at that side of the
equati on.
"Perhaps," he said. "But even if hell were just eternal recognition of the chances one has | ost

. why risk that? Pascal realized that if the Church was wong, nothing would be | ost by
enbracing its hope. And if it was right "

| smiled. "A bit cynical, isn't it, Father?"

The priest's pale eyes looked directly into mine. "Not as cynical as going to your death for no
reason, Raul. Not when you can accept Christ as your Lord, do good works anbng ot her human bei ngs,

serve your conmmunity and your brothers and sisters in Christ, and save your physical life and your
imortal soul in the process."

| nodded. After a minute, | said, "Maybe the tine he lived was inportant.”

Father Cifton blinked, not follow ng ne.

"Bl ai se Pascal, | nean," | said. "He lived through an intellectual revolution the |Iikes of
whi ch hurmanity has rarely seen. On top of that, Copernicus and Kepler and their ilk were opening
up the universe a thousandfold. The Sun was becoming ... well ... just a sun, Father. Everything
was bei ng di spl aced, noved asi de, shoved fromthe center. Pascal once said, "I amterrified by the
eternal silence of these infinite spaces.""

Father Clifton leaned closer. | could snmell the soap and shaving cream scent on his snooth
skin. "All the nore reason to consider the wi sdom of his wager, Raul."

| blinked, wanting to nove away fromthe pink and freshly scrubbed nmoon of a face. | was afraid
that | snelled of sweat and pain and fear.

| had not brushed ny teeth in twenty-four hours. "I don't think that | want to make any wager
if it means dealing with a Church that has grown so corrupt that it nakes obedi ence and subni ssion
the price of its saving the life of soneone's child,” | said.

Father difton pulled away as if sl apped.
H's fair skin flushed a deeper red. Then he stood and patted ny arm "You get sone sleep

W' || speak again before you | eave tonorrow "
But | did not have until tomorrow. If | had been outside at that nmonent, |ooking at just the
preci se quadrant of the | ate-afternoon sky, | would have seen the scratch of flame across the done

of cobalt as Nenes's dropship entered the |Ianding pattern for Pax Base Bonbasi no.
When Father Clifton left, | fell asleep

| watched as Aenea and | sat in the vestibule of her shelter in the desert night and conti nued
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our conversation. "I've had this dream before,” | said, |ooking around and touching the stone
beneat h the canvas of her shelter. The rock still held sone of the day's heat.

"Yes," said Aenea. She was sipping froma fresh cup of tea.

"You were going to tell me the secret that nakes you the nmessiah,” | heard nyself say. "The

secret which nmakes you the "bond between two worlds" that the Al Umon spoke of."

"Yes," said ny young friend and nodded again, "but first tell ne if you think that your reply
to Father difton was adequate."

"Adequat e?" | shrugged. "I was angry."

Aenea sipped tea. Steamrose fromthe cup and touched her | ashes. "But you didn't really
respond to his question about Pascal's Wager."

"That was all the response | needed to give," | said, sonmewhat irritated. "Little Bin Ria Dem
Loa Alemis dying of cancer. The Church uses their cruciformas |everage. That's corrupt ... foul
I"1'l have none of it."

Aenea | ooked at nme over the steam ng cup

"But if the Church were not corrupt, Raul ... if it offered the cruciformw thout price or
reservation. Wuld you accept it?"

"No." The immediacy of ny answer surprised ne.

The girl smled. "So it is not the corruption of the Church that is at the heart of your
obj ection. You reject resurrection itself."

| started to speak, hesitated, frowned, and then rephrased what | was thinking. "This kind of

resurrection, | reject. Yes."
Still smling, Aenea said, "lIs there another kind?"
"The Church used to think so," | said. "For alnbost three thousand years, the resurrection it

of fered was of the soul, not the body."

"And do you believe in that other kind of resurrection?"

"No," | said again, as quickly as |I had before. |I shook ny head. "Pascal's \Wager never appeal ed
to ne. It seens logically ... shallow"”

"Per haps because it posits only two choices,” said Aenea. Sonmewhere in the desert night, an ow
made a short, sharp sound. "Spiritual resurrection and imortality or death and dammation," she
sai d.
"Those last two aren't the sane thing," | said.
"No, but perhaps to soneone |ike Blaise Pascal they were. Soneone terrified of "the eterna
ence of these infinite spaces.""
"A spiritual agoraphobic,” | said.
Aenea | aughed. The sound was so sincere and spontaneous that | could not help loving it. Her.
"Religion seens to have always offered us that false duality," she said, setting her cup of tea
on a flat stone. "The silences of infinite space or the cozy confort of inner certainty." | made a
rude noi se. "The Pax Church offers a nore pragnatic certainty." Aenea nodded. "That may be its
only recourse these days. Perhaps our reservoir of spiritual faith has run out."

"Perhaps it should have run out a long tine ago,"” | said sternly. "Superstition has taken a
terrible toll on our species. Wars ... pogroms ... resistance to logic and science and nedi ci ne

not to nention gathering power in the hands of people |like those who run the Pax."
"I's all religion superstition then, Raul? All faith then folly?"
| squinted at her. The dimlight frominside the shelter and the di mrer starlight outside

S

pl ayed on her sharp cheekbones and the gentle curve of her chin. "Wat do you nean?" | said,
correctly expecting a trap. "If you had faith in ne, would that be folly?"
"Faith in you ... how?" | said, hearing ny voice sounding suspicious, alnost sullen. "As a

friend? O as a nessi ah?"

"What's the difference?" asked Aenea, smiling again in that way that usually meant a chal |l enge
was in the offing.

"Faith in a friend is ... friendship," | said.

"Loyalty." | hesitated. "Love."

"And faith in a nmessiah?" said Aenea, her eyes catching the light.

| made a brusque, throw ng-away gesture. "That's religion."

"But what if your friend is the nessiah?" she said, smiling openly now. "You nmean -- "Wat if
your friend thinks she's the nmessiah?"" | said. | shrugged again. "I guess you stay loyal to her
and try to keep her out of the asylum" Aenea's smile faded, but | sensed that it was not because
of nmy harsh coment. Her gaze had turned inward. "I wish it were that sinple, ny dear friend."

Touched, filled with a wave of anxiety as real as surging nausea, | said, "You were going to
tell me why you were chosen as this nessiah, kiddo. Wiat nekes you the bond between two worlds."

The girl -- young woman, | realized -- nodded solemmly. "I was chosen sinply because | was that
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first child of the Core and humanki nd."
She had said that earlier. | nodded this tine. "So those are the two worlds which you connect
the Core and us?"
"Two of the worlds, yes," said Aenea, |ooking up at me again. "Not the only two. That's

preci sely what nessiahs do, Raul ... bridge different worlds. Different eras. Provide the bond
between two irreconcil able concepts.”

"And your connection to both these worl ds makes you the nessiah?" | said again.

Aenea shook her head quickly, alnmpst inpatiently. Something like anger glinted in her eyes.
"No," she said sharply. "I'mthe nessiah because of what | can do."

| blinked at her vehenence. "Wat can you do, kiddo?"

Aenea hel d out her hand and gently touched me with it. "Renenber when | said that the Church
and Pax were right about me, Raul ? That | was a virus?"

" Uh- huh. "

She squeezed nmy wist. "I can pass that virus, Raul. | can infect others. Geonetric
progression. A plague of carriers.”

"Carriers of what?" | said. "Messiahhood?"

She shook her head. Her expression was so sad that it nade ne want to console her, put ny arns
around her. Her grip remained firmon ny wist. "No," she said. "Just the next step in what we
are. \Wat we can be."

| took a breath. "You tal ked about teaching the physics of love," | said. "OF understandi ng
| ove as a basic force of the universe. Is that the virus?"
Still holding ny wist, she looked at nme a long nonent. "That's the source of the virus," she

said softly. "What | teach is how to use that energy."

"How?" | whi spered.

Aenea blinked slowy, as if she were the one dreaning and about to awaken. "Let's say there are
four steps, she said. "Four stages. Four levels."

| waited. Her fingers nade a | oop around ny captured wist.

"The first is learning the | anguage of the dead,"” she said.

"What does that ... "

"Shhh!" Aenea had raised the first finger of her free hand to her lips to shush ne.

"The second is |earning the | anguage of the living," she said.

| nodded, not understanding either phrase.

"The third is hearing the nusic of the spheres,” she whispered.

In nmy reading at Taliesin West, | had run across this ancient phrase: it was all mxed up with
astrol ogy, the pre-Scientific Age on AOd Earth, Kepler's little wooden nodels of a solar system
predi cated on perfect shapes, shells of stars and planets being noved by angels ... volunmes of
doubl e-talk. | had no idea what ny friend was talking about and how it could apply to an age when
humani ty nmoved faster than light through the spiral arm of the gal axy.

"The fourth step," she said, her gaze turned inward again, "is learning to take the first
step.”

"The first step,"” | repeated, confused. "You nean the first step you nentioned ... what was it?

Learning the | anguage of the dead?"
Aenea shook her head, slowy bringing nme into focus. It was as if she had been el sewhere for a

monent. "No," she said, "I nean taking the first step.”

Al nmost holding ny breath, | said, "Al right. I'mready, kiddo. Teach ne."

Aenea smled again. "That's the irony, Raul, my love. If | choose to do this, I'll always be
known as the One Who Teaches. But the silly thingis, | don't have to teach it. | only have to

share this virus to inpart each of these stages to those who wish to learn.”

| | ooked down at where her slimfingers encircled a part of ny wist. "So you' ve al ready given
me this ... virus?" | said. | felt nothing except the usual electric tingle that her touch always
created in ne.

My friend | aughed. "No, Raul. You' re not ready. And it takes comunion to share the virus, not

just contact. And | haven't decided what to do ... if I should do this."
"To share with ne?" | said, thinking, Comrunion?
"To share with everyone," she whispered, serious again. "Wth everyone ready to learn." She
| ooked directly at nme again. Somewhere in the desert, a coyote was yipping. "These ... levels,
stages ... can't coexist with a cruciform Raul."
"So the born-again can't learn?" | said. This would rule out the vast majority of human bei ngs.
She shook her head. "They can learn ... they just can't stay born-again. The cruciformhas to
go."
| let out my breath. | did not understand nost of this, but that's because it seenmed to be
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doubl e-t al k.

Don't all woul d-be nessiahs speak doubl e-tal k? asked the cynical part of me in Gandam s |eve
voice. Aloud, | said, "There's no way to renmove a cruciformw thout killing the person wearing it.
The true death.” | had always wondered if this fact had been the nmamin reason | had been unw lling

to go under the cross. O perhaps it was just nmy youthful belief in my own inmmortality.

Aenea did not respond directly. She said, "You like the Anpiete Spectrum Helix people, don't
you?" Blinking, | tried to understand this. Had | dreaned that phrase, those people, that pain?
Wasn't | dreanming now? O was this a nmenory of a real conversation? But Aenea knew not hing of Dem
Ria, Dem Loa, and the others. The night and stone-and-canvas shelter seened to ripple like a
shreddi ng dreanscape. "I like them" | said, feeling ny friend renove her fingers fromny wist.
Wasn't my wist shackled to the headboard? Aenea nodded and si pped her cooling tea.

"There's hope for the Spectrum Helix people. And for all the thousands of other cultures which

have reverted or sprung up since the Fall. The Hegenony meant honogeneity, Raul. The Pax neans
even nore. The human genone ... the human soul ... distrusts honogeneity, Raul. It -- they -- are
al ways ready to take a chance, to risk change and diversity."

"Aenea," | said, reaching for her. "I don't ... we can't ... " There was a terrible sense of
falling and the dreanscape cane apart like thin cardboard in a hard rain. | could not see ny
friend.

"Wake up, Raul. They are coning for you. The Pax is com ng."

| tried to awaken, groping toward consciousness |ike a sluggish machine crawing uphill, but
the weight of fatigue and the painkillers kept dragging ne down. | did not understand why Aenea
want ed me awake. W were conversing so well in the dream "Wke up, Raul Endymion." Wk op, Roo
Endnyun.

It was not Aenea. Even before | was fully awake and focused | recognized the soft voice and
thick dialect of DemR a. | sat straight up. The worman was undressing ne! | realized that she had
pul l ed the | oose nightshirt off and was tugging nmy undershirt on -- cleaned and snelling of fresh
breezes now, but unm stakably ny undershirt. My undershorts were already on. My twill pants,
overshirt, and vest were laid across the bottom of the bed. How had she done this with the

handcuff on nmy ... | stared at nmy wist. The handcuffs were |ying open on the bedclothes. My arm
tingled painfully as circulation returned. | licked ny lips and tried to speak w thout slurring.
"The Pax? Com ng?"

DemR a pulled my shirt on as if | were her child, Bin ... or younger. | notioned her hands

away and tried to close the buttons with suddenly awkward fingers. They had used buttons rather
than sealtabs at Taliesin West on O d Earth.

| thought | had grown used to them but this was taking forever. " ... and we heard on the
radi o that a dropship had | anded at Bonbasi no. There are four people in unknown uniforms -- two
men, two wonen. They were asking the Commandant about you. They just lifted off -- the dropship
and three skinmrers. They will be here in four mnutes. Perhaps |ess."

"Radi o?" | said stupidly. "I thought you said that the radio didn't work. Isn't that why the

priest went to the base to get the doctor?"
"Father Cifton's radi o was not worKking,

whi spered Dem Ria, pulling ne to ny feet. She held ne

steady as | stepped into ny trousers. "W have radios ... tightbeamtransmtters ... satellite
relays ... all of which the Pax knows nothing about. And spies in place. One has warned us ..
hurry, Raul Endynion. The ships will be here in a mnute."

| canme fully awake then, literally flushed with a surge of anger and hopel essness that

threatened to wash ne away. Why won't these bastards | eave ne al one? Four people in unknown
uni f or s,

Pax, obviously. Evidently their search for Aenea, A Bettik, and me had not ended when the
priest-captain -- de Soya -- had |l et us escape the trap on God's Grove nore than four years
earlier.

| looked at the chrononeter readout on ny com og. The ships would be landing in a mnute or so.

There was nowhere | could run in that tine where Pax troopers would not find nme. "Let me go," |
said, pulling away fromthe short woman in the blue robe. The w ndow was open, the afternoon

breeze coming through the curtains. | imagined that | could hear the near-ultrasonic hum of
skinmrers. "1 have to get away from your house ... " | had inmages of the Pax torching the honme with
young Ces Anbre and Bin still init. DemR a pulled ne back fromthe w ndow.

At that noment, the nman of the household -- young Alem M kail Dem Alem-- cane in with Dem Loa.

They were carrying the Lusian bulk of the Pax trooper who had been left to guard nme. Ces Anbre,
her dark eyes bright, was lifting the guard' s feet while Bin struggled to pull one of the man's
huge boots off. The Lusian was fast asleep, nmouth open, drool noistening the high collar of his
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conbat fatigues
| | ooked at Dem Ri a.
"Dem Loa brought him sone tea about fifteen mnutes ago," she said softly. She nade a gracefu

gesture that caused the blue sleeve of her robe to billow "I amafraid that we used the rest of
your ultranorph prescription, Raul Endynion."
"I have to go ... " | began. The ache in my back was bearable, but ny | egs were shaky.

"No," said DemRia. "They will catch you within mnutes." She pointed to the wi ndow. From
out side there came the unni stakabl e subsonic runble of a dropship on EMdrive, followed by the
thud and bark of its thrusters. The thing nust be hovering right above the village, seeking a
|l anding site. A second later the window vibrated to a triple sonic boomand two bl ack skimers
banked above the adobe buil di ngs next door

Alem M kail had stripped the Lusian to his thernal -weave underwear and had laid himout on the
bed. Now he snapped the nan's massive right wist into the handcuffs and snicked the other cuff
around t he headboard bar. Dem Loa and Ces Anbre were sweeping up the layers of fatigue clothing,
body arnor, and huge boots and stuffing themin a laundry bag. Little Bin Ria Dem Loa Al emtossed
the guard's helnmet in the bag. The thin boy was carrying the heavy flechette pistol. | started at
the sight -- children and weapons was a mx | learned to avoid even when | was a child nyself,
| earning to handl e power weapons while our caravan runbled its way across the Hyperion noors --
but Alemsniled and took the pistol fromthe boy, patting himon the back. It was obvious fromthe
way Bin had held the weapon -- fingers away fromthe trigger guard, pointing the muzzle away from
hi nsel f and his father, checking the safety indicator even as he gave the pistol up -- that he had
handl ed such a device before.

Bin smled at ne, took the heavy bag with the guard's clothing in it, and ran out of the room
The noi se outside rose to a crescendo and | turned to | ook out the w ndow

A bl ack ski mer kicked up dust less than thirty neters down the street that ran al ong the
canal. | could see it through a gap between the houses. The | arger dropship lowered itself out of
sight to the south, probably landing in the grassy open area near the well where | had coll apsed
in pain fromthe kidney stone.

I had just finished wiggling into ny boots and securing ny vest when Al em handed ne the
flechette pistol. | checked the safety and propellant charge indicators out of habit, but then
shook nmy head. "No," | said. "It would be suicide to attack Pax troopers with just this. Their
armor ... " | was not actually thinking about their arnor at that nonent, but, rather, about the
return fire fromassault weapons that would I evel this house in an instant. | thought of the boy
outside with the laundry bag of trooper's arnmor. "Bin ... " | said. "If they catch him... "

"We know, we know," said DemRia, pulling me away fromthe bed and into the narrow hal |l way. |
did not renenber this part of the house. My universe for the past forty-some hours had been the
bedroom and adj oi ning | avatory. "Cone, cone," she said.

| pulled away again, handing the pistol to Alem "Just let me run," | said, nmy heart poundi ng
| gestured toward the snoring Lusian. "They won't think that's me for a second. They can tightbeam
the doctor -- if she's not already in one of those skimrers -- to ID nme. Just tell thent -- |
| ooked at the friendly faces in their blue robes -- "tell themthat | overpowered the guard and
held you at gunpoint ... " | stopped then, realizing that the guard woul d destroy that cover story
as soon as he awoke.

The famly's conplicity in my escape would be self-evident. | [ooked at the flechette pisto

again, half-ready to reach for it. One burst of steel needles and the sl eeping trooper would never
awaken to destroy the cover-up and endanger these good peopl e.

Only | could never do it. |I mght shoot a Pax trooper in a fair fight -- indeed, the adrenaline
rush of anger that was burning through ny weakness and terror told me that it would be a wel cone
relief to have that opportunity -- but | could never shoot this sleeping nan. But there woul d be
no fair fight. Pax troopers in conbat arnor, nuch | ess these nysterious four in the dropship --

Swi ss Guard? -- would be imune to flechettes and anything el se short of Pax assault weapons. And
the Swiss Guard woul d be immune to those. | was screwed. These good peopl e who had shown nme such
ki ndness were screwed.

A rear door slanmed open and Bin slid into the hallway, his robe hiked up to show spindly |egs

covered with dust. | stared at him thinking that the boy would not get his cruciformand woul d
die of cancer. The adults might well spend the next standard decade in a Pax prison
"I"'msorry ... " | said, hunting for words.

I could hear the commption in the street as troopers hurried through the evening rush of
pedestri ans.

"Raul Endynion," said DemLoa in her soft voice, handing ne the rucksack they had brought from
my kayak, "please shut up and foll ow us. At once."
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There was a tunnel entrance beneath the floor of the hallway. | had al ways thought that hidden
passages were the stuff of holodramas, but | followed Dem R a into the one willingly enough. W
were a strange procession -- Dem Ri a and Dem Loa sweepi ng down the steep staircase ahead of ne,

then me carrying the flechette pistol and funmbling the rucksack on ny back, then little Bin
followed by his sister, Ces Anbre, then, carefully locking the trapdoor behind him Al em M kai
Dem Alem No one stayed behi nd. The house was enpty except for the snoring Lusian trooper

The stairway went deeper than a nornmal basement level, and at first | thought that the walls
wer e adobe |ike the ones above. Then | realized that the passage was cut froma soft stone,
per haps sandst one.

Twent y-seven steps and we reached the bottom of the vertical shaft and Dem Ria | ed the way down
a narrow passage illunm nated by pal e chem cal gl owgl obes. | wondered why this average, working-
cl ass home woul d have an under ground passage.

As if reading ny mind, DemLoa' s blue cow turned and she whi spered, "The Anpi ete Spectrum

Hel i x demands ... ah ... discreet entrances to one another's hones. Especially during the Twi ce
Dar kness. "

"Twi ce Darkness?" | whispered back, ducking under one of the globes. W had already gone twenty
or twenty-five neters -- away fromthe canal-river, | thought -- and the passage still curved out
of sight to the right. "The slow, dual eclipse of the sun by this world' s two noons," whispered
Dem Loa. "It lasts precisely nineteen mnutes. It is the prinmary reason that we chose this world

pl ease excuse the pun.”

"Ahh," | said. |I did not understand, but it didn't seemto matter at that nonent. "Pax troops
have sensors to find spider-holes like this," | whispered to the wonen in front of nme. "They have

deep radar to search through rock. They have ...

"Yes, yes," said Alemfrom behind me, "but they will be held up a few minutes by the Mayor and
the others.”

"The Mayor?" | repeated rather stupidly.

My legs were still weak fromthe two days in bed and pain. My back and groin ached, but it was
a mnor pain -- inconsequential -- conpared to what | had passed through (and what had passed
through ne) during the [ ast couple of days.

"The Mayor is challenging the Pax's right to search,” whispered Dem Ri a. The passage w dened
and went straight for at least a hundred neters. W passed two branching tunnels. This wasn't a
bolt-hole; it was a bl oody cataconbs. "The Pax recogni zes the Mayor's authority in Lock Childe
Lanmonde, " she whi spered. The silken robes of the five famly nenbers in blue were al so whispering

agai nst the sandstone as we hurried down the passage. "W still have law and courts on Vitus-G ay-
Balianus B, so they are not allowed unlinited search and seizure rights."
"But they'll downl oad permnission fromwhatever authority they need,” | said, hurrying to keep

up with the women. W came to another juncture and they turned right.

"Eventual ly," said Dem Loa, "but the streets are now filled with all of the colors of the Lock
Chil de Lanonde strand of the Helix -- reds, whites, greens, ebonies, yellows -- thousands of
people fromour village. And many nore are coming from nearby Locks. No one will vol unteer which
house is the one where you were kept. Father Cifton has been lured out of town on a ruse, so he
can be of no help to the Pax troopers. Dr. Mdlina has been detained in Keroa Tanmbat by sone of our
people and is currently out of touch with her Pax superiors. And your guard will be sleeping for
at | east another hour. This way."

W turned left into a wider passage, stopped at the first door we had seen, waited for DemR a
to palmock it open, and then stepped into a | arge, echoing space carved into the stone. W were
standing on a netal stairway |ooking down on what appeared to be a subterranean garage: half a
dozen long, slimvehicles with oversized wheels, stern wings, sails, and pedals clustered by
primary col ors. These things were |ike buckboards set on spidery suspensions, obviously powered by
wi nd and nuscl e power, and covered over with wood, bright, silky polyner fabrics, and Perspex.

"W ndcycl es," said Ces Anbre.

Several men and wonen in eneral d-green robes and hi gh boots were preparing three of the wagons
for departure. Lashed in the back of one of the | ong wagonbeds was ny kayak

Everyone was nmovi ng down the clattering staircase, but | stopped at the head of the stairs. My
bal ki ng was so sudden that poor Bin and Ces Anbre al nbst crashed into ne.

"What is it?" said Alem M kai |

| had tucked the flechette pistol in nmy belt and now | opened ny hands. "Wy are you doi ng
this? Wiy is everyone hel pi ng? What's goi ng on?"

Dem Ria took a step back up the netal staircase and | eaned on the railing. Her eyes were as
bright as her daughter's had been. "If they take you, Raul Endynmion, they will kill you."
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"How do you know?" | said. My voice was soft but the acoustics of the underground garage were
such that the nmen and wonen in green | ooked up fromwhere they were working bel ow.

"You spoke in your sleep,"” said Dem Loa.

| cocked ny head, not understanding. | had been dream ng of Aenea and our conversation. \Wat
woul d that have told these people? Dem Ri a took another step upward and touched my wist with her
cool hand. "The Ampiete Spectrum Helix has foretold this wonan, Raul Endym on. This one naned
Aenea. We call her the One Who Teaches."

| felt goose bunps at that nmoment, in the chill gl owgl obe Iight of this buried place. The old
poet -- Uncle Martin -- had spoken of mny young friend as a nessiah, but his cynicismleaked into
everything he said or did. The people of Taliesin West had respected Aenea ... but to believe that
the energetic sixteen-year-old was actually a World Historical Figure? It seened unlikely. And the
girl and | had spoken of it inreal life and in ny ultranorph dreans, but ... ny God, | was on a
worl d scores of light-years away from Hyperi on and an eternal distance fromthe Lesser Magell anic
Cl oud where A d Earth was hidden. How had these people ..

"Hal pul Anpi ete knew of the One Who Teaches when he conposed the Helix Synphony," said Dem Loa.
"Al'l of the people of the Spectrum were descended from enpath stock. The Helix was and is a way to
refine that enpathic ability."

| shook nmy head. "I'msorry, | don't understand ... "

"Pl ease understand this, Raul Endymion," said Dem R a, her fingers squeezing nmy wist al nost
painfully. "If you do not escape this place, the Pax will have your soul and body. And the One Who
Teaches needs both these things."

I squinted at the wonan, thinking that she was jesting. But her pleasant, unlined face was set
and serious.

"Please," said little Bin, setting his little hand in nmy free one and pulling. "Please hurry,
Raul . "

| hurried down the stairs. One of the nmen in green handed ne a red robe. Alem M kail hel ped nme
fold and wap it over nmy own clothes. He wapped the red burnoose and cow in a dozen quick

strokes. | would never have been able to arrange it properly. | realized with a shock that the
entire famly -- the two ol der wonen, teenaged Ces Anbre, and little Bin -- had stripped naked
fromtheir blue robes and were arranging red ones around them | saw then that | had been wong
thi nking that they were |like Lusians -- for although their bodies were shorter than Pax-space

average and heavily nuscled, they were perfectly proportioned. None of the adults had any hair
either on their heads or el sewhere. Sonmehow this made their conpact, perfectly toned bodies nore

attractive. | |ooked away, realizing that I was bl ushing.

Ces Anbre | aughed and jostled my arm We were all in red robes now, Alem Mkail being the |ast
to pull his on. One glance at his heavily nuscled upper torso told ne that | would not |ast
fifteen seconds in a fight with the shorter man. But then, | realized, | probably would not | ast
nmore than thirty seconds with DemLoa or Dem R a either. | offered the flechette pistol to Al em
but he gestured for me to keep it and showed me how to tuck it in one of the multiple sashes of
the long, crinmson robe. | thought of my lack of weapons in the little backpack -- a Navajo hunting
knife and the little flashlight laser -- and nodded ny gratitude. The wonmen and children and

were hurried into the back of the wi ndcycle wagon that held ny kayak and red fabric was pulled
tight over the stays above us. W had to crouch I ow as a second | ayer of fabric, sone wooden
pl anks, and various crates and barrels were set in around and above us.

| could just make out a glinpse of light between the tail gate and the wagon cover. | |istened
to footsteps on stone as Alemwent up front and craw ed onto one of the two pedaling saddles. |
|istened as one of the other nen -- also nowin a red robe -- joined himon the cycling seat on
the other side of the central yoke. Wth the nmasts still |owered above us, fabric sails reefed, we
began rolling up a long ranp out of the garage.

"Where are we going?" | whispered to Dem Ria, who was |ying al nost next to me. The wood snell ed
I'i ke cedar.

"The downstream farcaster arch,"” she whi spered back

| blinked. "You know about that?"

"They gave you Truthtell," whispered Dem Loa fromthe other side of a crate. "And you did speak
in your sleep."”

Bin was lying right next to me in the darkness.

"We know t he One Who Teaches has sent you on a mi ssion,

he said al nost happily. "W know you

have to get to the next arch.” He patted the kayak that curved next to us. "I wish | could go with
you. "
"This is too dangerous,”" | hissed, feeling the wagon roll out of the tunnel and into open air.
Low sunlight illunmi nated the fabric above us. The wi ndcycl e wagon stopped for a second as the
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two nmen cranked the mast erect and unfurled the sail. "Too dangerous." | nmeant themtaking nme to
the farcaster, of course, not the m ssion that Aenea had sent ne on
"If they knowwho | am" | whispered to DemRi a, "they' Il be watching the arch."

I could see the silhouette of her cow as she nodded. "They will be watching, Raul Endymni on
And it is dangerous. But darkness is alnpbst here. In fourteen mnutes."

| glanced at ny comog. It would be another ninety minutes or nore until twilight according to
what | had observed the previous two days. And then al nost another full hour until true nightfall
"It is only six kilonmeters to the downstream arch,"” whispered Ces Anbre from her place on the
ot her side of the kayak. "The villages will be filled with the Spectrum cel ebrating."”

| understood then. "The Twi ce Darkness?" | whi spered.

"Yes," said Dem Ri a. She patted ny hand. "W nust be silent now W wll be noving into traffic
along the saltway."

"Too dangerous,” | whispered one last tinme as the wagon began creaking and groaning its way
into traffic. | could hear the chain drive runbling beneath the buckboard fl oor and feel the w nd
catch the sail. Too dangerous, | said only to nyself.

If | had known what was happening a few hundred neters away, | would have realized how truly

danger ous this nonment was.

| peered out through the gap between wagon wood and fabric as we runbl ed al ong the sal tway.
Thi s vehicle thoroughfare appeared to be a strip of rock-hard salt between the villages clustered
al ong the raised canal and the reticul ated desert stretching as far north as | could see. "Waste
Wahhabi , " whi spered Dem R a as we picked up speed and headed sout h al ong the saltway.

O her wi ndcycl e wagons roared past heading south, their sails fully engaged, their two pedal ers
wor ki ng madly. Even nore brightly canvased wagons tacked north, their sails set differently, the
pedal ers | eaning far out for balance as the creaking wagons teetered on two wheels, the other two
spi nning uselessly in the air.

We covered the six kiloneters in ten nminutes and turned off the saltway onto a paved ranp that
I ed through a cluster of homes -- white stone this time, not adobe -- and then Alem and the other
man furled the sail and pedal ed the windcycle slowy along the cobbl estone street that ran between
the hones and the canal -river. Hi gh, wispy ferns grew al ong the canal banks there between
el aborately fashi oned piers, gazebos, and nmultitiered docks to which were tied ornate houseboats.
The city seened to end here where the canal wi dened into a waterway nuch nore riverlike than
artificial, and | raised ny head enough to see the huge farcaster arch a few hundred neters
downstream Through and beyond the rusted arch, |I could see only fern forest on the riverbanks and
desert waste to the east and west. Al em guided the wi ndcycle onto a brick |Ioading ramp and pul | ed
under the cover of a copse of tall ferns.

| glanced at nmy com og. Less than two minutes until the Tw ce Darkness.

At that instant there was a rush of warmair and a shadow passed over us. W all crouched | ower
as the black Pax skinmmer flew out over the river at an altitude of less than a hundred neters; the
aerodynami c, figure-eight shape of the thing clearly visible as it banked nore steeply and then
swooped | ow above the ships headed north and south through the arch. River traffic was brisk here
where the river w dened: sleek racing sculls with rowing teans of four to twelve, gleaning
power boats throwi ng up glistening wakes, sailboats ranging from single-person jitabs to wall ow ng,
square-sail ed junks, canoes and rowboats, some stately houseboats churning against the current, a
handful of silent electric hovercraft noving within their hal oes of spray, and even sone rafts
that rem nded ne of ny earlier voyage with Aenea and A Bettik.

The skimrer flew | ow over these ships, passed over the farcaster arch headed south, flew back
under it headed north, and di sappeared in the direction of Lock Childe Lanonde.

"Come," said Alem M kail, folding back the fabric tarp above us and pulling at the kayak. "W
must hurry.”

Suddenly there was a rush of warmair, followed by a cool er breeze that kicked dust off the
riverbank, the fernheads rustled and shook above us, and the sky grew purple and then black. Stars
came out. | glanced upward just |ong enough to see a beaded corona around one of the noons and the
burning disc of the second, |lower satellite as it noved into place behind the first.

Fromnorth along the river, back in the direction of the linear city that included Lock Childe
Lanonde, there canme the nost haunting and nournful sound | had ever heard: a long wailing, nore
human-t hroated than siren-caused, followed by a sustained note that grew deeper and deeper unti
it fell into the subsonic. | realized that | had heard hundreds -- perhaps thousands -- of horns
pl ayed at the sane instant that thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of hunman voi ces had j oi ned
i n chorus.

The darkness around us grew deeper. The stars blazed. The disc of the | ower nmoon was |ike sone
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great backlit done that threatened to drop on the darkened world at any noment. Suddenly the many
ships on the river to the south and the canal-river to the north began wailing with their own
sirens and horns -- a cacophonous how, this, nothing |like the descendi ng harnony of the opening
chorus -- and then began firing off flares and fireworks: nulticolored starshells, roaring St

Cat herine's Wieels, red parachute flares, braided strands of yellow, blue, green, red, and white
fire -- the Spectrum Helix? -- and countl ess aerial bonbs. The noise and light were all but
overwhel ming. "Hurry," repeated Alem pulling the kayak fromthe wagon bed. | junped out to help
hi mand pulled off ny concealing robe, tossing it into the back of the wagon. The next m nute was
a flurry of coordinated notion as Dem Ria, Dem Loa, Ces Anbre, Bin, and | hel ped Alem and the
unnanmed man carry the kayak down to the river's edge and set it afloat. | went into the warm water
up to nmy knees, stowed ny backpack and the flechette pistol inside the little cockpit, held the
kayak steady against the current, and | ooked at the two wonen, two young people, and two nmen in
their billow ng robes.

"What is to happen to you?" | asked. My back ached fromthe aftermath of the kidney stone, but
at the nonent the tightening of nmy throat was the nore painful distraction. Dem R a shook her
head.

"Not hi ng bad will happen to us, Raul Endymon. If the Pax authorities attenpt to nmake troubl e,
we will sinply disappear into the tunnels beneath Waste Wahhabi until it is time to rejoin the
Spectrum el sewhere." She smiled and adjusted her robe on her shoul der. "But nake us one prom se,
Raul Endynion."

"Anything," | said. "If | can do it, I will."

"If it is possible, ask the One Wo Teaches to return with you to Vitus-Gay-Balianus B and the
peopl e of the Anpiete SpectrumHelix. W shall try not to convert to the Pax's Christianity unti
she conmes to speak to us."

| nodded, looking at Bin Rla Dem Loa Al emis shaven skull, his red cowm flapping around himin
the breeze, his cheeks gaunt with chenotherapy, his eyes gleam ng nore with excitement than
reflected fireworks. "Yes," | said. "If it is at all possible, I will do that."

They all touched me then -- not to shake hands, but nerely to touch, fingers against my vest or
armor face or back. | touched them back, turned the bow of the kayak into the current, and
stepped into the cockpit. The paddle was in the hullclanp where | had left it. | tightened the
cockpit skirt around me as if there were white water ahead, bunped ny hand agai nst the clear
pl astic cover over the red "panic button" that Aenea had shown ne as | set the pistol on the
cockpit skirt -- if this interlude had not caused me to panic, | was not sure what could -- held
the paddle in ny left hand, and waved farewell with ny right. The six robed figures bl ended into
the shadows beneath the ferns as the kayak swept out into the middle current.

The farcaster arch grew larger. Overhead, the first nmoon began to nove beyond the disc of the
sun but the second, |arger nmoon noved to cover both with its bul k. The fireworks and siren sounds
continued, even grew in ferocity. | paddled closer to the right bank as | cane close to the
farcaster, trying to stay in the small-boat traffic headed downstream but not too close to anyone.

If they are going to intercept nme, | thought, they will do it here. Wthout thinking, | raised
the flechette pistol onto the curve of hull in front of ne. The swift current had ne now, and
set the paddle in its bracket and waited to pass under the farcaster. No other ships or snal
boats woul d be under the farcaster when it activated. Above ne, the arch was a curve of bl ackness
agai nst the starry sky.

Suddenly there was violent conmotion on the riverbank not twenty neters to ny right.

I raised the pistol and stared, not understandi ng what | was seeing and heari ng.

Two expl osions |ike sonic boons. Strobe flashes of white light. Mre firewrks? No, these
flashes were nmuch brighter. Energy weapons fire? Too bright. Too unfocused. It was nore |ike snall
pl asma expl osi ves going off. Then | saw sonething in a blink of an eye, nore a retinal echo than a
true vision: two figures locked in a violent enbrace, images reversed |ike a negative of an
anci ent phot ograph, sudden, violent notion, another sonic boom a flash of white that blinded nme
even before the inage had registered in ny brain -- spikes, thorns, two heads butting together
six arms flailing, sparks flying, a human form and sonething | arger, the sound of netal rending,
the sound of sonething or soneone screanming with a voice |ouder than the sirens wailing on the
river behind ne. The shock wave from whatever was happeni ng on the bank rippled out across the
river, alnost tunbled nmy kayak, and proceeded across the water like a curtain of white spray.

Then | was under the farcaster arch, there was the flash and instant of vertigo |I had known
before, a bright light surrounded me through the flashbulb blindness, and the kayak and | were
falling. Truly falling. Tunbling into space. A section of water that had been farcast under ne
fell away into a brief waterfall, but then the kayak was falling free fromthe water, spinning as
it fell, and in ny panic | dropped the flechette pistol into the cockpit and grabbed the hull of
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t he kayak, setting it spinning nore wildly as it fell

I blinked through the flash echoes and tried to see how far | had to fall, even as the kayak
went bow down and picked up speed.
Bl ue sky above. Couds all around -- huge clouds, stratocunulus rising thousands of neters

above and falling nore thousands of neters below, cirrus nany kil oneters above ne, black
t hunderstorns nmany nore kil oneters bel ow

There was nothing but sky and | was falling into it.

Beneath ne, the brief waterfall fromthe river had separated into giant teardrops of noisture,
as if someone had taken a hundred buckets of water and hurled theminto a bottonm ess chasm

The kayak spun and threatened to go stern over bow. | shifted forward in the little kayak and
al nost tunbled out, with only nmy crossed |l egs and the Iashing of the little noisture skirt hol ding
ne in.

| grabbed the rimof the cockpit in a white-knuckled, hopeless grip. Cold air whipped and
roared around nme as the kayak and | picked up speed, hurtling toward term nal velocity. Thousands
and thousands of neters of enpty, open air |ay between ne and the |ightning-darted clouds so far
bel ow. The two-bl aded paddle ripped fromits bracket and tunbled away in freefall.

| did the only thing | could do under the circunstances. | opened ny nouth and screaned.

11

Kenzo | sozaki could say honestly that he had never been afraid before in his life. Raised as a
busi ness-samurai in the fern islands of Fuji, he had been taught and trained since infancy to be
di sdai nful of fear and contenptuous of anyone who felt it. Caution he allowed -- it had becone an
i ndi spensabl e busi ness tool for him-- but fear was alien to his nature and his carefully
constructed personality.

Until this nmonent.

M |sozaki stood back while the inner door of the air |ock cycled open. Whatever awaited w thin
had been on the surface of an airless, tunbling asteroid a mnute earlier. And it was not wearing
a spacesuit.

| sozaki had chosen not to bring a weapon on the little asteroid hopper: neither he nor the ship
was arned. At this nmonent, as ice crystals billowed like fog fromthe opening air |ock and a
humanoi d figure stepped through, Kenzo |sozaki wondered if that had been a w se choi ce.

The humanoi d figure was hunan ... or at |east hunman in appearance. Tan skin, neatly cut gray
hair, a perfectly tailored gray suit, gray eyes under |lashes still rinmmed with frost, and a white
smle.

"M Isozaki," said Councillor Al bedo.

| sozaki bowed. He had brought his heart rate and breathing under his control, and now he
concentrated on keeping his voice flat, level, and enotionless. "It is kind of you to respond to
nmy invitation." Al bedo crossed his arms. The snile remained on the tanned, handsone face, but
| sozaki was not fooled by it. The seas around the fern islands of Fuji were thick with sharks
descended fromthe DNA recipes and frozen enbryos of the early Bussard seedshi ps.

"Invitation?" said Councillor Al bedo in a rich voice. "Or sumons?"

| sozaki's head remai ned slightly bowed. H's hands hung | oosely at his sides. "Never a sunmopns,
M... "

"You know ny nane, | think," said Al bedo.

"The runors say that you are the same Councillor A bedo who advi sed Meina G adstone al nost
three centuries ago, sir," said the CEO of the Pax Mercantil us.

"I was nore hol ogramthan substance then," said Al bedo, uncrossing his arns. "But the ..
personality ... is the sane. And you need not call ne sir."

| sozaki bowed slightly. Councillor Al bedo stepped deeper into the little hopper. He ran his
powerful fingers over consoles and the single pilot's couch and the rimof its enpty high-g tank.

"A nodest ship for such a powerful person, M Isozaki."

"I thought it best to exercise discretion, Councillor. May | call you that?" Instead of
answering, Al bedo took an aggressive step closer to the CEO |sozaki did not flinch.

"Did you feel it an act of discretion to release an Al viral telotaxis into Pacem s crude
dat asphere so that it could go | ooking for TechnoCore nodes?" Al bedo's voice filled the hopper
cabi n.

Kenzo |sozaki raised his eyes to neet the gray glare of the taller nman. "Yes, Councillor. I|f
the Core still existed, it was inperative that | ... that the Mercantilus ... make persona
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contact. The telotaxis was programmed to self-destruct if detected by Pax antiviral prograns, and
to inoculate only if it received an unni stakable Core response.”

Counci |l | or Al bedo | aughed. "Your Al telotaxis was about as subtle as the netaphorical turd in
the proverbial punchbowl , Isozaki-san." The Mercantilus CEO blinked in surprise at the crudity.

Al bedo dropped into the accel eration couch, stretched, and said, "Sit down, ny friend. You went
to all that trouble to find us. You risked torture, exconmunication, real execution, and the |oss
of your parking privileges in the Vatican ski mer park. You want to talk ... talk."

Tenmporarily off bal ance, |sozaki |ooked for another surface on which to sit. He settled on a
clear section of the plotting board. He disliked zero-g, so the crude internal containnent field
kept up a differential simulating one gravity, but the effect was inconsistent enough to keep
| sozaki teetering on the edge of vertigo. He took a breath and gathered his thoughts.

"You are serving the Vatican ... " he began

Al bedo interrupted at once. "The Core serves no one, Mercantilus man."

| sozaki took another breath and began agai n.

"Your interests and the Vatican's have overl apped to the point that the TechnoCore provides
counsel and technology vital to the survival of the Pax ... "

Counci |l l or Al bedo sniled and wait ed.

Thinking for what | will say next, His Holiness will feed ne to the Grand Inquisitor. | will be
on the pain machine for a hundred lifetimes, |sozaki said, "Sone of us within the Executive
Council of the Pancapitalist League of |ndependent Catholic Transstellar Trade Organizations feel
that the interests of the League and the interests of the TechnoCore may well hold nore in comon
than those of the Core and the Vatican. W feel that an ... ah ... investigation of those commn
goals and interests would be beneficial to both parties.”

Council l or Al bedo showed nore of his perfect teeth. He said nothing.

Feeling the henplike texture of the noose he was placing around his own neck, |sozaki said,
"For two and three-quarters centuries, the Church and the Pax civil authorities have held as
official policy that the TechnoCore was destroyed in the Fall of the Farcasters. MIlions of those
close to power on worlds across Pax space know the runors of the Core's survival "

"The runors of our death are greatly exaggerated,” said Councillor Al bedo. "So?"

"So," continued Isozaki, "with the full understanding that this alliance between Core
personalities and the Vatican has been beneficial to both parties, Councillor, the League would
like to suggest ways in which a simlar direct alliance with our trading organization would bring
nmore i medi ate and tangi bl e benefits to your ... ah ... society.”

"Suggest away, |sozaki-san," said Councillor Al bedo, l|eaning farther back in the pilot's chair.

"One," said Isozaki, his voice growing firmer, "the Pax Mercantilus is expanding in ways which
no religious organi zati on can hope to do, however hierarchical or universally accepted it m ght
be. Capitalismis regaining power throughout the Pax. It is the true glue that holds the hundreds
of worlds together. "Two, the Church continues to carry on its endless war with the Custers and
with rebellious elements within the Pax sphere of influence. The Pax Mercantilus views all such
conflicts as a waste of energy and precious human and material resources. Mre inmportantly, it
i nvol ves the TechnoCore in human squabbl es that can neither further Core interests nor advance
Core goal s.

"Three, while the Church and the Pax utilize such obviously Core-derived technol ogi es as the
i nst ant aneous G deon drive and the resurrection créches, the Church gives the TechnoCore no credit

for these inventions. Indeed, the Church still holds the Core up as an eneny to its billions of
faithful, portraying the Core entities as having been destroyed because they were in | eague with
the Devil. The Pax Mercantilus has no need for such prejudice and artifice. If the Core were to

choose continued conceal mrent when allied with us, we should honor that policy, always willing to
present the Core as visible and appreciated partners when and if you should so decide. In the
meanti me, however, the League would nmove to end, for now and forever, the denonization of the
TechnoCore in history, lore, and the minds of human bei ngs everywhere."

Counci |l | or Al bedo | ooked thoughtful. After a nonent of gazing out the port at the tunbling
asteroid beyond, he said, "So you will make us rich and respectabl e?"

Kenzo |Isozaki said nothing. He felt that his future and the bal ance of power in human space was
teetering on a knife's edge. He could not read Al bedo: the cybrid's sarcasmcould well be a
prelude to negotiation.

"What would we do with the Church?" asked Al bedo. "Mrre than two and a half human centuries of
silent partnership?"

| sozaki willed his heart rate to slow again

"We do not wish to interrupt any relationship which the Core has found useful or profitable,"”
he said softly. "As businesspeople, we in the League are trained to see the limtations of any
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religion-based interstellar society. Dogma and hierarchy are endenmic to such structures ..

i ndeed, such are the structures of any theocracy. As busi nesspeopl e dedicated to the nutual profit
of ourselves and our business associates, we see ways in which a second | evel of Core-human
cooperati on, however secretive or limted, should and would be beneficial to both parties.”

Counci |l or Al bedo nodded again

"l sozaki -san, do you renmenber in your private office in the Torus when you had your associate,
Anna Pelli Cognani, renove her clothes?"

| sozaki retained a neutral expression but only by the utnmost effort of will. The fact that the
Core was |looking into his private office, recording every transaction, made his blood literally
chill.

"You asked then," continued Al bedo, "why we had hel ped the Church refine the cruciform "To
what ends?" | believe you said. "Were is the benefit to the Core?""

| sozaki watched the man in gray, but nmore than ever he felt that he was locked in the little
asteroid hopper with a cobra that had reared up and opened its hood.

"Have you ever owned a dog, |sozakisan?" asked Al bedo.

Still thinking about cobras, the Mercantilus CEO could only stare. "A dog?" he said after a
monent. "No. Not personally. Dogs were not comon on ny homeworl d. "

"Ah, that's right," said Al bedo, showing his white teeth again. "Sharks were the pet of choice
on your island. | believe that you had a baby shark which you tried to tane when you were about
six standard years old. You nanmed it Keigo, if | amnot mstaken." Isozaki could not have spoken
if his life had depended upon it at that second. "And how did you keep your grow ng baby shark
fromeating you when you swam together in the Shioko Lagoon, |sozakisan?"

After a nmonment of trying, |sozaki nanaged, "Collar."

"l beg your pardon?" Councillor Al bedo |eaned cl oser

"Collar," said the CEO Small, perfectly black spots were dancing in the periphery of his
vision. "Shock collar. W had to carry the transnitter pal nkeys. The same devices our fishernen
used. "

"Ah, yes," said Al bedo, still smling. "If your pet did sonething naughty, you brought it back
into line. Wth just a touch of your finger."

He held his hand out, cupping it as if he were cradling an invisible pal nkey. Hi s tanned finger
cane down on an invisible button

It was not so nuch like an electrical shock passing through Kenzo |sozaki's body, nore |ike
radi ati ng waves of pure, unadultered agony beginning in his chest, beginning in the cruciform
enbedded under his skin and flesh and bone -- and radiating out |ike tel egraph signals of pain
flowi ng through the hundreds of nmeters of fibers and nemat odes and cl ustered nodes of cruciform
ti ssue netastasized through his body Iike rooted tunors. |sozaki screaned and doubl ed over in
pai n.

He collapsed to the floor of the hopper. "I believe that your pal nkeys could give old Keigo
increasing jolts if he got aggressive," nused Councillor Al bedo. "Wasn't that the case, |sozaki-
san?" His fingers tapped at enpty air again, as if cueing a pal nkey. The pain grew worse.

| sozaki urinated in his shipsuit and woul d have voided his bowels if they had not been already
enpty. He tried to screamagain but his jaws clanped tight, as if fromviolent tetanus. Enanel on
his teeth cracked and chi pped away. He tasted bl ood as he bit through a corner of his tongue. "On
a scale of ten, that would have been about a two for old Keigo, | think," said Councillor Al bedo
He stood and wal ked to the air |ock, tapping the cycling conbination in. Withing on the floor
hi s body and brai n usel ess apppendages to a cruciformof horrific pain radiating through his body,
I sozaki tried to screamthrough his locked jaws. Hi s eyes were swelling out of their sockets.

Bl ood ran fromhis nose and ears.

Fi ni shed with cycling the air-lock conbination, Councillor Al bedo tapped at the invisible key
in his pal monce again

The pain vani shed. |sozaki vomted across the deckplates. Every nuscle in his body tw tched
randomy while his nerves seened to misfire.

"I will bring your proposal to the Three El enents of the TechnoCore," Councillor Al bedo said
formally. "The proposition will be discussed and consi dered nost seriously. In the neantine, ny
friend, your discretion will be counted upon."

| sozaki tried to make an intelligible noise, but he could only curl up and retch on the neta
floor. To his horror, his spasmng bowels were passing wind in a ripple of flatul ence.

"And there will be no nore Al viral telotaxes released in anyone's datasphere, will there,
| sozaki -san?" Al bedo stepped into the air |ock and cycled the door shut.

Qutside the port, the slashed rock of the unnaned asteroid tunbled and spun in dynanics known
only to the gods of chaos mathemati cs.
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It took Rhadamanth Nenes and her three siblings only a few mnutes to fly the dropship from Pax
Base Bonbasino to the village of Lock Childe Lanonde on the slate-dry world of Vitus-G ay-Balianus
B, but the trip was conplicated by the presence of three mlitary skinmrers that that neddling foo
Commander Sol znykov had sent along in escort.

Nermres knew fromthe "secure" tightbeamtraffic between the base and the skinmers that the Base
Commander had sent his aide, the bunbling Colonel Vinara, to take personal charge of the
expedi tion.

More than that, Nenes knew that the Col onel would be in charge of nothing -- that is, Vinara
woul d be so wired with real-time hol osi mpi ckups and ti ghtbeam squirters that Sol znykov woul d be
in actual command of the Pax troopers without showing his jow ed face again. By the tinme they were
hovering over the proper village -- although "village" seened too formal a termfor the four-
tiered strip of adobe houses that ran along the west side of the river just as hundreds of other
homes had for alnost the entire way between the base and here -- the skimers had caught up and
were spiraling in for a landing while Nenmes | ooked for a site | arge enough and firm enough to hold
t he dropshi p.

The doors of the adobe homes were painted bright primary colors. People on the street wore
robes of the same hue. Nemes knew the reason for this display of color: she had accessed both
their ship's menory and the encrypted Bonbasino files on the Spectrum Heli x people. The data was
interesting only in that it suggested that these hunan oddities were slowto convert to the cross,
slower still to submit to Pax control. Likely, in other words, to help a rebellious child, nman,
and one-armed android hide fromthe authorities.

The skimrers | anded on the di ke road bordering the canal. Nenmes brought the dropship down in a
park, partially destroying an artesian well.

Gyges shifted in his copilot's seat and rai sed an eyebr ow.

"Scylla and Briareus will go out to make the formal search,” Nenes said al oud. "You stay here
with me." She had noted with no pride or vanity that her clone-siblings had | ong since submtted
to her authority, despite the death threat they had brought fromthe Three El ements and the
certainty of it being carried out if she were to fail again

The other fenmale and mal e went down the ranp and through the crowd of brightly robed people.
Troopers in conbat armor, visors sealed, jogged to neet them

Wat chi ng on the common optic channel, not via tightbeamor vid pickup, Nenes recogni zed Col one
Vinara's voice through his hel met speaker. "The Mayor -- a wonan naned Ses G a -- refuses
perm ssion for us to search the houses."

Nermres coul d see Briareus's contenptuous smile reflected on the Colonel's polished visor. It was
like looking at a reflection of herself with slightly stronger bone structure. "And you allow this

Mayor ... to dictate to you?" said Briareus.
Col onel Vinara raised a gauntleted hand. "The Pax recogni zes the indigenous authorities unti
they have becone ... part of the Pax Protectorate."

Scylla said, "You said that Dr. Mlina left a Pax trooper as guard ... Vi nara nodded. His
breat hi ng was anplified through the norphic, anber helmet. "There is no sign of that trooper. W
have attenpted to establish conmunication since we | eft Bombasino."

"Doesn't this trooper have a trace chip surgically inplanted?" said Scylla.

"No, it is woven into his inpact arnor."

n And?"

"We found the arnor in a well several streets over," said Col onel Vinara.

Scylla's voice remained level. "I presume the trooper was not in the arnor."

"No," said the Colonel, "just the arnor and hel net. There was no body in the well."

"Pity," said Scylla. She started to turn away but then | ooked back at the Pax Col onel. "Just
arnor, you say. No weapon?"

"No." Vinara's voice was gloony. "I've ordered a search of the streets and we will question the
citizens until sonmeone volunteers the | ocation of the house where the m ssing spacer was put under
arrest by Dr. Mlina. Then we will surround it and demand the surrender of all inside. | have ..
ah ... requested the civil courts in Bonbasi no consider our request for a search warrant."

Bri areus said, "Good plan, Colonel. "If the glaciers don't arrive first and cover the village
before the warrant is issued.”

"d aci ers?" said Col onel Vinara

"Never mnd," said Scylla. "If it is acceptable to you, we shall help you search the adjoining
streets and await proper authorization for a house-to-house search.” To Nenes, she broadcast on
the internal band, Now what? Stay with himand do just what you offered, sent Nenes. Be courteous
and | aw abi ding. W don't want to find Endymion or the girl with these idiots around. Gyges and
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will go to fast tine.

Good hunting, sent Briareus.

Gyges was already waiting at the dropship lock. Nenmes said, "I'll take the town, you nove
downriver to the farcaster arch and nake sure that nothing gets through -- going upriver or down --
wi t hout your checking it out. Phase down to send a squirt nessage and I'll shift periodically to
check the band. If you find himor the girl, ping nme." It was possible to conmuni cate via conmobn
band whil e phase-shifted, but the energy expenditure was so horribly high -- above and beyond the
uni magi nabl e energy needed just for the phase-shift -- that it was infinitely nore econonmical to
shift down at intervals to check the conmon band. Even a ping alarmwoul d use the equival ent of
this world's entire energy budget for a year.

Gyges nodded and the two phase-shifted in unison, becom ng chrome scul ptures of a naked nal e
and femal e. Qutside the lock, the air seenmed to thicken and the |ight deepen. Sound ceased.
Movenent stopped. Human figures became slightly out-of-focus statues with their w nd-rippled robes
stiff and frozen like the trappi ngs on bronze scul ptures.

Nenes did not understand the physics of phase shifting. She did not have to understand it in
order to use it. She knew that it was neither the antientropic nor hyperentropi c manipul ati on of
time -- although the future U had both of those seeningly nagical technologies at its command --
nor sonme sort of "speeding up" that woul d have had sonic boons crashing and the air tenperature
boiling in their wake, but that phase shifting was a sort of sidestepping into the holl owed- out
boundari es of space-tinme. "You will become -- in the nicest sense -- rats scurrying in the walls
of the roons of tine," had said the Core entity nost responsible for her creation

Nenes was not of fended by the conparison. She knew t he uni nagi nabl e anounts of energy that had
to be transferred fromthe Core via the Void Wich Binds to her or her siblings when they phase-
shifted. The Elenents had to respect even their own instruments to divert so nuch energy in their
direction.

The two reflective figures jogged down the ranp and went opposite directions -- Gyges south
toward the farcaster, Nemes past her frozen siblings and the scul ptures of Pax troopers and
Spectrumcitizens, into the adobe city.

It took her literally notinme at all to find the house with the handcuffed Pax trooper asleep
in the corner bedroom facing the canal. She rummaged through the downl oaded Pax Base Bonbasi no
files to identify the sleeping trooper -- a Lusian naned CGerrin Pawtz, thirty-eight standard years
old, a lazy, initiative-free al cohol addict, tw years away fromretirenent, six denotions and
three sentences to brigtine in his file, assignnents relegated to garrison duty and the nost
mundane base tasks -- and then she deleted the file. The trooper was of no interest to her

Checki ng once to make sure that the house was enpty, Rhadamanth Nenes dropped out of phase
shift and stood a nonent in the bedroom

Sound and novenent returned: the snoring of the handcuffed trooper, novenent of pedestrians
al ong the canal walk, a soft breeze stirring white curtains, the runble of distant traffic, and
even the sanurai-arnmor rustles of the Pax troopers jogging through adjoining streets and alleys in
their usel ess search

St andi ng over the Pax trooper, Nenes extended her hand and first finger as if pointing at the
man's neck. A needle emerged fromunder her fingernail and extended the ten centineters to the
sl eepi ng man's neck, sliding under the skin and flesh with only the slightest speck of blood to
show the intrusion. The trooper did not wake. Nenmes w thdrew the needl e and exani ned the bl ood
wi t hi n: dangerous levels of CGH OH -- Lusians frequently were at risk from high chol esterol -- as
well as a low platelet count suggesting the presence of incipient imune thronmbocytopenic purpura,
probably brought about by the trooper's early years in hard-radiation environnents on any of
several garrison worlds, a blood al cohol |evel of 122 ng/100 ml -- the trooper was drunk, although
hi s al coholic past probably allowed himto hide nost of the effects -- and -- voil&! -- the
presence of the artificial opiate called ultranorph nmixed with heightened | evels of caffeine.
Nemes smil ed. Soneone had drugged the trooper with sleep-inducing anounts of ultranmorph mxed with

tea or coffee -- but had done so while taking care to keep the | evels bel ow a dangerous overdose
She sniffed the air. Nenes's ability to detect and identify distinct airborne organic nol ecul es
-- that is, her sense of snell -- about three tinmes nore sensitive than a typical gas

chr omat ograph nmass spectroneter's: in other words, somewhere above that of the A d Earth cani ne
cal l ed a bl oodhound.

The roomwas filled with the distinctive scents of nmany people. Sonme of the snells were old; a
few were very recent. She identified the Lusian trooper's al coholic stink, several subtle, mnusky
fermal e scents, the nmolecular inprint of at |east two children -- one deeply into puberty and the
ot her younger but afflicted with some cancer requiring chenotherapy -- and two adult nales, one
bearing the distinct sweat inpressions of the diet of this planet, the other being at once
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famliar and alien. Alien because the man still carried the scent of a world Nenes had never
visited, fam liar because it was the distinctive human snell she had filed away: Raul Endymi on
still carrying the scent of Od Earth with him

Nermes wal ked fromroomto room but there was no hint of the peculiar scent she had encountered
four years earlier of the girl nanmed Aenea, nor the antiseptic android snell of the servant call ed
A. Bettik. Only Raul Endynion had been here. But he had been here only nonents before.

Nemes followed the scent trail to the trapdoor beneath the hall flooring. Ripping the door open
despite its nultiple | ocks, she paused before descending the |adder. She squirted the information
on the conmmon band, not receiving a responding ping from Gyges, who was probably phase-shifted. It
had been only ninety seconds since they had left the ship. Nemes sniled. She could ping Gyges, and
he woul d be here before Raul Endym on and the others in the tunnel bel ow had taken another ten
heart beat s.

But Rhadamanth Nenes would like to settle this score alone. Still smling, she junped into the
hol e and dropped eight nmeters to the tunnel floor below The tunnel was lighted. Nemes sniffed the
cool air, separating the adrenaline-rich scent of Raul Endymion fromthe other human odors.

The Hyperion-born fugitive was nervous. And he had been ill or injured -- Nenmes picked up the
underlying snmell of sweat tinged with ultranorph. Endym on had certainly been the off-worlder
treated by Dr. Mdlina and soneone had used painkillers prescribed for himon the hapless Lusian
trooper.

Nermres phase-shifted and began joggi ng down a tunnel now filled with thickened Iight. No natter
how much of a head start Endym on and his allies had on her, she would catch themnow. It would
have pl eased Nenes to slice the troubl enaker's head off while she was still phase-shifted -- the
decapi tation seening supernatural to the realtinme onl ookers, perforned by an invisible executioner
-- but she needed information from Raul Endymni on. She did not need hi mconscious, however. The
simpl est plan would be to pluck himaway fromhis SpectrumHelix friends, surrounding himwth the
same phased field that protected Nemes, drive a needle into his brain to imuobilize him return
himto the dropship, stow himin the resurrection créche there, and then go through the charade of
t hanki ng Col onel Vinara and Commander Sol znykov for their help. They could "interrogate"” Raul
Endymni on once their ship had left orbit: Nemes would run mcrofibers into the man's brain,
extracting RNA and nenories at will. Endymi on woul d never regain consciousness: when she and her
siblings had | earned what they needed fromhis menories, she would terninate himand dunp the body
into space. The goal was to find the child named Aenea.

Suddenly the lights went out. Wiile | am phase-shifted, thought Nemes. |npossible. Nothing
coul d happen that quickly. She skidded to a halt. There was no light at all in the tunnel, nothing
she could anplify. She switched to infrared, scanning the passageway ahead and behi nd her. Enpty.
She opened her mouth and emitted a sonar scream turning quickly to do the same behi nd her
Enpti ness, the ultrasound shriek echoing back off the ends of the tunnel. She nodified the field
around her to blast a deep radar pulse in both directions. The tunnel was enpty, but the deep
radar recorded mazes of similar tunnels for kilometers in all directions. Thirty meters ahead,
beyond a thick netal door, there was an underground garage with an assortnent of vehicles and
human forms in it.

Still suspicious, Nenes dropped out of phase shift for an instant to see how the lights could
have gone out in a microsecond. The formwas directly in front of her. Nenes had |l ess than a ten
t housandth of a second to phase-shift again as four bladed fists struck her with the force of a
hundred t housand pile drivers. She was driven back the I ength of the tunnel, through the
splintering | adder, through the tunnel wall of solid rock, and deep into the stone itself. The
| ights stayed out.

In the twenty standard days during which the Grand I nquisitor stayed on Mars, he learned to
hate it far nore than he thought he could ever hate Hell itself.

The sinoom planetary dust storm blew every day he was there. Despite the fact that he and his
twent y- one- person team had taken over the Governor's Palace on the outskirts of the city of St
Mal achy, and despite the fact that the palace was theoretically as hernetically sealed as a Pax
spaceship, its air filtered and boosted and refiltered, its windows consisting of fifty-two |ayers
of high-inpact plastic, its entrances nore air-lock seals than doors, the Martian dust got in.

When John Doneni co Cardi nal Mustafa took his needl e shower in the norning, the dust he had
accurrul ated in the night ran in red rivulets of nud into the shower drain. Wen the G and

Inquisitor's valet helped himpull on his cassock and robes in the norning -- all of the clothing
fresh-cl eaned during the night -- there were already traces of red grit in the silken folds. As
Must afa ate breakfast -- alone in the Governor's dining room-- grit ground between his nolars.

During the Holy Office interviews and interrogations held in the echoing great ballroom of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (89 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:24 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

pal ace, the Gand Inquisitor could feel the dust building up in his ankle hose and collar and hair
and under his perfectly manicured fingernails.

Qutside, it was ridiculous. Skinmers and Scorpions were grounded. The spaceport operated only a
few hours of the day, during the rare lulls in the sinbom Parked ground vehicles soon becane
hunps and drifts of red sand, and even Pax-quality filters could not keep the red particles out of
the engi nes and notors and solid-state nodules. A few ancient craw ers and rovers and fusion
rocket shuttles kept food and information flowing to and fromthe capital, but to all intents and
pur poses, the Pax governnent and nmilitary on Mars had come to a standstill.

It was on the fifth day of the sinmobomthat reports came in of Palestinian attacks on Pax bases
on the Tharsis Plateau. Major Piet, the Governor's laconic groundforce conmander, took a conpany
of m xed Pax and Hone Guard troopers and set out in crawers and tracked APC S. They were anbushed
a hundred klicks short of the plateau approach and only Piet and half his conmand returned to St.
Mal achy.

By the second week, reports cane in of Pal estinian attacks on a dozen garrison posts in both
hem spheres. Al contact was lost with the Hellas contingent and the south polar station radi oed
the Jibril that it was preparing to surrender to the attacking forces.

CGovernor Clare Palo -- working out of a small office that had bel onged to one of her aides --
conferred with Archbi shop Robeson and the Grand Inquisitor and rel eased tactical fusion and plasnma
weapons to the bel eaguered garrisons. Cardinal Mistafa agreed to the use of the Jibril as a
weapons' platformin the struggle against the Pal estinians, and South Pol ar One was sl agged from
orbit. The Hone CGuard, Pax, Fleet Marines, Swiss Guard, and Holy O fice comrands concentrated on
meki ng sure that the capital of St. Malachy, its cathedral, and the CGovernor's Pal ace were secure
fromattack. In the relentless dust storm any indigenie that approached w thin eight klicks of
the city perimeter and who was not wearing a Pax-issued transponder was | anced and the bodies
recovered later. A few were Pal estinian guerrillas.

"The sinbomcan't |ast forever," grunbled Commander Browning, the head of the Holy Ofice
security forces

"It can last another three to four standard nonths,"” said Major Piet, his upper torso bulky in
a burncast. "Perhaps |onger."

The work of the Holy Ofice Inquisition was going nowhere: the militia troopers who had first
di scovered the nassacre in Arafat-kaffiyeh were interviewed again under Truthtell and neuroprobe,
but their stories remained the sane; the Holy Ofice forensic experts worked with the coroners at
St. Malachy's Infirmary only to confirmthat none of the 362 corpses could be resurrected -- the
Shri ke had ripped out every node and mllifiber of their cruciforns; queries were sent back to
Pacem vi a i nstantaneous-drive drone regarding the identities of the victins and -- nore
inmportantly -- the nature of the Opus Dei operations on Mars and the reasons for the advanced
spaceport, but when a drone returned after fourteen |l ocal days, it brought only the ID s of the
mur dered and no expl anation of their connection to Cpus Dei or the notives for that organization's
efforts on Mars.

After fifteen days of dust storm nore reports of continued Pal estinian attacks on convoys and
garrisons, and |ong days of interrogation and evidence sifting that | ed nowhere, the G and
I nqui sitor was happy to hear Captain Wl nmak call on secure tightbeamfromthe Jibril to announce
that there was an energency that would require the Grand I nquisitor and his entourage to return to
orbit as soon as possible. The Jibril was one of the newest archangel -class starships, and it
| ooked functional and deadly to Cardinal Mustafa as their dropships closed the |last few kil onmeters
to rendezvous. The Grand I nquisitor knew little about Pax warships, but even he could see that
Captai n Wl mak had norphed the starship to battle readi ness: the various boons and sensor arrays
had been drawn in beneath the starship's skin, the bulge of the G deon drive had sprouted | aser-
reflective arnor, and the various weapons' portals were cleared for action. Behind the archangel
Mars turned -- a dust-shrouded disc the color of dried blood. Cardinal Mistafa hoped that this
woul d be his last view of the place.

Fat her Farrell pointed out that all eight of the Mars System Task Force's torchshi ps were
within five hundred klicks of the Jibril -- a tight, defensive groupi ng by space-going standards --
and the Grand I nquisitor realized that sonething serious was in the offing.

Mustafa' s dropship was the first to dock and Wol mek net themin the air-lock antechanber.

The interior containment field gave themgravity.

"My apol ogies for interrupting your |Inquisition, Your Excellency ... began the captain.

"Never nmind that," said Cardinal Mistafa, shaking sand fromthe folds of his robe. "Wat is so
i nportant, Captain?"

Wl mak blinked at the entourage energing fromthe air | ock behind the Gand I nquisitor: Father
Farrell, of course, followed by Security Commander Browning, three Holy O fice aides, Marine
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Sergeant Nell Kasner, the resurrection chaplain Bishop Erdle, and Major Piet, the former
groundf orce commander whom Cardi nal Mustafa had |iberated from Governor Pal o's service

The Grand Inquisitor saw the captain's hesitation. "You can speak freely, Captain. Al in this
group have been cleared by the Holy Office."

Wl mak nodded. "Your Excellency, we have found the ship."

Cardi nal Mustafa must have stared his inconprehension

"The heavy-duty freighter that nust have left Mars orbit the day of the nassacre, Your
Excel l ency," continued the captain. "W knew that their dropships had rendezvoused with sonme ship
that day."

"Yes," said the Grand I nquisitor, "but we assuned that it would be long gone -- translated to
what ever star systemit was bound for."

"Yes, sir," said Wl nmk, "but on the off chance that the ship had never spun up to C plus,
had t he dropshi ps do an in-system search. W found the freighter in the system s asteroid belt."

"Was that its destination?" asked Mist af a.

The captain was shaking his head. "I think not, Excellency. The freighter is cold and dead.
It's tunbling. Qur instrunents show no |ife on board, no systens powered up ... not even the
fusion drive."

"But it is a starship freighter?" questioned Father Farrell.

Captain Wl nmak turned toward the tall, thin man. "Yes, Father. The H H MS. Saigon Maru. A
three-million-ton ore and bulk freighter that's seen service since the days of the Hegenony."

"Mercantilus,"” the Grand I nquisitor said softly.

Wbl mak | ooked grim "Originally, Your Excellency. But our records show that the Saigon Maru was
deconmi ssioned fromthe Mercantilus fleet and rendered into scrap netal eight standard years ago."

Cardinal Mustafa and Father Farrell exchanged gl ances.

"Have you boarded the ship yet, Captain?" asked Comander Browni ng.

"No," said Wl mak. "Because of the political inplications, | thought it best if H s Excellency
wer e aboard and authorized such a search.”

"Very good," said the Grand | nquisitor

"Al'so," said Captain Wl nmak, "I wanted the full conplenent of Marines and Swiss Guard troopers
aboard first."

"Way is that, sir?" asked Major Piet. H's uniformlooked bul ky over his burncast.

"Something's not right," said the captain, |ooking at the Major and then at the G and
Inquisitor. "Something' s very nmuch not right."

More than two hundred |ight-years from Mars System Task Force G DEON was conpleting its task
of destroying Lucifer.

The seventh and final Quster systemin their punitive expedition was the hardest to finish off.

A yellow Gtype star with six worlds, two of theminhabitable without terraform ng, the system
was crawming with Qusters: mlitary bases out beyond the asteroids, birthing rocks in the asteroid
belt, angel environnents around the innernost water world, refueling depots in |ow orbit around
the gas giant, and an orbital forest being grown between what woul d have been the orbits of Venus
and Od Earth in the Ad Sol System It took G DEON ten standard days to search out and kill a
majority of these nodes of CQuster life.

When they were done, Admiral Aldikacti called for a physical conference of the seven captains
aboard H's Holiness's Ship Uiel and reveal ed that the plans had been changed: the expedition had
been so successful that they would seek out new targets and continue the attack. Aldikacti had
di spatched a G deon-drive drone to Pacem System and recei ved perm ssion to extend the m ssion. The
seven archangels would translate to the nearest Pax base, Tau Ceti System where they would be
rearmed, refitted, refueled, and joined by five new archangels. Probes had already targeted a
dozen new CQuster systems, none of which had yet received news of the nassacre al ong Task Force
G DEON S swath of destruction. Counting resurrection time, they would be attacking again within
ten standard days.

The seven captains returned to their seven ships and prepared for the translation from Target
System Lucifer to Tau Ceti Center Base.

Aboard H H. S. Raphael, Comander Hoagan "Hoag" Liebler was uneasy.

Besides his official capacity as executive officer of the starship, second in conmand to Father
Captain de Soya, Liebler was paid to spy on the father-captain and to report any suspi ci ous
behavior -- first to the chief of Holy Office Security aboard Admiral Aldikacti's flagship, the
Uiel, and then -- as far as the Executive O ficer could tell -- all the way up the chain of
command to the | egendary Cardinal Lourdusamny. Liebler's problemat the nonent was that he was
suspi ci ous but could not articulate the cause for his suspicions.
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The spy could hardly tightbeamthe Uriel with the dangerous news that the crew of Father
Captai n de Soya's Raphael had been going to confession too frequently, but that was precisely one
of the causes of Liebler's concern. O course, Hoag Liebler was not a spy by training or
inclination: he was a gentlenman of reduced circunstances, forced first by financial constraints to
exerci se a Renai ssance M nor gentlenman's option of joining the mlitary, and then constrai ned

further -- by loyalty to his Pax and Church, he convinced hinself, nore than by the constant need
for noney to reclaimand restore his estates -- into spying on his captain.
The confessions were not all that out of the ordinary -- the crew was nade up of faithful

Church- and conf essi on-goi ng born-again Christian soldiers, of course, and the circunstances in
whi ch they found thenselves, the possibility of a true and eternal death if one of the Quster
fusi on weapons or k-beans nmade it through defensive contai nnent fields, certainly added to the
urgency of that faith -- but Liebler sensed sone extra factor at work in all these confessions
since Target System Manmon. During the lulls in the vicious fighting here in Target System
Lucifer, the entire crew and Swiss Guard conpl enent of the Raphael -- sone twenty-seven hands in
all, not counting the bew | dered Executive Oficer -- had been cycling through the confessiona
i ke spacers at an Qutback port whorehouse.

And t he confessional was the one place at which even the ship's Executive Oficer could not
I inger and eavesdrop. Liebler could not inagine what conspiracy could possibly be afoot. Mitiny
made no sense

First, it was unthinkable -- no crewin the nearly three centuries of Pax Fl eet had ever
mutini ed nor cone close to nutiny.
Second, it was absurd -- nmutineers did not flock to the confessional to discuss the sin of a

pl anned nmutiny with the captain of the shinp.

Per haps Fat her Captain de Soya was recruiting these nen and wonen for sone nefarious deed, but
Hoag Liebl er could not imagine anything the priest-captain could offer that woul d suborn these
| oyal Pax spacers and Swi ss Guard troopers. The crew did not |ike Hoag Liebler -- he was used to
being disliked by classmates and shipmates, it was the curse of his natural-born aristocracy, he
knew -- but he could not inmagine them banding together to plan sone evil deed directed his way. If
Fat her Captain de Soya had sonehow seduced this crew into treason, the worst they could do was
attenpt to steal the archangel -- Liebler suspected that this renote possibility was the reason he
had been placed aboard as a spy -- but to what end? Raphael was never out of touch with the other
archangels in the G DEON Task Force, except for the instant of C-plus translation and the two days
of hurried resurrection, so if the crewturned traitor and attenpted to steal the ship, the other
si x archangels would cut them down in an instant.

The t hought nade Hoag Liebler physically queasy. He disliked dying, and did not wish to do so
nmore t han necessary. Mreover, it would not help his career as a restored Lord of the Manor on
Renai ssance M nor if his service duty was renenbered as being a part of the Crew That Turned
Treasonous. |t was possible, he realized, that Cardinal Lourdusany -- or whoever was at the apex
of his espionage food chain -- mght have himtortured, exconmunicated, and executed to the true
death along with the rest of the crew just to conceal the fact that the Vatican had put a spy
aboar d.

Thi s thought nade Hoag Liebler nore than queasy.

He consol ed hinself with the thought that such an act of treason was not just unlikely, it was
insane. It was not like the old days on Od Earth or sone other water world that Liebler had read
about where an ocean goi ng warship goes rogue and turns pirate, preying on nmerchant ships and
terrorizing ports.

There was nowhere for a stolen archangel to run to, nowhere to hide, and nowhere to rearm and
refit the ship. Pax Fleet would have their guts for garters.

Conmander Hoag Liebl er continued to feel queasy and uneasy despite all this forced |ogic.

He was on the flight deck four hours into their spinup to the translation point to Tau Cet
System when the priority squirt came in fromUriel: five Quster torchship-class destroyers had
been hiding in the charged-particle dust torus of the inner noon of the outer gas giant and were
now making a run toward their own translation points, using the Gtype sun as a shield between
them and the G DEON Task Force. The Gabriel and the Raphael were to deviate fromtheir translation
arcs enough to find a firing trajectory for their remaining C plus hyperkinetic mssiles, destroy
the torchships, and then to resune their exits from Lucifer System

Uiel estimited that the two archangels could spin up to translation about eight hours after
the other five ships had departed. Father Captain de Soya acknow edged the squirt and ordered a
change of course, and Conmander Liebler nonitored the tightbeamtraffic as Mther Captain Stone
aboard Gabriel did Iikewise. The Admiral isn't |eaving Raphael behind al one, thought the Executive
Oficer. My nasters aren't the only ones that don't trust de Soya.
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It was not an exciting chase -- not actually a chase at all, when it came down to it. Gven the
gravitational dynamics of this system it would take the old Hawki ng-drive Quster torchshi ps about
fourteen hours to reach relativistic velocities prior to spinup. The two archangels would be in
firing position within four hours. The Qusters had no weapons that could reach all the way across
this systemto hurt the archangels: both Gabriel and Raphael had enough weaponry in their depleted
stock to destroy the torchships a dozen tines over. If all else failed, they would use the hated
deat hbeans.

Conmmander Liebler had the con -- the priest-captain had gone to his cubby to catch a few hours
of sleep -- when the two archangels cleared the sun for a firing solution. The rest of Task Force
G DEON had | ong since translated. Liebler turned in his acceleration chair to buzz the captain
when suddenly the blast portal irised and Father Captain de Soya and several others stepped in.

For a nonent Liebler forgot his suspicions -- forgot even that he had been paid to be suspicious -
as he goggled at the unlikely group. Besides the captain, there was that Swi ss CGuard sergeant --
Gegorius -- and two of his troopers. Also in attendance were Wapons Systens O ficer (Wizzo)

Commander Carel Shan, Energy Systenms O ficer (Esso) Lieutenant Pol Denish, Environmental Systens
O ficer (Viro) Comander Bettz Argyle, and Propul sion Systens Engi neer (Gopro) Lieutenant Elijah
Hussein Meier.

"What in the hell ... " began Executive O ficer (Xo) Liebler and then stopped. The Swiss Guard
sergeant was hol ding a neural stunner and it was ained at Liebler's face.

Hoag Liebl er had been carrying a conceal ed flechette pistol in his boot for weeks, but he
forgot about it conmpletely at this nmonent. He had never had a weapon ainmed at himbefore -- not
even a stunner -- and the effect of it nade himwant to urinate down his own pant |eg. He
concentrated on not doing that. This left little roomto concentrate on anything el se.

One of the fenale troopers cane over and lifted the pistol out of his boot. Liebler stared at
it as if he had never seen it before.

"Hoag," said Father Captain de Soya, "l'msorry about this. W took a vote and deci ded that
there was no tinme to try to convince you to join us. You' re going to have to go away for a while."

Sumoning up all the dialogue he had ever heard from hol odramas, Liebler began bl ustering.

"You'll never get away with this. The Gabriel will destroy you. You'll all be tortured and
hanged. They'll rip your cruciforns right out of your "

The stunner in the giant sergeant's hand hunmmed. Hoag Liebl er woul d have gone facedown onto the
deck if the fermal e trooper had not caught himand | owered himcarefully to the deckpl ates.

Fat her Captain de Soya took his place in the command chair. "Break away fromthis course," he
said to Lieutenant Meier at the helm "Set in our translation coordinates. Full energency
acceleration. Go to full conbat readi ness.” The priest-captain glanced down at Liebler. "Put him
in his resurrection créche and set it to "store."" The troopers carried out the sleeping nman

Even before Father Captain de Soya ordered the ship's internal containnent field set to zero-g
for battle stations, the priest-captain had that brief but exhilarating sense of flying one feels
in the instant after having junped off a cliff before gravity reasserts its absolute inperatives.
In truth, their ship was now groani ng under nore than six hundred gravities of fusion
accel eration, alnost 180 percent of normal high boost. Any interruption in the containment field
would kill themin less than an instant.

But the translation point was now |l ess than forty m nutes away.

De Soya was not sure what he was doing was right. The thought of being a traitor to his Church
and Pax Fleet was the nost terrible thing in the world to him But he knew that if he did indeed
have an imortal soul, he had no other choice in the matter

Actual 'y, what nade Father Captain de Soya think that a nmiracle mght be involved -- or at
| east that a very inprobable stroke of luck had occurred -- " the fact that seven others had
agreed to conme along with himin this doonmed mnutiny.

Ei ght, including hinself, out of a crew of twenty-eight. The other twenty were sl eeping off
neural stuns in their resurrection créches. De Soya knew that the eight of themcould handle
Raphael 's systens and tasks under nost circunstances: he was lucky -- or blessed -- that severa
of the essential flight officers had come along. In the beginning, he thought it was going to be
G egorius, his two young troopers, and hinself. The first suggestion of nmutiny had cone fromthe
three Swiss Guard soldiers after their "cleansing” of the second birthing asteroid in Lucifer
System

Despite their oaths to the Pax, the Church, and the Swiss Guard, the slaughter of infants had
been too much like nurder for them Lancers Dona Foo and Enos Delrino had first gone to their
sergeant, and then cone with Gregorius to Father Captain de Soya's confessional with their plan to
defect. Oiginally, they had asked for absolution if they decided to junmp ship in the CQuster
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system De Soya had asked themto consider an alternate plan

The Propul sion Systens Engi neer Lieutenant Meier had come to confession with the same concerns.

The whol esal e sl aughter of the beautiful forcefield angels -- which he had watched in tactica
space -- had sickened the young nan and nade himwant to return to his ancestral religions of
Judai smand Islam Instead, he had gone to confession to adnmt his spiritual weakening. Father
Captai n de Soya had anazed Meier by telling himthat his concerns were not in conflict with true
Christianity. In the days that followed, Environmental Systens O ficer Comander Bettz Argyle and
Energy Systems O ficer Lieutenant Pol Denish followed their consciences to the confessional

Deni sh was anong the hardest to convince, but |ong, whispered conversations with his cubby-
mat e, Lieutenant Meier, brought him al ong.

VWHI ZZO Conmander Carel Shan was the last to join: the Weapons Systens O ficer could no | onger
aut hori ze deat hbeam attacks. He had not slept in three weeks.

De Soya had realized during their last day in Lucifer Systemthat none of the other officers
was about to defect. They saw their work as distasteful but necessary. Wen push cane to shove, he
realized, the majority of flight officers and the remaining three Swiss Guard troopers woul d have
sided with XO Hoag Liebler. Father Captain de Soya and Sergeant G egorius decided not to give them
t he chance.

"The Gabriel is hailing us, Father Captain," said Lieutenant Denish. The ESSO was pl ugged
intact as well as into his energy systens consol e.

De Soya nodded. "Everyone nmake sure your couch créches are active." It was an unnec order, he
knew. Every crew menber went into battle stations or C-plus translation in his or her acceleration
couch, each rigged as an autonated resurrection créche.

Before jacking into tactical, de Soya checked their trajectory on the center pit display. They
were pulling away from Gabriel, although the other archangel had gone to three hundred gravities
of boost and had altered course to parallel Raphael's. Across Lucifer's solar system the five
Quster torchships were still crawling toward their own translation points. De Soya w shed t hem
well, knowing all the while that the only reason the ships still existed was the nonentary
di straction Raphael's puzzling course change had caused for Gabriel. He plugged in tactsim

Instantly he was a giant standing in space.

The six worlds and countl ess nmobons and nascent, burning orbital forests of Lucifer spread out
at his belt level. Far beyond the burning sun, the six Quster notes bal anced on tiny fusion tails.
Gabriel's tail was nmuch | onger; Raphael's the |longest yet, its brilliance rivaling the centra
star's. Mother Captain Stone stood waiting a few giant's paces from de Soya.

"Federico," she said, "what in Christ's name are you doi ng?"

De Soya had consi dered not answering Gabriel's hail. If it would have offered thema few nore
m nutes, he would have stayed silent. But he knew Stone. She would not hesitate. On a separate
tactical channel, he glanced at the translation plot. Thirty-six nmnutes to shift point.

Captain! Four missile |launches detected! Translating ... now |t was WH ZZO Conmander Shan on
the secure conduction line.

Fat her Captain de Soya felt sure that he had not visibly junped or reacted in front of Mother
Captain Stone in tactical. On his own bone line, he subvocalized, It's all right, Carel. | can see
themon tac. They've translated toward the Quster ships. To Stone, he said on tactical, "You' ve
| aunched agai nst the Qusters."

Stone's face was tight even in simight. "OF course. Wiy haven't you, Federico?" Rather than
answer, de Soya stepped closer to the central sun and watched the missiles energe from Hawki ng
drive inmediately in front of the six Quster torchships. They detonated within seconds: two
fusion, followed by two broader plasma. Al of the Qusters had their defensive containnent fields
to maxi mum -- an orange glow in tactical sim-- but the close-range bursts overloaded all of them
The i mages went fromorange to red to white and then three of the ships sinply ceased to exist as
materi al objects. Two becane scattered fragnents tunbling toward the now infinitely distant
transl ation points.

One torchship remained intact, but its containnment field dropped away and its fusion tai
di sappeared. |f anyone aboard had survived the blast effects, they were now dead of the sleet
storm of undeflected radiation that was tearing through the ship.

"What are you doi ng, Federico?" repeated Mther Captain Stone.

De Soya knew that Stone's first name was Hal en. He chose not to make his part of the
conversation personal. "Follow ng orders, Mther Captain.”

Even in tactsim Stone's expression was dubious. "Wat are you tal ki ng about, Father Captain de
Soya?" Both knew that the conversation was being recorded. Wioever survived the next few m nutes
woul d have a record of the exchange.

De Soya kept his voice steady.
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"Admiral Aldikacti's flagship tightbeamed us with a change of orders ten minutes before the
flagship translated. W are carrying out those orders."

Stone' s expression was inpassive, but de Soya knew t hat she was subvocalizing her XOto confirm
that there had been a tightbeamtransni ssion between Uriel and Raphael at that tine.

There had been. But the substance of it had been trivial: updating rendezvous coordi nates for
the Tau Ceti System

"What were the orders, Father Captain de Soya?"

"They were eyes-only, Mther Captain Stone. They do not concern the Gabriel." On the bone
circuit, he said to WH ZZO Shan, Lock on death beam coordi nates and give ne the actuator as
di scussed. A second later he felt the tactsi mweight of an energy weapon in his right hand. The
gun was invisible to Stone, but perfectly tactile to de Soya.

He tried to make his hand on the butt of the weapon | ook relaxed as his finger curled around
the invisible trigger. De Soya could tell fromthe casual way that Mther Captain Stone's arm hung
free fromher body that she was al so carrying a virtual weapon. They stood about three neters
apart in tactsimspace. Between them Raphael's long fusion tail and Gabriel's shorter pillar of
flame clinbed toward chest height fromthe plane of the ecliptic. "Father Captain de Soya, your
new translation point will not take you to Tau Ceti System as ordered."

"Those orders were superseded, Mther Captain." De Soya was watching his forner first officer's
eyes. Hal en was al ways good at concealing her enotions and intentions. He had |ost to her in poker
on nore than one occasion on their old torchship, Balthasar

"What is your new destination, Father Captain?"

Thirty-three mnutes to shift point.

"Classified, Mother Captain. | can tell you this -- Raphael will be rejoining the task force in
Tau Ceti Systemafter our mission is conpleted."

Wth her left hand, Stone rubbed her cheek

De Soya watched the curled finger of her right hand. She would not have to raise the invisible
handgun to trigger the death beam but it was human instinct to aimthe firearmat one's opponent.

De Soya hated deat hbeans and he knew that Stone did as well. They were cowardly weapons: banned
by Pax Fleet and the Church until this expeditionary force incursion. Unlike the old Hegenony-era
deat hwands that actually cast a scythelike beam of neural disruption, no coherent projection was
i nvol ved in the ship-to-target deathbeam Essentially, the powerful G deon-drive accunul ators
extended a C-plus distortion of space-tine within a finite cone. The result was a subtle tw sting
of the real-tinme matrix -- sinmlar to a failed translation into the old Hawki ng-drive space -- but
nore than enough to destroy the delicate energy dance that was a human brain.

But however much Stone held the Pax Fleet officer's hatred of deathbeans, it nmade sense for her
to use it now. The Raphael represented a staggering investnent of Pax funds: her first goal would
be to stop the crew fromstealing it wi thout damagi ng the ship. Her problem however, was that
killing the crew with deathbeans probably would not stop Raphael fromtranslating, depending upon
how much of the spinup had been preprogranmed by her crew. It was traditional for a captain to
meke the actual translation manually -- or at least to be ready to override the ship's conputer
with a deadman switch -- but Stone had no assurance that de Soya would follow tradition.

"Pl ease | et ne speak to Commander Liebler," said Mther Captain Stone.

De Soya snmiled. "My executive officer is attending to duties." He thought, So Hoag was the spy.
This is the confirmati on we needed.

Gabriel could not catch them now, not even by accelerating to six hundred gravities herself.

Raphael woul d have reached transl ation requirenents before the other ship could get within tow

range. No, to stop them Stone would have to kill the crew and then disable the ship by using the
| ast of her physical arsenal to overl oad Raphael's external containnment fields. If she was wong --
if de Soya was acting under last-minute orders -- she would al nost certainly be court-nartial ed

and expelled from Pax Fl eet.

If she did nothing, and de Soya was stealing one of the Pax's archangels, Stone would be court-
marti al ed, expelled, exconmunicated, and al nbst certainly executed.

"Federico," she said softly, "please reduce thrust so that we can match velocities. You can
still follow orders and spin up to your secret coordinates. | ask only that | board the Raphael
and confirmthat everything is all right before you translate."

De Soya hesitated. He could not use the guise of orders for his precipitous departure under siXx
hundred gravities, since wherever Raphael ended up, there would be two days of slow resurrection
for the crew before the m ssion could continue. He watched Stone's eyes while al so checking the
tiny inage of Gabriel on its three-hundred-gravity pillar of white fire.

She mght try overloading his fields with a salvo of her renmining conventional weaponry. De
Soya had no wish to return nissile or lance fire: a vaporized Gabriel was not acceptable. He was
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now a traitor to Church and state, but he had no intention of becomng a true-death nmurderer. The

deat hbeans it had to be then. "All right, Halen," he said easily. "I'Il tell Hoag to drop to two-
hundred-g's | ong enough for you to cone alongside.” He turned his head as if concentrating on
i ssui ng bone-channel orders. His hand nust have twitched. Stone's did as well, the invisible

handgun rising a bit as her finger tightened on the trigger

In the split second before the disruption struck, Father Captain de Soya saw the ei ght sparks
| eaving the sintact Gabriel: Stone was taking no chances -- she woul d vaporize Raphael rather than
have it escape.

The nother-captain's virtual inmage flew backward and evaporated as the deathbeamtore into her
ship, severing all com connections as the humans aboard di ed.

Less than a second |ater, Father Captain de Soya felt hinself jerked out of sinspace as the
neurons in his brain literally fried. Blood flew fromhis eyes, nouth, and ears, but the priest-
captain was al ready dead, as was every conscious entity on the Raphael -- Sergeant G egorius and
his two troopers on C deck, GOPRO Meier, VIRO Argyle, ESSO Denish, and WH ZZO Shan on the flight
deck. Sixteen seconds later, the eight Hawki ng-drive nissiles flashed into real space and
detonated on every side of the silent Raphael

Gyges watched in real-tinme as Raul Endymi on said good-bye to the famly in red robes and
paddl ed his kayak toward the farcaster arch. The world was in dual lunar eclipse.

Fi rewor ks expl oded above the canal-river and strange ulul ations cane fromthousands of throats
back in the linear city. Gyges stood and prepared to wal k out across the water to pluck the man
fromhis kayak. It had been agreed that if Raul Endymi on was al one, that he needed to be kept

alive for interrogation in the starship waiting above -- finding the girl Aenea's whereabouts was
the goal of this mission -- but no one said anything about not making it nmore difficult for the
man to fight or escape. Wile still phase-shifted, Gyges planned to hanmstring Endym on and sever

the tendons in his forearns. He could do that instantly, surgically, so that there would be no
danger of the human bl eeding to death before being stored in the ship's doc-in-the-box before
i nterrogation.

Gyges had jogged the six klicks to the farcaster arch in no tine, checking out pedestrians and
the strange windcarts as he passed the frozen fornms and figures. Once at the arch and concealed in
a patch of willows on the canal's high bank, he shifted back to slowtime. H's job was to guard
the back door. Nenmes woul d pi ng hi mwhen she found the m ssing spacer

During the twenty mnutes of waiting, Gyges comunicated with Scylla and Briareus on the
i nternal common band but heard nothing from Nenes.

This was surprising. They had all assunmed that she would find the missing man within the first
few seconds of real-tinme after she had shifted up. Gyges was not worried -- he was not actually
capable of worry in the true sense of the word -- but he assumed that Nemes had been searching in
wi dening arcs, using up real-time by frequently shifting dow and then back up. He assuned that
his common-band queries had been nmade while she was phase-shifted. Added to that was his
under standi ng that while Nemes was a clone-sibling, she had been the first to be devatted. She was
| ess used to comon-band sharing than Scylla, Briareus, and he. To be truthful, Gyges would not
have ninded if their orders had been sinply to pull Nenes out of the rock on God's G ove and
term nate her then and there.

The river was busy. Each tinme a ship approached the farcaster arch fromeither the east or
west, Gyges shifted up and wal ked across the spongy surface of the river to search it and check on
its passengers. Sone he had to disrobe to ascertain that it was not Endynmion or the android, A
Bettik, or the girl, Aenea, in disguise. To be sure, he sniffed them and took needl e bi opsi es of
the robed ones' DNA to nake sure that they were natives of Vitus-Gay-Balianus B. Al were.

After each inspection, he would wal k back to the bank and resune his watch. Eighteen ninutes
after he had left the ship, a Pax skinmer flew around and through the farcaster arch. It would
have been tiring for Gyges to have to board it in fast tine, but Scylla was al ready aboard wth
the searching Pax troopers so he was spared the effort.

This is tiresone, she said on the conmon band.

Yes, agreed Gyges.

Where is Nemes? It was Briareus back in the city. The clumsy troopers had received their
radi oed search warrant and were going from house to house.

Haven't heard from her, said Gyges.

It was during the eclipse and the acconpanyi ng cerenoni al nonsense that he watched the
wi ndcycl e wagon pull to a halt and Raul Endym on energe. Gyges was sure that it was Endym on. Not
only did the visuals match perfectly, but he picked up the personal scent that Nenes had
downl oaded to them Gyges coul d have phase-shifted i medi ately, wal ked over to the frozen tabl eau
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and taken a DNA needl e biopsy, but he did not have to. This was their nan.

I nstead of broadcasting on the conmon band or pingi ng Nemes, Gyges waited another mnute.

This anticipation was pleasurable to him He did not want to dilute it by sharing it. Besides,
he reasoned, it would be better to abduct Endym on after he had separated fromthe Spectrum Helix
fam |y who even now were wavi ng good-bye to the man in the kayak

Gyges wat ched while Raul Endym on paddl ed the absurd little boat out into the current of the
wi deni ng canal -river. He realized that it would be best to take the kayak as well as Endynion: the
wat chi ng Spectrum Hel i x peopl e woul d be expecting himto disappear if they knew that he was trying
to escape via farcaster. Fromtheir point of view, there would be a flash and Endym on woul d have
farcast out of sight. In reality, Gyges would still be phase-shifted, now carrying the man and
kayak within the expanded phase-shift field. The kayak m ght al so be useful in revealing where the
girl Aenea was hiding: telltale planetary scents, nethods of manufacture.

Along the riverbanks to the north, people cheered and sang. The lunar eclipse was conpl ete.

Fi rewor ks expl oded above the river and cast baroque shadows on the rusted farcaster arch

Endynmion turned his attention away fromthe waving SpectrumHelix fam |y and concentrated on
staying in the strongest current as he paddled toward the farcaster

Gyges stood, stretched |anguidly, and prepared to phase-shift.

Suddenly the thing was next to him centinmeters away, at least three neters tall, towering over
hi m

| mpossi bl e, thought Gyges. | would have sensed the phase-shift distortions.

Expl odi ng skyrockets spilled bloodred |light on the chrone carapace. Metal teeth and chrone
spi kes twisted the expanding flowers of yellow, white, and red across quicksilver planes.

Gyges caught an instant's look at his own reflection, distorted and startled, and then he phase-
shifted.

It took less than a nicrosecond for the shift. Sonehow one of the creature's four clawed hands
made it into the field before it conpletely formed. Bladed fingers dug through synflesh and
muscl e, seeking one of Gyges's hearts.

Gyges paid no heed to the attack but attacked in return, swinging his silvered, phase-shifted
armlike a horizontal guillotine. It could have cut through whiskered carbon alloy as if it were
wet cardboard. It did not cut through the tall formin front of him Sparks and thunder expl oded
as his arm bounced away, fingers nunbed, netal radius and ul na shattered. The clawed hand within
him pul |l ed out ropes of intestine, kilometers of nicrofiber optics.

Gyges realized that he had been opened fromnavel to breastbone. It did not matter. He could
still function.

Gyges clenched his right hand into a sharpened bl udgeon and thrust it forward into gleaning red
eyes. It was a killing blow But the great steamshovel jaws opened, closed, faster than phase-
shifting, and Gyges's right arm suddenly ended above the wi st.

Gyges threw hinself at the apparition, trying to nmerge fields, attenpting to get his own teeth
within tearing distance. Two huge hands seized him the bladed fingers sinking through shift field
and flesh to hold himtight. The chronme skull in front of him slashed forward: needl e-spikes
pi erced Gyges's right eye and penetrated the right frontal |obe of his brain.

Gyges screaned then -- not out of pain, although he felt sonething simlar for the first tine
in his short life -- but out of pure, relentless rage. Hi s teeth snapped and cl acked |i ke stee
rendering bl ades as he sought the creature's throat, but he continued being held at three-arns'
| engt h.

Then the nonster ripped out both of Gyges's hearts and threw them far out over the water. A
nanosecond later, it lunged forward, biting through Gyges's throat and severing his carbon-all oy
spinal cord with a single snap of long teeth.

Gyges' s head was severed fromhis body. He tried to shift to telenetric control of the fighting
body, peering through blood and fluid out of his remaining eye and broadcasti ng over the conmon
band, but the transmitter in his skull had been pierced and the receiver in his spleen had been
ri pped away. The world spun -- first the corona of the emergi ng sun around the second noon, then
skyrockets, then the col or-dappl ed surface of the river, then the sky again, then darkness. Wth
fadi ng coherence, Gyges realized that his head had been thrown far out into the river. His |ast
retinal image before being subnerged in darkness was of his own headl ess and usel essly spasni ng
body bei ng hugged to the carapace of the creature and being inpaled there on spikes and thorns.
Then, with a flash, the Shrike phase-shifted out of even fast-tine exi stence and Gyges's head
struck the water and sank beneath the dark waves.

Rhadamanth Nemes arrived five mnutes later. She shifted dowmn. The riverbank was enpty except
for the headl ess corpse of her sibling. The wi ndcycle wagon and its red-robed famly were gone. No
boats were visible on this section of river. The sun was beginning to emerge from behind the
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second noon.

Gyges is here, she sent on the common band. Briareus and Scylla were still with the troops in
the city. The sl eeping Pax trooper had been found and rel eased from his handcuffs. None of the
citizens queried would say whose honme it was.

Scylla was urging Colonel Vinara to drop the matter.

Nemes felt the disconfort as she left the shift field. Al of her ribs -- bone and permasteel --
were either fractured or bent.

Several of her internal organs had been pul ped. Her left hand would not function. She had been
unconsci ous for al nost twenty standard m nutes. Unconscious! She had not | ost consci ousness for
one second in the four years she had lain in the solidified rock of God's Gove. And all this
damage had been done through the inpenetrable shift field.

It did not matter. She would allow her body to repair itself during the days of inactivity
after leaving this Core-forsaken world. Nemes knelt next to her sibling' s corpse. It had been

cl awed, decapitated, and eviscerated -- al nost deboned. It was still twitching, the broken fingers
struggling to get a grip on an absent eneny.

Nermes shuddered -- not out of synpathy for Gyges or revul sion at the damage done, she was
professionally evaluating the Shrike's attack pattern and felt admiration if anything -- but out
of sheer frustration that she had m ssed this confrontation. The attack in the tunnel had been too
fast for her to react -- she had been in md-phase shift -- which she would have thought
i mpossi bl e.

["I'l find him she sent and shifted up

The air grew thick and sl udgelike. Nenmes went down the bank, forced her way through the thick
resi stance of the water's surface, and wal ked out along the riverbed, calling on the comobn band
and probing with deep radar.

She found Gyges's head al nost a klick downstream The current was strong here.

Freshwat er crustaceans had already eaten the |ips and the remaining eye and were probing in the
eye sockets. Nenes brushed them away and took the head back to the bank of the canal -river

Gyges's comon-band transnitter was snashed and his vocal cords were gone. Nenes extruded a
fiber-optic filament and nade the connection directly to his nenory center. H's skull had been
smashed on the left side and brain matter and bits of DNA- PROCESSI NG gel were spilling out.

She did not ask himquestions. She phased down and downl oaded the nmenory, squirting it to her
remai ning two siblings as she received it.

Shri ke, sent Scyll a.

No shit, Sherlock, sent Briareus.

Sil ence, ordered Nemes. Finish up with those idiots. I'll clean things up here and be waiting
in the dropship.
The Gyges head -- blind, leaking -- " trying to speak, using what remained of its tongue to

shape sibilant and glottal syllables. Nemes held it close to her ear

"Ss -- pp-le-ssss.” Please. "Ss -- he -- puh.” Help. "Ssssttp -- meh" M.

Nenes | owered the head and studied the body on the splattered bank. Many organs were m ssing.

Scores of neters of microfiber were spilled in the weeds and nud, sone trailing away in the
current. Gray intestines and neural gel paks were split and scattered. Bits of bone caught the
growing light as the sun emerged from Twi ce Darkness. Neither the dropship nor the old archangel's
doc-in-the-boxes could help the vatborn. And Gyges night take standard nonths to heal hinself.

Nermres set the head down while she wapped the body in its own microfilanments, weighting it
outside and in with stones. Making sure that the river was still free of ships, she tossed the
headl ess corpse far out into the current. She had seen that the river was alive with tough and
i ndi scrim nate scavengers. Even so, there were parts of her sibling that they would not find
appeti zi ng.

She lifted Gyges's head. The tongue was still clucking. Using the eye sockets as grips for her
thunb and forefinger, she threw the head far out over the river in an easy underhand toss. It went
under with barely a ripple.

Nermes jogged to the farcaster arch, ripped a hidden access plate free fromthe rusting and
supposedly inpenetrable exterior, and extruded a filament fromher wist. She jacked in.

| don't understand, cane Briareus's code on the common band. It opened to nowhere

Not to nowhere, sent Nenes, reeling in the filament. Just to nowhere in the old Web. Nowhere
the Core has built a farcaster

That's inpossible, sent Scylla. There are no farcasters except for those the Core has built.

Nermes sighed. Her siblings were idiots. Shut up and return to the dropship, she sent. W have
to report this in person. Councillor A bedo will want to downl oad personally. Nenes phase-shifted
and jogged back to the dropship through air gone thick and sepia with slowstirred tine.
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| did not forget that there was a panic button. The problemis sinple -- when there is rea
pani c, one does not imrediately think of buttons. The kayak was falling into an endl ess depth of
air broken only by clouds that rose tens of thousands of neters fromthe bruise-purple depths to
the mlky ceiling of nore clouds thousands of neters above nme. | had dropped ny paddl e and wat ched
it tunble away in freefall. The kayak and | were dropping faster than the paddl e for reasons of
aerodynamics and term nal velocity that were beyond nmy powers to calculate at that particular
nonent .

Great oval surges of water fromthe river | had |l eft behind were falling ahead and behi nd ne,
separating and shaping thenselves into ovoid spheres | had seen in zero-g, but then being whipped
apart by the wind. It was as if | were falling in nmy own localized rainstorm The flechette pistol
I had liberated fromthe sl eeping trooper in Dem Loa's bedroom was wedged between the outside of
my thigh and the curved inner seal of the cockpit skirt.

My arns were raised as if | were a bird preparing to take flight. My fists were clenched in
terror. After ny original scream | found ny jaws | ocked shut, mnmy nolars grinding.

The fall went on and on.

| had caught a glinpse of the farcaster arch above and behind ne, although "arch" was no | onger
the proper word: the huge device floating unsupported was a netal ring, a torus, a rusty doughnut.
For a fleeting second | saw the sky of Vitus-Gay-Balianus B through the glowing ring, and then
the image faded and only cl ouds showed through the receding hoop. It was the only substanti al
thing in the entire skyscape of clouds and | had already fallen nore than a thousand neters bel ow
it. In a giddy, panicked nonent of fantasy, | inmagined that if | were a bird | could fly back up
to the farcaster ring, perch on its broad |ower arc, and wait for

Wait for what? | gripped the sides of the kayak as it rotated, turning ne al nost upside down as
it plumeted bow first toward the purple depths klicks and klicks bel ow.

That is when | renenbered the panic button

Don't touch it, whatever you do, Aenea had said when we floated the kayak in Hannibal. | nean,
don't touch it until you absolutely have to.

The kayak spun on its longitudinal axis again, alnost shaking ne out. My butt was no | onger

touchi ng the padded cushion on the bottomof the hull. | was floating free inside the cranped
cockpit, within a freefalling constellation of water, tunbling paddle, and plunging kayak. |
decided that this qualified as an "absolutely have to" tinme. | flipped up the plastic cover and
depressed the red button with my thunb.

Panel s popped open in front of the cockpit, near the bow, and behind ne. | ducked as |lines and
masses of fabric billowed out. The kayak righted itself and then braked so hard that | was al npst
thrown out. | clung fiercely to the sides of the fiberglass boat as it rocked wildly. The

shapel ess nmass over ny head seened to be fornming itself into sonething nore conplicated than a
par achut e.

Even in the mddl e of ny adrenaline rush and nol ar-grinding panic, | recognized the fabric:
menory cloth that A Bettik and I had bought at the Indian Market near Taliesin West. The sol ar-
power ed, piezoelectric material was al nost transparent, ultralight, ultrastrong, and could
renenber up to a dozen preset configurations; we had considered buying nore and using it to
repl ace the canvas over the nmain architects' studio since the old cover sagged, rotted, and had to
be repaired and replaced regularly. But M. Wight had insisted on keeping the old canvas. He
preferred the buttery light. A Bettik had taken the dozen or so neters of nmenory cloth down to
hi s workshop and | had thought no nore of it. Until now The fall was stopped. Now the kayak hung

under a delta-shaped parasail, supported by a dozen nylon risers that rose fromstrategic
positions along the upper hull. The boat and | were still descending, but in a gradual swoop now
rather than a headlong fall. | |looked up -- the nenory cloth was cl ear enough to see through --

but the farcaster ring was too far behind nme and hi dden by clouds. The wi nds and air currents were
carrying me away fromthe farcaster.

| suppose that | should have been grateful to ny friends, the girl and the android, for somehow
foreseeing this and preparing the kayak appropriately, but nmy first thought was an overwhel m ng
Goddamm you! This was too nmuch. Being dropped into a world of clouds and air, with no ground, was
too dammed much. |f Aenea had known that | was being 'cast here, why didn't she ..

No ground? | |eaned over the edge of the kayak and | ooked bel ow. Perhaps the plan was for nme to
float gently down to sone unseen surface.
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No. There were kiloneters of enpty air beneath ne, and below that, the |lower |ayers were purple
and bl ack, a darkness relieved only by fierce slashes of lightning. The pressure down there nust
be terrible. Wiich brought up another point: if this was a Jovian world -- Wirl or Jupiter or one
of the others -- how was it that | was breathing oxygen? As far as | knew, all of the gas giants
that humanity had encountered were nade up of unfriendly gases -- nethane, ammonia, helium carbon
nmonoxi de, phosphi ne, hydrogen cyani de, other nasties, with trace anounts of water. | had never
heard of a gas giant with breathable oxygen-nitrogen mix, but | was breathing. The air was thinner
here than on the other worlds | had traveled through, and it stank a bit of ammonia, but | was
definitely breathing air. Then it nmust not be a gas giant. Were the hell was I? | lifted ny wi st
and spoke to the com og, "Were the hell am|?" There was a hesitation and for a nonment | thought
the thing had been broken on Vitus-Gray-Balianus B. Then it spoke in the ship's supercilious
voi ce, "Unknown, M Endynion. | have some data, but it is inconplete."

"Tell me."

There followed a rapid-fire listing of tenperatures in Kelvin, atnospheric pressure in
mllibars, estimted nean density in grans per centineter cubed, probable escape velocity in
kil ometers per second, and perceived magnetic field in gauss, followed by a long list of
at nospheric gases and el ement rati os.

"Escape velocity of fifty-four point two klicks per second," | said. "That's gas-giant
territory, isn't it?"

"Mpst assuredly," said the ship's voice

"Jovi an baseline is fifty-nine point five kiloneters per second.”

"But the atnosphere isn't like a gas giant's?" | could see the stratocunulus ahead of ne
building, like a nature holo run at accel erated speeds. The towering cloud nust have reached ten
klicks above ne, its base disappearing in the purple depths below Lightning flickered at its
base. The sunlight on its far side seened rich and low. evening light. "The atnosphere is unlike
anything in ny records,"” said the com og. "Carbon nonoxi de, ethane, acetylene, and other
hydr ocarbons vi ol ati ng Sol mev equilibriumval ues can be easily expl ained by Jovi an-styl e nol ecul ar
ki netic energy and sol ar radi ati on breaki ng down net hane, and the presence of carbon nonoxide is a
standard result of nethane and water vapor nmixing at deep |ayers where the tenperature exceeds
twel ve hundred degrees Kelvin, but the oxygen and nitrogen levels ... "

"Yes?" | pronpted

"Indicate life," said the coml og.

| turned conpletely around, inspecting the clouds and sky as if sonething were sneaking up on
me. "Life on the surface?" | said.

"Doubtful," cane the flat voice. "If this world follows Jovian-Wirl norns, the pressure at the
so-cal l ed surface woul d be under seventy nmillion Od Earth atnospheres with a tenmperature of sone
twenty-five thousand degrees Kelvin."

"How high are we?" | said

"Uncertain," said the instrument, "but with the current atnospheric pressure of point seven six
A d Earth standard, on a standard Jovian world | would estinate that we were above the troposphere
and tropopause, actually in the | ower reaches of the stratosphere."

"Woul dn't it be colder that high? That's al nost outer space."

"Not on a gas giant," said the comog in its insufferable professorial voice. "The greenhouse
effect creates a thermal inversion layer, heating |ayers of the stratosphere to al nbst hunman-
optimum tenperatures. Al though the difference of a few thousand neters may show pronounced
tenperature increases or drops."”

"A few thousand nmeters," | said softly. "How nuch air is above and bel ow us?"

"Unknown, " said the coml og again, "but extrapolation woul d suggest that equatorial radius from
the center of this world to its upper atnosphere would be approxi mately seventy thousand
kiloneters with this oxygen-nitrogen-carbon-di oxi de | ayer extending for sone three to eight
thousand kil oneters approximately two thirds of the distance fromthe planet's hypothetica
center."

"A three- to eight-thousand-klick layer," | repeated stupidly. "Sonme fifty thousand klicks
above the surface ... "

"Approximately," said the comog, "although it should be noted that at near-core pressures,
mol ecul ar hydrogen becones a netal "

"Yeah," | said. "That's enough for now " | felt like |l was going to be sick over the side of
t he kayak.

"I should point out the anomaly that the interesting coloration in the nearby stratocumnul us
suggests the presence of anmoni um nonosul fide or pol ysul fides, although at apotropospheric
altitudes, one would assune only the presence of amonia cirrus clouds with true water clouds not
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form ng until depths reach sonme ten standard atnospheres because of ... "

"Enough, " | said.

"I only point this out because of the interesting atnospheric paradox involving ... "
"Shut up," | said.

It got cold after the sun went down. The sunset itself | shall remenber until | die.

Hi gh, high above nme, glinpses of what night be blue sky had darkened to a Hyperion-like deep
| api s and then deepened further to dark purple. The clouds all around nme grew brighter as the sky
far above and the depths far bel ow both grew darker. | say clouds, but the generic termis
| aughabl y unequal to conveying the power and grandeur of what | watched. | grew up in a nonadic
shepherd caravan on the treel ess noors between Hyperion's Great South Sea and the Pinion Plateau:

I know cl ouds.

Far above ne, feathered cirrus and rippled cirrocunul us caught the twilight in a pastel riot of
soft pinks, rose glows, violet tinges, and gol den backlighting. It was as if | were in a tenple
with a high, rosy ceiling supported by thousands of irregular colums and pillars. The colums and
pillars were towering nountains of curmulus and cunul oni nbus, their anvil-shaped bases di sappearing
in the darkening depths hundreds or thousands of kilonmeters below ny floating kayak, their rounded
summits billowing high into the halo-tinged cirrostratus hundreds or thousands of kiloneters above
ne.

Each colum of cloud caught the low, rich |ight passing through openings in the cloud nmany
t housands of klicks to the west, and the light seened to ignite the clouds as if their surfaces
were made of wildly flanmable materi al

"Monosul fide or polysulfides," the com og had said: well, whatever constituted these tawny
cumulus in the diffuse daylight, sunset set themafire with rust-red light, brilliant crimson
streaks, bloody tractus streaming away fromthe main cloud masses |ike crinmson pennants, rose-
colored fibratus weaving together the cirrus ceiling Iike nmuscle strands under the flesh of a
living body, billowi ng masses of cunulus so white that they nade ne blink as if snowblinded,
gol den, striated cirroformspilling out fromthe boiling cunul oni mbus towers |ike masses of bl ond
hair bl owi ng back from pale, upturned faces. The |ight deepened, richened, becane so intense that
it brought tears to ny eyes, and then it becanme even nore brilliant. Geat, nearly horizontal
shafts of Godlight burned between the colums, illum nating sone here, casting others into shadow
there, passing through ice clouds and bands of vertical rain on their way, spilling hundreds of
simpl e rai nbows and a thousand multiple rai nbows. Then shadows noved up fromthe bruise-bl ack
dept hs, shading nore and nore of the withing billow of cumulus and ninbus, finally clinbing into
the high cirrus and pond-rippl ed altocunulus, but at first the shadows brought not grayness or
darkness, but an infinite palette of subtleties: gleaning gold dinmring to bronze, pure white
becom ng cream and then diming to sepia and shade, crimson with the bol dness of spilled bl ood
slowy darkening to the rust-red of dried blood, then fading to an autummal tawny russet.

The hull of ny kayak lost its glint and the parasail above ne quit catching the light as this
vertical ternminator nmoved past and above ne. Slowy these shadows crept higher -- it must have
taken at least thirty mnutes, although | was too absorbed in watching to check ny conmog -- and
when they reached the cirrus ceiling, it was as if soneone had dinmed all the lights in the
tenple. It was one hell of a sunset. | renmenber blinking then, overwhel med by the interplay of
i ght and cl oud shadow and the oddly disturbing kinetic restlessness of all those broiling cloud
masses, ready to rest nmy eyes while true darkness fell and to gather ny thoughts.

And that is when the lightning and aurora began playing. There had been no aurora borealis on
Hyperion -- or if there had been, | had never seen it. But | had seen an exanple of AOd Earth's
northern lights on a peninsula that had once been the Scandi navian Republic while on ny round-the-
worl d dropship tour of that planet: they had been shinmreri ng and goosefl esh-produci ng, rippling
and dancing along the northern horizon |ike the filny gown of a ghost dancer. This world' s aurora
hel d none of that subtlety. Bands of light, solid striations of light -- as discrete and
di scernible as the keys of a vertical piano -- began dancing high in the sky in the direction
t hought of as south. Other curtains of green, gold, red, and cobalt began shi mreri ng agai nst the
dark worl d of air beneath ne.

These grew | onger, broader, taller, stretching to neet and blend with other curtains of |eaping
electrons. It was as if the planet were cutting paper dolls out of shimrering light. Wthin
m nutes, every part of the sky was alive and dancing with vertical, slanted, and near-horizonta
ri bbons of banded color. The cloud towers becane visible again, billows and pennants reflecting
the strobe of thousands of these cold lights. | could al nost hear the hiss and rasp of sol ar
particles being driven along the terrifying Iines of magnetic force banding this giant world.

I could hear them crashes, runbles, snappings, |oud pops, |ong chains of cracking sounds.
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swiveled in ny little cockpit and | eaned over the hull to | ook straight down. The Iightning and
t hunder had begun. | had seen enough lightning storms as a child on the nobors. On A d Earth,
Aenea, A. Bettik, and | regularly used to sit outside her shelter in the evening and watch the
great electrical storns nove over the nountains to the north. Nothing had prepared ne for this.
The depths, as | had called them had been little nore than a dark fl oor so far below ne as to
be | aughabl e, a broiling promise of terrible pressures and nore terrible heat. But now those
depths were alive with light, leaping with Iightning storns that noved from one visible horizon to
the rest like a chain of nuclear bonmbs going off. | could inagine entire hem spheres of cities
bei ng destroyed in one of those runmbling chain reactions of light. | gripped the side of the kayak
and reassured nyself that the storns were hundreds of klicks below ne. The |ightning noved up the
towers of cunul oni nbus. Flashes of internal white light vied with the shinmers of colored Iight
fromthe connecting auroras. The thunder-noi se was subsonic, then sonic, subtly terrifying at
first, then not subtle, but even nore terrifying. The kayak and its parasail bucked and rocked in
sudden downdrafts and elevator-quick lifts of thermals. | gripped the sides with nad strength and
wi shed to God that | were on any other world but this. Then the |ightning discharges began
flashing fromcloud tower to cloud tower.

The com og and ny own reasoni ng had eval uated the scale of this place -- an atnosphere tens of
t housands of klicks deep, a horizon so far away that | could have dropped scores of AOd Earths or
Hyperi ons between nme and the sunset -- but the lightning bolts finally convinced nme that this was
a world made for giants and gods, not for humankind. The el ectrical discharges were w der than the
M ssi ssippi and | onger than the Amazon. | had seen those rivers and | could see these bolts.

I knew.

| hunkered down in ny little cockpit as if that would hel p me when one of these bolts caught ny
little flying kayak. The hairs on ny forearns were standing straight up and | realized that the

craw i ng sensation | felt on ny neck and scalp was precisely that -- the hair on ny head was
withing |ike a nest of snakes. The com og was flashing overload alarms on its diskey plate. It
was probably shouting at ne as well, but | could not have heard a | aser cannon firing ten

centineters fromny ear in that mael strom The parasail rippled and tore at the risers as heated
air and inploding vacuuns battered us. At one point, riding the wake of a bolt that blinded ne,

t he kayak swung above horizontal, higher than the parasail. | was sure that the risers were going
to coll apse, the kayak and | were going to fall into the parasail shroud, and we would fall for
m nutes -- hours -- until pressure and heat ended my screani ng.

The kayak rocked back, then back again, then continued swi nging |ike a maddened pendul um -- but
under the sail.

In addition to the stormof |ightning beneath ne, in addition to the rising chain of explosions
in every tower of cunulus, in addition to the searing bolts that now | aced the towers |like a web
of firing neurons in a brain gone berserk, bundles of ball |ightning and chain |ightning suddenly
began breaking | oose fromthe clouds and floating in the dark spaces where ny kayak flew

| watched one of these rippling, surging spheres of electricity drift not a hundred neters
beneath ne: it was the size of a small, round asteroid -- an electric nmoonlet. The noise it made
was beyond description, but nenories surged unbi dden of being caught in a forest fire in the
Aquila fens, of the tornado that skipped over our caravan on the noors when | was five years old,
of plasna grenades detonating agai nst the great blue glacier on the Caw Iceshelf.

No conbination of these nmenories could match the energy viol ence tunbling al ong beneath the
kayak |i ke sone runaway boul der nade of blue and gold light. The stormlasted nore than eight
hours. Darkness | asted another eight. | survived the first. | slept through the last. Wen I
awoke, shaken and thirsty, filled with dreans of |ight and noise, still partially deafened, badly
needing to urinate and worried about falling out of the cockpit while | knelt to do so, | saw that
nmorning i ght was painting the opposite side of the cloud pillars that had replaced the tenple
colums fromthe night before. Sunrise was sinpler than sunset: the brilliant white and gold
craw ed down fromthe cirrus ceiling, along the roiling sides of the cunmulus and ni nbus, down to
my | ayer where | sat shaking fromthe cold. My skin and clothes and hair were wet. Sonetine during
that night's bedlam it had rained on ne and rained hard.

| got to nmy knees on the padded floor of the hull, held tight to the cockpit rimwth ny left
hand, nmade sure that the kayak's swayi ng had steadi ed sonewhat, and attended to business. The
thin, gold streamglinted in nmorning light as it dropped into infinity. The depths were bl ack
purple, and inscrutable once again. My |ower back hurt and | renenbered the kidney stone nightmare
of the previous few days. That seened like another life to ne now, |ong ago and far away.

Vell, | thought, if there's another tiny stone being passed, |I'mnot going to catch it today.

| was buttoning up and settling back into the cockpit, trying to stretch ny aching | egs without
actually falling out, thinking about the inpossibility of finding another farcaster ring anywhere
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in this endl ess sky after that night of being blown off course -- as if | had ever had a course --
when | suddenly realized that | was not alone. Living things were rising fromthe depths and
circling around re.

At first | saw only one creature and had no scale with which to judge the size of the visitor.

The thing could have been a few centineters across and only neters fromny floating kayak, or
many kil oneters across and far, far away. Then the organi sm swam between a distant cloud pillar
and a nore distant cunulus tower, and | realized that kiloneters was a nore reasonabl e guess of
si ze.

As it canme closer, | saw the nyriad of snmaller forns acconpanying it through the norning sky.

Before | attenpt to describe the things, | have to say that little in the history of
humanki nd' s expansion in this armof the galaxy had prepared us to describe |large alien organismns.
On the hundreds of worlds explored and col oni zed during and after the Hegira, nost of the
i ndi genous |ife discovered had been plants and a few very sinple organi snms, such as the radi ant
gossaners on Hyperion. The few | arge, evolved animal forns -- the Lantern Mouths on Mare
Infinitus, say, or the zeplins of Wiirl -- tended to be hunted to extinction. The nore conmon
result was a world filled with a few indigenous life-fornms and a nyriad of hunan-adapted species.
Humanity had terraformed all these worlds, bringing its bacteria and earthworns and fish and birds
and land animals in raw DNA form defrosting enbryos in the early seedships, building birthing
factories in the |l ater expansions. The result had been much as on Hyperion -- vital indigenous
pl ants such as the tesla trees and chal mra and wei rwood and some surviving |ocal insects coexisting
with thriving dd Earth transplants and biotail ored adapts such as triaspen, ever blues, oak
trees, mallards, sharks, humm ngbirds, and deer. W were not used to alien aninals.

And these were definitely alien animals rising to neet nme.

The | argest one rem nded ne of the cuttlefish -- again, one of AOd Earth's adapts -- that
thrived in the warm shall ows of the G eat South Sea on Hyperion. This creature was squidlike but
al nost transparent, its internal organs quite visible, although | adnmit that it was difficult to
determine its exterior fromits interior as it pul sed and throbbed and changed shape from second
to second, alnost |like a starship norphing for battle. The thing had no head as such, not even a
flattened, squidlike extension that mi ght be considered a head, but | could nake out a variety of
tentacl es, although fronds or filanents mght be better words for the constantly swayi ng,
retracting, extending, and quivering appendages. But these filanents were inside the pale, clear
body as much as outside, and | was not sure if the creature's novenent through the clear air was a
result of the swinm ng notion of the filanments or because of gases expelled as the giant
cuttlefish expanded and contracted.

As far as | could recall fromold books and Grandam s expl anati ons, the zeplins on Wiirl were
much sinpler in appearance -- blinp-shaped gasbags, nere nedusalike cells to hold their mx of
hydrogen and net hane, storing and metabolizing heliumin their crude |iftsacs, giant jellyfish
floating in the hydrogen-anmoni a- met hane at nosphere of Whirl. As best | could renmenber, the
zeplins ate a sort of atnospheric phytoplankton that floated in the noxious atnosphere |ike so

nmuch airborne manna. There were no predators on Whirl ... until humans arrived in their floating
bat hyscaphes to harvest the rarer gases.
As the cuttlefish creature grew closer, | saw the conplexity of its innards: pale, pulsing

outlines of organs and intestine-looking coils and what m ght be feeding filanents and tubes that
m ght be for reproduction or elimnation, and there were sone appendages that night be sex organs,
or perhaps eyes. And all the while it folded in on itself, retracted its curling filanments, then
pul sed forward, tentacles extended fully, like a squid swi mming through clear water. It was five
or six hundred neters |ong.

| began to notice the other things. Around the cuttlefish swarmed hundreds or thousands of
gol den, disc-shaped creatures, ranging in size fromtiny ones perhaps as large as nmy hand to
others larger than the heavy river mantas used to pull barges on Hyperion's rivers. These things
were al so nearly transparent, although their insides were clouded by a sort of greenish glow that
nm ght have been an inert gas excited to |um nescence by the animal's own bio-electrical field.

These things swarned around the cuttlefish, at tinmes appearing to be swall owed or absorbed by
sonme orifice or another, only to reappear outside again. | could not swear that | saw the
cuttlefish eating any of the swarm ng discs, but at one point | thought that | could see a cloud
of the green-glow ng things noving along the inside of the cuttlefish's gut |like ghostly platelets
in a clear vein.

The nonster and its cloud of conpanions floated closer, rising until the sunlight passed
through its body on its way to light nmy kayak and parasail. | revised its size upward -- it nust
be at least a klick long and a third that in width when it expanded to its w dest. The living
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discs floated to each side of me now. | could see that they were spinning as well as curling like
mant as.

I tugged out the flechette pistol Alem had given nme and clicked off its safety. If the nonster
attacked, | would fire half the nagazine of slivers into its pale side, hoping that it was as thin
as it was transparent. Maybe there was a chance that | could spill whatever |ift gases allowed it
to float in this band of oxygen atnosphere.

At that nonent, the thing's hydralike filaments flashed out in all directions, some m ssing ny

parasail by mere nmeters, and | realized that | could never kill or sink the nonster before it
destroyed ny sail with one thrash of one tentacle. | waited, half expecting to be pulled into the
cuttlefish's maw -- if it had a naw -- at any second.

Not hi ng happened. My kayak floated in the direction |I thought of as westward, the parasai
rising on thermals and descendi ng on col der downdrafts, the clouds towering around me, and the
cuttlefish and its conpanions -- | thought of them as parasites for no good reason -- stood off a
few hundred neters to the "north" and a hundred neters or so above ne. | wondered if the thing was
following ne out of curiosity or hunger. | wondered if the green platelets drifting around ne
m ght attack at any noment. Capabl e of doing nothing else, | laid the useless flechette pistol on
my |ap, nibbled on the last of nmy biscuits fromny pack, and sipped fromny water bottle. |I had
| ess than another day's supply of water. | cursed nyself for not trying to catch rai nwater during
the night's terrible storm although | had no idea if this world' s water was potable. The |ong
morning grew into a long afternoon. Several tines the drifting parasail took me into a cloud tower
and | raised nmy face to the dripping fog, licking droplets fromny lips and chin. The water tasted
like water. Each tine | energed fromthe fog, | expected the cuttlefish to have departed, but each
tinme it remained on station to ny right and above ne. Once, just after the halo that was the sun
above had passed the zenith, the kayak was blown into a particularly rough patch of clinbing
cloud, and the parasail alnpst folded in the violent updraft. But it stabilized itself and when
energed fromthe cloud that time, | was some kilometers higher. The air was thinner and col der
The cuttlefish had foll owed ne up. Perhaps it's not hungry yet. Perhaps it feeds after dark. |
reassured myself with a series of these thoughts.

| kept scanning the enpty sky between clouds for another farcaster ring, but none appeared. It

seenmed folly to expect to find one -- the air currents blew nme generally westward but the vagaries
of the jet streamsent ne klicks north and south. How could | thread such a small needle after a
day and night and day of blowi ng around like this? It did not seemlikely. But still | searched

t he sky.

In mdafn | realized that there were other living things visible far below to the south. Mre
cuttlefish noving about the base of an i mense cloud tower, the sunlight piercing the depths

enough to illuminate their clear bodies against the black of the broiling depths beneath them
There nust be scores -- no, hundreds -- of the pulsing, sw mring things al ong the base of that one
cloud. | was too far away to nake out the platelet parasites around them but a sense of diffused
light there -- like dust floating -- suggested their presence by the thousands or mllions.
wondered if the nonsters usually kept to the | ower atnospheric levels and this one -- stil

keeping pace with me within feeding-filanment range -- had ventured up out of curiosity. My nuscles
were cranping. | pulled nyself out of the cockpit and tried stretching along the top of the
kayak's hull, hanging on to the parasail risers to keep ny balance. It was dangerous, but | had to
stretch. | lay on ny back and pedal ed an i magi nary bicycle with nmy raised legs. | did push-ups,

clinging to the rimof the cockpit for balance. When | had worked npost of the cranps out,
crawl ed back into the cockpit and hal f dozed.

Perhaps it is odd to admt, but nmy mind wandered all that afternoon, even while the alien
cuttlefish swam al ongside within swallowi ng range and alien platelet creatures danced and hovered
within meters of the kayak and parasail. The human nind gets used to strangeness very quickly if
it does not exhibit interesting behavior.

I began thinking about the past few days and the past nonths and the past years. | thought of
Aenea -- of |eaving her behind -- and of all the other people | had |left behind: A Bettik and the
others at Taliesin Wst, the old poet on Hyperion, Dem Loa and Dem R a and their famly on Vitus-
Gray-Balianus B, Father d aucus in the frozen air tunnels of Sol Draconi Septem Cuchiat and

Chi aku and Cuchtu and Chichticu and the other Chitchatuk on that sanme world -- Aenea had been sure
that Father d aucus and our Chitchatuk friends had been nurdered after we left that world,

al t hough she had never expl ai ned how she could know that -- and | thought about others | had left
behi nd, working my way back to ny last sight of Grandam and the C an nenbers waving as | left for

Home Quard service many years ago. And al ways ny thoughts returned to | eaving Aenea.
I've left too nany people. And | et too nany people do my work and fighting for me. From now on
I will fight for nyself. If | ever find the girl again, | will stay with Aenea forever. The
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resol ution burned |ike anger through nme, fuel ed by the hopel essness of finding another farcaster
ring in this endless cloudscape.

YOU KNOW THE ONE WHO TEACHES SHE HAS TOUCHED YOU ! ?!?

The words were not carried by sound nor heard by ny ears. Rather, they were like blows to the
inside of ny skull. | literally reeled, gripping the sides of the kayak to keep fromfalling out.

HAVE YOU BEEN TOUCHED/ CHANGED LEARNI NG TO HEAR/ SEE/ WVALK FROM THE ONE WHO TEACHES ?7?7??

Every word was a migraine blow. Each struck with the force of brain henorrhage. The words were

shouted inside ny skull in my own voice. Perhaps | was going nad.

Wping away tears, | peered at the giant cuttlefish and its swarm of green-pl atel et parasites.
The | arger organi sm pul sed, contracted, extended coiling filanents, and swam through the chilly
air. | could not believe that these words were comng fromthat creature. It was too biol ogical
And | did not believe in telepathy. | |ooked at the swarnming discs, but their behavior showed no
nore sense of higher consciousness than dust notes in a shaft of light -- less than the
synchroni zed shifting of a school of fish or the flocking of bats. Feeling foolish, |I shouted,

"Who are you? Who is speaking?"
| squinted in preparation for the blast of words against ny brain, but there was no response
fromthe giant organismor its companions.

"Who spoke?" | shouted into a rising wnd.

There was no answering sound except for the slap of the risers against the canvas of the
parasail .

The kayak slewed to the right, righted itself, and slewed again. | swiveled to nmy left, half

expecting to see another cuttlefish nonster attacking nme, but instead saw sonmething infinitely
nor e nal evol ent approachi ng.

Wiile | had been focusing on the alien creature to the north, a billow ng, black curmulus had
all but surrounded ne to the south.

Wnd-tattered streamers of black whirled out fromthe heat-driven stormcloud and roil ed under
me |ike ebony rivers. | could see lightning flashing in the depths bel ow and surgi ng spheres of
ball lightning being spit fromthe black colum of storm d oser, much closer, hanging fromthe
river of black cloud flowi ng above ne, curled a dozen or nore tornadoes, their funnel clouds
striking toward ne |ike scorpion tails. Each funnel was the size of the cuttlefish nonster or

larger -- vertical kilonmeters of whirling nadness -- and each was spawning its own cluster of
smal | er tornadoes. There was no way that my flinmsy parasail could withstand even a close mss by
one of these vortexes -- and there was no way that the funnels were going to mss ne.

I stood up in the pitching, rolling cockpit, holding nmy place in the boat only by grasping a
riser with nmy left hand. Wth ny right hand | nade a fist, raised it, and shook it toward the
tornadoes, toward the roiling stormbeyond them and toward the invisible sky beyond. "Well,
goddamm you then!" | shouted. My words were lost in the wind how. My vest flapped around ne. A
gust nearly blew me into the nael strom Leaning far out over the hull of the kayak, bracing nyself
into the wind like a ski junper I had seen once on the Iceshelf caught in a nonment of mad, poised
bal ance before the inevitable descent, | shook ny fist again and screamed, "Do your worst, goddamm
you. | defy you gods!" As if in answer, one of the tornado funnels cane sidew nding closer, the
|l owest tip of its whirling cone stabbing dowward as if seeking a hard surface to destroy. It
nissed me by a distance of hundreds of neters, but the vacuumof its passing whirled the kayak and
parasail around like a toy boat in a draining bathtub. Relieved of the opposition of the w nd,
fell forward onto the slippery kayak hull and would have slid into oblivion if my scrabbling hands
had not found a riser to grip. My feet were fully out of the cockpit at that nonent.

There was a hailstormtraveling with the passing funnel. Ice pellets -- sonme the size of ny
fist -- smashed through the parasail, pounded the kayak with a noise like flechette clouds
sl anm ng hone, and hit me in the | eg, shoulder, and | ower back

The pain al nost nmade nme release nmy grip. That mattered little, | realized as | clung to the
pi t chi ng, dipping kayak, because the sail had been torn in a hundred places. Only its canopy had
saved me from being shot to bits by the hail, but now the delta-shaped foil had been riddled. It
lost Iift as suddenly as it had first gained it and the kayak pitched forward toward the darkness
so many thousands of klicks bel ow

Tornadoes filled the sky around me. | gripped the now usel ess riser where it entered the
battered hull and hung on, deternmined to conplete that one act -- hanging on -- until the boat,
furled sail, and | were all crushed by pressure or shredded by the winds. | realized that | was
screani ng again, but the sound was different in ny ears -- al nost gl eeful

| had fallen less than a kiloneter, the kayak and ne gaining speed far beyond Hyperion's or AQd
Earth's terminal velocity, when the cuttlefish -- forgotten behind and above ne -- made its |unge.

It must have noved with blinding speed, propelling itself through the air like a squid jetting
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after its prey. The first | knew that it was hungry and deternined not to lose its dinner was when
the long feeding tendrils surged around nme |ike so many huge tentacles coiling and probing and
Wr appi ng.

If the thing had tugged me to an imedi ate stop at the speeds the boat and | were falling, both
kayak and | woul d have been snapped into snmall pieces. But the cuttlefish fell with us,
surroundi ng the boat, sail, risers, and me with the smallest of its tendrils -- each still two to
five meters thick -- and then it braked itself against the fall, jetting amoni a-snelling gases
like a dropship on final approach. Then it began ascendi ng again, up toward the storm where
tornadoes still raged and the central stratocunmulus rotated with its own black intensity. Only
hal f-conscious, | realized that the cuttlefish was flying into the roiling cloud even as it reeled
t he bashed kayak and ne toward an opening in its inmrense transparent body.

Well, | thought groggily, 1've found its nouth.

Ri sers and shreds of parasail lay around me and over ne |ike an oversized shroud. The kayak
seenmed to be draped in drab bunting as the cuttlefish pulled us in closer. | tried to turn
t hought of crawling back toward the cockpit and finding the flechette gun, of cutting ny way out
of the thing.

The flechette gun was gone, of course, shaken out of the cockpit in all the violent tunbling
and the fall. Also gone were the cockpit cushions and ny backpack with the clothes, food, water,
and flashlight |aser. Everything was gone. | tried to chuckle but the sound was not quite
successful as the tendrils pulled the kayak and its clinging passenger the last fifty nmeters to
the gaping orifice on the underside of the cuttlefish's body. | could see the internal organs nore
clearly now -- pulsing and absorbing, nmoving in peristaltic waves, sonme of themfilled with the
green platelet creatures. As | was pulled closer, there cane an al nost overwhel ni ng stench of
cleaning fluid -- ammonia, | realized -- that nmade ny eyes water and throat burn

| thought of Aenea. It was not a prolonged or el oquent thought -- just a nmental glinpse of how
she had | ooked on her sixteenth birthday, all short hair, sweat, and sunburn from her desert
medi tations -- and | forned the single nmessage, Sorry, kiddo. | did ny best to get to the ship and
bring it to you. Sorry.

Then the long feeding tendrils curled and fol ded and pulled the boat and ne up into a lipless
mouth that | realized nmust be thirty or forty nmeters across.

I thought of the fiberglass and ultranylon parasail fabric and the carbon-fiber risers that

were entering with me and had time for a last thought -- | hope sonme of this gives you a
bel | yache.
And then | was pulled into the ammonia and fish snmell, was vaguely aware that the air here in

the creature's gut was not really breathable, decided to junp fromthe kayak rather than be
di gested, but |ost consciousness before | could act or frame anot her coherent thought.

Wt hout nmy know edge or observation, the cuttlefish continued to rise through cloud bl acker
than a moonl ess night, its lipless nmouth closing and di sappearing on its seam ess flesh, the kayak
and sail and nme nothing nore than a shadow in the fluid contents of its |ower tract.

13

Kenzo | sozaki was not surprised when the Swiss Guard canme for him

The Corps Helvetica colonel and eight troopers in full orange-and-blue dress uniforns with
energy |l ances and deat hwands arrived at the Torus Mercantilus unannounced, demanded to see CEO
Isozaki in his private office, and presented himwith an encrypted di skey ordering himto dress
formal Iy and appear before Hi s Holiness, Pope U ban XVI. |nmediately.

The col onel stayed in sight of Isozaki as the CEO stepped into his personal apartnent, quickly
showered, and dressed in his nost fornmal white shirt, gray vest, red cravat, the doubl e-breasted
bl ack dem suit with the gold buttons on the side, and bl ack vel vet cape. "May | phone ny
associ ates and i ssue business instructions in case | should nmiss nmeetings scheduled for |ater
today?" he asked the colonel as they stepped out of the Iift into the nmain reception hall where
the troopers made a sort of gold and blue corridor between the workstations. "No," said the Swi ss
GQuard officer.

A Pax Fl eet ranscout was docked where Isozaki's personal ship was usually berthed.

The Pax crew gave the Mercantilus CEO the briefest of nods, instructed himto strap into his
accel eration couch, and then they were boosting in-systemw th two torchships visible on the
tactical holo display as they dropped into escort position

They are treating me as a prisoner, not an honored guest, thought |sozaki. His face reveal ed
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not hi ng, of course, but a wave of something like relief followed the pulse of fear and dread in
him He had been expecting this since his illicit meeting with Councillor Al bedo. And he had sl ept
al nost not at all since that painful and traumatic rendezvous. |sozaki knew that there was no
reason for Al bedo not to reveal the fact of the Mercantilus's attenpts to contact the TechnoCore,
but he hoped that they would believe that it was his attenpt and his alone. Silently, |sozaki gave
t hanks to whatever gods that wanted to listen that his friend and associate, Anna Pelli Cognani
was out of Pacem s system visiting Renaissance Vector for a major trade fair there.

From hi s couch between the Swi ss Guard col onel and one of the troopers, |sozaki could see the
tactical holo in front of the pilot's position. The sphere of noving light and color with its
solid bars of code was highly technical, but Isozaki had been a pilot before these boys were born
He could see that they were not accelerating toward the world of Pacem but toward a destination
near the trailing Trojan point, directly in the niddle of the swarmof Pax Fl eet asteroid bases
and systemdefense forts.

A Holy Ofice orbital prison, thought |Isozaki. Wrse than Castel Sant' Angel o where the virtual
pain machines were said to run all hours of the day and night. In one of the orbital dungeons, no
one coul d hear you scream He was sure that the command to attend a papal audi ence was nere irony,
a way to get himout of the Pax Mercantilus w thout protest.

| sozaki woul d have bet anything that within days -- perhaps hours -- his formal suit and cape
woul d be bl oody, sweat-soaked rags.

He was wong on all counts. The ramscout decel erated above the plane of the ecliptic and he
realized their destination: Castel Gandolfo, the Pope's "sumer retreat."

The di skey viewer in the CEO S couch worked and he called up an exterior view as the ranmscout
left its escorting torchships and dropped toward the nassive, potato-shaped asteroid. Mre than
forty klicks long and twenty-five across, Castel Gandolfo was a little world of its own, its sky
bl ue, its oxygen-rich atnosphere held in by class-twenty containnment fields wapped with infinite
redundanci es, the hillsides and terraces green with grass and crops, the scul pted nountains
forested and running with streans and snmall animals. |sozaki saw the ancient Italian village pass
bel ow and knew that the peaceful vision was deceptive: surroundi ng Pax bases coul d destroy any
ship or fleet in existence, while the interior of asteroid Castel Gandolfo was honeyconbed with
garrisons holding nore than ten thousand Swi ss Guard and elite Pax troopers.

The ranscout norphed wings and flew the final ten kiloneters on silent electric pulse jets.
| sozaki saw the Swiss Guard troopers in full battle dress rise to escort the ship the final five
klicks. Rich sunlight glinted off their dynam c-flow arnor and transparent face shields as they
encircled the ramscout and approached the castle at dead-sl ow speeds. |sozaki saw several of the
troopers aimprobes at the ship: confirmng with deep radar and infrared what the encrypted
mani fest readouts had told them about the number and identity of passengers and crew.

A door opened in the side of one of the castle's stone towers and the ranmscout floated in,
pul se jets cool, the Swiss Guard troopers tugging the aircraft into place with the blue gl ow of
their |iftpacs.

The air lock cycled. The eight Swiss Guard troopers went down the ranp first, taking up their
two lines as the colonel escorted Kenzo |Isozaki out and down. The CEO was | ooking for a lift door
or stairway, but the entire berthing | evel of the tower began to descend.

The notors and gears were silent. Only the passing stone walls of the tower told of their
novenent downward and then sideways into the subterranean guts of Castel Gandolfo.

They stopped. A door appeared in the wall of cold stone. Lights illum nated a corridor of
polished steel with floating, fiberplastic | ens pods keeping watch at ten-nmeter intervals. The
col onel gestured and Isozaki |ed the procession down the echoing tunnel. At the end, blue Iight
washed over themall as other probes and sensors searched theminside and out. A chine rang and
anot her portal appeared and irised open. This was a nore formal waiting room Three people stood
when | sozaki and his escort entered.

Dam, thought the Pax Mercantilus CEO Anna Pelli Cognani was there, dressed in her finest
fresilk robes, as were CEO S Helvig Aron and Kennet Hay-Mdhi no, |sozaki's other counterparts on
the Executive Council of the Pancapitalist League of |ndependent Catholic Transstellar Trade
Organi zati ons.

Dam, thought Kenzo |sozaki again, his face staying absolutely inpassive while he nodded
silently to his associates. They are going to hold all of us accountable for my actions. W will
all be excommuni cated and execut ed.

"This way," said the Swiss GQuard col onel and opened an el aborately carved door. The room beyond
was darker. Isozaki snelled candles, incense, and sweating stone. He realized that the Sw ss
Guardsnmen were not going with themthrough that door. Whatever waited there, waited for his party
al one.
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"Thank you, Colonel," said CEO |sozaki in a pleasant voice. Wth firmstrides, he led the way
into the incense-filled darkness.

It was a small chapel, dark except for red votive candles flickering in a wought-iron stand
agai nst one stone wall and two arched, stained-glass wi ndows behind the sinple altar at the far
end.

Si x nore candles burned on the bare altar while flanes in braziers on the far side of the
wi ndows cast nore ruddy light into the |ong, narrow room

There was only one chair, tall, straight-backed, velvet-cushioned, and placed to the left of
the altar. In the back of the chair was enbossed what at first appeared to be a cruciform but
what, upon second gl ance, was revealed to be the triple cross of the Pope. The altar and chair
were set upon a | ow stone dais.

The rest of the chapel was w thout chairs or pews, but red vel vet cushions had been set on the
dark stone on either side of the aisle down which M's Isozaki, Cognani, Hay-Mdhi no, and Aron
wal ked. There were four cushions -- two on either side of the aisle -- that were not in use. The
Mercantilus CEO s dipped fingers in the stone font holding holy water, crossed thensel ves,
genuflected toward the altar, and went to their knees on the cushions. Before lowering his head in
prayer, Kenzo |sozaki gl anced around the tiny chapel

Nearest the altar dais knelt Vatican Secretary of State Sinon Augustino Cardi nal Lourdusany --
a mountain of red and black in the ruddy light, his jows and chins hiding his clerical collar as
he bowed his head in prayer -- and behind himknelt the scarecrow figure of his aide, Monsignor
Lucas Oddi. Across the aisle from Lourdusamy, the Holy Ofice's Gand I nquisitor, John Donenico
Cardi nal Mustafa, knelt in prayer, his eyes closed. Next to himwas the infamus intelligence
agent and torturer, Father Farrell

On Lourdusany's side of the aisle, three Pax Fleet officers were on their knees: Admira
Marusyn -- his silver hair glinting in the red light -- and his aide, Admral Marget W, and
soneone whose face it took |sozaki a nonment to recall -- Admiral Aldikacti. On the Gand
Inquisitor's side of the aisle knelt Cardinal Du Noyer, prefect and president of Cor Unum Du
Noyer was a woman in her healthy seventies, standard, with a strong jaw and short-cropped gray
hair. Her eyes were the color of flint. Isozaki did not recognize the mniddle-aged man in
nmonsi gnoral robes who knelt behind the Cardinal

The final four kneeling figures were the Mercantilus CEO s -- Aron and Hay- Modhi no on the Gand
Inquisitor's side of the aisle, Isozaki and Pelli Cognani on the Secretary of State's side.

I sozaki counted a total of thirteen people in the chapel. Not an auspici ous nunber, he thought.

At that nonent, a hidden door in the wall to the right of the altar opened silently and the
Pope entered with four men in attendance. The thirteen people in the chapel rose quickly from
their knees and stood with their heads bowed. Kenzo |sozaki had time to recognize two of the men
with the Pope as aides and the third as head of papal security -- faceless functionaries -- but
the fourth man, the nan in gray, was Councillor Al bedo. Only Al bedo stayed with the Pope as H's
Hol i ness wal ked into the room allow ng the kissing of his ring and touching the heads of the
gat hered nen and wonen as they knelt again. Finally H s Holiness, Pope Uban XVI, took his seat in
the straight-backed throne with Al bedo standing behind him The thirteen dignitaries in the room
i medi ately stood. |sozaki lowered his eyes, his face remaining a study in calm but his heart
pounded at his ribs. WII Al bedo expose us all? Have all these groups attenpted secret contact
with the Core? Are we to be confronted by H's Holiness and then taken from here, our cruciforms
renoved, and then executed? |sozaki thought it |ikely.

"Brothers and sisters in Christ," began H's Holiness, "we are pleased that you have agreed to
join us here this day. What we nust say in this secret and silent place has remai ned a secret for
centuries and nmust remain within this circle until formal permission to share it with others is
granted fromthe Holy See. W so abjure and command you, upon the pain of excomrunication and the
| oss of your souls to the light of Christ." The thirteen nen and wonen nurnured prayers and
acqui escence. "In the recent nonths and years," continued Hs Holiness, "there have occurred
events both strange and terrible. W have witnessed these fromafar -- sone of these we have
foreseen with the help of Qur Lord, Jesus Christ -- and nany we have prayed woul d pass from us
sparing our people, our Pax, and our Church froma test of wills, faith, and fortitude. But events
occur as the Lord wills themto occur. It is not possible for even His nost faithful servant to
understand all events and portents, only to trust in H's nercy when those events seem nost
t hreat eni ng and perpl exing."

The thirteen dignitaries kept their eyes carefully downcast.

"Rather than relate these events fromour perspective," Hs Holiness said softly, "we shall ask
sonme of those who participated in themto report in full. Then we shall endeavor to explain the
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connections between such seem ngly di sparate occurrences. Admiral Marusyn?"
The silver-haired Admral shifted slightly to face the others as well as Hi s Holiness. He
cleared his throat. "Reports froma world called Vitus-Gay-Balianus B suggest that we cane cl ose

to capturing the Hyperion-born nman naned Raul Endymi on who eluded us -- with our prinmary subject,
the girl naned Aenea -- alnobst five standard years ago. El enents of a special force of the Noble
GQuard ... " The Admiral nodded toward Pope Urban XVI, who |owered his gaze in agreenent. "El enents

of this special force," continued Marusyn, "tipped our conmander on Vitus-Gay-Balianus B to the
possi bl e presence of this person. Al though he escaped before our search of the area was conpl et ed,
we did turn up definite DNA and m cron-tag evidence that this was the sane Raul Endym on who had
been briefly incarcerated on the world of Mare Infinitus nore than four years ago."

Cardi nal Lourdusany cleared his throat.

"It mght be helpful, Adnmiral, if you described how the suspect, Raul Endym on, escaped from
this world of Vitus-Gay-Balianus B."

Kenzo |sozaki did not blink, but he registered the fact that Lourdusany was speaking for H s
Hol i ness in this conference.

"Thank you, Your Excellency," said Admral Marusyn. "Yes, it appears that this Endynion both
appeared on and escaped the planet via one of the ancient farcasters."

There was no audi bl e buzz in the room but |sozaki sensed the psychic humof interest and
shock. There had been runors for the past four years centering on Pax Fleet forces chasing sone
heretic who had nanaged to activate the dornmant farcasters.

"And was this farcaster active when your men inspected it?" questioned Lourdusany.

"Negative, Your Excellency,"” said Admiral Marusyn. "There was no sign of activity on either

farcaster ... the one upriver which nust have granted the fugitive access to Vitus-G ay-Balianus B
nor the one downriver fromthe settlenents."
"But you are certain that this ... Endymion ... had not arrived on planet by some nore

conventional nmeans? And equally certain that he is not hiding there now?"

"Yes, Your Excellency. This Pax world has excellent traffic control and orbital defenses. Any
spacecraft approaching Vitus-Gay-Balianus B woul d have been detected |ight-hours fromthe planet.
And we have turned the world upsi de down searching ... administered Truthtell to tens of thousands
of the inhabitants. The man nanmed Endymion is not there. Wtnesses did describe, however, a flash
of Iight at the downstream farcaster at the precise nonent that our sensors in and above that
hem sphere regi stered a naj or energy surge consistent with old records of farcaster displacenent
fields."

Hi s Holiness raised his face and made a subtle gesture to Cardinal Lourdusany.

"And | believe you have one other bit of unsettling news, Admral Marusyn," runbled Lourdusany.

The Admiral's countenance grew grinmmrer as he nodded. "Aye, Your Excellency ... Your Holiness.
This involves the first nmutiny in the history of Pax Fleet."

| sozaki again sensed the unspoken nmurnur of shock. He showed no enotion or reaction, but out of
the corner of his eye he saw Anna Pelli Cognani gl ancing at him

"I will have Adnmiral Aldikacti brief us on this matter," said Marusyn. He stepped back and
folded his hands in front of him

| sozaki noted that Aldikacti was one of those stocky Lusian wonmen who seenmed al nost too
androgynous to | abel with gender. She was as solid and blocky as a brick in a dress uniform

Al di kacti did not waste tinme clearing her throat. She | aunched into an inmediate briefing
i nvol ving Task Force G DEQN, its mission to attack Quster strongholds in seven systenms far in the
Qut back, the successful outcone of that mission in all seven systenms, and then the surprise in the
final system code-nanmed Lucifer

"To this point, the task force had performed beyond expectations and sinul ations," barked
Admiral Aldikacti. "As a result, while conpleting operations in Quster System Lucifer,
aut horized a G deon-drive drone to carry a nessage to Pacem ... to Hi s Holiness and Admiral
Marusyn ... requesting permission to refuel and refit in Tau Ceti System and then extend Task
Force G DEON S mission -- attacking new Quster systens before the alarm of our attack spread
through the Qutback. | received G deon-drone pernission to do this, and proceeded to take the bul k
of my task force to Tau Ceti Systemfor refueling, rearmng, and rendezvous with five additiona
archangel starships which had cone on-line since our task force had | eft Pax space."

"You took the bul k of your task force?" queried Cardinal Lourdusany in his soft runble.

"Yes, Your Excellency." There was no apology or quavering in Al dikacti's flat Lusian voice.
"Five Quster torchshi ps had escaped our detection and were accelerating toward a Hawki ng-drive
transl ati on point which would have presumably brought them out in another Quster system They
woul d have spread the alarm of our task force's presence and lethality. Rather than divert the
entire Task Force G DEQON, which was approaching our own translation point to Tau Ceti System |
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authorized HHS. Gabriel and HH S. Raphael to remain in Lucifer Systemjust |ong enough to
i ntercept and destroy the Quster torchships."

Lourdusany fol ded his pudgy hands in his robe. His voice was a deep purr. "And you then
transl ated your flagship, the Uriel, and four other archangels to Tau Ceti Systenf"

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"Leaving the Gabriel and Raphael in Lucifer Systenf"

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"And you were aware, Admiral, that the Raphael was comanded by Father Captain de Soya ... the
same captain who had been reprinanded sone years earlier for not succeeding in his mssion of
finding and detaining the child, Aenea?"

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"And you were aware, Admiral, that Pax Fleet and the Holy See were concerned enough about
Fat her Captain de Soya's ... ah ... stability, that the Holy Ofice had assigned an undercover
agent aboard the Raphael to observe and transnmt observations on Father Captain de Soya's behavior
and reliability?"

"A spy," said Admral Aldikacti. "Conmmander Liebler. Yes, Your Excellency. | was aware that
Holy OFfice agents aboard ny flagship were receiving encoded tightbeam broadcasts from Comrander
Li ebl er aboard the Raphael ."

"And did these agents share any concerns or data fromthese broadcasts, Adnmiral Al dikacti?"

"Negative, Your Excellency. | was not nade aware of the nature of the Holy Office's concerns
related to Father Captain de Soya's loyalty or sanity.”

Cardinal Mustafa cleared his throat and rai sed one finger

Lourdusany, who had been in charge of what |sozaki and the others had quickly recogni zed as an
i nqui sition, glanced at the Pope.

H s Hol i ness nodded in the direction of the Grand | nquisitor

"I feel it necessary to point out to His Holiness and the other worthies in this roomthat
observation of Father Captain de Soya had been approved ... directed ... fromthe Ofice of the
Holy See, with verbal authorization fromthe Secretary of State and Pax Fl eet Conmmand ..
specifically from Admi ral Marusyn."

There was a brief silence.

Final |y Lourdusany said, "And can you tell us, Cardinal Mistafa, what the source of this shared
concern had been?"

Mustafa licked his lips. "Yes, Your Excellency. Qur ... ah ... intelligence reports indicated
that there m ght have been sonme chance of contam nation during Father Captain de Soya's chase and
rare contact with the subject naned Aenea."

"Cont ami nation?" queried Lourdusany.

"Yes, Your Excellency. It was our assessnent that the girl named Aenea had the power to affect
both the physical and psychol ogi cal makeup of those Pax citizens with whom she came in contact.
Qur concern in this instance was for the absolute loyalty and obedi ence of one of Pax Fleet's
starshi p conmanders.”

"And how was this intelligence assessnent made, Cardinal Mistafa?" continued Lourdusany.

The Grand I nquisitor paused. "A variety of intelligence sources and nethods were used, Your
Excel  ency. "

Lourdusany did not pause. "Anbng these were the fact that you have detained and ... ah .
i nterrogated one of Father Captain de Soya's fellow shipmen fromthe aforenentioned abortlve chase
of subject Aenea, is that not correct, Cardinal Miustafa? A ... ah ... Corporal Kee, | believe?"

Must afa bl inked. "That is correct, Your Excellency." The (?and Inquisitor turned slightly so as
to speak to the others in the roomas well as the Pope and the Secretary of State.

"Such detention is unusual, but called for in a situation which appears to affect the security
of the Church and the Pax."

"OfF course, Your Excellency," murmured Cardinal Lourdusany. "Admiral Aldikacti, you may
continue with the briefing."

"Some hours after ny five archangels junped to Tau Ceti System" said Aldikacti, "and before
any of us had conpleted our two-day resurrection cycle, a G deon drone translated into Tau Cet
space. It had been |aunched by Mther Captain Stone ... "

"Captain of the HH'S. Gabriel," said Lourdusany.

"Affirmative, Your Excellency. The drone's encrypted message ... encrypted in a code for ny
eyes only ... said that the Quster torchshi ps had been destroyed, but that the Raphael had gone
rogue, was accelerating toward an unaut horized translation point, and would not respond to Mot her
Captain Stone's orders to stop."

"I'n other words," purred Lourdusany, "one of His Holiness's Pax Fleet ships had suffered a
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mutiny."

"It appeared so, Your Excellency. Although in this case, the nutiny seened to have been |l ed by
the ship's captain.”

"Fat her Captain de Soya."

"Yes, Your Excellency."

"And were there attenpts nmade to contact the Holy Office agent aboard the Raphael ?"

"Yes, Your Excellency. Father Captain de Soya said that Commander Liebler was attending to
duties. Mdther Captain Stone thought this unlikely."

"And when chal | enged about the changed translation point?" queried Lourdusany.

"Fat her Captain de Soya answered that | had tightbeamed changed orders to the Raphael prior to
our task force's translation," said Admral Al dikacti

"Did Mother Captain Stone accept this explanation?"

"Negative, Your Excellency. Mther Captain Stone closed the distance between the two archangel s
and engaged the Raphael . "

"What was the outcone of that engagenent, Admral ?"

Al di kacti hesitated only a heartbeat. "Your Excellency ... Your Holiness ... because Mot her
Captain Stone had used an eyes-only encryption for her drone nessage, it was a full day in Tau
Ceti System-- the tine it took for my energency resurrection -- before | read the nessage and

aut hori zed an immedi ate return to Lucifer System"”

"How many ships did you take with you, Adniral ?"

"Three, Your Excellency. My own flagship, the Uiel, with a fresh crew, and two of the
archangel s that had rendezvoused with us in Tau Ceti System ... the Mkal and the Izrail. | felt
that the risk of accelerating resurrection of the Task Force G DEON crews was too great."

"Al t hough you accepted that risk yourself, Admiral," said Lourdusany.

Al di kacti sai d not hi ng.

"What happened then, Admral ?"

"W junped imediately to Lucifer System Your Excellency. There we recycl ed under twel ve-hour
automated resurrection. Many of the resurrections were unsuccessful. By conbining the successfully

resurrected crew nenbers fromall three ships, | was able to crewthe Uriel. | left the other two
starshi ps in passive but autonated defensive trajectories while | conmenced searching for the
Gabriel and the Raphael. | found neither. But a final beacon drone was soon di scovered on the far

side of Lucifer's yellow sun."

"And the beacon was from... pronpt ed Lourdusany.

"Mot her Captain Stone. The beacon held the downl coaded history of the Gabriel's conbat recorder.
It showed the battle that had taken place | ess than two days before. Stone had attenpted to
destroy the Raphael by plasma and fusion weapons. The attenpts failed. The Gabriel then engaged
Fat her Captain de Soya's ship by deat hbeam"

There was silence in the tiny chapel. |sozaki watched the red light of the flickering votive
candl es painting the pained face of H s Holiness, Pope Uban XVI. "The outcone of that
engagenent ?" sai d Lourdusany.

"Both crews died," said Aldikacti. "According to automated i nstrunents aboard the Gabriel, the

Raphael conpl eted autonmated transl ation. Mther Captain Stone had ordered her crew to resurrection
créche battle stations. She had programred the Gabriel's ship conputers to resurrect her and
several of the essential crew nmenbers on an energency, eight-hour cycle. Only she and one of her
of ficers survived the resurrection. Mther Captain Stone encoded the beacon and accelerated to the
Raphael 's former translation point. She was determ ned to seek out and destroy the ship,
preferably before de Soya and his crew conpleted resurrection ... if they were in their créches at
the tinme of the deathbeaning."”

"Did Mother Captain Stone know which systemthis translation point would open upon, Admral ?"

"Negative, Your Excellency. There were too nmany variables involved."

"And what was your response to the beacon's data, Admiral ?"

"I waited twelve hours for a working conplenent of the crews on the Mkal and the lzrail to
conpl ete resurrection, Your Excellency. | then translated all three of ny ships through the junp
poi nt indicated by the Raphael and Gabriel. | |eft a second beacon for the archangels | was sure
woul d be following fromTau Ceti Systemwi thin hours."

"You did not find it necessary to wait for these ships?"

"No, Your Excellency. | thought it inportant to translate as soon as all three of ny ships were
conbat - ready. "

"But you did find it expedient to wait for the crews of these two ships, Admral. Wiy did you
not give chase inmediately with only the Uriel?"

Al di kacti did not hesitate. "It was a command conbat decision, Your Excellency. | felt that the
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probabilities were very high that Father Captain de Soya had taken the Raphael to an CQuster system
quite possibly one nmore heavily armed than any Task Force G DEON had encountered. | also felt

it probable that Mother Captain Stone's ship, the Gabriel, had been destroyed by either the

Raphael or Quster ships within the unknown system | felt that three ships of the line were the

m ni mum force | could take into the unknown situation."

"And was it an Quster system Adniral ?"

"Negative, Your Excellency. Or at |least, no sign of Qusters were discovered in the two weeks of
investigation following this incident."

"Where did the translation point take you, Admral ?"

"Into the outer shell of a red giant star," said Admral Aldikacti. "Qur containnment fields
were, of course, activated, but it was a very close thing."

"Did all three of your ships nake it, Admiral?"

"Negative, Your Excellency. The Uriel and lzrail survived exit fromthe star and contai nment
field cooling procedures. The Mkal was lost with all hands."

"And did you find the Gabriel and the Raphael, Admniral ?"

"Only the Gabriel, Your Excellency. It was discovered floating free some two AU S fromthe red
giant. Al systens were inoperative. There had been a breach of the containnment field and the
interior of the ship had nelted into a single nolten nass."

"Were Mother Captain Stone and the other crew nenbers found and resurrected, Adniral ?"

"Unfortunately, no, Your Excellency. There was not enough discrete organic material remaining
to pursue resurrection.”

"Was the slagging due to energence in the red giant or attack fromthe Raphael or Quster
unknowns, Admiral ?"

"It is still being deternined by our materials experts, Your Excellency, but the prelimnary
report suggests an overload due to both natural and conbat causes. The weapons used woul d have
been consistent with the Raphael's armanent."

"So you are saying that the Gabriel fought an automated engagenent near this red giant sun
Admi ral ?"

"Wthin the star, Your Excellency. It seens that the Raphael turned about, reentered the star
and attacked the Gabriel within seconds of its energence from Hawki ng space."

"And is there a chance that the Raphael was al so destroyed in this second engagenent? The ship
incinerated deep in the star?"

"A chance, Your Excellency, but we are not operating upon that assunption. It is our best guess
that Father Captain de Soya then translated out of systemto an unknown destination in the
Qut back. "

Lour dusany nodded, his heavy jow s quivering slightly. "Adnmiral Mrusyn," he runbled, "could
you give us an assessnment of this threat if the Raphael did indeed survive?"

The ol der Admiral stepped forward. "Your Excellency, we have to assume that Father Captain de
Soya and the other nutineers are hostile to the Pax and that this theft of a Pax archangel -cl ass
starship was preneditated. W al so have to assune the worst-case scenario that this theft of our
nost secret and | ethal weapons systemwas carried out in coordination with the Qusters." The

Adnmiral took a breath. "Your Excellencies ... Your Holiness ... with the G deon drive, any point
inthis armof the galaxy is only an instant away from any other. The Raphael could translate into
any Pax system -- even Pacemis -- without the Hawki ng-drive wake warnings of the earlier, and

current, CQuster spacecraft. The Raphael could ravage our Mercantilus transport |anes, attack
undef ended worl ds and col oni es, and generally weak havoc before a Pax task force could respond.”
The Pope raised one finger. "Admral Marusyn, are we to understand that this nost prized of

G deon-drive technologies may fall into the hands of the Qusters ... be duplicated ... and thus
power many of the Eneny's ships?"

Marusyn's already florid face and neck flushed nore deeply. "Your Holiness ... that is
unlikely, Your Holiness ... extrenely unlikely. The steps of manufacture of a G deon archangel are

so conplex, the cost so prohibitive, the secret elenents so guarded ..

"But it is possible,” interrupted the Pope.

"Yes, Your Holiness."

The Pope raised his hand |like a blade cutting through the air. "W believe that we have heard
all we need to hear fromour friends in Pax Fleet. You are excused, Adniral Mrusyn, Admira
Al di kacti, Admiral Wi."

The three officers genufl ected, bowed their heads, stood, and backed away from H s Holi ness.
The door whi spered shut behind t hem

There were now ten dignitaries present, in addition to the silent papal aides and Councillor
Al bedo.
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The Pope inclined his head toward Secretary of State Cardinal Lourdusany. "Disposition, Sinon
August i no?"

"Admiral Marusyn is to receive a letter of rebuke and will be transferred to general staff,"
sai d Lourdusany softly. "Admiral Wi will take his place as tenporary Pax Fl eet commander in chief
until a suitable replacenent is found. Adniral Al dikacti has been recomended for exconmunication
and execution by firing squad."

The Pope nodded sadly. "W shall now hear from Cardi nal Mustafa, Cardinal Du Noyer, CEO
I sozaki, and Councillor Al bedo before concluding this business."

and thus ended the official inquiry by the Holy Office pertaining to the events on the
Pax world of Mars," concluded Cardi nal Mist af a.

He gl anced at Cardi nal Lourdusany. "It was at this tinme that Captain Wl nak suggested that it
was inperative that ny entourage and | return to the archangel Jibril still in orbit around that
pl anet . "

"Pl ease continue, Excellency," murnured Cardi nal Lourdusany. "Can you tell us the nature of the
emer gency which Captain Wl mak felt required your inperative return?"

"Yes," said Mustafa, rubbing his lower lip. "Captain Wl nmak had found the interstellar
freighter that had upl oaded cargo fromthe unlisted base near the Martian city of Arafat-kaffiyeh.
The ship had been di scovered floating powerless in Od Earth System s asteroid belt."

"Can you tell us the nane of that ship, Excellency?" pronpted Lourdusany.

"The HH MS. Saigon Maru."

CEO Kenzo Isozaki's lips twitched despite his iron control. He renenbered the ship. H s ol dest
son had crewed on it during the early years of the boy's apprenticeship. The Sai gon Maru had been
an ancient ore and bulk freighter ... about a three-million-ton ion sledge carrier, as he
recal | ed.

"CEO | sozaki ?" snapped Lourdusany.

"Yes, Your Excellency?" Isozaki's voice was snooth and enotionl ess.

"The ship's designation suggests that it is of Mercantilus registry. Is this correct, M
| sozaki ?"

"Yes, Your Excellency," said the CEO "But it is nmy recollection that the HH MS. Saigon Maru
was sold for scrap along with sixty-sone other obsolete freighters about ... eight standard years
ago, if nmenory serves."”

"Your Excellencies?" said Anna Pelli Cognani. "Your Holiness? If |I mght?" The other CEO had
whi spered to her wafer-thin com og and now touched her hearring.

"CEO Pell'i Cognani," said Cardinal Lourdusany.

"Qur records show that the Saigon Maru was indeed sold to i ndependent scrap contractors sone
ei ght years, three nmonths, and two days ago, standard. Later transm ssions confirned that the
shi ps had been scrapped and recycled at the Armaghast orbital automated foundries.”

"Thank you, CEO Pelli Cognani," said Lourdusany. "Cardinal Mistafa, you nmay continue."”

The Grand | nqui sitor nodded and continued his briefing, covering only the nost necessary
details.

And whil e he spoke he thought of the inmages he was not describing in detail: The Jibril and its
acconpanyi ng torchships slowing to silent, synchronized tunbling, matching velocities with the
dark freighter. Cardinal Miustafa had al ways inagined asteroid belts as tightly packed clusters of
nmoonl ets, but despite the nmultiple inmages on the tactical plot, there were no rocks in sight: just
the matte-black freighter, as ugly and functional as a rusted nmass of pipes and cylinders, half a
klick long. Matched as they were in velocity and trajectory, hanging only three klicks away with
the yell ow sun of humankind's birth burning beyond their sterns, Jibril and the Saigon Maru
appeared notionless with only the stars wheeling slowy around them

Must af a renenbered -- and regretted -- his decision to inspect the ship with the troopers who
were goi ng aboard. The indignities of suiting up in Swiss GQuard conbat arnor: a nononol skinsuit
| ayer, followed by an Al neural nesh, then the spacesuit itself -- bulkier than civilian skinsuits
with its polymered sheath of inpact arnmor -- and finally the web belts of gear and the norphabl e
reaction pak. The Jibril had deep-radared the hulk a dozen times and was certain that nothing
moved or breathed on board, but the archangel still backed off to thirty klicks' attack distance
as soon as the Grand I nquisitor, Security Commander Browning, Mrine Sergeant Nell Kasner, former
groundf orce commander Major Piet, and ten Swi ss Guard/ mari ne conmandos had junped fromthe sally
port.

Must af a renenbered his pounding pulse as they jetted closer to the dead freighter, two
commandos ferrying himacross the abyss as if he were another parcel to carry. He renenbered the
sunlight glinting off gold blast visors as the troopers comunicated with tightbeam squirts and
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hand signals, taking up positions on either side of the open air |lock. Two troopers went in first,
their reaction paks throbbing silently, assault weapons raised. Then Commander Browni ng and
Sergeant Kasner went in fast behind them A minute |later there was a coded squirt on the tactical
channel and Mustafa's handlers guided himinto the waiting black hole of the air |ock. Corpses
floating in the beanms of flashlight |asers. Meat-Iocker inages.

Frozen carcasses, red-striped ribs, gutted abdomi nal cavities. Jaws | ocked open in eternally
silent screans. Frozen streanmers of blood fromthe gaping jaws and henorrhaged, protruding eyes.
Viscera drifting in tunbling trajectories am d the stabbing beans of |ight.

"Crew," tightbeamed Comander Browni ng.

"Shri ke?" queried Cardinal Mustafa. He was nentally saying the rosary in rapid nonotone, not
for spiritual reassurance but to keep his mnd away fromthe inmages floating in hellish |ight
before him He had been warned not to vonit in his helnet.

Filters and scrubbers would clean the ness before he strangled on it, but they were not
f ool proof .

"Probably the Shrike," answered Major Piet, extending his gauntlet into the shattered chest
cavity of one of the drifting corpses.

"See how the cruci formhas been ripped out. Just as in Arafat-kaffiyeh."

"Commander!" cane a tightbeanmed voice of one of the troopers who had noved aft fromthe air
| ock.

"Sergeant! Here! In the first cargo hold!"

Browni ng and Piet had gone ahead of the Grand Inquisitor into the long, cylindrical space

Fl ashlight |lasers were lost in this huge space. These corpses had not been sl ashed and
shattered

They were stacked neatly on carbon slabs extruding fromthe hull on each side, held in place by
nyl on mesh bands. The sl abs cane out fromall sides of the hull, leaving only a zero-g corridor
down the center. Miustafa and his gui des and keepers floated the length of this black space,
flashlight |asers stabbing left, right, down, and up. Frozen flesh, pale flesh, bar codes on the
soles of their feet, pubic hair, closed eyes, hands pal e agai nst bl ack carbon by hi pbones, flaccid
peni ses, breasts frozen in zero-g wei ghtlessness, hair tight on pale skulls or floating in frozen
ni nbuses. Children with snmooth, cold skin, extended bellies, and translucent eyelids. Infants with
bar coded sol es.

There were tens of thousands of bodies in the four Iong cargo holds. Al were human. Al were
naked. Al were lifeless.

"And did you conplete your inspection of the HH MS. Saigon Maru, G and Inquisitor?" pronpted
Cardi nal Lourdusarny.

Mustafa realized that he had fallen silent for a | ong noment, possessed by the denmon of that
terrible menory. "W did conplete it, Your Excellency,” he answered, his voice thick.

"And your concl usi ons?"

"There were sixty-seven thousand ei ght hundred and twenty-seven human bei ngs aboard the bul k
freighter HH MS. Saigon Maru," said the Grand Inquisitor. "Fifty-one of themwere crew menbers
Al of the crew nmenbers' bodies were accounted for. Al had been slashed and rent in the sane
fashion as the victins at Arafatkaffiyeh."

"There were no survivors? None could be resurrected?"

"None. "

"I'n your opinion, Cardinal Miustafa, was the denobn-creature called the Shrike responsible for
the death of the crew nenmbers of the H H MS. Saigon Mru?"

"I'n my opinion, it was, Your Excellency."

"And in your opinion, Cardinal Mistafa, was the Shrike responsible for the deaths of the sixty-
seven thousand seven hundred and seventy-si x other bodi es discovered on the Sai gon Maru?"

Must afa hesitated only a second. "In my opinion, Your Excellency" -- he turned his head and
bowed in the direction of the man in the chair -- "Your Holiness ... the cause of death of the
si xty-seven thousand-sonme nmen, wonen, and children found on the H H MS. Saigon Maru was not
consistent with the wounds discovered on Mars's victinms, or consistent with prior tales of Shrike
attack."

Cardi nal Lourdusany took a rustling step forward. "And, according to your Holy Ofice forensic
experts, Cardinal Mistafa, what was the cause of death for the human bei ngs found aboard this
freighter?" Cardinal Mustafa's eyes were | owered as he spoke. "Your Excellency, neither the Holy
O fice nor Pax Fleet forensic specialists could specify any cause of death for these people. In
fact " Must afa stopped.

"I'n fact," Lourdusamy continued for him "the bodies found aboard the Saigon Maru ... exclusive
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of the crew ... showed neither clear cause of death nor the attributes of death, is that not
correct?"

"That is correct, Your Excellency."

Mustafa's eyes roaned to the faces of the other dignitaries in the chapel. "They were not
living, but they ... showed no signs of deconposition, postnmortemlividity, brain decay ... none
of the usual signs of physical death."

"Yet they were not alive?" pronpted Lourdusany.

Cardi nal Mustafa rubbed his cheek. "Not within our capacity to revive, Your Excellency. Nor
within our ability to detect signs of brain or cellular activity. They were ... stopped.”

"And what was the disposition of the bulk freighter, HHMS. Saigon Maru, Cardinal Mistafa?"

"Captain Wl nmak put a prize crew aboard fromthe Jibril," said the Grand Inquisitor. "W
returned immediately to Pacemto report the matter. The Saigon Maru was traveling via traditional
Hawki ng drive, escorted by four Hawking-drive torchships, and is scheduled to arrive in the
nearest Pax systemwith a Pax Fleet base ... Barnard's System | believe ... in ... ah ... three
standard weeks."

Lour dusany nodded slow y. "Thank you, Grand Inquisitor." The Secretary of State wal ked to a
pl ace near the Pope's chair, genuflected toward the altar, and crossed hinself as he crossed the
aisle. "Your Holiness, | would ask that we hear from Her Excellency, Cardinal Du Noyer."

Pope Urban raised one hand as if in benediction. "W would be pleased to listen to Cardi nal Du
Noyer . "

Kenzo Isozaki's mind was reeling. Wiy were they being told these things? Wiat possi bl e purpose
could it serve for the CEO s of the Pax Mercantilus to hear these things? |sozaki's bl ood had
chilled at the summary death sentence of Adnmiral Aldikacti. Was that to be the fate of all of
then? No, he realized. Aldikacti had received a sentence of exconmunication and execution for
sinpl e inconpetence. If Miustafa, Pelli Cognani, hinmself, and the others were to be charged with
sonme variety of treason ... quick, sinple execution would be the furthest thing fromtheir fates.
The pain nachines in Castel Sant'Angel o woul d be humming and grating for centuries.

Cardi nal Du Noyer obviously had chosen to be resurrected as an old wonan. As with nost ol der
peopl e, she |l ooked in perfect health -- all of her teeth, winkles at a mninum dark eyes clear
and bright -- but she also preferred to be seen with her white hair -- cut alnost to the scalp --
and skin tight across her sharp cheekbones.

She began without prelimnaries.

"Your Holiness, Excellencies, other worthies ... | appear here today as prefect and president
of Cor Unum and de facto spokesperson for the private agency known as Qpus Dei. For reasons which
shal | becone apparent, the admi nistrators of Opus Dei could not and should not be present here
this day."

"Continue, Your Excellency," said Cardinal Lourdusany.

"The bulk freighter the HH MS. Saigon Maru was purchased by Cor Unum for Qpus Dei, diverted
fromscrap recycling, and delivered to that agency seven years ago."

"For what purpose, Your Excellency?" queried Lourdusany. Cardinal Du Noyer's gaze noved from
face to face in the small chapel, ending at Hi s Holiness and | ooking down in respect. "For the
purpose of transporting the lifeless bodies of mllions of people such as were found on this
i nterrupted voyage, Excellencies, Your Holiness."

The four Mercantilus CEO s nmade a noi se sonewhere short of a gasp, but |ouder than a nere
i nt ake of breath.

"Lifel ess bodies ... repeat ed Cardinal Lourdusany, but with the cal mtone of a prosecuting
attorney who knows in advance what the answers to all questions will be. "Lifeless bodies from
where, Cardinal Du Noyer?"

"From what ever world Opus Dei designates, Your Excellency," said Du Noyer. "In the past five
years, these worlds have included Hebron, Qom Ri yadh, Fuji, Nevernore, Sol Draconi Septem
Parvati, Tsingtao-Hsi shuang Panna, New Mecca, Mao Four, Ixion, the Lanbert Ring Territories,
Sibiatu's Bitterness, Mare Infinitus North Littoral, Renaissance Mnor's terraformed noon, New
Har rony, New Earth, and Mars."

Al'l non-Pax worlds, thought Kenzo Isozaki. O worlds where the Pax has only a foothold.

"And how many bodi es have these Opus Dei and Cor Unum freighters transported, Cardinal Du
Noyer ?" Lourdusany asked in his |ow runble.

"Approxi mately seven billion, Your Excellency," said the old woman.

Kenzo | sozaki concentrated on keeping his bal ance. Seven billion bodies. A bulk freighter like
the Sai gon Maru coul d haul perhaps a hundred thousand corpses if they were stacked |ike cordwood.
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It woul d take the Saigon Maru some seventy thousand trips to haul seven billion people from star
systemto star system Absurd. Unless there were scores of bulk freighters ... nmany of themthe
newer nova class ... on hundreds or thousands of shuttle trips.

Each of the worlds that Du Noyer had nentioned had been closed to the Pax Mercantilus for al
or sone of the past four years -- quarantined because of trade or diplomatic disputes with the
Pax.

"These are all non-Christian worlds." Isozaki realized that he had spoken aloud. It was the
greatest breach of discipline he had ever suffered. The men and wonmen in the chapel turned their
heads in his direction.

"Al'l non-Christian worlds," |sozaki said again, onmtting even the honorifics in addressing the
others. "Or Christian worlds with | arge popul ati ons of non-Christians, such as Mars or Fuji or
Nevernore. Cor Unum and Qpus Dei have been exterm nating non-Christians. But why transport their
bodi es? Why not just |eave themto rot on their homeworl ds and then bring in the Pax col onists?"

H s Holiness held up one hand. |sozaki fell silent. The Pope nodded in the direction of
Cardi nal Lourdusany.

"Cardinal Du Noyer," said the Secretary of State, as if Isozaki had not spoken, "what is the
destination of these freighters?"

"I do not know, Your Excellency."

Lour dusany nodded. "And who authorized this project, Cardinal Du Noyer?"

"The Peace and Justice Conmm ssion, Your Excellency."

| sozaki's head snapped around. The Cardinal had just laid the blame for this atrocity ... this
unprecedented mass nurder ... directly at the feet of one man. The Peace and Justice Conmi ssion
had one prefect and only one prefect ... Pope Uban XVI, fornerly Pope Julius XIV. |Isozaki |owered

his gaze to the shoes of the fisherman and contenpl ated rushing the fiend, attenpting to get his
fingers around the Pope's scrawny throat. He knew that the silent guards in the corner would cut

hi m down hal fway there. He was still tenpted to try.

"And do you know, Cardinal Du Noyer," continued Lourdusany as if nothing terrible had been
reveal ed, nothi ng unspeakabl e had been spoken, "how these people ... these non-Christians ... are
rendered ... lifeless?"

Rendered |ifeless, thought |sozaki, who had al ways hated eupheni sns. Mirdered, you
not her f ucker!

"No," said Cardinal Du Noyer. "My job as prefect of Cor Unumis nmerely to provide Qous Dei with
the transport necessary to carry out their duties. The destinations of the ships and what happened
before ny freighters are needed is not ... has never been ... ny concern.”

| sozaki went to one knee on the stone floor, not to pray, but just because he could no | onger
stand. How nmany centuries, gods of mny ancestors, have acconplices to mass nmurder answered in this
way? Since Horace d ennon-Height. Since the |egendary Htler. Since ... forever

"Thank you, Cardinal Du Noyer," said Lourdusany.

The ol d woman st epped back.

Incredibly, it was the Pope who was rising, noving forward, his white slippers making soft
sounds on the stone. His Holiness wal ked between the staring people -- past Cardinal Miustafa and
Father Farrell, past Cardinal Lourdusany and Monsi gnor Oddi, past Cardi nal Du Noyer and the
unnamed nonsi gnor behind her, past the enpty pillows where the Pax Fleet officers had been, past
CEO Aron and CEO Hay- Mbdhi no and CEO Anna Pelli Cognani, to where |sozaki knelt, close to
vom ting, black dots dancing in his vision

H s Holiness laid a hand on the head of the nman who was even at that nonment contenplating
killing him

"Rise, our son," said the mass nmurderer of billions. "Stand and listen. W command you."

| sozaki rose, legs apart, teetering. H's arnms and hands tingled as if soneone had zapped him
with a neural stunner, but he knew it was his own body betraying him He could not have closed his
fingers around anyone's throat at that noment. It was difficult enough just to stand al one.

Pope Urban XVI extended a hand, set it on the CEO S shoul der, and steadied him "Listen
brother in Christ. Listen." H's Holiness turned his head and di pped his mter forward.

Council l or Al bedo stepped to the edge of the | ow dais and began to speak. "Your Holiness, Your
Excel | enci es, Honorable Chief Executive Oficers," said the man in gray. Al bedo's voice was as
smooth as his hair, as snooth as his gray gaze, as snmooth as the silk of his gray cape.

Kenzo |sozaki trenbled at the sound of it. He remenbered the agony and enbarrassnent of the
monment when Al bedo had turned the CEO S cruciforminto a crucible of pain.

"Tell us who you are, please," runbled Lourdusany in his nbst congenial tone.

Personal advisor to His Holiness, Pope Urban XVI, Kenzo |Isozaki was prepared to hear. Al bedo's
gray presence had been glinpsed and runored for decades and decades. He was never identified other
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t han personal advisor to His Holiness.

"I aman artificial construct, a cybrid, created by elements of the Al TechnoCore," said
Councillor Al bedo. "I amhere as a representative of those elenents of the Core."

Everyone in the roomexcept for H's Holiness and Cardi nal Lourdusany took a step away from
Al bedo. No one spoke, no one gasped or cried out, but the aninmal scent of terror and revulsion in
the little chapel could not have been stronger if the Shrike had suddenly materialized anong t hem

Kenzo | sozaki felt the Pope's fingers still tight on his shoulder. He wondered if H s Holiness
could feel the pounding of his pulse through flesh and bone.

"The human beings transported fromthe worlds listed by Cardinal Du Noyer were ... rendered
lifeless ... by Core technol ogy, using Core robot spacecraft, and are being stored using Core
techni ques," continued Al bedo. "As Cardinal Du Noyer reported, approxi nately seven billion non-
Christians have been processed in this manner over the past seven years. Another forty to fifty
billion nust be simlarly processed in the next standard decade. It is tine to explain the reason
for this project and to enlist your direct aid init."

Kenzo | sozaki was thinking -- It is possible to wire the human skeletal structure with a

power ful protein-based expl osive so subtle that even the Swiss Guard sniffers would not have
detected it. Wuld to the gods | had done that before com ng here.

The Pope rel eased |sozaki's shoul der and wal ked softly to the dais, touching the sl eeve of
Counci |l or Al bedo's robe as he passed.

H s Holiness sat in his straight-backed chair. Hs thin face was peaceful. "W wi sh you all to
listen carefully,” said H's Holiness. "Councillor Al bedo speaks with our authorization and
approval . Continue, please.™

Al bedo bowed his head slightly and turned back toward the staring dignitaries. Even the Pope's
security guards had noved back to the wall.

"You have been told, largely through nyth and | egend, but also through Church history," began
Al bedo, "that the TechnoCore was destroyed in the Fall of the Farcasters. That is not true.

"You have been told -- primarily through the banned Hyperion Cantos -- that the Core consisted
of Three Elenents -- the Stables, who wished to preserve the status quo between humanity and the
Core, the Volatiles, who viewed humanity as a threat and plotted to destroy it -- prinmarily

through the destruction of the Earth via the Big Mstake of '08, and the Utinmates, who thought
only of creating an Al-BASED U timate Intelligence, a sort of silicon God which could predict and

rul e over the universe ... or at least this gal axy.
"All these truths are lies."
| sozaki realized that Anna Pelli Cognani had gripped his wist with her cool fingers and was

squeezi ng very hard.
"The TechnoCore was never grouped into three warring elenents," said A bedo, pacing in front of
the altar and dais. "Fromits evolution in consciousness a thousand years ago, the Core was nade

up of thousands of distinct elements and factions -- often warring, nore often cooperating, but
al ways struggling to achieve a synthesis of agreement toward the direction autononous intelligence
and artificial life should evolve. That agreenent has never crystallized.

"Alnost at the same tine that the TechnoCore was evolving into true autonony, while nost of
humanki nd |ived on the surface of and in near orbit around one world -- Od Earth -- hunmanity had
devel oped the capacity to change its own genetic progranming ... that is, to deternine its own

evol ution. This breakthrough canme partially through devel opnents in the early twenty-first century
A.D. in genetic manipul ation, but was nmade possible nost directly through the refinement of
advanced nanot echnol ogy. At first under the direction and control of early Core Al's working in
conjunction with human researchers, nanotech life-forns ... autononous beings, sone intelligent,
much snmaller than a cell, sone nolecular in size ... soon devel oped their own raison d étre and
rai son d' état. Nanomachi nes, nmany in the form of viruses, invaded and reshaped humanity like a
terrible viral plague. Luckily for both the human race and the race of autononous intelligences
now known as the Core, the primary vector for that plague was in the early seedshi ps and ot her
sl ower -t han-1ight colony ships |aunched in the years just preceding the human Hegira.

"At that tine, early elenents of what woul d becone the Hunan Hegenony and the forecasting
el ements of the TechnoCore realized that the goal of the evol ving nanotech communities devel oped
on those seedships was nothing | ess than the destruction of hunmanki nd and the creation of a new
race of nanotech-controlled biologic adapts in a thousand di stant star systens. The Hegenony and
the Core responded by banni ng advanced nanotech research and by declaring war on the nanotech

seedship colonies -- the groups now known as the Qusters.

"But other events overshadowed this struggle.

"El enents of the energent Core which favored alliance with the nanotech universes -- and this
was nore than a snmall faction -- discovered sonething that terrified all elements of the Core.
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"As you know, our early research into Hawking-drive physics and faster-than-light comunication
led to the discovery of the Planck-space nedium what sonme have called the Void Wich Binds.
Evol vi ng know edge about this underlying and unifying substructure to the universe led to our
creation of the FTL comunication -- the so-called fatline -- as well as to the refined Hawki ng
drive, the farcasters that united the Hegenonic Wrldwb, the planetary dataspheres evolving into
megaspheres of Core-directed data, today's instantaneous G deon drive, and even experinments into
antientropic bubbles within this universe -- what we believe will becone the Time Tonbs on
Hyperi on

"But these gifts to humanity were not without price. It is true that certain Utinmate factions
within the Core used the farcasters as a way to tap into human brains so as to create a neural net
for their own purposes. This use was harmess ... the neural nets were created in the nontine and
nonspace of farcaster Planck-space transit and hunans need never have | earned of the experinents
if other elenments of the Core had not revealed this fact to the first John Keats cybrid persona
four centuries ago -- but | agree with those humans and those Core el enents who consider this act
as unethical, a violation of privacy.

"But those earliest neural net experinents reveal ed an amazing fact. There were other Cores in
the universe ... perhaps in our hone gal axy. The discovery of this fact led to a civil war within
our TechnoCore which still rages. Certain elenents -- not nerely the Volatiles -- decided that it
was tine to end the biological experinent that was the human race. Plans were nade to
"accidental ly" drop the '08 Kiev black hole into the center of Od Earth before Hawking drives
all owed for a general exodus. O her elenents of the Core del ayed these plans until the nechani sns
for escape were given to the human race.

"In the end, neither extrene faction triunphed ... Od Earth was not destroyed. It was
ki dnapped -- by neans which our TechnoCore cannot understand to this day -- by one or nore of
these alien Utimte Intelligences.”

The CEO s began babbling anbng thensel ves.

Cardi nal Mustafa went to both knees on his cushion and began praying. Cardinal Du Noyer | ooked
so ill that her aide, the nonsignor, whispered concerned entreaties. Even Monsignor Lucas Odd
| ooked as if he nmight faint. H s Holiness, Pope Uban XVI, held up three fingers. The chape
becane silent.

"This is, of course, only background," continued Councillor Al bedo. "Wat we wish to share with
you today is the urgent reason for shared action.

"Three centuries ago, extrenme factions of the Core -- a society of autononous intelligences
ravaged and torn by eight centuries of violent debate and conflict -- tried a new tack. They
devised the cybrid creature known as John Keats -- a hunman personality inbedded in an Al persona
carried in a hunman body connected to the Core via Planck-space interface. The Keats persona had
many purposes -- as a sort of trap for what the U's considered the "enpathy" el emrent of an
emer gi ng human species U, as a prinme nover to set the events in notion which eventually led to
the | ast Hyperion pilgrinmge and the opening of the Time Tonmbs there, to flush the Shrike out of
hiding, and as a catalyst to the Fall of the Farcasters. To serve this final purpose, elenents of
the Core -- elenments to which | owe ny creation and allegiance -- |eaked the information to CEO
Mei na d adstone and others in the Hegenony that other Core el enents were using the Farcasters to
prey upon hurman neurons |ike some sort of neural vanpires.

"Those el ements of the Core, under the guise of an Quster attack, |launched a final, physica
assault on the Worl dweb. Despairing of destroying the scattered human race in one stroke, these
el enents hoped to destroy the advanced Worl dWeb society. By attacking the Core directly via
destroying the farcaster nmedium G adstone and the other Hegenony | eaders ended the neural - net
experiments and caused a great setback to the so-called Volatiles and Utimates in the Core civi
war .

"Qur elements of the Core -- elenents devoted to preserving not only the human race but sone
sort of alliance with your species -- destroyed one iteration of the John Keats cybrid, but a
second was created and succeeded in its primary m ssion

"And that nission was -- to reproduce with a specific human female and create a "nessiah" with
connections to both the Core and humanity.

"That "nessiah" lives nowin the formof the child named Aenea.

"Born on Hyperion nore than three centuries ago, that child fled through the Time Tonbs to our
age. She did so not out of fear -- we would not have harmed her -- but because her mission is to

destroy the Church, destroy the Pax civilization, and to end the hunman race as you have known it.
"We believe that she is not aware of her true purpose or function
"Three centuries ago, remants of ny elenent of the Core -- a group you might think of as the
Humani sts -- made contact with human survivors of the Fall of the Farcasters and the chaos which
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followed this fall." A bedo nodded in the direction of Hs Holiness. The Pope | owered his head in
acknow edgnent .

"Fat her Lenar Hoyt was a survivor of the last Shrike Pilgrinage,"” continued Councillor Al bedo,
paci ng back and forth in front of the altar once again. Candle flanmes flickered slightly at his
passing. "He had seen firsthand the mani pulations of the Utimate Intelligence Core el enents and
the depredations of their nmonster sent back through tinme, the Shrike. Wen we first nade contact --
t he Humani sts and Fat her Hoyt and a few other nmenbers of a dying Church -- we resolved to protect
the human race fromfurther assaults while restoring civilization. The cruciform was our
i nstrunment of salvation -- literally.

"You all know that the cruciformhad been a failure. Prior to the Fall, humans resurrected by
this synbiote's actions were retarded and sexual neuters. The cruciform-- a sort of organic
conputer in which is stored the neurol ogi cal and physiol ogi cal data of a |iving human being --
restored the body but not the full intellect or personality. It resurrected the corpse but stole
the soul.

"The origins of the cruciformlie shrouded in nystery, but we Humani st el enments of the Core
believe that it was devel oped in our future and brought back through tine via the Hyperion Tine
Tonbs. In a sense, it was sent to be discovered by young Fat her Lenar Hoyt.

"The failure of the synbiote was due to the sinple demands of information storage and
retrieval. In a human mnd, there are neurons. In a human body, there are approximtely 10 to the
28t h power atons.

The cruciform in order to restore the mnd and body of a human being, must not only keep track
of these atons and neurons, but renmenber the precise configuration of the standing holistic wave
front which conprises the human nenory and personality. It also nust provide the energy to
restructure these atons, nolecules, cells, bones, nuscles, and nmenories so that the organismis
reborn as the individual who lived in that shell before. The cruciform al one cannot do that
successfully. At best, the biomachine can reproduce a crude copy of the original

"But the Core had the conputing capacity to store, retrieve, reshape, and re-formthis
information into a resurrected human bei ng. And we have done so for three centuries.”

Here Kenzo |sozaki saw the panic in the exchanged gl ances between Cardi nal Du Noyer and
Cardi nal Mustafa, between Father Farrell and the nonsignor who was Du Noyer's aide. This was
heresy. It was bl aspheny. It was the end of the Sacranment of Resurrection and the beginning of the
reign of the physical and mechani cal once again.

| sozaki hinself felt sick. He glanced at Hay- Modhino and Pelli Cognani and saw that the CEO S
were praying. CEO Aron | ooked as if he were in shock

"Bel oved," said H's Holiness. "Do not doubt. Do not surrender faith. Your thoughts now are a
betrayal of Qur Lord Jesus Christ, and of Hi s Church. The miracle of resurrection is no less a
m racl e because these friends in what was once known as the TechnoCore help us realize the
mracle. It was the work of Jesus Christ Almghty who | ed these other children of God -- these
creations of Qur Lord through H's nobst unworthy instrunents, the human race -- to find their own
soul s and sal vation. Continue, M Al bedo." Al bedo |ooked nmildly amused at the expressions of shock
in the room But his smooth features settled into quiet amability as he began speaki ng again. "W
have given the human race inmortality. |In exchange, we have asked for nothing but a silent

alliance with humanity. W want only peace with our creators. "In the past three centuries, our
qui et alliance has benefited both Al and hunanity. W have, as H's Holiness said, found our souls.
Humanity has found a peace and stability mssing fromhistory for mllennia ... perhaps forever.

And | admit, the alliance has been good for ny elenent of the Core, the group known as the
Humani sts. W have gone from being one of the snaller, nore despised factions to becom ng the --
not ruling party, for no element rules in the Core -- the major element of consensus. Qur
phi | osophy is accepted by alnost all former warring groups.

"But not by all."”

Here Councill or Al bedo quit pacing and stood directly in front of the altar. He | ooked from
face to face and his gray eyes were grim

"The Core el enent which had hoped to dispose of humanity ... the el enent conposed of sone
fornmer Utimtes and sone pro-nanotech evolutionists -- has played its trunp card in the child
nanmed Aenea. She is, literally, the virus released into the body of humanity."

Cardi nal Lourdusany stepped forward. The huge man's face was flushed and serious. His snal
eyes gl eaned. His voice was sharp

"Tell us, Councillor Al bedo, what is the purpose of the child Aenea?"

"Her purpose,"” said the man in gray, "is threefold."

"What is the first purpose?”
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"To destroy humanity's chance at physical immortality.”

"And how can one child do that?" asked Lourdusany.

"She is not a child, nor even human," said Al bedo. "She is the spawn of a tailored cybrid. The
persona of her cybrid father interfaced with her when she was in her nother's wonb. Her nind and
body have been interwoven with rogue el enents of the Core since before birth."

"But how can she steal humanity's gift of immortality?" insisted Lourdusany.

"Her blood," said Al bedo. "She can spread a virus that destroys the cruciform™

"Aliteral virus?"

"Yes. But not a natural one. It was tailored by the rogue elenents of the Core. The virus is a
form of nanotech pestilence."

"But there are hundreds of billions of born-again Christians in the Pax," said Lourdusany, his
tone that of a | awer |eading his witness. "How could one child pose a threat to so many? Does the
virus spread fromvictimto victin®"

Al bedo sighed. "As far as we can tell, the virus becones contagi ous once the cruciform has
di ed. Those who have been denied resurrection through contact with Aenea will spread the virus to
others. Also, those who have never carried a cruciformcan be vectors for this virus."

"I's there any cure? Any inmmunization?" queried Lourdusany.

"None," said Al bedo. "The Humani sts have attenpted for three centuries to create
count er neasures. But because the Aenea virus is a form of autononobus nanotech, it designs its own
optimum rmut ati on vector. Qur defenses can never catch up to it. Perhaps with our own | egi ons of
nanot ech col onies released within humanity we could someday catch up with the Aenea virus and
defeat it, but we Humani sts abhor nanotechnol ogy. And the sad fact is that all nanotech life is

out of our control -- out of anyone's control. The essence of nanotech life's evolution is
aut onony, self-will, and goals which have nothing to do with those of the harboring life-form"
"Hurmani ty, you nean," said Lourdusany.
"Precisely."
"Aenea's first goal," said Cardinal Lourdusamy, "or to be nore precise -- the first goal of her
Core rogue elenment creators -- is to destroy all cruciforns and thus destroy human resurrection.”
"Yes."
"You mentioned three goals. What are the other two?"
"The second goal is to destroy the Church and the Pax ... that is, all current human
civilization," said Al bedo. "Wen the Aenea virus spreads, when resurrection is denied ... with
farcasters still not functional and the G deon drive inpractical for single |ife-span humans ..

that second goal will be acconplished. Humanity will return to the bal kani zed tri balism which
followed the Fall."

"And the third goal ?" said Lourdusany.

"The final goal is actually this Core elenment's original goal," said Councillor Al bedo. "The
destruction of the human species."”

It was CEO Anna Pelli Cognani who shouted. "That's inmpossible! Even the destruction ..
ki dnapping ... of AOd Earth or the Fall of the Farcasters did not w pe out humanity. Qur species
is too far-flung for such extinction. Too many worlds. Too many cul tures.”

Al bedo was noddi ng, but sadly. "That was true. Was. But the Aenea Plague will spread al nost
everywhere. The cruciformkilling viruses will have nmutated to new stages. Human DNA wi |l have
been i nvaded everywhere. Wth the fall of the Pax, the CQusters will invade again ... this tinme
successfully. They have | ong since succunbed to nanotech nmutation. They are no | onger human. Wth
no Church or Pax or Pax Fleet to protect humanity, the Qusters will seek out those pockets of

surviving human DNA and infect themw th the nanotech plague. The hunan species ... as we have
known it and as the Church has sought to protect it ... will cease to exist within a few standard
years."

"And what will succeed it?" asked Cardinal Lourdusany in a |ow runble.

"No one knows," said Al bedo softly. "Not even Aenea or the Qusters or the rogue elenments of the
Core who have released this final plague. The nanotech |ife-formcolonies will evolve according to
their own agenda, fashioning the human formto their own whins, and only they will be in contro
of their destiny. But that destiny will no |onger be human."

"My God, ny God," said Kenzo |sozaki, amazed that he was speaking al oud. "Wat can we do? \Wat
can | do?"

Amazingly, it was H s Holiness who answered.

"We have dreaded and fought this threatened plague for three hundred years,"” H's Holiness said
softly, his sad eyes expressing nore pain than his owm. "Qur first effort was to capture the
child, Aenea, before she could spread the infection. W knew that she fled her era to ours not out
of fear -- we wished her no harm-- but so that she could spread the virus across the Pax.
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"Actual ly," amended H s Holiness, "we suspect that the child Aenea does not truly know the ful
ef fect her contagion will have on humanity. In some ways, she is the unknowi ng pawn of these rogue
el ements of the Core.™

It was CEO Hay- Modhi no who suddenly spoke with vehenence. "W shoul d have pl asma-bonbed
Hyperion to cinders on the day she was schedul ed to enmerge fromthe Tine Tonbs. Sterilized the
entire planet. Taken no chances."

Hi s Hol i ness took no unbrage at the unpardonable interruption. "Yes, our son, there are those
who urged that. But the Church could no nore be the cause of taking so many innocent lives than we
coul d have authorized the death of the single girl. W conferred with the predictive el enents of
the Core ... they saw that a Jesuit naned Father Captain de Soya would be instrunental in her
final capture ... but none of our peaceful attenpts to seize the child succeeded. Pax Fleet could
have vaporized her ship four years ago, but it was under orders not to unless all else failed. So
we continue to strive for contai nment of her viral invasion. Wat you nmust do, M |sozaki -- what
you must all do -- is continue to support the Church's efforts, even as we intensify those
efforts. M Al bedo?"

The gray man spoke again. "lnmagine the comng plague as a forest fire on an oxygen-rich world.
It will sweep everything before it unless we can contain it and then extinguish it. Qur first
effort is to renpve the dead wood and brush -- the inflamuable elenments -- not necessary to the
living forest."

"The non-Christians,” murrmured CEO Pel i Cognani

"Precisely," said Councillor Al bedo.

"That is why they had to be ternmnated,” said the Gand Inquisitor. "All those thousands on the
Sai gon Maru. Al those mllions. Al those billions."

Pope Urban XVI raised his hand, in a conmand to silence rather than benediction this tinme. "Not
termnated!" he said sternly. "Not a single life, not Christian, not non-Christian, has been
t aken. "

The dignitaries | ooked at one another in confusion

"This is true," said Councillor Al bedo.

"But they were lifeless ... " began the Grand I nquisitor and then stopped abruptly. "M
pr of ound apol ogi es, Holy Father," he said to the Pope.

H s Hol i ness shook his mtered head. "No apology is required, John Donenico. These are
enotional topics. Please explain, M Al bedo."

"Yes, Your Holiness," said the man in gray. "Those aboard the Saigon Maru were |ifeless, Your
Excel l ency, but not dead. The Core ... the Humanist elenments in the Core ... have perfected a
met hod of putting human beings in tenporary stasis, neither alive nor dead ... "

"Li ke cryogeni ¢ fugue?" said CEO Aron, who had travel ed much by Hawking drive before his
conver si on.

Al bedo shook his head. "Mich nore sophisticated. And | ess harnful." He gestured with well -

mani cured fingers. "During the past seven years, we have processed seven billion human beings. In
the next standard decade -- or sooner -- we nust process nmore than forty-two billion nore. There
are nmany worlds in the Qutback, and nmany even within Pax space, where non-Christians are in the
majority."

"Processed?" said CEO Pelli Cognani

Al bedo snmiled grimy. "Pax Fleet declares a world quaranti ned without knowi ng the real reason
for their actions. Core robot ships arrive in orbit and sweep the inhabited sections with our
stasis equi prent. Cor Unum provi des the ships and funding and training. Opus Dei uses freighters
to renove the bodies in stasis ... "

"Why renove then?" asked the Grand Inquisitor. "Wiy not |eave themon their homeworl ds?"

H s Hol i ness answered. "They nust be hidden in a place where the Aenea Plague cannot find them

John Doneni co. They mnust be carefully ... lovingly ... put out of harms way until the danger is
past."

The Grand I nquisitor bowed his head in understandi ng and conpli ance.

"There is nore," said Councillor Al bedo. "My elenent of the Core has created a ... breed of
soldier ... whose sole job is to find and capture this Aenea before she can spread the deadly

contam nation. The first one was activated four years ago and was cal |l ed Rhadamanth Nenes. There
are only a few others of these hunter-seekers, but they are equipped to deal w th whatever

obstacl es the rogue elenents of the Core throw at them... even the Shrike."
"The Shrike is controlled by the Utinates and other rogue el enments of the Core?" asked Fat her
Farrell. It was the first tinme the man had spoken

"We think so," answered Cardi nal Lourdusamy. "The denpon seens to be in | eague with the Aenea
hel ping her spread the contagion. In the same way, the Utinates appear to have found a way to
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open certain farcaster portals for her. The Devil has found a nane ... and allies ... in our age,
| fear."

Al bedo held up one finger. "I should stress that even Nenes and our other hunter-seekers are
dangerous ... as are any constructs so terribly single-mnded. Once the child is captured, these

cybrid beings will be terminated. Only the terrible danger posed by the Aenea Plague justifies
their existence."

"Holy Father," said Kenzo |Isozaki, his hands pressed together in prayer, "what else can we do?"

"Pray," said H's Holiness. His dark eyes were wells of pain and responsibility. "Pray and
support our Holy Mother Church in her effort to save humanki nd. "

"The Crusade against the Qusters will continue," said Cardinal Lourdusany. "W will hold them
at bay as long as we can."

"To that end," said Councillor Al bedo, "the Core has devel oped the G deon drive and is working
on new technol ogies for humanity's defense."”

"We shall continue our search for the girl ... young woman, now, | believe," added Lourdusarny.

"And if she is apprehended, she will be isolated.”

"And if she is not apprehended, Your Excellency?" asked Grand Inquisitor Cardi nal Mistafa

Lourdusany did not answer.

"W nust pray," said His Holiness. "W must ask for Christ's help at this tine of maxi num
danger for our Church and our human race. W nust each do everything we can and then ask nore of
ourselves. And we nust pray for the souls of all of our brothers and sisters in Christ -- even
for, especially for, the soul of the child Aenea who unwittingly |eads her species into such
peril."

"Amen, " said Mnsignor Lucas Oddi.

Then, while all the others in the small chapel knelt and bowed their heads, H's Holiness, Pope
U ban XVI, stood, noved to the altar, and began to say a Mass of Thanksgi vi ng.

14

Aenea.

Her nane canme before any ot her conscious thought.

| thought of her before | thought to think of nyself.

Aenea.

And then canme the pain and noi se and onsl aught of wetness and buffeting. Mdstly it was the pain
that roused ne. | opened one eye. The other appeared to be gumred shut with caked bl ood or other
mat t er.

Before | renenbered who or where | was, | felt the pain frominnumerabl e bruises and cuts, but
al so fromsonething far worse in ny right leg. Then | renmenbered who | was. And then | renenbered
where | had been.

| laughed. Or nore precisely, | tried to laugh. My lips were split and swollen and there was
nmore bl ood or goo sealing one corner of ny nouth. The | augh enmerged as a sort of demented noan. |
had been swal | owed by sone sort of aerial squid on a world all atnobsphere and cl ouds and
I i ght ni ng.

Even now | was being digested in the noisy belly of the beast. It was noisy. Explosively so.

Runmbl es, bl asts, and a poundi ng, slapping noise. Like rain on a tropical forest canopy.
squinted through nmy one eye. Darkness ... then a strobe of white light ... darkness with red
retinal echoes ... nore white strobes.

| renmenbered the tornadoes and pl anet-sized stormthat had been conming toward ne as | floated
al ong in ny kayak under the parasail before the beast swallowed me. But this was not that storm

This was rain on a jungle canopy. The material batting at ny face and chest was tattered nyl on
the remains of the parasail, wet palmfronds, and pieces of shattered fiberglass. | squinted
downward and waited for the next lightning flash. The kayak was there, but splintered and
shattered. My legs were there ... still partially ensconced in the kayak shell ... the left leg
i ntact and novabl e, but the right

| cried out in pain. The right Ieg was definitely broken. |I could see no bone breaking through
the flesh, but I was sure that there was a fracture in the |ower thigh. G herwi se | seened intact.
I was bruised and scratched. There was dried blood on nmy face and hands. My trousers were little
nore than rags. My shirt and vest were in tatters. But as | turned and arched ny back, stretched
my arns and flexed ny fingers, wiggled the toes on ny left foot and tried to wiggle those on ny
right, | thought that | was nore or less in one piece ... no broken back, no shattered ribs, no
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nerve damage except for possibly in my right |eg where the agony was |ike barbed w re dragged
t hrough vei ns.

When the next flashes of |ightning exploded, | tried to assess my surroundi ngs. The broken
kayak and | seened to be stuck in a jungle canopy, wedged between splintered Iinbs, wapped around
with the tattered parasail and clinging shroud |lines, being battered with palmfronds in a
tropical storm in a darkness broken only by lightning flashes, hangi ng sone indeterninate
di stance above solid ground. Trees? Solid ground? The world | had been flying on had no solid
ground ... or at |least none reachable w thout being conpressed by pressure to sonething the size
of nmy fist. And it seenmed unlikely that there would be trees in the core of that Jovian world
wher e hydrogen was squeezed to netal form So | was not on that world. Nor was | still in the
belly of the beast. Wiere was |? Thunder bl asted around ne |ike plasnma grenades.

The wi nd cane up, tossing the kayak in its precarious perch and making ne scream al oud fromthe
pain. | may have | ost consciousness for a few noments, for when | opened ny eyes again, the w nd
had di ed down and the rain was pumeling ne |ike a thousand cold fists. | wi ped the rain and
matted bl ood frommy eyes and realized that | was feverish, that ny skin was burning even in that
cold rain. How | ong have | been here? Wat vicious m crobes have found nmy open wounds? \Wat
bacteria shared the gut of that airborne squid-thing with me? Logic woul d have dictated that the
entire nenory of flying on the Jovian cloud world and being taken in by a tentacled squid-thing
had been a fever dream-- that | had farcast here ... wherever here was ... after escaping Vitus-
Gray-Balianus B and all the rest was dreanscape. But there were the remants of the depl oyed
parasail all around me in the wet night. And there was the vividness of nmy nmenories. And there was
the logical fact that logic did not work on this odyssey. The wi nd shook the tree. The broken
kayak slid along the precarious nest of shattered fronds and branches. My broken | eg sent stabs of
agony t hrough ne.

| realized that | had better apply sonme logic to this situation. At any nonent the kayak was
going to slide, or the branches would break, and the entire mass of shattered fiberglass, clinging
nylon risers, and wet menory-canvas parasail tatters was going to crash down into the darkness,
dragging ne and ny broken leg with it.

Despite the flashes of lightning ... which came with less regularity now, |leaving ne in the
pitching, wet darkness ... | could see nothing below ne except nore branches, gaps of darkness,
and the thick, gray-green trunks of trees that wound around thenselves in a tight spiral. | did
not recogni ze that sort of tree. Where am|? Aenea ... where have you sent me now? | stopped that
sort of thing. It was alnmpst a formof prayer, and | was not going to get into the habit of
praying to the girl | had traveled with and protected and eaten dinner with and argued with for
four years. Still and all, | thought, you nmight have sent ne to sone less difficult places, kiddo.
If you had a choice in the matter, | nmean. Thunder runbled but no |ightning flashed to light the
scene.

The kayak shifted and sagged, the broken bow tilting suddenly. | reached behind ne and flailed
around for the thick branch | had seen there during the earlier flashes of lightning. There were
broken branches gal ore, razor-sharp splintered frond stens, and the sawmooth edges of the fronds

t hensel ves. | grabbed and pulled, trying to |l everage ny broken |l eg out of the broken cockpit of

t he kayak, but the branches were | oose and | canme only hal fway out, reeling in nausea fromthe
pain. | inmagined that black dots were dancing in ny vision, but the night was so dark that it nade
no difference. | retched over the side of the rocking kayak and tried again to find a firm

handhol d in the naze of splintered branches.

How the hell did | get in these treetops, anyway? It did not matter. Nothing mattered at the
nmonent except getting out of this nmess of broken fiberglass and tangl ed shroud |i nes.

Get my knife, cut nmy way out of this clinging tangle.

My knife was gone. My belt was gone. The pockets of nmy vest had been ripped away and then the
vest torn to a fewtatters. My shirt was nostly gone. The flechette pistol I'd held like a
talisman against the airborne cuttlefish-squid thing was gone ... | dinmy remenbered it and ny
backpack droppi ng out when the passing tornado had ripped the parasail to shreds. d othes,
flashlight laser, ration pak ... everything gone. Lightning flashed, although the thunder-runble
had nmoved farther away. My wist glinted in the downpour. Com og. That goddamm band nust be
i ndestructi bl e.

What good would the comlog do nme? | wasn't sure, but it was better than nothing. Raising ny
left wist close to ny nmouth in the drumming rain, | shouted, "Ship! Comog on ... Ship! Hey!"

No response. | renmenbered the device flashing overload warnings during the electrical stormon
the Jovian world. Inexplicably, | felt a sense of loss. The ship's nenory in the com og had been
an idiot savant, at best, but it had been with nme for a long tine. | had grown used to its
presence. And it had helped nme fly the dropship that had carried us fromFallingwater to Taliesin
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West. And ...

I shook away the nostal gia and thrashed around for a handhold again, finally clinging to the
shroud lines that hung around nme like thin vines. This worked. The parasail streanmers nust have
caught firmy in the upper branches, and sone of the shroud |lines bore nmy weight as | scrabbled
with my left foot on slick fiberglass to pull ny dead |l eg fromthe weckage. The pain nade ne
bl ack out again for a few noments ... this was as bad as the kidney stone at its worst, only
comng at ne in jagged waves ... but when ny mnd canme back into focus, | was clinging to the
spiral -wrapped trunk of the palmtree rather than lying in the weckage. A few mnutes later a
m croburst of wind bulled through the jungle canopy and the kayak fell away in pieces, sone being
arrested by the intact shroud lines, others tunbling and crashing into darkness.

What now? Wait for dawn, | guess.

What if there's no dawn on this world? Wait for the pain to die down then

Wiy would it die down? The fractured fenmur is obviously tearing at nerve and nmuscle. You have a
wild fever. God knows how I ong you were lying here in the rain and torn plant nateri al
unconsci ous, wounds open to every killer mcrobe that wants to get in. Gangrene could be settling
in. That rotting vegetation stink you snell could be you

Gangrene doesn't happen that quickly, does it? No answer.

| tried hanging on to the tree trunk with ny left armand feeling along ny injured thigh with
ny right hand, but the slightest touch made me noan and sway. |f | passed out again, | could
easily pitch off this branch. | settled on testing ny lower right leg: it was nunmb in nost places,
but felt intact. Perhaps just a sinple break in the | ower thighbone. Just a sinple break, Raul? On
a jungle world in a stormthat m ght be pernmanent for all we know Wth no nedkit, no way to nake

a fire, no tools, no weapons. Just a shattered leg and a high fever. Oh, well ... as long as it's
just a sinple fracture. Shut the fuck up. | weighed alternatives as the rain pounded on ne.
could cling here for the rest of the night ... which mght be ten minutes or another thirty hours

... or | could try to lower nyself to the jungle floor. Were the predators are waiting? Good
pl an.

| said shut up. The jungle floor mght give ne a place to shelter fromthe rain, find a soft
place to rest ny leg, offer branches and vines to nake a splint. "All right," | said al oud, and
groped around in the dark to find a shroud line or vine or branch so that | could start ny
descent .

My guess is that it took ne between two and three hours to lower nyself. It mght have been
twice that or half that. The lightning part of the stormhad passed and it woul d have been al nost
i mpossible to find handholds in the near absol ute darkness, but a strange, faint, alnost invisible
reddi sh gl ow began above the thick jungle canopy and all owed my eyes to adapt enough to find a
line here, a vine there, a solid branch here.

Sunrise? | thought not. The gl ow seened too diffuse, too faint, alnost chem cal

| guessed that | had been about twenty-five neters up in the canopy. The thick branches
continued all the way down, but the density of razor-edged pal mfronds di nmnished as | neared the
bottom There was no ground. Resting in the crotch of two branches, recovering fromthe pain and
di zzi ness, | began | owering nyself again only to find surging water beneath ne. | pulled ny left
I eg up quickly. The reddish gl ow was just bright enough to show nme water all around, torrents of
water flow ng between the spiraled tree trunks, eddies of black water washing by like a torrent of
oil.

"Shit," | said. | wasn't going any farther this night. | had held vague notions of building a
raft. | was on a different world, so there nust be a farcaster upstream and anot her downstream
I'"d gotten here sonehow. | had built a raft before.

Yeah, when you were healthy, well fed, with two legs and tools ... like an axe and a flashlight
| aser. Now you don't even have two | egs. Please shut up. Please. | closed nmy eyes and tried to
sl eep. The fever was naking me shake fromchills now | ignored it all and tried to think of the
stories | would tell Aenea when we saw each other next. You don't really believe that you'll ever
see her again, do you? "Shut the fuck up," | said again, ny voice lost in the sound of rain on
jungl e foliage and against the swirl of raging water half a neter beneath ne. | realized that |

should clinb a couple of nmeters up the branches |I had just |owered nyself on through such pain and
effort. The water mght rise. Probably would rise again. Ironic to go to all that trouble just to
meke it easier to be swept away. Three or four neters up would be better. Wuld start in a mnute.
Just catch ny breath first and | et the waves of pain steady a bit. Two minutes at the nost.

| awoke to a thin gruel of sunlight. I was sprawl ed across several saggi ng branches, just
centineters above the swirling, gray surface of a flood that noved between the spiral ed trunks
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with a visible current. It was still as dimas a deep twilight. For all | knew | had slept away
the day and was ready to enter another endless night. It was still raining, but this was little
nmore than a drizzle. The tenperature was tropical warm although ny fever made it hard to judge
and the hum dity was near absol ute.

| ached everywhere. It was hard to separate the dull agony of the shattered | eg fromthe ache
in ny head and nmy back and nmy guts. My skull felt as if there were a ball of nercury in it that
shifted ponderously | ong seconds after ny head itself turned. The vertigo made ne sick again, but
I had nothing left to vomit. | hung on the tangle of branches and contenplated the glories of
advent ure.

Next tinme you need an errand run, kiddo, send A Bettik

The light did not fade, but neither did it grow brighter. | shifted position and studied the
wat er noving by: gray, ripped by eddies, carrying detritus of palmfronds and dead vegetation

| 1 ooked up, but could see no sign of the kayak or parasail. Any fiberglass or fabric that had
dropped down here during the long night had | ong since been swept away. It |ooked Iike a flood,
like the spring runoff through the Fens above Toschahi Bay on Hyperion where the silt was
deposited for another full year, a tenporary inundation, but | knew that this drowned forest, this
endl ess everglades of a watery jungle, could just as easily be the permanent state of affairs
here. Werever here is.

| studied the water. It was opaque, nurky as gray nilk, and could have been a few centineters
or many meters deep. The drowned trunks gave no clue. The current was quick, but not so quick as
to carry ne away if | kept a good grip on the branches that hung | ow above the roiling surface of
the water. Wth luck, with no |ocal equivalent of the Fens' nud cysts or dracula ticks or biting
garr, | mght be able to wade toward ... sonething.

Wadi ng takes two | egs, Raul, m boy. Hopping through the nud is nore like it for you

Al right then, hopping through the nud. | gripped the branch above me with both hands and
lowered ny left leg into the current while keeping ny injured | eg propped on the w de branch where
I lay. This led to new agonies, but | persisted, lowering ny foot in the clotted water, then ny

ankle and cal f, then ny knee, then shifting to see if | could stand ... ny forearns and bi ceps
straining, nmy injured leg sliding off the branch with a rending surge of agony that nade nme gasp
The water was |less than a nmeter and a half deep. | could stand on ny good | eg while water

surged about my wai st and splashed nmy chest. It was warm and seened to | essen the pain in ny
br oken | eg.

Al'l those nice, juicy mcrobes in this warmbroth, many of them nutated from seedshi p days.
They're licking their chops, Raul, old boy.

"Shut up," | said dully, |ooking around.

My left eye was swollen and crusted with scab, but | could see out of it. My head hurt.

Endl ess trunks of trees rising fromthe gray water to the gray drizzle on all sides, the
dri ppi ng fronds and branches so dark a gray-green that they appeared al nost black. It seened a
slight bit brighter to ny left. And the nud underfoot seened a little firnmer in that direction.
began nmoving that way, shifting my left foot forward as I changed handhol ds from branch to branch
soneti mes ducki ng beneath hangi ng fronds, sonetines shifting aside |like a slow notion toreador to
all ow floating branches or other debris to swirl past. The nove toward brightness took hours nore.
But | had nothing better to do.

The flooded jungle ended in a river. | clung to the last branch, felt the current trying to
pull ny good |eg out fromunder ne, and stared out at the endl ess expanse of gray water. | could
not see the other side -- not because the water was endless, | could see fromthe current and

eddi es noving fromright to left that it was a river and not sone | ake or ocean, but because the
fog or low clouds roiled alnost to the surface, blotting out everything nore than a hundred neters
away. Gray water, gray-green dripping trees, dark gray clouds. It seened to be getting di nmer

Ni ght was com ng on. | had gone as far as | could on this |eg.

Fever raged. Despite the jungle heat of the place, ny teeth were chattering and ny hands were
shaki ng al nost uncontrol |l ably. Sonmewhere in nmy awkward progress through the flooded jungle, | had
aggravated the fracture to the point where | wanted to scream No, | admit, | had been scream ng

Softly at first, but as the hours went by and the pain deepened and the situati on worsened, |
screaned out lyrics to old Hone Guard marchi ng songs, then bawdy linericks | had | earned as a
bargeman on the Kans River, then nerely screans.

So much for the building the raft scenario.

| was getting used to the caustic voice in ny head. It and | had nmade a peace when | realized
that it wasn't urging ne to lie down and die, just critiquing my inadequate efforts to stay alive.

There goes your best chance for a raft, Raul, old boy.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (125 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:25 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

The river was carrying by an entire tree, its braided trunk rolling over and over again in the

deep water. | was standi ng shoul der-deep here, and | was ten neters fromthe edge of the rea
current.

"Yeah," | said aloud. My fingers slipped on the snoboth bark of the branch to which | was
clingi ng.

| shifted position and pulled nyself up a bit.
Sonething grated in ny leg and this tinme | was sure that black spots dulled ny vision. "Yeah,"

| said again. What are the odds that |1'Il stay conscious, or that it will stay light, or that 1'lI
stay alive, long enough to catch one of those comruter trees? Swinm ng for one was out of the
question. My right |eg was usel ess and ny other three |inbs were shaking as if palsied. | had just
enough strength to cling to this branch for another few mnutes. "Yeah," | said again. "Shit."
"Excuse me, M Endymi on were you speaking to nme?" The voice alnpbst made ne lose nmy grip on the
branch. Still clinging with my right hand, | lowered nmy left wist and studied it in the dinmng

light. The com og had a slight glow that had not been there the last tine | had | ooked. "Well,
I'"l'l be dammed. | thought that you were broken, Ship."

"This instrunent is danaged, sir. The nmenory has been w ped. The neural circuits are quite
dead. Only the com chips function under energency power."

| frowned at my wist. "I don't understand. If your nmenory has been w ped and your neura
circuits are ... "

The river pulled at ny torn leg, seducing ne into releasing nmy grip. For a noment | could not
speak.

"Ship?" | said at |ast.

"Yes, M Endyni on?"

"You're here."

"Of course, M Endymion. Just as you and M Aenea instructed ne to stay. | am pleased to say
that all necessary repairs have been ... "

"Show yoursel f," | commanded. It was al nost dark

Tendrils of fog curled toward ne across the black river.

The starship rose dripping, horizontal, its bowonly twenty neters fromne in the centra
current, blocking the current |ike a sudden boul der, hovering still half in the water, a bl ack

| evi at han shedding river water in noisy rivulets. Navigation lights blinked on its bow and on the
dri ppi ng black shark's fin far behind it in the fog.

| laughed. Or wept. O perhaps just npaned.

"Do you wish to swmto ne, sir? O should | cone in to you?"

My fingers were slipping. "Cone into nme," | said, and gripped the branch with both hands.

There was a doc-in-the-box on the cryogeni c fugue cubby-deck where Aenea used to sleep on the
voyage out from Hyperion. The doc-in-the-box was ancient -- hell, the whole ship was ancient --
but its autorepair worked, it was well stocked, and -- according to the garrulous ship on the way
out four years earlier -- the Qusters had tinkered with it back in the Consul's day. It worked.

I lay in the ultraviolet warnth as soft appendages probed ny skin, salved ny bruises, sutured
ny deeper cuts, administered painkiller via IV drip, and finished diagnosing ne.

"It is a conmpound fracture, M Endynion," said the ship. "Wuld you care to see the X rays and
ul t rasound?"

"No, thanks," | said. "How do we fix it?"

"We've already begun," said the ship. "The bone is being set as we speak. The bondpl ast and
ultrasonic grafting will conmence while you sleep. Because of the repair to damaged nerves and
nmuscl e tissue, the surgeon recomends at |east ten hours' sleep while it begins the procedure.”

"Soon enough," | said. "The diagnostic's greatest concern is your fever, M Endynion."

"It's a result of the break, isn't it?"

"Negative," said the ship. "It seens that you have a rather virulent kidney infection. Left
untreated, it would have killed you before the ancillary effects of the broken fermur."

"Cheery thought,"” | said.

"How so, sir?"

"Never mind," | said. "You say that you're totally repaired?"

"Totally, M Endynion. Better than before the accident, if you don't nmind nme bragging a bit.
You see, because of the loss of some material, | was afraid that I would have to synthesize carbon-

carbon tenplates fromthe rather dross rock substrata of this river, but | soon found that by
recycling sonme of the unused conponents of the conpression danpers made superfluous by the Quster
nodi fications that | could evince a thirty-two percent increase in autorepair efficiency if |
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"Never mind, Ship," | said. The absence of pain nade nme al nost giddy. "How long did it take you
to finish the repairs?”

"Five standard nonths,"” said the ship. "Eight and one-half |ocal nonths. This world has an odd
lunar cycle with two highly irregular noons which | have postul ated nust be captured asteroids
because of the ... "

"Five months," | said. "And you've just been waiting the other three and a half years?"

"Yes," said the ship. "As instructed. | trust that all is well with A Bettik and M Aenea."

"I trust that too, Ship. But we'll find out soon enough. Are you ready to |l eave this place?"

"All ship's systens are functional, M Endym on. Awaiting your conmand."

"Command is given," | said. "Let's go."

The ship piped in the holo showing us rising above the river. It was dark out, but the night-
vision | enses showed the swollen river and the farcaster arch only a few hundred neters upstream
I had not seen it in the fog. W rose above the river, above the swirling clouds.

"River's up fromthe last time | was here," | said.

"Yes," said the ship. The curve of the planet becane visible, the sun rising again above fleecy
clouds. "It floods for a period of sone three standard nonths every local orbital cycle, which
equal s approxi mately el even standard nont hs."

"So you know what world this is now?" | said. "You weren't sure when we left you."

"I amquite confident that this planet was not anong the two thousand ei ght hundred sixty-seven
worlds in the General Catal ogue Index," said the ship. "My astronom cal observations have shown
that it is neither in Pax space nor in the real mof the former Worl dWb or Qutback."

"Not in the old WirldWb or Qutback,"” | repeated. "Were is it then?"

"Approxi mately two hundred and eighty |light-years gal actic northwest of the Qutback system
known as NNGC 4645 Delta," said the ship.

Feeling slightly groggy fromthe painkiller, | said, "A new world. Beyond the Qutback. Wy did
it have farcasters then? Wiy was the river part of the Tethys?"

"I do not know, M Endym on. But | should mention that there is a nmultitude of interesting life-
forms which | observed by renotes while resting on the river bottom Besides the river manta-ish
creature which you and M Aenea and A Bettik observed downriver, there are nore than three
hundr ed observed species of avian variety and at |east two species of humanoids. "

"Two speci es of hunmanoi ds? You nean humans. "

"Negative," said the ship. "Humanoids. Definitely not Ad Earth human. One variety is quite
small -- little nmore than a nmeter in height -- with bilateral symetry but quite variant skel etal
structure and a definite reddish hue."

A nmenory flitted by of a red-rock nonolith Aenea and | had scouted on the | ost hawki ng nmat
during our short stay here. Tiny steps carved in the snooth stone. | shook nmy head to clear it.
"That's interesting, Ship. But let's set our destination." The curve of the world had becone
pronounced and stars were gl eanm ng unblinkingly. The ship continued to rise. W passed a pot at o-
shaped nobon and noved farther fromorbit. The unnamed worl d becane a blinding sphere of sunlit
clouds. "Do you know the world known as T ien Shan, or the "Muntains of Heaven"?"

"T"ien Shan," repeated the ship. "Yes. As far as ny nenory serves, | have never been there, but
| have the coordinates. A snmall world in the Qutback, settled by refugees of the Third Chinese
Civil War late in the Hegira."

"You won't have any trouble getting there?"

"None woul d be anticipated," said the ship. "A sinple Hawki ng-drive junp. Although |I recomend
that you use the autosurgeon as your cryogeni c fugue cubby during the junp.”

| shook ny head again. "I'Il stay awake, Ship. At least after the doc heals ny leg."

"I would recommend agai nst that, M Endym on."

I frowned. "Why? Aenea and | stayed awake during the other junps."

"Yes, but those were relatively short voyages within the old WrldWwb," said the ship. "What

you now call Pax space. This will be a bit nore extensive."

"How extensive?" | said. My naked body felt a sudden chill. Qur longest junp -- to Renai ssance
Vector System -- had taken ten days of ship travel tine and five nonths of tine-debt for the Pax
Fleet waiting for us. "How extensive a trip?" | said again

"Three standard nonths, eighteen days, six hours, and sone mnutes," said the ship.

"That's not too bad a tine-debt,” | said. | |last saw Aenea just after her sixteenth birthday.

She would gain a few nonths on me. Her hair might be longer. "W had a greater time-debt junping
to Renai ssance System”

"That is not tine-debt, M Endymion," said the ship. "That is shiptine." This tinme the chil
along the Iength of ny body was real. My tongue seened thick

"Three nonths' shiptime ... how nuch time-debt?"
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"For soneone waiting on T ien Shan?" said the ship. The jungle world was a speck behind us now
as we accelerated toward a translation point.

"Five years, two nonths, and one day," said the ship. "As you are aware, the tine-debt
algorithmis not a linear function of C plus duration, but includes such factors as ... "

"Ah, Jesus," | said, raising ny wist to nmy clamy forehead in the autosurgeon coffin. "Ah,
damm. "

"Are you in pain, M Endyni on? The dol orometer suggests you are not, but your pul se has becone
erratic. W can increase the |evel of painkiller "

"No!" | snapped. "No, it's all right. | just ... five years ... dam.

D d Aenea know this? Had she known that our separation would cover years of her |ife? Perhaps
shoul d have brought the ship through the downriver farcaster. No, Aenea had said to fetch the ship
and fly it to T ien Shan. The farcaster had brought us to Mare Infinitus last tine. Wo knows
where it woul d have taken ne this tine.

"Five years," | muttered. "Ah, damm. She'll be ... dam, Ship ... she'll be twenty-one years
old. Agrown wonan. |'Il have missed ... | won't see ... she won't renenber "

"Are you sure you are not in pain, M Endym on? Your vital signs are turbulent."

"Ignore that, Ship."

"Shall | prepare the autosurgeon for cryogenic fugue?"

"Soon enough, Ship. Tell it to put me under while it heals ny leg tonight and deals with the
fever. I want at |east ten hours' sleep. How long until translation point?"

"Only seventeen hours. It is well inside this system™

"Good," | said. "Wake nme in ten hours. Have a full breakfast ready. What | used to have when we

cel ebrated "Sunday" on our voyage out."

"Very good. Anything el se?"

"Yeah, do you have any record holos of ... of Aenea ... on our last trip?"

"I have stored several hours of such records, M Endymion. The tine you were swimmng in the
zero-g bubble on the outer balcony. The di scussion you had about religion versus rationality. The
flying | essons down the central dropshaft when ... ™

"Good," | said. "Cue those up. I'Il look through them over breakfast."

"I will prepare the autosurgeon for three nonths of cryogenic sleep after your seven-hour
interlude tonorrow," said the ship

| took a breath. "Al right."

"The surgeon wi shes to comence repairing nerve damage and injecting antibiotics now, M
Endyni on. Do you wish to sleep?”

"Yes. "
"Wth dreams or without? The nedication may be tailored for either neurological state."”
"No dreams," | said. "No dreans now. There'll be time enough for those later."

"Very good, M Endymion. Sleep well."

PART TWO
15

I amon the Phari marketplace shelf with A Bettik, Jigme Norbu, and CGeorge Tsarong when | hear
the news that Pax ships and troops have finally cone to T'ien Shan, the "Muntai ns of Heaven."

"We should tell Aenea," | say. Around us, above us, and under us, thousands of tons of
scaffol ding rock and creak with the weight of crowded humanity buying, selling, trading, arguing,
and | aughing. Very few have heard the news of the Pax's arrival. Very few w |l understand the
i mplications when they do hear it. The word cones froma nonk named Chim Din who has just returned
fromthe capital of Potala, where he works as a teacher in the Dalai Lama's Wnter Pal ace.

Luckily, ChimD n also works alternate weeks as a banboo rigger at Hsuan-k'ung Ssu, the "Tenple
Hanging in Air," Aenea's project, and he hails us in Phari Marketplace as he is on his way to the
Tenpl e. Thus we are anpong the first people outside the court at Potala to hear of the Pax arrival

"Five ships,” ChimD n had said.

"Several score of Christian people. About half of themwarriors in red and bl ack. About half of
the remaining half are missionaries, all in black. They have rented the old Red Hat Sect gomnpa
near Rhan Tso, the Qiter Lake, near the Phallus of Shiva. They have sanctified part of the gonpa
as a chapel to their triune God. The Dalai Lama will not allow themto use their flying nmachines
or go beyond the south ridge of the Mddle Kingdom but he has allowed themfree travel within
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this region."

"We should tell Aenea," | say again to A Bettik, leaning close so that | can be heard over the
mar ket pl ace babbl e.

"We should tell everyone at Jo-kung," says the android. He turns and tells George and Jignme to
conpl ete the shopping -- not to forget arranging porters to carry the orders of cable and extra
bonsai bamboo for the construction -- and then he hoists his massive rucksack, tightens his
clinbing hardware on his harness, and nods to ne.

I heft nmy own heavy pack and | ead the way out of the marketplace and down the scaffol ding
| adders to the cable level. "I think the Hgh Way will be faster than the WAl k Way, don't you?"

The blue nman nods. | had hesitated at suggesting the H gh Way for the return trip, since it has
to be difficult for A Bettik to handle the cables and slideways with just one hand.

Upon our reunion, | had been surprised that he had not fashioned a netal hook for hinself --
his left armstill ends in a snooth stunp hal fway between his wist and el bow -- but | soon saw
how he used a | eather band and various |eather attachments to make up for his nmissing digits.

"Yes, M Endynion," he says. "The High Way. It is nmuch faster. | agree. Unless you want to use
one of the flyers as courier."

I look at him assum ng that he is kidding.

The flyers are a breed apart and insane. They | aunch their paragliders fromthe high
structures, catching ridge Ilift fromthe great rock walls, crossing the w de spaces between the
ri dges and peaks where there are no cables or bridges, watching the birds, |ooking for thermals as
if their lives depended on it ... because their lives do depend on it. There are no flat areas on
which a flyer can set down if the treacherous winds shift, or if their lift fails, or if their
hang gliders develop a problem A forced landing on a ridge wall al nost al ways neans deat h.
Descent to the clouds bel ow al ways neans death. The slightest miscalculation in gauging the w nds,
the updrafts, the downdrafts, the jet stream ... any nistake neans death for a flyer. That is why
they live alone, worship in a secret cult, and charge a fortune to do the Dalai Lama's bidding by
delivering nmessages fromthe capital at Potala, or to fly prayer streaners during a Buddhi st
celebration, or to carry urgent notes froma trader to his hone office to beat conpetitors, or --

so the I egend goes -- to visit the eastern peak of T ai Shan, separated for nonths each |ocal year
fromthe rest of T ien Shan by nore than a hundred klicks of air and deadly cl oud.
"I don't think we want to entrust this news to a flyer," | say.

A. Bettik nods. "Yes, M Endym on, but the paragliders can be purchased here at the
mar ket pl ace. At the Flyer's @uild stall. W could buy two and take the shortest route back. They
are very expensive, but we could sell sonme of the pack zygoats.™

I never know when ny android friend is joking. | renenber the last tine | was under a parasai
canopy and have to resist the urge to shiver. "Have you ever paraglided on this world?" | say.

"No, M Endym on."

"On any worl d?"

"No, M Endymon."

"What woul d you think our chances would be if we tried?" | say.
"One in ten," he says without a second's hesitation
"And what are our chances on the cables and slideway this late in the day?" | say.

"About nine in ten before dark," he says.
"Less if sunset catches us short of the slideway."
"Let's take the cables and slideway," | say.

W wait in the short queue of market-goers |eaving by cable, and then it is our turn to wal k
onto the step-off platform The banmboo shelf is about twenty neters beneath the | owest marketpl ace
scaffolding and it extends about five nmeters farther out over the abyss than does the rest of
Phari .

Beneath us there is nothing but air for thousands of neters and at the bottom of that enptiness
only the ubiquitous sea of clouds that rolls against the ridges of upthrust rock like a white tide
spilling against stone pilings. Mre kiloneters beneath those clouds, | know, are poi sonous gases
and the surging, acidic sea that covers all of this world except its nountains.

The cabl enaster gestures us forward and A. Bettik and | step onto the junp platformtogether
Fromthis nexus, a score or nore of cables slant out and down across the abyss, creating a bl ack
spi derweb that disappears at the edge of vision. The nearest cable termnus is nore than a
kilometer and a half to the north -- on a little rock fang that stands out against the white glory
of Chonmo Lori, "Queen of Snow' -- but we are going east across the great gap between the ridges,
our termnal point is nore than twenty kil ometers away, and the cable dropping away in that
direction appears to end in mdair as it blends into the evening gl ow of the distant rock wall.
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And our final destination is nmore than thirty-five klicks beyond that to the north and east.

Wal king, it would take us about six hours to nake the long trip north along Phari Ridge and then
east across the system of bridges and catwal ks. Traveling by cable and slideway should take |ess
than half that tine, but it is late in the day and the slideway is especially dangerous. | glance
at the | ow sun agai n and wonder agai n about the wi sdom of this plan.

"Ready," growl s the cablemaster, a brown little nman in a stained patchwork chuba. He is chew ng
besil root and turns to spit over the edge as we step up to the clip-on line.

"Ready," A. Bettik and | say in unison

"Keep 'ur distance," grow s the cablenaster and gestures for ne to go first.

| shake ny traveling risers loose fromny full-body harness, slide nmy hands over the crowded
gear sling that we call a rack, find the two-bearing pulley by feel, clip it on to the riser ring
with a carabiner, run a Munter hitch into a second carabiner as a friction-brake backup to the
pul l ey brake, find ny best offset-D carabiner and use it to clip the pulley flanges together
around the cable, and then run ny safety line through the first two carabiners while tying a short
prusik sling onto the rope, finally clipping that on to my chest harness below the risers. Al of
this takes less than a mnute. | raise both hands, grab the D-ring controls to the pulley, and
junp up and down, testing both the pulley connection and ny clip-ons. Everything holds.

The cabl emaster | eans over to inspect the double-D-ring attachnent and the pulley clanp with
expert eyes. He runs the pulley up and back a neter, making sure that the near-frictionless
bearings are sliding smoothly in their conpact housing. Finally he puts all of his weight on ny
shoul ders and harness, hanging on ne |ike a second rucksack, and then rel eases ne to make sure
that the rings and brakelines hol d.

| amsure that he cares nothing if | fall to nmy death, but if the pulley was to stick sonewhere
on the twenty klicks of braided nonofilament cable running out there to invisibility, it will be
this cabl emaster who will have to clear the ness, hanging fromhis etriers or belay seat over
kilometers of air while waiting commuters seethe. He seens satisfied with the equi prment.

"CGo," he says and sl aps ne on the shoul der

I junp into space, shifting ny bul ging rucksack high on ny back as | do so. The harness webbing
stretches, the cable sags, the pulley bearings humever so slightly, and | begin to slide faster
as | release the brake with both thumbs on the D-ring controls. Wthin seconds | amhurtling down

the cable. | lift ny legs and sit back up into the harness seat in the way that has becone second
nature to ne in the past three nonths. K un Lun Ridge, our destination, glows brightly as sunset
shadow begins to fill the abyss beneath ne and eveni ng shade noves down the wall of Phari Ridge
behi nd ne.

| feel a slight change in the cable tension and hear the cable humm ng as A Bettik begins his
descent behind ne. d ancing back, | can see himleaving the junp-off platform his |egs straight
ahead of himin the approved form his body bobbing beneath the elastic risers. | can just nake

out the tether connecting the |eather band on his left armto the pulley brakeline. A Bettik
waves and | wave back, swiveling in ny harness to pay attention to the cable scream ng past ne as
I continue hurtling out over the gorge. Sonetines birds land on the cable to rest. Sonetinmes there
is a sudden ice buildup or braid spurs. Very rarely there is a snagged pulley of someone who has
met with an accident or cut away fromtheir harness for reasons known only to thenmsel ves. Even
more rarely, but enough to fix it in the nind, soneone with a grudge or vague psychopat hic
tendencies will pause on the cable to | oop a chock sling or spring-loaded camaround it, |eaving a
little surprise for the next person to cone flying along the line. The penalty for that crine is
death by flinging fromthe highest platformof Potala or Jo-kung, but this is of little solace to
the person who first encounters the chock or cam None of these eventualities naterialize as

slide across the enptiness under the ultralight cable. The only sound is the slight humfromthe
pul l ey brake as | noderate ny speed and the soft rush of air. W are still in sunlight and it is
late spring on this world, but the air is always chilly above eight thousand neters. Breathing is
no problem Every day since | arrived on T'ien Shan, | thank the gods of planetary evolution that
even with the slightly lighter gravity here -- 0.954 standard -- the oxygen is richer at this
altitude. dancing down at the clouds sone klicks bel ow ny boots, | think of the seething ocean in
that blind pressure, stirred by wi nds of phosgene and thick CO There is no real surface |and on

T ien Shan, nerely that thick soup of a planetary ocean and the countl ess sharp peaks and ridges
ri sing thousands of neters to the Olayer and the bright, Hyperion-like sunlight. Menory nudges

me. | think of another cloudscape world froma few nmonths back. | think of nmy first day out in the
ship, before reaching the translation point and while ny fever and broken | eg were heal i ng, when
said idly to the ship, "I wonder how | got through the farcaster here. My last nmenory was of a

gi ant "

The ship had answered by running a holo taken fromone of its buoy canmeras as it sat at the

file:/l/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (130 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:25 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

bottom of the river where we had left it. It was a starlight-enhanced inmage -- it was raining --
and showed the green-glowing arch of the farcaster and tossing treetops. Suddenly a tentacle

| onger than the ship cane through the farcaster opening, carrying what |ooked to be a toy kayak
draped about with a mass of riddled parasail fabric. The tentacle nmade a single, graceful, slow
nmotion twi st and parasail, kayak, and slunped figure in the cockpit glided -- fluttered, actually -
- a hundred neters or so to disappear in the thrashing treetops.

"Way didn't you conme get nme then?" | asked, not hiding the irritation in nmy voice. My leg stil
hurt. "Way wait all night while I hung there in the rain? | could have died."

"l had no instructions to retrieve you upon your return," said the arrogant, idiot-savant
ship's voice. "You mght have been carrying out sone inportant business that woul d brook no
interruption. If | had not heard fromyou in several days, | would have sent a crawl er drone into
the jungle to inquire as to your well-being."

| explained nmy opinion of the ship's |ogic.

"That is a strange designation," said the ship. "Wile | have certain organic el enents

i ncorporated into my substructure and decentralized DNA computing conmponents, | amnot -- in the
strictest sense of the term-- a biological organism | have no digestive system No need for
elimnation, other than the occasi onal waste gas and passenger effluvium Therefore, | have no
anus in either real or figurative terns. Therefore, | hardly believe | could qualify to be called
an ... "

"Shut up," | said.

The slide takes less than fifteen ninutes. | brake cautiously as the great wall of the K un Lun
Ri dge appr oaches.

For the |l ast few hundred neters, ny shadow -- and A Bettik's -- is thrown ahead of us agai nst
t he orange-glowi ng vertical expanse of rock and we beconme shadow puppets -- two strange stick

figures with flailing appendages as we work the riser rings to brake our descent and swi ng our
|l egs to brace for |landing. Then the pulley brake sound grows froma |low humto a | oud groan as |

slow for the final approach to the landing |edge -- a six-meter slab of stone with the back wal
lined with padded zygoat fleece nade brown and rotten by the weather
| slide and bounce to a stop three meters fromthe wall, find nmy footing on the rock, and

unclip ny pulley and safety line with a speed born of practice. A Bettik slides to a stop a
monment | ater. Even with one hand, the android is infinitely nore graceful than I on the cables; he
uses up less than a neter of |anding run-out.

W stand there a minute, watching the sun bal ance on the edge of Phari Ridge, the |ow |light
painting the ice-cone sunmit rising above the jet streamto the south of it. Wen we finish

adj usting our harnesses and equi pnent racks to our liking, | say, "It's going to be dark by the
time we get into the Mddle Kingdom"

A. Bettik nods. "I would prefer to have the slideway behind us before full darkness falls, M
Endymi on, but | think that this will not be the case.”

Even the thought of doing the slideway in the dark makes ny scrotumtighten. | wonder idly if a
mal e androi d has any sinilar physiol ogical reaction. "Let's get noving," | say, setting off down
the slab ledge at a trot.

We | ost several hundred neters of altitude on the cableway, and we will have to make it up now.
The | edge soon runs out -- there are very few flat places on the peaks of the Muntains of Heaven -

- and our boots clatter as we jog down a bonsai - banboo scaffold wal kway that hangs fromthe cliff
wall and juts out over nothing. There is no railing here. The evening winds are rising and | sea
my thermjacket and zygoat-fleece chuba as we jog al ong. The heavy pack bounces on ny back

The jumar point is less than a klick north of the Ianding | edge. W pass no one on the wal kway,
but far across the cloud-stirred valley we can see the torches being it on the Wal k Way bet ween
Phari and Jo-kung. The scaffold way and naze of suspension bridges on that side of the Geat Abyss
is conmng alive with people heading north -- some undoubtedly headed for the Tenple Hanging in Air
to hear Aenea's evening public session. | want to get there before them

The jumar point consists of four fixed lines running up the vertical rock wall for alnmost seven
hundred neters above us. These red lines are for ascension. A few nmeters away dangl e the bl ue
lines for rappelling fromthe ridge sunmit. Eveni ng shadow covers us by now and the rising w nds
are chill. "Side by side?" | say to A Bettik, gesturing toward one of the mi ddle ropes.

The android nods. Hi s blue countenance | ooks precisely as | had renenbered it fromour trip out
from Hyperion, alnobst ten of his years ago

What did | expect -- an android to age? W renove our powered ascenders fromour web racks and
clip on to adjoining Iines, shaking the hanging mcrofiber lines as if that will tell us if they
are still anchored properly. The fixed ropes here are checked only occasionally by the
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cabl emasters; they could have been torn by soneone's jumar clips, or abraided by hidden rock
spurs, or coated with ice. W will soon know.

We each clip a daisy chain and etriers to our powered ascenders. A Bettik unl oops eight neters
of climbing line and we attach this to our harnesses with | ocking carabiners. Now, if one of the
fixed lines fails, the other person can arrest the first clinber's fall. O so goes the theory.

The powered ascenders are the nost technol ogy owned by nost citizens on T ien Shan: powered by
a seal ed solar battery, little larger than our hands that fit in the nol ded grips, the ascenders
are el egant pieces of clinbing equiprment. A Bettik checks his attachments and nods. | thunb both
of nmy ascenders to life. The telltales glow green. | jumar the right ascender up a neter, clanp
it, step up in the looped etrier foothold, check that | amclear, slide the left ascender up a bit
farther, clanp it tight, swing ny left foot up two |oops, and so on. And so on for seven hundred
meters, the two of us pausing occasionally to hang fromour etriers and | ook out across the valley
where the Walk Way is ablaze with torches. The sun has set now and the sky has darkened
i Mmediately to violets and purples, the brightest stars already maki ng an appearance. | estimte
that we have about twenty mnutes of real twilight left. W will be doing the slideway in the
dar k.

| shiver as the wind how s around us.

The fixed lines hang over vertical ice for the last two hundred nmeters. W both carry
col | apsi bl e cranpons in our rack bags, but we do not need themas we continue the tiring ritual --
jumar -- clanmp -- step -- pull etriers free -- rest a second -- jumar -- clanp -- step -- pull --
rest -- jumar. It takes us alnost forty mnutes to do the seven hundred nmeters. It is quite dark
as we step onto the ice-ridge platform

T ien Shan has five noons: four of them captured asteroids but in orbits | ow enough to reflect
quite a bit of light, the fifth alnost as large as A d Earth's noon, but fractured on its upper
ri ght quadrant by a single, huge inpact crater whose rays spread |like a gl ow ng spiderweb to every
vi si bl e edge of the sphere. This large noon -- the Oracle -- is rising in the northeast as A
Bettik and | walk slowy north along the narrow ice ridge, clipping on to fixed cables to keep
from bei ng bl own away by the sub-zero winds that hurtle down fromthe jet stream now.

I have pulled up ny thermal hood and dropped ny face nask into place, but the freezing w nd
still burns at ny eyes and any bits of exposed flesh. W cannot tarry here long. But the urge to
stand and gaze is strong in nme, as it always is when | stand at the cabl eway terminus of K un Lun
Ri dge and | ook out over the M ddl e Kingdomand the world of the Muntains of Heaven.

Pausing at the flat, open icefield at the head of the slideway, | pivot in all directions,
taking in the view. To the south and west across the noonlit churn of cloudtops so far below, the
Phari Ridge glows in the light of the Oracle. Torches high along the ridge north of Phari clearly
mark the Wal k Way, and | can see the |ighted suspension bridges nuch farther north. Beyond Phari

Mar ket pl ace, there is a glow in the sky and | fancy that this is the torchlit brilliance of
Potal a, Wnter Palace for His Holiness the Dalai Lama and hone to the nobst magnificent stone
architecture on the planet. It is just a few klicks north of there, | know, that the Pax has just
been granted an encl ave at Rhan Tso, in the eveni ng shadow of Shivling -- the "Phallus of Shiva."
| snmile beneath ny thermnask as | inagine the Christian m ssionaries broodi ng about this heathen
indignity.

Beyond Potal a, hundreds of klicks to the west, is the ridge real mof Koko Nor with its
countl ess hanging villages and dangerous bridges. Far south along the great ridge spine called the
Lob-sang Gyatso lies the land of the Yellow Hat Sect, ending at the term nal peak of Nanda Devi,
where the H ndu goddess of bliss is said to dwell. Southwest of them so far around the curve of
the world that the sunset still burns there, is Miztagh Alta with its tens of thousands of Islamc
dwel l ers guarding the tonbs of Ali and the other saints of Islam North of Miztagh Alta, the
ridges run into territory | have not seen -- not even fromorbit during my approach -- harboring
t he hi gh homes of the Wandering Jews al ong the approaches to M. Zion and M. Moriah, where the
twin cities of Abraham and | saak boast the finest libraries on T'ien Shan. North and west of them
rise M. Suneru -- the center of the universe -- and Harney Peak, also the center of the universe,
oddly enough -- both sone six hundred klicks southeast of the four San Franci sco Peaks where the
Hopi - Eski mb culture there ekes out a living on the cold ridges and fern clefts, also certain that
their peaks bound the center of the universe. As | turn and | ook due north, | can see the greatest
mountai n in our hem sphere and the northern boundary of our world since the ridge di sappears
beneat h phosgene clouds a few klicks north of there -- Chono Lori, "Queen of Snow "

Incredibly, the sunset still lights Chono Lori's frozen sunmit even as the Oracle bathes its
eastern ridges with a softer light. From Chonpo Lori, the K un Lun and Phari ridges both run south,
the gap between them wi deni ng to unbridgeabl e di stances south of the cabl eway we have j ust
crossed. | turn ny back to the north wind and | ook to the south and east, tracing the |ooping K un
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Lun ridgeline, imgining that | can see the torches sonme two hundred klicks south where the city
of Hsi wang-nu, "Queen Mther of the West" ("west" being south and west of the M ddl e Kingdon)
shelters sone thirty-five thousand people in the safety of its notches and fissures.

South of Hsi wang-mu, with only its high sunmt visible above the jet stream rises the great
peak of M. Koya, where -- according to the faithful who live in ice-tunnel cities on its |ower
reaches -- Kobo Dai shi, the founder of Shingon Buddhism lies interred in his airless ice tonb,
wai ting for conditions to be right before emerging fromhis neditative trance.

East of M. Koya, out of sight over that curve of the world, are M. Kalais, home to Kubera,
the H ndu god of wealth, as well as to Shiva, who evidently does not mnd being separated from his
phal l us by nore than a thousand kil ometers of cloud space. Parvati, Shiva's wife, is also reputed
tolive on M. Kalais, although no one has heard her opinion of the separation

A. Bettik had traveled to M. Kalais during his first full year on the planet, and he told ne
that the peak was beautiful, one of the tallest peaks on the planet -- nore than nineteen thousand
nmeters above sea level -- and he described it as looking |like a marble scul pture rising froma
pedestal of striated rock. The android also said that on the summit of M. Kalais, high on the
icefields where the wind is too thin to blow or breathe, sits a carboned-alloy tenple to the
Buddhi st deity of the nountain, Denthog, the "One of Suprene Bliss," a giant at |east ten neters
tall, as blue as the sky, draped with garlands of skulls and happily enbracing his fermal e consort
as he dances. A Bettik said that the blue-skinned deity looks a bit Iike him The pal ace itself
is in the precise center of the rounded summit, which lies in the center of a mandal a made up of
| esser snow peaks, all of it enbracing the sacred circle -- the physical mandala -- of the divine
space of Denthog, where those who neditate will discover the wisdomto set themfree fromthe
cycle of suffering.

In sight of the M. Kalais Denchog nandala, said A Bettik, and so far to the south that the
peak is buried beneath kil oneter-deep glaciers of gleaming ice, rises Helgafell -- the "Mead Hall
of the Dead" -- where a few hundred Hegira-transpl anted |Icel anders have reverted to Viking ways.

| look to the southwest. If | could someday travel the arc of the Antarctic Circle there,
know, | would come across such peaks as Gunung Agung, the navel of the world (one of dozens on
T ien Shan), where the Eka Dasa Rudra Festival is now twenty-seven years into its sixth hundred-
year cycle, and where the Balinese wonen are said to dance w th unsurpassed beauty and grace.

Nort hwest nore than a thousand klicks along the high ridge from Gunung Agung is Kilimacharo, where
the deni zens of the lower terraces disinter their dead fromthe |oany fissures after a decent
interval and carry the bones high above breathabl e atnmosphere -- clinbing in handsewn skinsuits
and pressure nmasks -- to rebury their relatives in rock-hard ice near the ei ghteen-thousand-neter
level, with the skulls staring through ice toward the summt in eternal hopeful ness.

Beyond Kilinmacharo, the only peak | know by nane is Croagh Patrick, which reputedly has no
shakes. But as far as | know, there are no snakes anywhere el se on the Muntai ns of Heaven

I turn back to the northeast. The cold and wi nd buffet ne head-on, urging me to hurry, but |
take this final mnute to | ook out toward our destination. A Bettik also appears to be in no
rush, although it m ght be anxiety about the com ng slideway that causes himto pause here a
monent with me. To the north and east here, beyond the sheer wall of the K un Lun Ridge, lies the
M ddl e Kingdomwith its five peaks glowing in the lantern Iight of the Oracle. To the north of us,
the Wal k Way and a dozen suspensi on bridges cross the space to the town of Jo-kung and the centra
peak of Sung Shan, the "Lofty," although this is by far the | owest of the five sutmits of the
M ddl e Ki ngdom

Ahead of us, connected fromthe southwest only by a sheer ice ridge branded by the | ooping
route of the slideway, rises Hua Shan, "Flower Muntain," the westernnost sumit in the Mddle
Ki ngdom and arguably the nost beautiful of the five peaks. From Hua Shan, the final klicks of
cabl eway connect the Flower Mountain to the spur ridges north of Jo-kung where Aenea works on
Hsuan- k' ung Ssu, the Tenple Hanging in Air, set into a sheer cliff face |ooking north across the
abyss to Heng Shan, the Sacred Mountain of the North.

There is a second Heng Shan sone two hundred klicks to the south, marking the M ddl e Ki ngdon s
boundary there, but it is an uninpressive nound conpared to the sheer walls, great ridges, and
sweeping profile of its northern counterpart. Looking north through the raging wi nds and sheets of
spindrift, | renmenber being in the Consul's ship and floating between the noble Heng Shan and the
Tenpl e on that first hour on the planet.

d ancing to the east and north again, beyond Hua Shan and the short central peak of Sung Shan
I can easily see the incredible summt of T ai Shan sil houetted against the rising Oracle nore
than three hundred klicks away.

This is the Great Peak of the Mddle Kingdom 18,200 neters tall, with its town of Tai'an --
the Gty of Peace -- hunkered down at the 9,000-neter level, and its | egendary staircase rising
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fromTai'an, through the snowfields and rock walls, all the way to the nythical Tenple of the Jade
Enperor on the summt.

Beyond our Sacred Mountain of the North, | know, rise the Four Mouuntains of Pilgrinmage for the
Buddhi st faithful -- O nmei Shan to the west; Chiu-hua Shan, "N ne Flower Muntain," to the south;
Wi-t'ai Shan, the "Five Terrace Mountain" with its welconing Purple Palace to the north; and lowy
but subtly beautiful P'u-t'o Shan in the far east.

| take a few final seconds on this wind-battered ice ridge, glancing toward Jo-kung, hoping to
see the torchlights lining the fissure pass over to Hsuan-k'ung Ssu, but high clouds or sheets of
spindrift haze the view so that only an Oracle-lighted blur is to be seen

Turning to A Bettik, | point toward the slideway and give the thunbs-up gesture. The wind is
bl owi ng too hard now to carry words.

A. Bettik nods and reaches back to unfurl the folding sledfoil froman outside pocket on his
pack. | realize that ny heart is pounding fromnore than exertion as | find ny own sledfoil and
carry it to the slideway |aunch platform

The slideway is fast. That has always been its appeal. And that is its greatest danger

There are still places in the Pax, | am sure, where the ancient custom of tobogganing stil
exists. In that sport, one sits on a flat-bottonmed sled and hurtles down a prepared ice course.
This pretty nmuch describes the slideway, except that instead of a flat-bottonmed sled, A Bettik
and | each have a sledfoil, which is less than a neter I ong and curves up around us |ike a spoon
The sledfoil is nmore foil than sled, as |linp as so nuch alum numwap until we each divert a bit
of power from our ascenders, sending the piezoelectric nessage to the stiffeners in the foi
structure until our little sleds seemto inflate, taking formin a few seconds.

Aenea once told nme that there used to be fixed carbon-carbon lines running the I ength of the
sl i deway, and the sl edders had clipped on to them nmuch as we woul d a cabl eway or rappel line,
using a special lowfriction clip ring simlar to the cable pulley to keep from |l osing speed. That
way, one could brake using the cable or, if the sled were to fly off into space, use the clip line
as a self-arrest harness. There would be brui ses and broken bones with such a safety line, but at
| east the body would not fly out into space with the sled.

But the cabl es had not worked, Aenea said. They took too rmuch maintenance to keep cl ear and
functioning. Sudden ice storns would freeze themto the side of the slideway and soneone traveling
150 klicks an hour woul d suddenly have their clip ring encounter inmmovable ice. It is hard enough
t hese days keeping the cableway clear: the fixed lines of the slideway had been unmanageabl e.

So the slideways were abandoned. At least until teenagers looking for a thrill and adults in a
serious hurry found that nine tines out of ten, one could keep the sledfoils in the groove just by
glissading -- that is, by using one or nore ice axes in the self-arrest position and keeping the

speed | ow enough to stay in the trough. "Low enough” meani ng beneath 150 klicks per hour. Nine
times out of ten it would work. If one was very skillful. And if the conditions were perfect. And
if it was daylight. A Bettik and | had taken the slideway three other tinmes, once returning from
Phari with sonme nedicine needed to save a young girl's life and twice just to learn the turns and
strai ght aways. The voyage had been exhilarating and terrifying those times, but we had made it
safely. But each tinme had been in daylight ... with no wind ... and with other glissaders ahead of
us, showing the way. Now it is dark; the long run gleans wi ckedly in the noonlight ahead of us.
The surface | ooks iced and rough as stone. | have no idea if anyone has nade the run this day ...
or this week ... if anyone has checked for fissures, ice heaves, fractures, cave-ins, crevasses,

i ce spi kes, or other obstacles. I do not know how |l ong the anci ent toboggan runs had been, but
this slideway is nore than twenty klicks long, running along the side of the sheer Abruzzi Spur
connecting K un Lun Ridge to the slopes of Hua Shan, flattening out on the gradual icefields on
the west side of the Flower Muntain, kiloneters south of the safer and slower Wl k Way | oopi ng
down fromthe north. From Hua Shan, it is only nine klicks and three easy cable runs to the
scaf fol ding of Jo-kung and then a brisk wal k through the fissure pass and down onto the sheer face
wal kways to Hsuan-k'ung Ssu. A Bettik and | are sitting side by side |Iike children on sleds,

wai ting for a push from My or Daddy. | |ean over, grab ny friend s shoulder, and pull him
closer so that | can shout through the thermal material of his hood and face mask. The wind is
stinging me with ice now "AlIl right if |I lead?" | yell

A. Bettik turns his face so that our cloth-covered cheeks are touching. "M Endymon, | fee
that | should |l ead. | have done this slideway two nore times than you, sir."

"I'n the dark?" | shout.

A. Bettik shakes his hooded head. "Few try it in the dark these days, M Endym on. But | have a
very good nenory of every curve and straight. | believe | can be hel pful in showi ng you the proper
braking points.” | hesitate only a second.
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"Al right," | say. | squeeze his hand through our gl oves.

Wth night-vision goggles, this would be as easy as a daylight slideway glissade -- which does
not qualify as easy in ny book. But | had | ost the goggles that | had taken on ny farcaster
odyssey, and al though the ship carried replacenment pairs, | had left themin the ship. "Bring two
skinsuits and rebreathers," Rachel had relayed from Aenea. She ni ght have nentioned ni ght-vision
goggl es. Today's jaunt was supposed to have been an easy hike to Phari Marketplace, a night spent
in the hostelry there, and then a pack trip back with George Tsarong, Jigme Norbu, and a long |line
of porters, hauling the heavy material for the building site.

Perhaps, | think, |I'"moverreacting to the news of the Pax |anding. Too late now. Even if we
turn around, the rappel down the fixed lines on K un Lun R dge would be as nuch trouble as this
glissade. Or so | lie to nyself.

| watch as A Bettik rigs his short, 38-centinmeter ice-clinbing hamrer in the | oop of the
wistband on his left arm then readies his regular 75-centinmeter ice axe. Sitting cross-legged on

my sled, | slip ny owmn ice hammer into nmy left hand and trail ny |longer ice axe in my right hand
like atiller. I give the android the thunbs-up signal again and watch as he pushes off in the
nmoonl i ght, spinning once, then steadying the sled expertly with his short ice hanmer, chips
flying, and then hurtling over the brink and out of sight for a minute. | wait until there is an
interval of ten neters or so -- far enough to avoid the ice spray of his passing, close enough to
see himin the orange light of the Oracle -- and then |I push over nyself. Twenty kiloneters. At an

aver age speed of 120 klicks per hour, we should cover the distance in ten nminutes. Ten freezing,
adr enal i ne- punpi ng, gorge-rising, terror-beating-at-the-ribs, react-in-a-nicrosecond-or-die
mnutes. A Bettik is brilliant. He sets up each turn perfectly, comng in |ow for the high-banked
curves so that his apogee -- and mine a few seconds later -- will be teetering right at the lip of
the icy bank, careering out of the banked turn at just the right speed for the next descendi ng
straight, then bangi ng and ski ppi ng down the long icy ranp so fast that vision blurs, the pounding
conmes up through ny tail bone and spine so that vision is doubled, trebled, and ny head pounds wth
the pain of it, then blurs again with the spray of ice chips flying, creating halos in the
moonl i ght, bright as the unblinking stars spill and reel above us -- the brilliant stars conpeting
even with the Oracle's glow and the asteroid noons' quick, tunbling light -- and then we are
braki ng | ow and bouncing hard and riding high again, arresting into a sharp left that takes ny
breath away, then skidding into a sharper right, then pounding and flying down a straight so steep
that the sled and | seemto be screanming into freefall. For a minute | am | ooking straight down at
the moonlit phosgene clouds -- green as mustard gas in the Iying nmoonlight -- then we are both
racketing around a series of spirals, DNA-HELI X swi tchbacks, our sleds teetering on the edge of
each bank so that twice ny ice-axe blade bites into nothing but freezing air, but both tinmes we
drop back down and energe -- not exiting the turns so nuch as being spit out of them two rifle
bullets fired just above the ice -- and then we bank high again, come out accelerating onto a
strai ght, and shoot across eight kiloneters of sheer ice wall on the Abruzzi Spur, the right
banked wall of the slideway now serving as the floor of our passage, my ice axe spinning chips
into vertical space as our speed increases, then increases nore, then beconmes sonething nore than
speed as the cold, thin air slices through ny mask and thermal garnents and gl oves and heat ed
boots to freeze flesh and to tear at nuscle. | feel the frozen skin of ny cheeks stretching under
ny thermal mask as | grin idiotically, a rictal grinmace of terror and the sheer joy of nindless
speed, ny arns and hands adjusting constantly, automatically, instantly to changes in the ice-axe
tiller and the ice-hamer brake.

Suddenly A Bettik swerves to the left, chips flying as he bites deep with the curved bl ades of
both I ong and short axes -- it nmakes no sense, such a nove will send him-- both of us! --
bouncing off the inner wall, the vertical ice wall, and then screanming out into black air -- but |
trust him making the decision in | ess than a second, and slamthe bl ade of my |arge axe down,
poundi ng hard with ny ice hamer, feeling nmy heart in ny throat as | skid sideways and threaten to
slide right instead of left, on the verge of spinning and spiraling off the narrow ice | edge at
140 kil oneters per hour -- but | correct and stabilize and flash past a hole in the ice floor
where we woul d have been sliding except for this wild detour, hurtling onto a broken-away | edge
six or eight meters wide, a trapdoor to death -- and then A Bettik rackets down off the inner
wal |, catches his slide with a flash of ice-axe blades in the noonlight, and then continues
hurtling down the Abruzzi Spur toward the final series of turns onto the Hua Shan ice sl opes.

And | foll ow.

On the Fl ower Mountain, we are both too frozen and shaken to rise fromour sleds for severa
cold mnutes. Then, together, we get to our feet, ground the piezoelectric charges in our sleds,
col lapse them and fold themaway in our packs. W wal k the ice path around t he shoul der of Hua
Shan in silence -- | in awe of A Bettik's reactions and courage, he in silence | cannot interpret
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but fervently hope is not anger at ny hasty decision to return via this route.

The final three cableway flights are anticlimax, noted only for the beauty of the moonlight on
the peaks and ridges around us, and for the difficulty I have in closing ny frozen fingers on the
D-ring brakes.

Jo-kung is ablaze with torches after the nmoonlit enptiness of the upper slopes, but we avoid
the main scaffolds and take the | adders to the fissure pass. Then we are surrounded by the
shadowed darkness of the north face, broken by sputtering torches along the high wal kway to Hsuan-
k'ung Ssu. We jog the last kiloneter.

We arrive just as Aenea is beginning her early evening di scussion session. There are about a
hundred people crowded into the little platform pagoda.

She | ooks across the heads of the waiting people, sees ny face, asks Rachel to begin the
di scussion, and conmes imediately to where A Bettik and | stand in the wi ndy doorway.

16

| admit that | was confused and a bit depressed when | first arrived on the Muntains of
Heaven.

I slept in cryogenic fugue for three nonths and two weeks. | had thought that cryogenic fugue
was dream ess, but | was wong.

| had nightnmares for nost of the way and awoke disoriented and apprehensive.

The translation point in our outbound system had been only seventeen hours away, but in the
T ien Shan Systemwe had to translate from C plus out beyond the last icy planet and decelerate in-

system for three full days. | jogged the various decks, up and down the spiral staircase, and even
out onto the little balcony I'd had the ship extrude. | told nyself that | was trying to get ny

| eg back into shape -- it still hurt despite the ship's pronouncenent that the doc-in-the-box had
healed it and that there should be no pain -- but in truth, |I knew, | was trying to work off
nervous energy. |'mnot sure that | renenbered ever being so anxious before.

The ship wanted to tell ne all about this star systemin excruciating detail -- Gtype yell ow
star, blah, blah, blah -- well, | could see that ... eleven worlds, three gas giants, two asteroid
belts, a high percentage of comets in the inner system blah, blah, blah. | was interested only in
T ien Shan, and | sat in the carpeted holopit and watched it grow. The world was amazingly bright.

Blindingly bright. A brilliant pearl set against the black of space.

"What you are seeing is the |lower, permanent cloud |ayer," droned the ship. "The al bedo is

i mpressive. There are higher clouds -- see those stormswirls in the lower right of the
illum nated hemn sphere? Those high cirrus causi ng shadows near the north polar cap? Those are the
clouds that would bring weather to the human inhabitants."

"Where are the nountains?" | asked.

"There," said the ship, circling a gray shadow in the northern henm sphere. "According to ny old
charts, this is a great peak in the northern reaches of the eastern hem sphere -- Chonp Lori
"Queen of Snow' -- and you see these striations running south fromit? See how they stay close
together until they pass the equator and then spread farther and farther apart until they
di sappear into the south polar cloud nasses? These are the two great spine ridges, Phari Ridge and
K un Lun Ridge. They were the first inhabited rock lines on the planet and are excellent exanples
of the equivalent early Cretaceous Dakotan violent upthrust resulting in ... "

Bl ah, blah, blah. And all | could think of was Aenea, and Aenea, and Aenea.

It was strange entering a systemw th no Pax Fleet ships to challenge us, no orbital defenses,
no lunar bases ... not even a base on the giant bull's-eye of a noon that |ooked as if someone had
fired a single bullet into a smooth orange sphere -- no register of Hawki ng-drive wakes or
neutrino em ssions or gravitational |enses or cleared swaths of Bussard-jet drones -- no sign of
any hi gher technol ogies. The ship said that there was a trickle of mcrowave broadcasting
emanating fromcertain areas of the planet, but when | had them piped in, they turned out to be in
pre-Hegira Chinese. This was a shock. | had never been on a world where the nmajority of hunmans
spoke anything but a version of Wb English.

The ship entered geosynchronous orbit above the eastern hem sphere. "Your directions were to
find the peak call ed Heng Shan, which should be approximately six hundred and fifty kiloneters
sout heast of Chonp Lori ... there!" The telescopic viewin the holopit zooned in on a beautifu
fang of snow and ice |eaping through at least three |layers of cloud until the sunmt gl eamed cl ear
and bright above nost of the atnosphere.

"Jesus," | whispered. "And where is Hsuan-k'ung Ssu? The Tenple Hanging in Air?"
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"It should be ... there," said the ship triunphantly.

W were | ooking straight down at a vertical ridge of ice, snow, and gray rock. C ouds broiled
at the base of this incredible slab. Even looking at this through the holo viewer made ne grab
couch cushions and reel in vertigo.

"Where?" | said. There were no structures in sight.

"That dark triangle," said the ship, circling what | thought was a shadow on one gray sl ab of
rock. "And this line ... here."

"What's the magnification?" | asked.

"The triangle is approximtely one-point-two neters along the |ongest edge," cane the voice |I'd
grown to know so well fromny conl og.

"Pretty small building for people to live in,"

| pointed out.

"No, no," said the ship. "This is just a bit of a human-made structure protudi ng from under
what must be a rock overhang. | would surmise that the entire so-called Tenple Hanging in Air is
under this overhang. The rock is nore than vertical at this point ... it pitches back sonme sixty
or eighty neters."

"Can you get us a side view? So that | can see the Templ e?"

"I could," said the ship. "It would require repositioning us in a nore northerly orbit so that
I can use the telescope to | ook south over the peak of Heng Shan, and go to infrared to | ook
through the cloud mass at eight thousand meters which is passing between the peak and the ridge
spur on which the Tenple is built, | would also have to ... "

"Skip it," | said. "Just tightbeamthat tenple area ... hell, the whole ridge ... and see if
Aenea is waiting for us."

"Whi ch frequency?" said the ship

Aenea had not nentioned any frequency. She had just said sonething about not being able to | and
in a true sense, but to come down to Hsuan-k'ung Ssu anyway. Looking at this vertical and worse-

than-vertical wall of snow and ice, | began to understand what she neant.
"Broadcast on whatever conmon frequency we would have used if you were calling a conl og
extension," | said. "If there's no answer, dial through all the frequencies you have. You m ght

try the frequencies that you picked up earlier.”

"They were coning fromthe southernnost quadrant of the western hemi sphere," said the ship in a
patient voice. "I picked up no microwave emanati ons fromthis hemni sphere.”

"Just do it, please," | said.

We hung there for half an hour, sweeping the ridge with tightbeam then broadcasting genera
radio signals toward all the peaks in the area, then flooding the hem sphere with short queries.
There was no response.

"Can there actually be an inhabited world where no one uses radi 0?" | said.

"Of course," said the ship. "On Ixion, it is against local |aw and customto use m crowave
communi cati on of any sort. On New Earth there was a group which ... "

"Ckay, Ckay," | said. For the thousandth tine, | wondered if there were a way to reprogramthis
aut onompus intelligence so that it wasn't such a pain in the ass. "Take us down," | said.

"To which location?" said the ship. "There are extensive inhabited areas on the high peak to
the east -- T ai Shan it is called on ny map -- and another city south on the K un Lun Ridge, it
is called Hsi wang-nu, | believe, and other habitations along the Phari R dge and west of there in
an area marked as Koko Nor. Also ... "

"Take us down to the Tenple Hanging in Air," | said.

Luckily, the planet's nagnetic field was conpletely adequate for the ship's EMrepul sors, so we
floated down through the sky rather than having to descend on a tail of fusion flame. | went out
to the bal cony to watch, although the holopit or screens in the top bedroom woul d have been nore
practical .

It seened to take hours, but actually within mnutes we were floating gently at ei ght thousand-
some neters, drifting between the fantastic peak to the north -- Heng Shan -- and the ridge
hol di ng Hsuan-k'ung Ssu. | had seen the terninator rushing fromthe east as we descended, and
according to the ship, it was |late afternoon here now | carried a pair of binoculars out to the
bal cony and stared. | could see the Tenple clearly. | could see it, but | could not quite believe
it.

What had seened a nmere play of |ight and shadow beneath the huge, striated, overhanging sl abs
of gray granite was a series of structures extending east and west for nany hundreds of neters.
could see the Asian influence at once: pagoda-shaped buildings with pitched tile roofs and curling
eaves, their elaborately tiled surfaces gilded and glowing in the bright sunlight; round w ndows

file:/l/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (137 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:25 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

and nmoon gates in the |lower brick sections of the superstructure, airy wooden porches with

el aborately carved railings; delicate wooden pillars painted the color of dried blood; red and
yel | ow banners draped from eaves and doorways and railings; conplicated carvings on the roof beans
and tower ridges; and suspension bridges and stairways festooned with what | would later learn
were prayer wheels and prayer flags, each offering a prayer to Buddha every tine a human hand spun
it or the wind fluttered it.

The Tenple was still being built. | could see raw wood being carried up to high platfornms, saw
human figures chiseling away at the stone face of the ridge, could see scaffolding, rude |adders,
crude bridges consisting of little nore than sone sort of woven plant material with clinbing ropes
for handrails, and upright figures hauling enpty baskets up these | adders and bri dges and nore
stooped figures carrying the baskets full of stone back down to a broad sl ab where nost of the
baskets were dunped into space. W were close enough that | could see that many of these human
figures wore colorful robes hanging alnost to their ankles -- some blowing in the stiff wi nd that
bl ew across the rockface here -- and that these robes | ooked thick and |ined against the cold. |
would later learn that these were the ubiquitous chuba, and that they could be made of thick
wat er proof zygoat wool or of cerenonial silk or even of cotton, although this [ast material was
rare and nuch prized

| had been nervous about showi ng our ship to the locals -- afraid it m ght cause a panic or a
| aser lance attack or sonething -- but did not know what else to do. W were still severa
kil ometers away, so at nost we would be an unusual glint of sunlight on dark netal floating
agai nst the white backdrop of the northern peak. | had hoped that they would think us just another
bird -- the ship and I had seen many birds through the viewer, nany of themw th w ngspans severa
meters across -- but that hope was dashed as | saw first a few of the workers at the Tenpl e pause
in their labors and stare out in our direction, then nore, and nore. No one pani cked.

There was no rush for shelter or to retrieve weapons -- | saw no weapons in sight anywhere --
but we had obvi ously been seen. | watched two wonmen in robes run up through the ascendi ng series
of templ e buildings, hanging bridges, stairways, steep |adders, and penultimte construction
scaffolding to the easternnost platformwhere the work seenmed to consist of cutting holes in the
rock wall. There was sonme sort of construction shack there, and one of the wonen disappeared into
it, coming out a nonent later with several taller fornms in robes.

I increased the magnification of ny binoculars, my heart pounding against nmy ribs, but there
was drifting snoke fromthe construction work and I could not make out for sure if the tallest

person there was Aenea. But through the veils of swirling smoke, | did catch a glinpse of blond-
brown hair -- just shorter than shoulder |ength -- andfora nonent | |owered the binoculars and
just stared out at the distant wall, grinning |ike an idiot.

"They are signaling," said the shinp.

| looked through the gl asses again. Another person -- female, | think, but with nuch darker
hair -- " flashing two handhel d semaphore fl ags.

"It is an ancient signal code,"” said the ship. "It is called Mrse. The first words are ... "

"Quiet," | said. W had | earned Mirse Code in the Home Guard and | had used it once with two
bl oody bandages to call in nedevac skinmers on the Iceshelf.

&QO... TO... THE... FISSURE ... TEN ... KLICKS ... TO... THE ... NORTH ... EAST

HOVER ... THERE.

AWAIT ... | NSTRUCTI ONS

"Got that, Ship?" | said.

"Yes." The ship's voice always sounded cold after I was rude to it.
"Let's go," | said. "I think | see a gap about ten klicks to the northeast. Let's stay as far
out as we can and cone in fromthe east. | don't think they'Il be able to see us fromthe Tenple,

and | don't see any other structures along the cliff face in that direction."

Wt hout further comment, the ship brought us out and around and back al ong the sheer rock wall
until we came to the fissure -- a vertical cleft dropping several thousand nmeters fromthe ice and
snow far above to a point where it converged about four hundred neters above the | evel of the
Tenpl e, which now was out of sight around the curve of rockface to the west.

The ship floated vertically until we were just fifty neters above the bottom of the fissure.
was surprised to see streams running down the steep rock walls of the sides of this gap, tunbling
into the center of the fissure before pouring off into thin air as a waterfall. There were trees
and nosses and lichens and flowering plants everywhere along this cleft, fields of themrising
many hundreds of neters alongside the streans until finally beconming nere streaks of nulticol ored
lichen rising toward the ice |levels above. At first | was sure that there was no sign of hunman
intrusion here, but then | saw the chiseled | edges along the north wall -- barely w de enough to
stand on, | thought -- and then the paths through the bright green noss, and the artfully placed
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stepping stones in the stream and then | noticed the tiny, weathered little structure -- too
small to be a cabin, nore like a gazebo with wi ndows -- which sat under wi nd-scul pted evergreens
al ong the stream and near the high point of the fissure's verdant pass.

| pointed and the ship noved up in that direction, hovering near the gazebo. | understood why
it would be difficult, if not inpossible, to land here. The Consul's ship was not that large -- it
had been hidden in the stone tower in the old poet's city of Endym on for centuries -- but even if
it landed vertically on its fins or extendable | egs here, sone trees, grass, noss, and flowering
pl ants woul d be crushed. They seened too rare in this vertical rock world to destroy that way.

So we hovered. And waited. And about thirty mnutes after we arrived, a young worman came around
the path fromthe direction of the rock | edges and waved heartily at us.

It was not Aenea.

| admit that | was disappointed. My desire to see ny young friend again had reached the point
of obsession, and | guess that | was having absurd fantasies of reunion -- Aenea and | running
toward one another across a flowered field, she the child of eleven again, | her protector, both
of us laughing with the pleasure of seeing one another and nme lifting her and sw ngi ng her around,
tossing her up ..

VWll, we had the grassy field. The ship continued hovering and norphed a stairway to the fl ower-
bedecked | awn next to the gazebo. The young woman crossed the stream hopping from stepping stone
to stepping stone with perfect bal ance, and came grinning toward me up the grassy knoll

She was in her early twenties. She had the physical grace and sense of presence | renenbered
froma thousand i mages of ny young friend.

But | had never seen this wonan before in ny life.

Coul d Aenea have changed this much in five years? Could she have disguised herself to hide from
the Pax? Had | sinply forgotten what she |ooked |ike? The latter seemed inprobable.

No, inpossible. The ship had assured nme that it had been five years and sone nonths for Aenea

if she was waiting on this world for me, but nmy entire trip -- including the cryogenic fugue part -
- had taken only about four nmonths. | had aged only a few weeks. | could not have forgotten her. |
woul d never forget her.

"Hell o, Raul," said the young wonan with dark hair.

"Hel |l 0?" | said.

She stepped cl oser and extended her hand. She had a firm handshake. "1'm Rachel. Aenea's

described you perfectly."” She |aughed. "Of course, we haven't been expecting anyone el se to cone
calling in a starship looking like this ... " She waved her hand in the general direction of the
ship hanging there Iike a vertical balloon bobbing softly in the w nd.

"How i s Aenea?" | said, ny voice sounding strange to ne. "Were is she?"

"Ch, she is back at the Tenple. She's working. It's the middle of the busiest work shift. She
couldn't get away. She asked ne to cone over and hel p you di spose of your ship."

She couldn't get away. What the hell was this? |I'd conme through literal hell -- suffered kidney
stones and broken | egs, been chased by Pax troopers, dunped into a world with no | and, eaten and
regurgitated by an alien -- and she coul dn't goddamm get away? | bit ny lip, resisting the inmpul se

to say what | was thinking.

| admit that enotion was surging rather high at that nonent.

"What do you nmean -- dispose of ny ship?' | said. | |ooked around. "There has to be sonepl ace
for it to land."

"There isn't really,"” said the young worman naned Rachel. Looking at her now in the bright
sunlight, | realized that she was probably a little older than Aenea would be -- md-twenties
per haps. Her eyes were brown and intelligent, her brown hair was chopped off as carelessly as
Aenea used to cut hers, her skin was tanned fromlong hours in the sun, her hands were call used
with work, and there were laugh lines at the corners of her eyes.

"Why don't we do this," said Rachel. "Wy don't you get what you need fromthe ship, take a
com og or conmuni cator so you can call the ship back when you need it, get two skinsuits and two
rebreathers out of the storage |ocker, and then tell the ship to hop back up to the third noon --
the second snall est captured asteroid. There's a deep crater there for it to hide in, but that
nmoon's in a near geosynchronous orbit and it keeps one face toward this henisphere all the tine.
You could tightbeamit and it could be back here in a few mnutes."

| | ooked suspiciously at her. "Way the skinsuits and rebreathers?" The ship had them They were
desi gned for beni gn hard-vacuum envi ronments where true space arnmor was not required. "The air
seens thick enough here,"” | said.

"It is," said Rachel. "There's a surprisingly rich oxygen atnosphere at this altitude. But
Aenea told ne to ask you to bring the skinsuits and rebreathers."
"Way?" | said.
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"I don't know, Raul," said Rachel. Her eyes were placid, seeningly clear of deceit or guile.
"Why does the ship have to hide?" | said.
"I's the Pax here?"

"Not yet," said Rachel. "But we've been expecting themfor the last six nonths or so. Right
now, there are no spacecraft on or around Tien Shan ... with the exception now of your ship. No
aircraft either. No skimrers, no EW'S, no thopters or copters ... only paragliders ... the flyers

and they woul d never be out that far."

| nodded but hesitated.

"The Dugpas saw something they couldn't explain today," continued Rachel. "The speck of your
shi p agai nst Chonp Lori, | nmean. But eventually they explain everything in terms of tendrel, so
that won't be a problem"”

"What are tendrel ?" | said. "And who are the Dugpas?"

"Tendrel are signs," said Rachel. "Divinations within the shamani stic Buddhist tradition
prevalent in this region of the Muntains of Heaven. Dugpas are the ... well, the word translates
literally as "highest." The people who dwell at the upper altitudes. There are al so the Drukpas,
the valley people ... that is, the lower fissures ... and the Drungpas, the wooded vall ey people

nostly those who live in the great fern forests and bonsai - banboo stands on the western
reaches of Phari Ri dge and beyond."

"So Aenea's at the Temple?" | said stubbornly, resisting followi ng the young worman's
"suggestion" for hiding the ship.
"Yes."

"Wien can | see her?"

"As soon as we wal k over there." Rachel smled.
"How | ong have you known Aenea?"

"About four years, Raul."

"Do you cone fromthis world?"

She smled again, patient with nmy interrogation

"No. When you neet the Dugpas and the others, you'll see that |I'mnot native. Mst of the
people in this region are from Chinese, Tibetan, and other Central Asian stock."
"Where are you fronP" | asked flatly, sounding rude in ny own ears.

"I was born on Barnard's Wrld," she said. "A backwater farm ng planet. Cornfields and woods
and | ong evenings and a few good universities, but not much else."

"I"ve heard of it," | said. It made nme nore suspicious. The "good universities" that had been
Barnard's Wrld's claimto fame during the Hegenony had | ong since been converted to Church
academ es and senminaries. | had the sudden wish that | could see the flesh of this young wonman's
chest -- see if there were a cruciformthere, | nean. It would be all too easy for nme to send the
ship away and walk into a Pax trap. "Were did you neet Aenea?" | said. "Here?"

"No, not here. On Anritsar."

"Anritsar?" | said. "l've never heard of it."

"That's not unusual. Amritsar is a Solmev-marginal world way out back of the Qutback. It was
only settled about a century ago -- refugees froma civil war on Parvati. A few thousand Si khs and
a few thousand Sufi eke out a living there. Aenea was hired to design a desert comunity center
there and | hired on to do the survey and ranrod the construction crew. |'ve been with her ever
since."

| nodded, still hesitating. | was filled with something not quite di sappoi ntment, surging like
anger but not quite as clear, bordering on jealousy. But that was absurd. "A Bettik?" | said,
feeling a sudden intuition that the android had died in the past five years. "ls he ... "

"He headed out yesterday for our biweekly provision trek to Phari Marketplace," said the wonman
naned Rachel. She touched ny upper arm "A Bettik's fine. He should be back by nponrise tonight.
Cone on. Get your stuff. Tell the ship about hiding on the third moon. You'd rather hear all this
stuff from Aenea."

| ended up taking little nore than a change of clothes, good boots, ny snall binoculars, a
smal | sheath knife, the skinsuits and rebreathers, and a pal msized comunit-journal fromthe

ship. | stuffed all this into a rucksack, hopped down the steps to the neadow, and told the ship
what it should do. My anthroponorphi zi ng had reached the point where | expected the ship to sulk
at the idea of going back into hibernation node -- on an airless noon this tinme -- but the ship

acknow edged the order, suggested that it check in via tightbeamonce daily to make sure that the
comunit was functioning, and then it floated up and away, dwindling to a speck and then
di sappearing, like nothing so much as a balloon that has had its string cut.

Rachel gave nme a wool chuba to pull on over ny thermjacket. |I noticed the nylon harness she
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wore over her jacket and trousers, the netal clinbing equi prent hangi ng on straps, and asked about
it.

"Aenea has a harness for you at the tenple site,"” she said, rattling the hardware on the sling.
"This is the nost advanced technol ogy on this world. The nmetal workers at Potal a demand and receive

a king's ransomfor this stuff -- cranpons, cable pulleys, folding ice axes and i ce hamers,
chocks, 'biners, |ost arrows, bongs, birdbeaks, you name it."

"WIl | need it?" | said dubiously. W had | earned some basic ice-clinbing techniques in the
Home Guard -- rappelling, crevasse work, that sort of thing -- and I had done sone roped-up quarry

clinbing when | worked with Avrol Hume on the Beak, but | wasn't sure about real nopuntaineering.
didn't |ike heights.

"You'll need it but you'll get used to it quickly," assured Rachel and set off, hopping across
t he stepping stones and running lightly up the path toward the cliff's edge. The gear jangled
softly on her harness, like steel chines or the bells around sone nmountain goat's neck

The ten-klick wal k south al ong the sheer rockface was easy enough once | got used to the narrow
| edge, the dizzy-nmaking sheer drop to our right, the bright glare fromthe incredible nmountain to
the north and fromthe churning clouds far below, and the heady surge of energy fromthe rich
at nosphere.

"Yes," said Rachel when | nentioned the air. "The oxygen-rich atnmosphere here would be a
problemif there were forests or savannahs to burn. You should see the nonsoon |ightning storms.
But the bonsai forest back there at the fissure and the fern forests over on the rainy side of
Phari is about all we have in terns of conbustible materials. They're all fire species. And the
bonsai wood that we use in the building is alnbst too dense to burn.”

For a while we walked in single file and in silence. My attention was on the | edge. W had j ust
come around a sharp corner that required me to duck nmy head under the overhang when the | edge
wi dened, the view opened up, and there was Hsuan-k'ung Ssu, the "Tenple Hanging in Air."

Fromthis closer view, a bit below and to the east of the Tenple, it still |ooked to be
magi cal | y suspended in mdair above nothing. Some of the |ower, older buildings had stone or brick
bases, but the majority were built out over air. These pagoda-style buildings were sheltered by
the great rock overhang sone seventy-five neters above the nain structures, but |adders and
pl atforns zi gged and zagged up al nbost to the underside of that overhang.

W cane in anong peopl e. The many-hued chubas and ubiquitous clinbing slings were not the only
common denomni nators here: nost of the faces that peered at ne with polite curiosity seened to be
of Ad Earth Asian stock; the people were relatively short for a roughly standard-g world; they
nodded and stepped aside respectfully as Rachel led the way through the crowds, up the | adders,

t hrough the incense-and-sandal wood-snelling interior halls of sone of the buildings, out and
across porches and swi nging bridges and up delicate staircases. Soon we were in the upper |evels
of the Tenple where construction proceeded at a rapid pace. The snall figures |I had seen through
bi nocul ars were now |iving, breathing human bei ngs grunting under heavy baskets of stone,

i ndi vi dual people snelling of sweat and honest | abor. The silent efficiency I had watched fromthe
ship's terrace now becane a clanorous m xture of hanmers poundi ng, chisels ringing, pick-axes
echoi ng, and workers shouting and gesturing amd the controll ed chaos commbn to any construction
site.

After several staircases and three long | adders rising to the highest platform | paused to
catch nmy breath before clinbing the last |adder. Rich oxygen atnosphere or no, this clinbing was
hard work. | noticed Rachel watching me with the equaninity that could easily be m staken for
i ndi fference.

| looked up to see a young wonan stepping over the edge of the high platformand descendi ng
gracefully. For the briefest of seconds | felt my heart pound with nervousness -- Aenea! -- but
then | saw how t he woman noved, saw the short-cropped dark hair fromthe back, and knew that it
was not mny friend.

Rachel and | stepped back fromthe base of the | adder as the wonman junped down the | ast few
rungs. She was large and solid -- as tall as | was -- with strong features and amazi ng vi ol et
eyes. She looked to be in her forties or early fifties, standard, was deeply tanned and very fit,
and fromthe white winkles at the corners of her eyes and nouth, it seened that she al so enjoyed
| aughi ng. "Raul Endymion," she said, thrusting out her hand. "I'm Theo Bernard. | help build
t hi ngs. "

| nodded. Her handshake was as firm as Rachel's.

"Aenea's just finishin' up." Theo Bernard gestured toward the | adder

| glanced at Rachel

"You go on up," she said. "We've got things to do."

| went up hand over hand. There were probably sixty rungs on the banboo | adder, and | was aware
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as | clinbed that the platformbelow was very narrow if one fell, the drop beyond it endl ess.

Stepping onto the platform | saw the rough constructi on shacks and areas of chiseled stone
where the last tenple building would be. | was aware of the countless tons of stone starting just
ten nmeters above ne where the overhang angled up and out like a granite ceiling. Small birds with
v-shaped tails darted and swooped anong the cracks and fissures there.

Then all ny attention becane fixed on the figure energing fromthe |arger of the two
construction shacks.

It was Aenea. The bold, dark eyes, the unself-conscious grin, the sharp cheekbones and delicate
hands, the bl ond-brown hair cut carelessly and blowing nowin the strong wind along the cliff

face. She was not that nuch taller than when | had seen her last -- | could still have kissed her
forehead wi thout bending -- but she was changed.
| took in a sudden breath. | had watched peopl e grow and conme of age, of course, but nost of

these had been ny friends when | was al so growi ng and coning of age.

Qoviously | had never had children, and ny careful observation of soneone maturing had only
been during the four years and sone nonths of my friendship with this child. In nost ways, |
realized, Aenea still |ooked nuch as she had on her sixteenth birthday, five of her years earlier
m nus now the |ast of her baby fat, w th sharper cheekbones and firmer features, w der hips and
slightly nore prom nent breasts. She wore whip trousers, high boots, a green shirt | renmenbered
from Taliesin West, and a khaki jacket that was blowing in the wind. | could see that her arns and
| egs were stronger, nore muscled, than | renmenbered fromdd Earth -- but not that mnmuch was
changed about her.

Everyt hi ng was changed about her. The child | had known was gone. A wonan stood in her place; a
strange wonman wal ki ng qui ckly toward ne across the rough platform It was not just strong features

and perhaps a bit nmore firmflesh on her lean form it was ... a solidity. A presence. Aenea had
al ways been the nost alive, animted, and conplete person | had ever known, even as a child.

Now that the child was gone, or at |east subnerged in the adult, | could see the solidity
wi thin that animated aura.

"Raul!" She crossed the last few steps to nme, stood close, and grasped ny forearns in her
strong hands.

For a second | thought that she was going to kiss ne on the nouth the way she had ... the way
the child of sixteen had ... during the Iast m nutes we had been together on Ad Earth. |nstead
she rai sed one |long-fingered hand and set it against ny face, running fingers down the line of ny
cheek to ny chin. Her dark eyes were alive with ... what? Not anmusenent. Vitality, perhaps.

Happi ness, | hoped.

| felt tongue-tied. | started to speak, stopped, raised nmy right hand as if to touch her cheek
dropped it.

"Raul ... dam ... it is so good to see you!" She took her hand away fromny face and hugged ne
with an intensity bordering on viol ence.

"It's good to see you too, kiddo." | patted her back, feeling the rough material of her jacket

under my palm

She stepped back, grinning very broadly now, and grabbed ny upper arns. "Was the trip to get
the ship terrible? Tell ne."

"Five years!" | said. "Wiy didn't you tell ne ...

"I did. | shouted it."

"When? At Hanni bal? When | was ... "

"Yes. Then | shouted "I |ove you." Renenber?"

"I remenber that, but ... if you knew ... five years, | nean ..

W were both tal king at once, al nost babbling.

| found nyself trying to tell her all about the farcasters, the kidney stone on Vitus-G ay-
Bal i anus B, the Anpiete Spectrum Helix people, the cloud world, the cuttlefish-squid thing -- al
whil e | was asking her questions and babbling on again before she could answer.

Aenea kept grinning. "You |l ook the same, Raul. You |l ook the sane. But then, hell, | guess you
should. It's only been ... what ... a week or two of travel and a cold sleep on the ship for you."
| felt a wash of anger amid the happy giddiness. "Goddamrt, Aenea. You should have told ne
about the time-debt. And maybe about the farcast to a world with no river or solid ground too. |

coul d have died."
Aenea was nodding. "But | didn't know for sure, Raul. There was no certainty, only the usua
possibilities. That's why A Bettik and | built the parasail into the kayak." She grinned

again. "l guess it worked."
"But you knew it would be a long separation. Years for you." | did not phrase it as a question
"Yes."
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| started to speak, felt the anger wash away as quickly as it had surged, and took her by the
arms. "It's good to see you, kiddo."

She hugged ne again, kissing ne on the cheek this time the way she had as a kid when |I had
delighted her with sone joke or coment. "Cone on," she said. "The afternoon shift is over. I'l|
show you our platformand introduce you to sone of the people here."

Qur platforn? | followed her down | adders and across bridges that | had not noticed while
wal ki ng with Rachel. "Have you been all right, Aenea? | mean ... is everything all right?"

"Yes." She | ooked back over her shoulder and sniled at me again. "Everything is good, Raul." W
crossed a terrace on the side of the topnost of three pagodas stacked one atop the other. | could
feel the platformshaking a bit as we wal ked the narrow terrace, and when we stepped out onto the
narrow pl atform bet ween pagodas, the entire structure vibrated. | noticed that people were |eaving
t he west ernnost pagoda and followi ng the narrow | edge trail back along the cliff face.

"This part feels shaky, but it's sturdy enough," said Aenea, noticing nmy apprehension. "Beans
of tougher bonsai pine are driven into holes drilled into the rock. That supports the whole
infrastructure.”

"They nmust rot away," | said as | followed her onto a short suspension bridge. W swayed in the
wi nd.

"They do," said Aenea. "They've been replaced several tinmes in the eight hundred-sone years the
Tenpl e' s been here. No one is sure exactly how many tinmes. Their records are shakier than the
floors.™

"And you've been hired to add on to the place?" | said. W had cone out onto a terrace of w ne-
colored wood. A | adder at the end rose to another platformand a narrower bridge running fromit.
"Yeah," said Aenea. "l'msort of part architect, part construction boss. |I'd supervised the

construction of a Taoist tenple over near Potala when | first arrived, and the Dal ai Lanma thought
that | might be able to finish work on the Tenple Hanging in Air. It's frustrated a few woul d-be
renovators over the past few decades."”

"When you arrived," | repeated. W had come onto a high platformat the center of the
structure. It was bound about with beautifully carved railings and held two snall pagodas perched
right at the edge. Aenea stopped at the door of the first pagoda.

"Atemple?" | said

"My place." She grinned, gesturing toward the interior. | peeked in. The square roomwas only
three neters by three nmeters, its floor of polished wood with two snall tatam mats.
The nost striking thing about it was the far wall -- which sinply was not there. Shoji screens

had fol ded back and the far end of the roomended in open air.
One could sleepwalk into oblivion there. The breeze up the cliff face rustled the | eaves on
three willowtype branches set in a beautiful nustard-yellow vase that sat on a | ow wood dai s

against the west wall. It was the only ornanentation in the room
"We kick off our shoes in the buildings -- except for the transit corridors you came through
earlier," she said. She led the way to the other pagoda. It was al nost identical to the first,

except for the shoji screens being |atched closed here and a futon on the floor near them "A
Bettik's stuff,” she said, pointing to a small, red-painted | ocker near the futon. "This is where
we' ve set you up to bunk. Cone on in." She slipped her boots off, crossed to the tatam mat, slid
the shoji back, and sat cross-legged on the mat.

I removed ny boots, set the pack against the south wall, and went over to sit next to her

"Well," she said and gripped ny forearns again.

" Gosh. "

For a minute | could not speak. | wondered if the altitude or the rich atnosphere was naking ne
so enotional. | concentrated on watching lines of people in bright chubas |eaving the Tenple and

wal ki ng the narrow | edges and bridges west along the cliff face. Directly across from our open
door here was the gl eaning massif of Heng Shan, its icefields glowing in the late afternoon |ight.
"Jesus," | said softly. "It's beautiful here, kiddo."

"Yes. And deadly if one is not careful. Tonmorrow A Bettik and I will take you up on the face
and give you a refresher course on clinbing gear and protocol."

"Priner course is nore like it," | said. | could not stop |ooking at her face, her eyes. | was
afraid that if |I touched her bare skin again, visible voltage would | eap between us. | renenbered
that electric shock whenever we had touched when she was a kid. | took a breath. "Ckay," | said.
"When you got here, the Dalai Lama -- whoever that is -- said that you could work on the Tenple

here. So when did you get here? How did you get here? Wien did you neet Rachel and Theo? Wo el se
do you know wel |l here? What happened after we said good-bye in Hanni bal ? What happened to everyone
el se at Taliesin? Have the Pax troops been after you? Were did you learn all the architectura
stuff? Do you still talk with the Lions and Tigers and Bears? How did you ... "
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Aenea held up one hand. She was laughing. "One thing at a tinme, Raul. | need to hear all about
your trip too, you know. "

I |ooked into her eyes. "I dreanmed that we were talking," | said. "You told ne about the four
steps ... learning the | anguage of the dead ... learning ... "

"The | anguage of the living," she finished for ne. "Yes. | had that dreamtoo."

My eyebrows must have arched.
Aenea sniled and set both her hands on mine. Her hands were |arger, covering nmy oversized fist.

I remenbered when both her hands woul d have di sappeared in one of mne. "I do renenber the dream
Raul . And | dreaned that you were in pain ... your back ... "

"Ki dney stone," | said, wincing at the nenory.

"Yes. Well, | guess it shows that we're still friends if we can share dreans while |ight-years
apart."

"Light-years," | repeated. "All right, how did you get across them Aenea? How did you get

here? Were el se have you been?"

She nodded and began speaki ng. The wi nd through the open wall screens rustled her hair. Wile
she spoke, the evening light grew richer and higher on the great nountain to the north and across
the cliff face to the east and west. Aenea had been the last to | eave Taliesin Wst, but that was
only four days after | had paddl ed down the M ssissippi. The other apprentices had |eft by
different farcasters, she said, and the dropship had used the last of its power to ferry themto
the various portals -- near the CGolden Gate Bridge, at the edge of the Grand Canyon, atop the
stone faces at Munt Rushnore, beneath the rusted girders of |launch gantries at the Kennedy

Spaceport Historical Park -- all over the western hemnmi sphere of AOd Earth, it seened.
Aenea' s farcaster had been built into an adobe house in a pueblo north of the empty city called
Santa Fe. A Bettik had farcast with her. | blinked in jealousy at this, but said nothing.

Her first farcast had brought her to a high-gravity world called |Ixion. The Pax had a presence
there, but it was concentrated primarily in the opposite heni sphere. |xion had never recovered
properly fromthe Fall, and the high, jungle plateau where Aenea and A Bettik had energed was a
maze of overgrown ruins populated primarily by warring tribes of neo-Mrxists and Native American
resurgencists, this volatile mxture further destabilized by bands of renegade and rovi ng ARN-1STS
who were attenpting to bring back all recorded species of Od Earth dinosaur

Aenea made the tale funny -- hiding A Bettik's blue skin and obvi ous android status with great
daubs of the decorative face paint the locals used, the audacity of a sixteen-year-old girl
demandi ng noney -- or in this case, food and furs in barter -- for heading up the reconstruction
efforts in the old Ixion cities of Canbar, Iliunut, and Maoville. But it had worked. Not only had

Aenea hel ped in the redesign and rebuilding of three of the old city centers and countl ess snal
homes, but she had started a series of "discussion circles" that brought listeners in froma dozen
of the warring tribes.

Here Aenea was being circunspect, | knew, but | wanted to know what these "discussion circles"
were all about.
"Just things," she said. "They would raise the topic, | would suggest sonme things to think

about, and people would talk."

"Did you teach then?" | asked, thinking of the prophecy that the child of the John Keats cybrid
woul d be the One Who Teaches.

"In the Socratic sense, | guess," said Aenea

"What's that ... oh, yeah." | renenbered the Plato she had steered me toward in the Taliesin
library. Plato's teacher, Socrates, had taught by questioning, drawi ng out truths that people
al ready held within thensel ves.

| had thought that technique highly dubious, at best. She went on. Sone of the nenbers of her
di scussion group had becone devoted |isteners, returning every evening and foll owi ng her when she
nmoved fromruined city to ruined city on |xion.

"You mean disciples," | said.

Aenea frowned. "I don't like that word nuch, Raul."

| folded nmy arns and | ooked out at the al penglow illumnating the cloudtops many kil oneters
bel ow and the brilliant evening light on the northern peak. "You may not like it, but it sounds

like the correct word to nme, kiddo. Disciples follow their teacher wherever she travels, trying to
gl ean one |l ast bit of know edge from her."

"Students follow their teacher," said Aenea.

"All right," | said, not willing to derail the story by arguing. "Go on."

There was not nuch nore to tell about |xion, she said.

She and A, Bettik were on the world about one |ocal year, five nonths standard. Mst of the
bui | di ng had been with stone bl ocks and her design had been ancient-cl assical, alnpst G eek
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"What about the Pax?" | said. "Did they ever cone sniffing around?"

"Some of the nissionaries took part in the discussions,” said Aenea. "One of them ... a Father
Adifford ... becane good friends with A Bettik."

"Didn't he -- they -- turn you in? They nust still be hunting for us."

"I amsure that Father difford didn't," said Aenea. "But eventually sone of the Pax troopers
began | ooking for us in the western heni sphere where we were working. The tribes hid us for
anot her month. Father Cifford was coning to evening di scussions even when the skinmers were
flying back and forth over the jungle |ooking for us."

"What happened?" | felt like a two-year-old who woul d ask questions just to keep the other
person talking. It had only been a few nonths of separation -- including the dreamridden cold
sleep -- but | had forgotten exactly how nuch | |oved the sound of ny young friend s voice.

"Not hing, really," she said. "I finished the last job -- an old anmphitheater for plays and town
nmeetings, fittingly enough -- and A Bettik and | left. Some of the ... students ... left as
well."

| blinked. "Wth you?" Rachel had said that she had net Aenea on a world called Amitsar and
travel ed here with her. Perhaps Theo had cone from I xion

"No, no one came with me fromlxion,"

Aenea said softly. "They had other places to go. Things to teach to others."

| looked at her for a noment. "You nean the Lions and Tigers and Bears are allow ng others to
farcast now? O are all the old portals openi ng?"

"No," answered Aenea, although to which question |I was not sure. "No, the farcasters are as

dead as ever. It's just ... well ... a few special cases.” Again | did not press the issue. She
went on.

After Ixion, she had 'cast to the world of Maui-Covenant.

"Siri's world!" | said, remenbering Grandami s voice teaching nme the cadences of the Hyperion

Cant os. That had been the locale for one of the pilgrins' tales.

Aenea nodded and continued. Maui-Covenant had been battered by revol uti on and Hegenony attacks
way back during the Wb, had recovered during the Fall interregnum had been recol oni zed during
the Pax expansion w thout the help of the locals who, in the best Siri tradition, had fought from
their notile isles and al ongsi de their dol phin conpanions until Pax Fleet and Swi ss Guard had put
their boots down hard. Now Maui - Covenant was being Christianized with a vengeance, the residents
of the one large continent, the Equatorial Archipelago, and the thousands of migrating notile
isles being sent to "Christian acadeni es" for reeducation

But Aenea and A Bettik had stepped through to a notile isle still belonging to the rebels --
groups of neo-pagans called Sirists who sailed at night, floated anong the traveling archi pel agoes
of enpty isles during the daylight, and who fought the Pax at every turn. "What did you build?" |
asked. | thought that | remenbered fromthe Cantos that the notile isles carried little except
treehouses under their sail-trees.

"Treehouses," said Aenea, grinning. "Lots of treehouses. Also sonme underwater domes. That's
where the pagans were spending nost of their tinme."

"So you desi gned treehouses."

She shook her head. "Are you kiddi ng? These are -- next to the mssing God's G ove Tenplars --

the best treehouse builders in human space. | studied how to build treehouses. They were graci ous
enough to let A Bettik and ne help."

"Slave | abor," | said.

"Exactly."

She had spent only sone three standard nonths on Maui - Covenant. That is where she had net Theo
Ber nar d.

"A pagan rebel ?" | said.

"A runaway Christian," corrected Aenea. "She had cone to Maui-Covenant as a col onist. She fled
the colonies and joined the Sirists.”

I was frowning without realizing it. "She carries a cruciforn?" | said. Born-again Christians
still nmade ne nervous.

"Not anynore," said Aenea.

"But how ... " | knew of no way that a Christian with the cross could rid herself of a

cruciform short of the secret ritual of excomrunication, which only the Church could perform

"I"ll explain later," said Aenea. Before her tale was done, this phrase would be used nore than
a few tines.

After Maui - Covenant, she and A Bettik and Theo Bernard had farcast to Renai ssance Vector

"Renai ssance Vector!" | alnpst shouted. That was a Pax stronghold. W had al nbst been shot down
on Renai ssance Vector. It was a hyper-industrialized world, all cities and robot factories and Pax
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centers.
"Renai ssance Vector." Aenea sm | ed.
It had not been easy. They had been forced to disguise A Bettik as a burn victimwith a
synfl esh mask. It had been unconfortable for himfor the six nonths they were there.
"What jobs did you do there?" | asked, finding it hard to imagine nmy friend and her friends
staying hidden in the thronging world-city that was Renai ssance Vector
"Just one job," said Aenea. "W worked on the new cathedral in Da Vinci -- St. Matthew s."
It took ne a minute of staring before |I could speak. "You worked on a cathedral ? A Pax
cat hedral ? A Christian church?"

"OF course,"” said Aenea calmy. "I |abored al ongsi de sone of the best stonemasons, gl ass
wor kers, builders, and craftsmen in the business. | was an apprentice at first, but before we |eft
| was assistant to the chief designer working on the nave."

I could only shake ny head. "And did you ... have discussion circles?"

"Yes," said Aenea. "Mdre canme on Renai ssance Vector than on any of the other worlds. Thousands

of students, before it was over."
"I'"'mamazed that you weren't betrayed.”

"I was," she said. "But not by one of the students. One of the glass workers turned us into
the |l ocal Pax garrison. A Bettik, Theo, and | barely nmade it out."

"Via farcaster," | said

"By ... 'casting, yes," said Aenea.

It was only much later that | realized that there had been a slight hesitation in her voice
there, an unspoken qualification. "And did others | eave with you?"

"Not with ne," she said again. "But hundreds 'cast el sewhere."

"Where?" | said, nystified. Aenea sighed.

"Do you remenber our discussion, Raul, where | said that the Pax thought that | was a virus?
And that they were right?"

"Yeah."

"Well, these students of nine are also carrying the virus,
People to infect."

Her litany of worlds and jobs went on.

Pat awpha for three nonths, where she had used her treehouse experience to build nansions in the
i nterwoven branches and trunks growi ng fromthe endl ess swanps there.

Anritsar, where she had worked for four standard nonths in the desert building tent hones and
nmeeti ng places for the nomad bands of Sikhs and Sufis who wandered the green sands there.

she said. "They had places to go.

"That's where you net Rachel," | said.
"Correct."
"What is Rachel's last nanme?" | said. "She didn't nention it to ne."

"She has never nentioned it to nme, either," said Aenea and went on with her tale.

From Anritsar, she and A Bettik and her two female friends had 'cast to G oonbridge Dyson D
This world had been a Hegenony terraforming failure, abandoned to its encroachi ng net hane- ammoni a
glaciers and ice-crystal hurricanes, its dwi ndling nunmber of colonists retreating to its biodones
and orbital construction shacks. But its people -- nostly Suni Mislimengineers fromthe failed
Trans- African Genetic Reclamation Project -- stubbornly refused to die during the Fall, and ended
up terraformng G oonbridge Dyson Dinto a Laplandic tundra world with breathable air and adapted-
ad Earth flora and fauna, including wooly manmot hs wandering the equatorial highlands. The
mllions of hectares of grasslands were perfect for horses -- AOd Earth horses of the kind that
had di sappeared during the Tribulations before the honeworld fell into xf -- so the gene-designers
took their original seedship stock and bred horses by the thousands, then by the tens of
t housands. Normad bands wandered the greenways of the southern continent, living in a kind of
synbiosis with the great herds, while the farners and city folk nmoved into the high foothills
al ong the equat or.

There were violent predators there, evolved and unl eashed during the centuries of accel erated
and sel f-directed ARN- YI NG experinentation: nmutant carrion-breed packs and burrow ng ni ght
terrors, thirty-nmeter-long grass serpents descended fromthose from Hyperion's Sea of G ass and
Fuji rock tigers, smart wolves, and | Q ENHANCED gri zzlies

The humans had the technology to hunt the adapted killers to extinction in a year or |less, but
the residents of the world chose a different path: the nomads woul d take their chances, one-on-one
with the predators, protecting the great horse herds as |long as the grass grows and the water
flows, while the city types would begin work on a wall -- a single wall eventually to be nore than
five thousand kilonmeters |long that would separate the w | der sections of the savage hi ghlands from
t he horse-herd savannahs and evol ving cyclad forests to the south. And the wall was to be nore
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than a wall, it was to becone the great linear city of Goonbridge Dyson D, thirty neters tall at
its lowest, its ranparts resplendent with nosques and minarets, the travel way on top w de enough
that three chariots could pass w thout rubbing wheels.

The col onists were too few and too busy with other projects to work full-tine on such a wall
but they programed robots and decanted androids fromtheir seedship vaults to carry out the
| abor.

Aenea and her friends joined in this project, working for six standard nonths as the wall took
shape and began its relentless march al ong the base of the highlands and the edge of the
gr assl ands.

"A. Bettik found two of his siblings there," said Aenea softly.

"My God," | whispered. | had al nost forgotten. Wien we were on Sol Draconi Septem sone years
ago, sitting by the warnth of a heating cube in Father d aucus's book-1lined study inside a
skyscraper that, in turn, was frozen within the eternal glacier of that world' s frozen atnosphere

A. Bettik had tal ked about one of his reasons for com ng on the odyssey with the child, Aenea,

and nme: he was hoping against logic to find his four siblings -- three brothers and a sister. They
had been separated shortly after their training period as children -- if an android's accel erated
early years could be called "childhood."

"So he found then?" | said, nmarveling.

"Two of them" repeated Aenea. "One of the other males in his growmh créche -- A Antibbe --
and his sister, A Darria."

"Were they like hinP" | asked. The old poet had used androids in his enpty city of Endym on
but 1 had not paid nuch attention to any of them except A Bettik. Too nuch had been happening too
fast.

"Much like him" said Aenea. "But very different, as well. Perhaps he will tell you nore."

She wrapped up her story. After six standard nonths working on the linear city wall on
G oonbri dge Dyson D, they had had to | eave

"Had to | eave?" | said. "The Pax?"

"The Conmi ssion for Justice and Peace, to be precise,” said Aenea. "W did not want to | eave,
but we had no choice."

"What is the Conmission for Justice and Peace?" | said. Sonething about the way she had
pronounced the words nade the hairs on nmy arm stand up

"I'"ll explain later," she said.

"All right," | said, "but explain sonething el se now"

Aenea nodded and waited.

"You say you spent five standard nonths on Ixion," | said. "Three nonths on Maui - Covenant, siXx
nmont hs on Renai ssance Vector, three nonths on Patawpha, four standard nmonths on Amritsar, about
six standard nonths on -- what was it? -- G oonbridge Dyson D?"

Aenea nodded.
"And you' ve been here about a standard year you say?"

"Yes. "

"That's only thirty-nine standard nonths,"” | said. "Three standard years and three nonths."

She waited. The corners of her nmouth twitched slightly, but | realized that she was not going
to smile ... it looked nore as if she was trying to avoid crying. Finally, she said, "You were
al ways good at nmath, Raul."

"My trip here took five years' tinme-debt," | said softly. "So that's about sixty standard

mont hs for you, but you ve only accounted for thirty-nine. Were are the m ssing twenty-one
standard nont hs, ki ddo?"

| saw the tears in her eyes. Her nouth was quavering slightly, but she tried to speak in a
light tone. "It was sixty-two standard nonths, one week, and six days for nme," she said. "Five
years, two nonths, and one day tinme-debt on the ship, about four days accel erating and
decel erating, and ei ght days' travel time. You forgot your travel tine."

"All right, kiddo," | said, seeing the enotion well in her. Her hands were shaking. "Do you
want to talk about the mssing ... what was it?"

"Twenty-three nonths, one week, and six hours," she said. A npost two standard years, | thought.
And she doesn't want to tell me what happened to her during that tine. | had never seen her

exercise such rigid control before; it was as if she were trying to hold herself together
physi cal |y agai nst sone terrible centrifugal force.

"We'll talk about it later,"” she said, pointing out the open doorway at the cliff face to the
west of the Tenple. "Look."

| could just make out figures -- two-legged and four-legged -- on the narrow | edge. They were
still several klicks away along the cliff face.
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| wal ked over to ny pack, retrieved ny binoculars, and studied the forns.

"The pack animals are zygoats," said Aenea. "The porters are hired in Phari Marketplace and
will be returning in the norning. See anyone famliar?"

| did. The blue face in the hooded chuba | ooked nuch the way it had five of his years earlier.
| turned back to Aenea, but she was obviously finished tal king about her missing two years. |
al l owed her to change the subject again.

Aenea began asking me questions then and we were still talking when A Bettik arrived. The
worren -- Rachel and Theo -- wandered in a few minutes later. One of the tatani mats fol ded back to
reveal a cooking brazier in the floor near the open wall, and Aenea and A Bettik began cooking
for everyone. QGthers wandered in and were introduced -- the forenen George Tsarong and Ji gne
Nor bu, two sisters who were in charge of nuch of the decorative railing work -- Kuku and Kay Se,
Gyal o Thondup in his formal silken robes and Jignme Taring in soldier's garb, the teaching nonk
ChimDin and his master, Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi, abbot of the gonpa at the Tenple Hanging in Air, a
fermal e monk naned Donka Nyapso, a traveling trade agent named Tronmo Trochi of Dhonu, Tsipon
Shakabpa who was the Dal ai Lama's overseer of construction here at the Tenple, and the faned
clinmber and paraglide flyer Lhono Dondrub, who was perhaps the nost striking man | had ever seen

and -- | later discovered -- one of the few flyers who would drink beer or break bread with
Dugpas, Drukpas, or Drungpas.
The food was tsanpa and nonp -- a roasted barley nmixed into zygoat-buttered tea, fornmng a

paste that one rolled into balls and ate with other balls of steanmed dough hol di ng nmushroons, cold
zygoat tongue, sugared bacon, and bits of pears that A Bettik told me were fromthe fabled

gardens of Hsi wang-rmu. Mdre people cane in as the bow s were being handed out -- Labsang Samten --
who, A Bettik whispered, was the ol der brother of the current Dalai Lama and was now in his third
year of nmonkhood here at the Tenple, and various Drungpas fromthe wooded clefts -- including

mast er carpenter Changchi Kenchung with his [ ong, waxed nustaches, Perri Sandup, an interpreter
and Ri msi Kyi pup, a broodi ng and unhappy young scaffold-rigger. Not all of the nonks who dropped
in that night were descended fromthe Chinese/tibetan A d Earth seedship colonists. Laughi ng and
lifting their rough mugs of beer with us were the fearless high riggers Haruyuki O aki and
Kenshiro Endo, the naster banboo workers Voytek Majer and Janusz Kurtyka, and the bricknmakers Kim
Byung- Soon and Viki Goselj. The mayor of Jo-kung, the nearest cliff city, was there -- Charles
Chi - kyap Kenpo -- who also served as Lord Chanberlain of all the Tenple's priest officials and was
an appoi nted nmenber of both the Tsongdu, the regional assenbly of elders, and advisor to Yik-
Tshang, literally the "Nest of Letters,"” the secret four-person body that reviewed the nonks
progress and appointed all priests. Charles Chi-kyap Kenpo was the first nenber of our party to
drink enough to pass out.

Chim Din and several of the other nonks dragged the snoring nan away fromthe edge of the
platformand | eft himsleeping in the corner

There were others -- at least forty people nmust have filled the little pagoda as the |ast of
the sunlight ebbed away and the moonlight fromthe Oracle and three of her siblings lit the
cloudt ops below -- but | forgot their names that night as we ate tsanpa and nono, drank beer in
great quantities, and nade the torches burn bright in Hsuan-k'ung Ssu. Sone hours |ater that
evening, | went out to relieve nyself. A Bettik showed me the way to the toilets.

| had assuned that one would just use the edge of platfornms, but he assured ne that on a world
where dwel ling structures had many | evels -- nost of them above or bel ow others -- this was
considered bad form The toilets were built into the side of the cliff, enclosed by banboo
partitions, and the sanitary arrangenents consisted of cleverly engi neered pipes and sl uices
|l eading into fissures running deep into the cliff as well as washbasins cut in stone counters.
There was even a shower area and sol ar-heated water for washing.

When | had rinsed nmy hands and face and stepped back out onto the platform-- the chill breeze
hel ping to sober me a bit -- | stood next to A. Bettik in the nmoonlight and | ooked into the
gl owi ng pagoda where the crowd had arranged itself in concentric circles with ny young friend as
the | ocus.

The | aughter and chaos had di sappeared. One by one, the nonks and holy nen and riggers and
carpenters and stonemasons and gonpa abbots and mayors and brickl ayers were asking soft questions
of the young wonan, and she was answeri ng.

The scene remni nded ne of sonething -- sone recent image -- and it took ne only a mnute to
recall it: the forty-AU deceleration into the star system wth the ship offering up holo
representations of the Gtype sun with its eleven orbiting planets, two asteroid belts, and
countl ess conets. Aenea was definitely the sun in this system and all of the men and wonen in
that roomwere orbiting around her as surely as had the worlds, asteroids, and conmets in the
shi p's projection.
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| | eaned on a banboo post and | ooked at A. Bettik in the noonlight. "She'd better be careful,k”
| said softly to the android, enunciating each word carefully, "or they' |l begin treating her |ike
a god."

A. Bettik nodded ever so slightly. "They do not think that M Aenea is a god, M Endynion," he
nur nur ed.

"Good." | put my armaround the android's shoul der. "Good."

"However," he said, "many of them are becom ng convinced, despite her best efforts to assure
them ot herwi se, that she is God."

17

The evening A. Bettik and I bring the news of the Pax's arrival, Aenea | eaves her discussion
group, cones to where we are standing at the door, and listens intently.

"ChimDbDin says that the Dalai Lana has allowed themto occupy the old gonpa at Qtter Lake," |
say, "in the shadow of the Shivling."

Aenea says not hi ng.

"They won't be allowed to use their flying nmachines," | say, "but they're free to wal k anywhere
in the province. Anywhere."

Aenea nods.

| want to grab her and shake her. "That neans they'll hear about you soon, kiddo," | say
sharply. "There'll be missionaries here within weeks -- maybe days -- spying around and sendi ng
word back to the Pax Enclave." | let out a breath.

"Shit, we'll be lucky if it's just nissionaries and not troopers.”

Aenea is silent another m nute. Then she says, "W're already lucky that it's not the
Commi ssion for Justice and Peace."

"What's that?" | say. She had nmentioned them before.

She shakes her head. "Nothing that's inmediately relevant, Raul. They nust have sone busi ness
here other than ... than stanping out unorthodoxy."

During ny first days here, Aenea had told ne about the fighting going on in and around Pax
space -- a Palestinian revolt on Mars that had resulted in the Pax evacuating the planet and
nuking it fromorbit, free trader rebellions in the Lanbert Ring Territories and on Mare
Infinitus, continued fighting on Ixion and dozens of other worlds. Renai ssance Vector, with its
huge Pax Fl eet bases and countless bars and bordel |l os, had been a hornets' nest of runors and
inside intelligence. And because npost of the ships of the line in Pax Fleet were now the G deon-
drive archangels, the news was usually only a few days ol d.

One of the nost intriguing runors that Aenea had heard before coming to T ien Shan was that at
| east one of those archangel -cl ass shi ps had gone rogue, escaped to Quster space, and was now

flashing into Pax space to attack convoys of Pax Mercantilus ships -- disabling rather than
destroying the crewed freighters -- and to disrupt Pax Fleet task forces preparing to attack
Qusters out beyond the Geat Wall. There had been a runor during Aenea's and A Bettik's |ast

weeks on Renai ssance Vector that the fleet bases there were in danger. O her runors suggested that
| arge elenments of the fleet were now being kept in Pacem Systemto defend the Vatican. \Whatever
el se was true about the tales of the rogue ship Raphael, it was uncontestable that His Holiness's
Crusade agai nst the Qusters had been set back years by the hit-and-run attacks.

But none of that seens inportant now as | stand waiting for Aenea's response to this news of
the Pax's arrival on T ien Shan. Wat do we do now, | wonder, farcast to her next world? Instead

of discussing flight, Aenea says, "The Dalai Lama will have a formal cerenmony to wel cone the Pax
officials."

"So?" | say after a nonent.

"So we have to nake sure that we get an invitation," she says. | doubt if ny jawis literally
hangi ng slack, but it feels as if it is.

Aenea touches ny shoulder. "I'Il take care of it," she says. "I'll talk to Charles Chi-kyap
Kenmpo and Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi and make sure that they include us in any party invited to the
cerenony.” | amliterally speechless as she goes back to her discussion group and the silent
throng, their faces expectant and placid in the soft lantern light. | read these words on

m crovel lum renmenber witing themin ny last days in the Schrédi nger cat box in orbit around
Armaghast, renmenber witing themin the haste of certainty that the | aws of probability and
quant um nmechani cs woul d soon be rel easing cyanide into nmy cl osed-cycle universe, and | narvel at
the present tense of the narrative. Then | renenber the reason for this choice.
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When | was sentenced to death in the Schrodi nger box -- egg-shaped, actually -- | was all owed
to bring very few of my own things into termnal exile. My clothes were ny own. On a whim they
had given me a small rug for the floor of my Schroédinger cell -- it was an ancient rug, a bit |ess
than two neters long and a neter wide, frayed, with a small cut missing at one end. It was a
replica of the Consul's hawking mat. | had lost the real nat on Mare Infinitus nany years before
and the details of howit cane back to me still lie ahead in ny tale. | had given the actua
hawki ng mat to A Bettik, but it nust have amused ny torturers to furnish nmy final cell with this
usel ess copy of a flying carpet.

So they had allowed nme ny clothes, the fake hawking mat and the pal msized di skey journal | had
taken fromthe ship on T'ien Shan. The comunit elenment of the journal had been disabled -- not
that it would broadcast through the energy shell of the Schrédi nger box or that there was anyone
for me to call -- but the journal nmenory -- after their careful study of it during nmy inquisition
trial -- had been left intact. It was on T ien Shan that | had begun maki ng notes and daily
journal entries.

It was these notes that | had brought up onto the 'scriber screen in the Schrodi nger cat box,
review ng thembefore witing this nost personal of sections, and it was the i mediacy in the

notes, | believe, that led ne to use the present-tense narrative. Al of ny nenories of Aenea are
vivid, but sone of the nenories brought back by these hurried entries at the end of a | ong day of
wor k or adventure on T ien Shan were so vital as to make me weep with renewed loss. | relived
those nonments as | wote those words.

And sone of her discussion groups were recorded verbatimon the diskey journal. | played those

during ny last days just to hear Aenea' s soft voice once again.

"Tell us about the TechnoCore," one of the nobnks requests during the discussion hour this night
of the Pax's arrival. "Please tell us about the Core."

Aenea hesitates only an instant, bowi ng her head slightly as if ordering her thoughts. "Once
upon a tine," she begins. She always begi ns her |ong explanations this way. "Once upon a tine,"
says Aenea, "nore than a thousand standard years ago, before the Hegira ... before the Big M stake
of '08 ... the only autononous intelligences we humans knew of were us humans. W thought then
that if humanki nd ever devised another intelligence that it would be the result of a huge project

a great mass of silicon and ancient anplification, swtching, and detection devices called
transistors and chips and circuit boards ... a machine with lots of networking circuits, in other
words, aping -- if you will pardon the expression -- the hunman brain in formand function.

"OfF course, Al's did not evolve that way. They sort of slipped into exi stence when we humans
wer e | ooki ng the other way.

"You have to imagine now, an O d Earth before hunmanki nd had of fworld col oni es. No Hawki ng
drive. No interplanetary flight to speak of. Al of our eggs were literally in one carton, and
that carton was the lovely blue and white water world of O d Earth.

"By the end of the twentieth century, Christian era, this little world had a crude datasphere
Basi c planetary tel ecomuni cation had evolved into a decentralized swarm system of old silicon-
based conputers demandi ng no organi zation or hierarchy, demandi ng nothi ng beyond a common
conmuni cations protocol. Creation of a distributed-menory hive mnd was then inevitable.

"The earliest lineal ancestors to today's Core personalities were not projects to create
artificial intelligence, but incidental efforts to sinulate artificial life. In the 1940's, the
great - grandf at her of the TechnoCore -- a nmt hematician named John von Neunann -- had done all the
proofs of artificial self-replication. As soon as the early silicon-based conputers becane snall
enough for individuals to play with, curious amateurs began practicing synthetic biology within
the confines of these machines' CPU cycles. Hyperlife -- self-reproducing, information-storing,

i nteracting, netabolizing, evolving -- cane into existence in the 1960's. It escaped the tide
pool s of the individual machines in the |ast decade of that century, noving into the enbryonic
pl anetary datasphere that they called the Internet or the web.

"The earliest Al's were dunb as dirt. O perhaps the better netaphor would be that they were as
dunb as early cellular life that was in the dirt. Some of the earliest hypercritters floating in
t he warm nedi um of the datasphere -- which was also evolving -- were 80-byte organi sns inserted
into a block of RAMin a virtual conputer -- a conputer simulated by a computer. One of the first
humans to rel ease such creatures into the datasphere ocean was naned Tom Ray and he was not an Al
expert or conputer progranmmer or cyberpuke, which they called hackers then -- but was a biol ogi st,
an insect collector, botanist, and bird-watcher, and soneone who had spent years collecting ants
in the jungle for a pre-Hegira scientist naned EE O WIson. Watching ants, Tom Ray becane
interested in evolution, and wondered if he could not just simulate evolution in one of the early
conmputers but create real evolution there. None of the cyberpukes he spoke with were interested in
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the idea, so he taught hinself computer programming. The cyberpukes said that evolving and

mut ati ng code sequences happened all the tine in conputers -- they were called bugs and screwed-up
prograns. They said that if his code sequences evolved into sonething el se they woul d al nost
certainly be nonfunctional, nonviable, as nost nutations are, and would just foul up the operation
of the conputer software. So Tom Ray created a virtual conputer -- a sinulated conputer within his
real conputer -- for his code-sequenced creations. And then he created an actual 80-byte code-
sequence creature that could reproduce, die, and evolve in his conputer-wthin-a-conputer.

"The 80-byte copied itself into nore 80-bytes. These 80-byte proto-Al cell-things would have
quickly filled their virtual universe, like pond scumon top of pond scumin an Elysiumearly
Earth, but Tom Ray gave each 80-byte a date tag, gave themage in other words, and progranmed in
an executioner that he called the Reaper. The Reaper wandered through this virtual universe and
harvested ol d 80-byte critters and nonvi able nmutants.

"But evolution, as it is wont to do, tried to outsmart the Reaper. A nmutant 79-byte creature
proved not only to be viable, but soon outbred and outpaced the 80-bytes. The hyperlifes,
ancestors to our Core Al's, were just born but already they were optinizing their genonmes. Soon a
45-byte organi sm had evolved and all but elimnated the earlier artificial life-forns. As their
creator, Tom Ray found this odd. 45-bytes did not include enough code to allow for reproduction
More than that, the 45's were dying off as the 80's disappeared. He did an autopsy on one of the
45-creatures

"It turned out that all of the 45-bytes were parasites. They borrowed needed reproductive code
fromthe 80's to copy thenselves. The 79's, it turned out, were immune to the 45-parasite. But as
the 80's and 45's noved toward extinction in their coevol utionary dowward spiral, a mutant of the
45's appeared. It was a 51-byte parasite and it could prey on the vital 79's. And so it went.

"I mention all this, because it is inportant to understand that fromthe very first appearance
of human-created artificial life and intelligence, such life was parasitic. It was nore than
parasitic -- it was hyperparasitic. Each new nmutation led to parasites which could prey on earlier
parasites. Wthin a few billion generations -- that is to say, CPU cycles -- this artificial life
had become hyper-hyper-hyperparasitic. Wthin standard nonths of his creation of hyperlife, Tom
Ray di scovered 22-byte creatures flourishing in his virtual nedium... creatures so
algorithmically efficient that when chall enged by Tom Ray, human programrers could create nothing
closer than a 31-byte version. Only nonths after their creation, hyperlife creatures had evol ved
an efficiency that their creators could not match!

"By the early twenty-first century, there was a thriving biosphere of artificial life on Ad
Earth, both in the quickly evolving datasphere and in the nacrosphere of human life. Al though the
br eakt hr oughs of DNA- COVPUTI NG bubbl e nenories, standi ng wave-front parallel processing, and
hyper net wor ki ng were just being explored, human designers had created silicon-based entities of
remar kabl e i ngenuity. And they had created themby the billions. Mcrochips were in everything
fromchairs to cans of beans on store shelves to groundcars to artificial human body parts. The
machi nes had grown smaller and smaller until the average human home or office was filled with tens
of thousands of them A worker's chair would recognize her as soon as she sat, bring up the file
she had been working on in her crude silicon conmputer, chat with another chip in a coffeenaker to
heat up the coffee, enable the tel ecormunications grid to deal with calls and faxes and crude
electronic mail arrivals so that the worker would not be disturbed, interact with the main house
or office conmputer so that the tenperature was optimal, and so forth. In their stores, microchips
in the cans of beans on the shelves noted their own price and price changes, ordered nore of
t hensel ves when they were running short, kept track of the consuners' buying habits, and
interacted with the store and the other commodities in it. This web of interaction becane as
conpl ex and busy as the bubble and froth of Od Earth's organic stewin its early oceans.

"Wthin forty years of Tom Ray's 80-byte a-cell, humans were accustoned to talking to and
otherwi se interacting with the countless artificial life-forms in their cars, their offices, their
elevators ... even in their bodies, as nmedical nonitors and proto-shunts noved toward true

nanot echnol ogy.

"The TechnoCore cane into autononous being sonetinme during this period. Hunmanity had under st ood
-- quite correctly as it turned out -- that for artificial life and artificial intelligence to be
effective, it nmust be autononous. It nust evolve and diversify nuch as organic life had on the
planet. And it did so. As well as the biosphere surrounding the planet, hyperlife now wapped the
world in a living datasphere. The Core evolved not just as an abstract entity within the

information flow of the web datasphere, but anbng the interactions of a billion tiny, autononous,
chi p-driven m cromachi nes carrying out their nundane tasks in the hunan nmacroworl d.
"Humanity and the billion-faceted, evolving Core entity soon becane as synbiotic as acacia

pl ants and the marauding ants that protect, prune, and propagate the acacia as their sole food
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source. This is known as coevol ution, and humans understand the concept on a truly cellular |evel
since so much of organic life on AOd Earth had been created and optinized by the reciproca
coevol utionary dance. But where human bei ngs saw a confortable synbiosis, the early Al entities
saw -- were capable of seeing -- only new opportunities for parasitism

"Conmputers nmight be turned off, software prograns night be term nated, but the hive mind of the
proto-Core had al ready noved into the energi ng datasphere, and that could be turned off only by
pl anetary cat astrophe.

"The Core eventually provided that catastrophe in the Big M stake of '08, but not before it had
diversified its own medi um and noved beyond a nere planetary scale.

"Early experinments in the Hawki ng drive, conducted and understood only by advanced Core
el ements, had reveal ed the existence of the underlying Planck-space reality of the Void Wich
Bi nds. Core Al's of the day -- DNA-BASED, wave-formin structure, driven by genetic algorithns,

parallel in function -- conpleted the construction of the early Hawki ng-drive ships and began
design of the farcaster network.
"Human bei ngs al ways saw t he Hawki ng drive as a shortcut through tine and space -- a

realization of their old hyperdrive dreans. They conceptualized farcaster portals as convenient
hol es punched through space-tine. This was the hunan preconception, borne out by their own
mat hemati cal nodel s, and confirmed by the nost powerful Core conputing Al's. It was all a lie.

"Pl anck space, the Void Which Binds, is a nultidinmensional nediumwith its own reality and --
as the Core was soon to learn -- its own topography. The Hawki ng drive was not and is not a drive
at all, in the classic sense, but an entry device which touches on Pl anck-space topography j ust
| ong enough to change coordinates in the four-dinmensional space-time continuum Farcaster portals,
on the other hand, allow actual entry to the Void Which Binds nedi um

"To humans, the reality was obvious -- step through a hole in space-tine here, exit
i nstantaneously via another farcaster hole there. My Uncle Martin had a farcaster home with
adj oi ni ng roons on dozens of different worlds. Farcasters created the Hegenony's Worl dWeb. Anot her
invention, the fatline -- a faster-than-1ight comunications medium-- allowed for instantaneous
comuni cation between star systenms. Al the prerequisites for an interstellar society had been
met .

"But the Core did not perfect the Hawking drive, the farcaster, and the fatline for hunman
conveni ence. | ndeed, the Core never perfected anything in their dealings with the Void Wich
Bi nds.

"The Core knew fromthe beginning that the Hawking drive was little nore than a failed attenpt
to enter Planck space. Driving spacecraft via Hawking drive was conparable, they knew, to noving
an ocean goi ng vessel by setting off a series of explosions at its stern and riding the waves.
Crudely effective, but wildly inefficient. They knew that despite all appearances to the contrary
and despite their clainms of having created them there were not nmillions of farcaster portals
during the height of the WorldWeb ... only one. Al farcaster portals were actually a single entry
door to Pl anck space, manipul ated across space-time to provide the functioning illusion of so many
doors. If the Core had attenpted to explain the truth to humanity, they m ght have used the
anal ogy of a flashlight beam being rapidly flashed around a cl osed room There were not nany
sources of light, only one in rapid transition. But they never bothered to explain this ... in
truth, they have kept the secret to this day.

"And the Core knew that the topography of the Void Wich Binds could be nodulated to transnit
i nformati on instantaneously -- via the fatline -- but that this was a clunsy and destructive use
of the nmedium of Planck space, rather |ike conmunicating across a continent by neans of
artificially produced earthquakes. But it offered this fatline service to hunanity w thout ever
explaining it because it served their purpose to do so. They had their own plans for the Pl anck-
space nedi um

"What the Core realized in their earliest experinments was that the Void Wich Binds was the
perfect mediumfor their own existence. No | onger would they have to depend upon el ectronagnetic
comruni cation or tightbeam or even nodul ated neutrino broadcast for their datasphere networks. No
| onger woul d they need human bei ngs or robot probes to travel to the stars to expand the physical
paraneters of that network. By sinply noving the prinary el enents of the Core into the Void Wich
Bi nds, the Al's would have a safe hiding place fromtheir organic rivals ... a hiding place which
was at once nowhere and everywhere

"It was during this migration of the Core personae from human-based dataspheres to the Void
Wi ch Bi nds negasphere that the Core discovered that Planck space was not an enpty universe.

Behind its netadi nensional hills and deep in its folded quantum space arroyos |urked ..
sonet hing different. Soneone different. There were intelligences there. The Core probed and then
recoiled in awe and terror at the potential power of these Others. These were the Lions and Tigers
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and Bears spoken of by Ummon, the Core persona who clainmed to have created and killed ny father
"The Core's retreat had been so hasty, its reconnai ssance into the Planck-space universe so
inconplete, that it had no idea where in real space-tinme these Lions and Tigers and Bears dwelt

or if they existed in real-tine at all. Nor could the Core Al's identify the O hers as having
evol ved fromorganic life as humanity had done or fromartificial life as they had. But the
briefest glinpse had shown themthat these Qthers could nanipulate tine and space with the ease
that human bei ngs had once mani pul ated steel and iron. Such power was beyond conprehensi on. The
Core's reaction was pure panic and i nmedi ate retreat.

"This discovery and panic happened just as the Core had initiated the action of destroying Ad
Earth. My Uncle Martin's poemsings of howit was the Core that arranged the Big M stake of '08,
the Kiev Group's "accidental" dropping of a black hole into the guts of Od Earth, but his poem
does not tell -- because he did not know -- of the Core's panic at the discovery of the Lions and
Tigers and Bears and how they rushed to stop their planned destruction of Od Earth. It was not
easy to scoop a growi ng black hole out of the core of the collapsing planet, but the Core designed
a nmeans and set about doing it in haste.

"Then, the hone planet disappeared ... not destroyed as it seened to the humans, not saved as
the Core had hoped ... just gone. The Core knew that the Lions and Tigers and Bears had to be the
ones who took the Earth, but as to how ... and to where ... and for what reason ... they had no

clue. They conputed the anount of energy necessary to farcast an entire planet away and agai n they
began quaking in their hyperlife boots. Such intelligences could expl ode the core of an entire

gal axy to use as an energy source as easily as humans could light a canpfire on a cold night. The
Core entities shit hyperlife bricks in their fear

"I should back up here to explain the reasons for the Core's decision to destroy Earth and
their subsequent attenpt to save it. The reasons go back to Tom Ray's 80-byte RAM creatures. As |
explained, the life and intelligence which evolved in the datasphere nmedi um knew no ot her form of
evol ution than parasitism hyperparasitism and hyper-hyper-hyper-hyperparasitism But the Core
was aware of the shortcomi ngs of absolute parasitismand knew that the only way it could grow
beyond parasite status and parasite psychol ogy was to evolve in response to the physical universe -
- that is, to have physical bodies as well as abstract Core personae. The Core had multiple
sensory inputs and could create neural networks, but what it required for nonparasitic evolution
was a constant and coordi nated system of neural feedback circuits -- that is, eyes, ears, tongues,
linbs, fingers, toes ... bodies.

"The Core created cybrids for that purpose -- bodies grown from human DNA but connected to
their Core-based personae via fatline -- but cybrids were difficult to nonitor and becane aliens
when put down in a human | andscape. Cybrids woul d never be confortable on worlds inhabited by
billions of organically evolved human beings. So the Core nmade its early plans to destroy Od
Earth and thin out the hunman race by a factor of ninety percent.

"The Core did have plans for incorporating the surviving elements of the human race into their
cybrid-inhabited universe after the death of Od Earth -- using them as spare DNA stock and sl ave
| abor, much as we used androids -- but the discovery of Lions and Tigers and Bears and the
pani cked retreat from Pl anck space conplicated those plans. Until the threat of these thers was
assessed and elininated, the Core would have to continue its parasitic relationship with humanity.
It devised the farcasters in the old Wrldwb just for that purpose. To humans, the trip through
the farcaster nediumwas instantaneous. But in the tineless topography of Planck space, the
subjective dwell-time there could be as long as the Core wi shed. The Core tapped into billions of
human brains during that period, using human mnds mllions of tines each standard day, to create
a huge neural network for their own conputing purposes. Every tinme a human stepped through a
farcaster portal, it was as if the Core cut open that person's skull, renoved the gray matter,
laid the brain out on a workbench, and hooked it up to billions of other brains in their giant,
paral | el - processing, organic conputer. The humans conpl eted their step from Planck space in a
subj ective instant of their time and never noticed the inconvenience.

"Umon told ny father, the John Keats cybrid, that the Core consisted of three warring canps --
the Utimtes, obsessed with creating their own god, the Utinmate Intelligence; the Volatiles, who
wi shed to elinminate humanity and get on with their own goals; and the Stables, who wi shed to
mai ntain the status quo vis-a-vis humanki nd. This explanation was an absolute lie.

"There were not and are not three canps in the TechnoCore ... there are billions. The Core is
the ultimte exercise in anarchy-hyperparasitismcarried to its highest power. Core elenents vie
for power in alliances which mght |ast centuries or mcroseconds. Billions of the parasitic
personae ebb and flow in unholy alliances built to control or predict events. You see, Core
personae refuse to die unless they are forced to -- Mina d adstone's deat hbonb attack on the
farcaster nediumnot only caused the Fall of the Farcasters, it killed billions of woul d-be
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imortal Core personae -- but the individuals refuse to nake way for others without a fight. Yet
at the sane tinme, the Core hyperlife needs death for its own evolution. But death, in the Core

uni verse, has its own agenda. "The Reaper program which Tom Ray created nore than a thousand years
ago still exists in the Core nedium nutated to a million alternate forns. Unmobn never nentioned
the Reapers as a Core faction, but they represent a far greater bloc than the Utimtes. It was
the Reapers who created and first controlled the physical construct known as the Shrike.

"It's an interesting footnote that those Core personae which survive the Reapers do so not just
through parasitism but through a necrophilic parasitism This is the technique by which the
original 22-byte artificial life-forms nanaged to evolve and survive in Tom Ray's virtua
evol ution machine so many centuries ago -- by stealing the scattered copy code of other byte
creatures who were "reaped" in the mdst of reproducing. The Core parasites not only have sex,
they have sex with the dead! This is how nillions of the nutated Core personae survive today ..
by necrophilic hyperparasitism

"What does the Core want from humanki nd now? Why has it revitalized the Catholic Church and
allowed the Pax to cone into existence? How do the cruciforns work and how do they serve the Core?
How do the so-called G deon-drive archangel ships really work and what is their effect on the Void
Whi ch Binds? And how is the Core dealing with the threat of the Lions and Tigers and Bears?

"These things we shall discuss another tine."

It is the day after we learn of the conming of the Pax and I am working stone on the highest

scaffolds. During the first days after ny arrival, | think that Rachel, Theo, Jigne Norbu, George
Tsarong, and the others were doubtful if | could earn my keep on the construction site at Hsuan-
k'ung Ssu. | admit that | had doubts of nmy own as | watched the hard work and skill on view here.
But after a few days of literally | earning the ropes of gear and clinmbing protocols on the
rockfaces, |edges, cables, scaffolds, and slideways in the area, | volunteered for work duty and
was given a chance to fail. | did not fail.

Aenea knew of ny apprenticeship with Avrol Hune, not only |andscaping the huge Beak estates but
wor ki ng stone and wood for follies and bridges, gazebos and towers. That work served ne well here,
and within two weeks | had graduated fromthe basic scaffolding crewto the select group of high
riggers and stone workers | aboring on the highest platfornms. Aenea's design allowed for the
hi ghest structures to rise to the great rock overhang and for various wal kways and parapets
actually to be incorporated into the stone. This is what we are working on now, chiseling stone
and laying brick for the wal kway al ong the edge of nothing, our scaffolds perilously cantilevered
far out over the drop. In the past three nmonths ny body has grown | eaner and stronger, ny reaction
time quicker, and ny judgnment nore careful as | work on sheer rock walls and slippery bonsa
banboo.

Lhono Dondrub, the skilled flyer and clinber, has volunteered to free-clinb the end of the
overhang here to set anchor points for the final neters of scaffolding and for the |ast hour Viki
Groselj, KimByung-Soon, Haruyuki Oaki, Kenshiro Endo, Changchi Kenchung, Labsang Santen, a few
of the other brickworkers, masons, high riggers, and | have been watching as Lhono noves across
the rock above the overhang wi thout protection, nmoving |like the proverbial Ad Earth fly, his
powerful arms and |egs flexing under the thin material of his clinbing garb, three points in touch
with the slick, nore-than-vertical stone at all tines while his free hand or foot feels for the
slightest rough spot on which to rest, the smallest fissure or crack in which to work a bolt for
our anchor. It is terrifying to watch him but also a privilege -- as if we were able to go back
in atinme machine to watch Picasso paint or George Wi read poetry or Meina G adstone give a
speech. A dozen tines | amsure that Lhonp is going to peel off and fall -- it would take ninutes
for himto freefall into the poison clouds below -- but each tinme he magically holds his place, or
finds a friction point, or miracul ously discovers a crack into which he can wedge a hand or finger
to support his entire body.

Finally he is done, the lines are anchored and dangling, the cable points are secured, and
Lhono slides down to his early fixed point, traverses five neters laterally, drops into the
stirrups of the overhang gear, and swings onto our work platformlike sone | egendary superhero
conming in for a landing. Labsang Santen hands himan icy nug of rice beer. Kenshiro and Vi ki pound
hi m on the back. Changchi Kenchung, our master carpenter with the waxed mustaches, breaks into a
bawdy song of praise. | shake ny head and grin like an idiot. The day is exhilarating -- a done of
bl ue sky, the Sacred Mountain of the North -- Heng Shan -- gleam ng brightly across the cloud gap
and the wi nds noderate. Aenea tells ne that the rainy season will descend on us within days -- a
nonsoon fromthe south bringing nonths of rain, slick rock, and eventual snow -- but that seens
unlikely and di stant on such a perfect day as this.

There is a touch at ny el bow and Aenea is there. She has been out on the scaffol ding nost of
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the nmorning, or hanging fromher harness on the worked rockface, supervising the stone and brick
work on the wal kway and parapets.

I amstill grinning fromthe vicarious adrenaline rush of watching Lhonpo. "Cables are ready to
be rigged," | say. "Three or four nore good days and the wooden wal kway wi Il be done here. Then
your final platformthere" -- | point to the ultinmate edge of the overhang -- "and voil a! Your

proj ect's done except for the painting and polishing, kiddo."

Aenea nods but it is obvious that her mind is not on the celebration around Lhonp or the
i mm nent conpl etion of her year of work. "Can you cone walk with ne a mnute, Raul ?"

I follow her down the scaffolding | adders, onto one of the pernmanent |evels, and out a stone
| edge. Small green birds take wing froma fissure as we pass.

Fromthis angle, the Tenple Hanging in Air is a work of art. The pai nted woodwork gl eans rat her
than glows its dark red. The staircases and railings and fretwork are el egant and conpl ex.

Many of the pagodas have their shoji walls slid open and prayer flags and bedclothes flutter in
the warm breeze. There are eight lovely shrines in the Tenple, in ascending order along the rising
wal kways, each pagoda shrine representing a step in the Noble Eightfold Path as identified by the
Buddha: the shrines Iine up on three axes relating to the three sections of the Path: W sdom
Morality, and Meditation. On the ascendi ng Wsdom axis of staircases and platforns are the
nmeditation shrines for "Right Understandi ng" and "Ri ght Thought." On the Mrality axis are "Ri ght
Speech," "Right Action," "Right Livelihood," and "Right Effort." These |ast neditation shrines can
be reached only by hard clinbing on a | adder rather than staircase because -- as Aenea and Kenpo
Ngha Wang Tashi explained to me one evening early in ny stay -- the Buddha had neant for his path
to be one of strenuous and unremtting comm tment.

The hi ghest Meditation pagodas are given over to contenplation of the |ast two steps on the
Nobl e Eightfold Path -- "Ri ght M ndful ness" and "Right Meditation." This final pagoda, | had
noti ced i medi ately, |ooks out only onto the stone wall of the cliff face. | also had noticed that
there were no statues of Buddha in the Tenple. The little that Grandam had expl ained to ne about
Buddhi sm when 1'd asked as a child -- having run across a reference in an old book fromthe Mors
End library -- that Buddhists revered and prayed to statues in the |ikeness of the Buddha. Were
were they? | had asked Aenea.

She had explained that on O d Earth Buddhi st thought had been grouped into two najor categories

-- Hinayana, an ol der school of thought given the pejorative termnmeaning "Lesser Vehicle" -- as
in salvation -- by the nore popul ar schools of the Mahayana, or the self-proclainmed "G eater
Vehicle." There had once been ei ghteen schools of H nayana teaching -- all of which had dealt with

Buddha as a teacher and urged contenplation and study of his teachings rather than worship of him-
- but by the tine of the Big Mstake, only one of those schools survived, the Theravada, and that
only in renote sections of disease- and fam ne-ravaged Sri Lanka and Thailand, two politica
provinces of A d Earth. Al the other Buddhist schools carried away on the Hegira had bel onged to
t he Mahayana cat egory, which focused on veneration of Buddhist statuary, nmeditation for salvation,
saffron robes, and the other trappings that G andam had described to mne.

But, Aenea had expl ained, on T ien Shan, the nost Buddhist-influenced world in the Qutback or
ol d Hegenony, Buddhi sm had evol ved backward toward rationality, contenplation, study, and careful
open-m nded anal ysis of Buddha's teaching. Thus there were no statues to the Buddha at Hsuan-k' ung
Ssu.

We stop wal king at the end of this stone | edge. Birds soar and circle below us, waiting for us
to |l eave so that they can return to their fissure nests.

"What is it, kiddo?"

"The reception at the Wnter Palace in Potala is tonorrow night," she says. Her face is flushed
and dusty fromher norning's work on the high scaffolds. | notice that she has scraped a rough
Iine above her brow and that there are a few tiny crinson drops of bl ood.

"Charl es Chi-kyap Kenpo is putting together an official party numbering no nmore than ten to
attend," she continues. "Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi will be in it, of course, as will Overseer Tsipon
Shakabpa, the Dalai Lama's cousin Gyalo, his brother Labsang, Lhono Dondrub because the Dal a
Lama's heard of his feats and would like to neet him Tronmo Trochi of Dhonu as trade agent, and

one of the forenen to represent the workers ... either George or Jigne ... "

"I can't inagine one going wthout the other," | say.

"I can't either," says Aenea. "But | think it will have to be George. He tal ks. Perhaps Jigme
will walk there with us and wait outside the pal ace.”

"That's eight," | say. Aenea takes ny hand. Her fingers are roughened by work and abrasion, but
are still, | think, the softest and nost el egant human digits in the known universe.

"I"'mnine," she says. "There's going to be a huge crowd there -- parties fromall the towns and

provinces in the hem sphere. The odds are that we won't get within twenty neters of anyone from
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t he Pax."

"Or that we'll be the first to be introduced,” | say. "Mirphy's Law and all that."

"Yeah," says Aenea and the smile | see is exactly the one | had seen on the face of ny el even-
year-old friend when sonething m schievous and perhaps a bit dangerous was afoot. "Want to go as
my date?"

| let out a breath. "I wouldn't miss it for the world," | say.

18

On the night before the Dalai Lama's reception | amtired but | cannot sleep. A Bettik is
away, staying at Jo-kung with George and Jigme and the thirty | oads of construction material that
shoul d have conme in yesterday but that were held up in the fissure city by a porters' strike. A
Bettik will hire new porters in the norning and | ead the procession the last few kiloneters to the
Tenple. Restless, | roll off my futon and slip into whipcord trousers, a faded shirt, ny boots,
and the light thermjacket. Wen | step out of ny sleeping pagoda, | notice lantern |ight warm ng
t he opaque wi ndows and shoji door of Aenea's pagoda. She is working |ate again.

Wal ki ng softly so as not to disturb her by rocking the platform | clanber down a | adder to the
mai n | evel of the Tenple Hanging in Air

It always amazes ne how enpty this place is at night. At first |I thought it was the result of
the construction workers -- nobst of whomlive in the cliffside crates around Jo-kung -- being
gone, but |'ve conme to realize how few people spend their nights in the tenple conplex. George and
Jigne usually sleep in their foreman's shack but are in Jo-kung with A Bettik tonight. The abbot
Kenmpo Ngha Wang Tashi stays with the nonks some nights, but this night he has returned to his
formal home in Jo-kung. A handful of nonks prefer their austere quarters here to the fornal
nmonastery in Jo-kung, including ChimDbDin, Labsang Santen, and the wonman, Donka Nyapso.
Cccasionally the flyer, Lhonpo, stays at the nonks' quarters or in an enpty shrine here, but not
toni ght. Lhono has left early for the Wnter Palace, having nmentioned his thought of clinbing
Nanda Devi south of Potal a.

So while | can see a soft lantern glow com ng fromthe nmonks' quarters hundreds of mneters away

on the | owest level of the eastern edge of the conplex -- a glowthat is extinguished even as |
watch it -- the rest of the tenple conplex is dark and quiet in the starlight. Neither the Oracle
nor the other bright noons have risen yet, although the eastern horizon is beginning to glow a bit
with their conming. The stars are incredibly bright, alnost as brilliant and unwavering as when
seen from space

There are thousands visible this night -- nore than | renenbered from Hyperion's or Ad Earth's
night sky -- and | crane my neck until | can see the slowy noving star that is the tiny noon
where the ship is presumably hiding.

I amcarrying the comunit-diskey journal and all it would take is a whisper to query the ship,
but Aenea and | have decided that with the Pax so near, even tightbeamtransm ssions to or from
the ship should be reserved for energency situations. | sincerely hope that no energency
situations will arise soon

Taki ng the | adders, staircases, and short bridges down the west side of the tenple conplex, |
wal k back al ong the brick-and-stone | edge beneath the | owest structures. The ni ght wi nd has cone
up and | can hear the creak and groan of the wooden tinbers as entire platformlevels adjust
thenselves to the wind and chill. Prayer flags flap above ne and | see starlight on the cloudtops
where they curl against the ridge rock so far below. The wind is not quite strong enough to nake
the distinctive wolf's how that woke nme ny first few nights here, but its passage through the
fissures and tinbers and cracks sets the world nuttering and whi spering around mne.

I reach the Wsdom staircase and clinb up through the Ri ght Understandi ng neditation pavilion
standing a nonent at the bal cony to |l ook out at the dark and silent nonks' quarters perched by

itself on a boulder to the east. | recognize the infinite wodcarving skill and care of the
sisters, Kuku and Kay Se, in the elaborate carvings just under ny fingertips here. Wapping ny
jacket tighter in the rising wind, | clinb the spiral staircase to the platform pagoda for Ri ght

Thought. On the east wall of this restored pagoda, Aenea has designed a |arge, perfectly round
wi hdow | ooki ng east toward the dip in the ridgeline there where the Oracle nmakes its first
appearance and the nmoon is rising now, its bright rays illumnating first the ceiling of this
pagoda and then the rear wall, where these words fromthe Sutta N pata scripture are set into the
pl aster wall:

As a frame blown out by the wind Goes to rest and cannot be defined So the wise man freed from
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individuality Goes to rest and cannot be defined. Gone beyond all images -- Gone beyond the power
of words.

I know that this passage deals with enigmatic death of Buddha, but | read it in the noonlight
with the thought of how it might apply to Aenea or nyself, or the two of us. It does not seemto
apply. Unlike the nonks who | abor here for enlightenment, | have no urge whatsoever to go beyond
individuality. The world itself -- all of the nmyriad worlds | have been privileged to see and wal k
upon -- are what fascinate and delight ne. | have no wish to put the world and ny sense inmges of
the world behind me. And | know that Aenea feels the sanme about life -- that involvenent with it
is like the Catholic Comunion, only the Wrld is the Host, and it nust be chewed. Still, the
t hought of the essence of things -- of people -- of life going beyond all inages and the power of
words, this resonates with nme. | have been trying -- and failing -- even the essence of this
pl ace, these days, into words and discovering the futility of it. Leaving the Wsdom axis, | cross
the long platformfor cooking and conmon neals, and begin up the Mrality axis of stairways,
bridges, and platforns. The Oracle is free of the ridgeline now and the light fromit and its two
attendants paint the rock and red wood around ne in thick noon paint.

| pass through the pavilions for Ri ght Speech and Ri ght Action, pausing to catch my breath in
the circul ar pagoda for Right Livelihood. There is a bamboo barrel of drinking water just outside
the pagoda for Right Effort, and | drink deeply there. Prayer flags flutter and snap al ong the
terraces and eaves as | nove softly across the I ong connecting platformto the hi ghest structures.

The nmeditation pavilion for Right Mndfulness is part of Aenea's recent work and still snells of
fresh bonsai cedar. Ten neters higher along the steep | adder, the Right Meditation pavilion
perches out over the bulk of the Tenple, its wi ndow | ooking out on the ridge wall. | stand there

for several nminutes, realizing for the first tine that the shadow of the pagoda itself falls upon
that slab of rock when the noon is rising as it is now, and that Aenea has designed the roof of
the pavilion so that its shadow connects with natural clefts and discolorations in the rock to
create a shadow character that | recognize as the Chinese character for Buddha. At this noment |
amtaken by a chill, although the wind is not bl owing any harder than it has been.

Goose bunps rise along ny forearns and the back of ny neck feels cold. | realize -- no, see --
in that instant, that Aenea's nission, whatever it is, is doonmed to failure. She and | are both
going to be captured, interrogated, probably tortured, and executed. My promi ses to the old poet

on Hyperion were so rmuch wasted breath. Bring down the Pax, | had said. The Pax with its billions
of faithful, mllions of nen and wonen in arns, thousands of warships ... Bring back O d Earth,
had agreed. Well, | had visited it.

I look out the window to see the sky, but there is only the rock wall in the noonlight and the

sl ow y cohering shadow character of the Buddha's nane, the three vertical strokes like ink on
slate-colored vellum the three horizontal strokes flow ng around and together, making three white
faces in the negative spaces, three faces staring at ne in the dark. | had prom sed to protect
Aenea. | vowthat | will die doing that.

Shaking of f the chill and the prenonition, | go out onto the Meditation platform clip to a
cable, and humthirty nmeters across the void to the platformbel ow the top terrace where Aenea and

I have sl eeping pagodas. As | clinb the last |adder to the highest level, | amthinking -- perhaps
I will sleep now. | made no notes on this in the diskey journal. | renenber it nowas | wite it.
Aenea's light was out. | was pleased -- she stayed up too |late, worked too hard. The hi gh work

scaffolds and cliff cables were no place for an exhausted architect.

| stepped into my own shack, slid shut the shoji door, and kicked off my boots. Things were as
| had left them-- the outer screen wall slid back a bit, noonlight bright across ny sl eeping mat,
the wind rattling the walls in its soft conversation with the nountains. Neither of ny lanterns
was lit, but I had the Iight fromthe noon and ny nenory of the small roomin the dark. The fl oor
was bare tatam except for ny sleeping futon and a single chest near the door that held ny
rucksack, few food itens, beer nmug, the rebreathers |I'd brought fromthe ship, and nmy clinbing
gear: there was nothing to trip over

I hung ny jacket on the hook near the door, splashed water on ny face fromthe basin on the
chest, and stripped off ny shirt, socks, trousers, and underwear, stuffing theminto the ditty bag
in the chest. Tonorrow was | aundry day.

Si ghing, feeling the prenponition of dooml'd felt in the neditation pavilion now fading into
sinple fatigue, | wal ked over to the sleeping mat. | have always sl ept naked except for when in
the Hone GQuard and during nmy trip in the Consul's ship with ny two friends.

There was the slightest of novenents in the darkness beyond the bright stripe of moonlight and,
startled, | dropped into a fighting crouch. Nakedness nakes one feel nore vul nerabl e than usual
Then | realized -- A Bettik must have returned early. | unclenched my right fist.
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"Raul ?" said Aenea. She |eaned forward into the nmoonlight. She had wapped ny sl eeping bl anket
around the | ower part of her body, but her shoul ders and breasts and abdonen were bare. The Oracle

touched her hair and cheekbones with soft light. | opened ny nouth to speak, started to turn back
toward nmy clothes or jacket, decided not to walk that far, and dropped on one knee to the sl eeping
mat, pulling up the futon's sheet to cover nyself. | was not a prude, but this was Aenea. What was
she ...

"Raul ," she said again, and this tinme there was no question in her voice. She noved closer to
me on her knees. The bl anket fell away from her.

"Aenea," | said stupidly. "Aenea, | ... you ... | don't ... you don't really ... "

She set her finger on ny lips and renoved it a second |ater, but before |I could speak she
| eaned cl oser and pressed her |ips where her finger had been

Every time | had ever touched ny young friend, the contact had been electric. | have descri bed
this before and always felt foolish discussing it, but | ascribed it to her ... an aura ... a
charge of personality. It was real, not a nmetaphor. But never had | felt the surge of electricity
between us as in this instant.

For a second | was passive, receiving the kiss rather than sharing in it. But then the warnth
and insistence of it overcane thought, overcane doubt, overcane all of my other senses in every
nuance of the word, and then | was returning her kiss, putting nmy arms around her to pull her
cl oser even as she slid her arms under mine and ran strong fingers up ny back. Mre than five
years ago for her, when she had kissed ne farewell at the river on A d Earth, her kiss had been

urgent, electric, filled with questions and nessages -- but still a sixteen-year-old girl's kiss.
This kiss was the warm nvoist, open touch of a worman, and | responded to it in an instant.
W kissed for an eternity. | was vaguely aware of ny own nudity and excitenment as sonething

shoul d be concerned about, enbarrassed about, but it was a distant thing, secondary to the
expandi ng warnth and urgency of the kisses that would not stop. Wen finally our |ips canme apart,
feeling swollen, alnmost bruised, wanting to be kissed again, we kissed each other's cheeks,
eyel ids, forehead, ears.

I lowered ny face and ki ssed the hollow of her throat, feeling the pul se against ny lips there
and inhaling the perfunmed scent of her skin.

She noved forward on her knees, arching her back slightly so that her breasts touched ny cheek
| cupped one and kissed the nipple al nost reverently, Aenea cupped the back of my head in her

palm | could feel her breath on ne, quickening, as she bowed her face toward ne.
"Wait, wait,"” | said, pulling my face up and | eani ng back. "No, Aenea, are you ... | nmean ... |
don't think ... "

"Shhh," she said, |eaning over nme again, kissing ne again, pulling back so that her dark eyes
seened to fill the world. "Shhh, Raul. Yes."

She ki ssed nme again, leaning to her right so that we both reclined on the sleeping mat, stil
ki ssing, the rising breeze rattling the rice-paper walls, the entire platformrocking to the depth
of our kiss and the notion of our bodies.

It is a problem To tell of such things. To share the nost private and sacred of nonents. It
feels like a violation to put such things into words. And a lie not to.

To see and feel one's beloved naked for the first time is one of life's pure, irreducible
epi phanies. |If there is a true religion in the universe, it nust include that truth of contact or
be forever hollow. To nmake |ove to the one true person who deserves that love is one of the few
absol ute rewards of being a human being, balancing all of the pain, |oss, awkwardness, |oneliness,
i di ocy, conpronise, and clunsiness that go with the human condition. To nmake | ove to the right
person makes up for a | ot of m stakes.

| had never made love to the right person before.

I knew that even as Aenea and | first kissed and |ay agai nst each other, even before we began
moving slowy, then quickly, then slowy again. | realized that | had never really nade | ove to
anyone before -- that the young-soldier-on-leave sex with friendly wonen or the bargenman-and-
bar gewoman- when- t he- opportuni ty-why-not? sex that | had thought had expl ored and di scovered
everything to do with the subject was not even the beginning.

This was the beginning. | renenber Aenea rising above ne at one point, her hand hard on ny
chest, her own chest slick with sweat, but she was still looking at me -- looking at ne so
intensely and so warmy that it was as if we were connected intimately by our gaze as surely as hy
our thighs and genitals -- and | was to renenber that instant every tine we nade |ove in the

future, even as | seened to be renenbering forward to all those future times even during these
first few nmonents of our intinmacy.
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Lyi ng together in the noonlight, the sheets and bl ankets and the futon curled and thrown around
us, the cool wind fromthe north drying the sweat on our bodies, her cheek on nmy chest and ny
thi gh across her hip, we kept touching each other -- her fingers playing with the hair on ny
chest, ny fingers tracing the line of her cheek, the sole of ny foot sliding up and down the back
of her leg, curling around her strong calf nuscles.

"Was this a nistake?" | whispered.

"No," she whi spered back. "Unless ... "

My heart pounded. "Unl ess what ?"

"Unl ess you didn't get those shots in the Home Guard that |I'm sure you got,"'
was so anxious that | did not hear the teasing quality in her voice.

"What ? Shots? What?" | said, rolling onto ny elbow. "Ch ... shots ... shit. You know | did.
Jesus. "

"I know you did," whispered Aenea and | could hear the smile now

When we Hyperion | ads had joined the Hone Guard, the authorities had given us the usual battery

she whi spered. |

of Pax-approved injections -- antimalaria, anticancer, antivirus, and birth control. In a Pax
uni verse where the vast majority of individuals chose the cruciform-- chose to attenpt to be
imortal -- birth control was a given. One could apply to Pax authorities for the antidote after

marriage or sinply buy it on the black nmarket when it was tine to start a family. O, if one chose
neither the way of the cross nor a famly, it would last until old age or death nade the issue
moot. | had not thought of that shot for years. Actually, | think A Bettik had asked nme about
those shots on the Consul's ship a decade ago when we were di scussing preventative nmedici ne and
had nmenti oned the Home Guard induction battery, our young friend of eleven or twelve curled on a
couch there on the holopit level, reading a book fromthe ship's library, seem ngly not paying
attention at all

"No," | said, still on ny elbow, "I nmean a m stake. You're ... "

"Me," she whispered.

"Twenty-one standard years old,” | finished.

"I'm... "

"You," she whispered. " ... eleven standard years older than that."

"Incredible," said Aenea. Her whole face was in the noonlight as she | ooked up at ne. "You can
do math. At such a nmonent." | sighed and rolled over on ny stonach. The sheets snelled of us. The
wind was still rising and now it rattled the walls. "I'mcold," whispered Aenea. In the days and
months to conme, | would have held her in ny arns if she said such a thing, but that night I

responded literally and stood to slide shut the shoji screen. The wi nd was col der than usual

"No, " she said.

"What ?"

"Don't close it all the way."

She was sitting up with the sheet raised to just bel ow her breasts. "But it's ...

"The moonlight on you," Aenea whispered. Her voice may have caused ny physical response. O the
sight of her, waiting for nme in the blankets. Besides holding in our own scents, the roomsnelled
like fresh straw because of the new tatami and the ryokan in the ceiling. And of the fresh, coo
air of the nountains. But the cold breeze did not slow ny reaction to her. "Cone here," she
whi spered, and opened the blanket like a cape to fold me in. The next nmorning and | am worki ng on
setting the overhang wal kway in place and it is as if | am sleepwal king. Part of the problemis
| ack of sleep -- the Oracle had set and the east was paling with norning when Aenea slipped back
to her own pavilion -- but the major reason is sheer, sinple stupefaction. Life has taken a turn
that | had never anticipated, never inmagined. | amsetting supports into the cliff for the high
wal k with the high riggers Haruyuki, Kenshiro, and Voytek Mjer noving ahead, drilling holes in
the stone, while KimByung-Soon and Viki Goselj lay brick behind and beneath us and carpenter
Changchi Kenchung begi ns work behind me on the laying of the wood floor of the terrace itself.
There would be nothing to catch the high riggers and ne if we fall fromthe wooden beans if Lhonp
had not done his free-clinbing exhibition yesterday and set fixed ropes and cables in place. Now
as we junp frombeamto beam we just clip one of our harness carabiners into place on the next
rope. | have fallen before and had the fall arrested by this sort of fixed rope: each can hold
five times nmy weight. Now | leap fromset beamto set beam pulling along the next beamas it
dangl es fromone of the cables. The wind is coning up and threatens to hurl ne off into space, but
| bal ance nyself with one hand touching the hangi ng beam and three fingers on the rockface itself.
I reach the end of the third fixed rope, unclip, and prepare to clip on to the fourth of seven
I ines Lhono has rigged.

| do not know what to think about |ast night. That is, | know how | feel -- exhilarated
confused, ecstatic, in love -- but | don't know how to think about it. | tried to intercept Aenea
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bef ore breakfast in the conmunal dining pavilion near the nonks' quarters, but she had al ready
eaten and headed far out to where the terrace carvers had run into trouble on the new eastern
wal kway. Then A. Bettik, George Tsarong, and Jigne Norbu had shown up with the porters and an hour
or two was consuned sorting materials and transporting the beans, chisels, |lunber, and other itens

to the new high scaffolds. | had headed out onto the eastern | edge before the beam work began, but
A. Bettik and Tsi pon Shakabpa were conferring with Aenea, so | jogged back to the scaffolds and
got busy.

Now | was jumping to the |ast beamset in place this norning, ready to install the next one in
the hol e Haruyuki and Kenshiro have chiseled and blasted into the rock with tiny, shaped charges.
Then Voytek and Viki will cenent the post in place.

Wthin thirty minutes, it will be firmenough for Changchi to set a work platformon. |'ve
beconme accustoned to | eaping frombeamto beam catching ny bal ance and squatting to set the next
beamin place, and | do so now on the | ast beam pinwheeling ny left armto keep nmy bal ance while
my fingers stay in contact with the beam bal ancing fromthe cable. Suddenly the beam sw ngs out

too far ahead of nme and | am off bal ance, leaning into nothing. | know that the safety line wll
catch me, but | hate to fall and be dangling here between the | ast beamand the newy drilled
hole. If | don't have enough nonmentumto kick back to the beam I|'Il have to wait for Kenshiro or
one of the other riggers to kick out and rescue ne.

In a fraction of a second, | make up nmy mind and junp, catching the swi nging beam and ki cki ng
out hard. Because the safety rope has several neters of slack before it will catch me, all of ny

weight is on ny fingers now The beamis too thick for me to get a good grip on it and | can feel
my fingers sliding on the iron-hard wood. But rather than go dropping to the elastic end of ny
fixed line, | struggle to hang on, succeed in swi nging the heavy post back toward the |ast beamin
pl ace, and junp the last two neters, |landing on the slippery beamand flailing ny arns for

bal ance.

Laughing at my own foolishness, | catch nmy bal ance and stand panting for a nonent, watching the
cl ouds boiling against the rock several thousand neters bel ow ny feet. Changchi Kenchung is
| eaping frombeamto beamtoward ne, clipping onto the fixed ropes with a rapid urgency. There is
sonmething like horror in his eyes, and for a second | am sure that sonething has happened to
Aenea. My heart begins beating so hard and anxi ety washes over nme so swiftly that | al nost |ose ny
bal ance. But | catch it again and stand bal ancing on the |last fixed beam waiting for Changch
with a sense of dread

When he leaps to the |l ast beamw th ne, Changchi is too winded to speak. He gestures toward ne
urgently, but | do not understand the notion

Per haps he had seen ny conical swing and dance and leap with the dangling beam and was
concerned. To show himthat it was all right, | reach up to ny harness line to show himthat the
carabiner is locked tight to the safety line. There is no carabiner there. | never tied on to the
| ast fixed rope. | have been doing all this |eaping, balancing, hanging, and junping with no
safety line. There has been nothing between me and ..

Feeling a sudden stab of vertigo and nausea, | stagger three steps to the cliff wall and | ean
agai nst the cold stone. The overhang tries to push ne away and it is as if the entire nmountain is
tilting outward, pushing nme off the beam

Changchi tugs Lhomo's fixed line around, lifts a 'biner frommy harness rack, and clips nme on.

I nod nmy appreciation and try not to | ose ny breakfast while he is here with ne.

Ten neters around the bend in the cliff, Haruyuki and Kenshiro are gesturing. They have bl asted

anot her perfect hole. They want me to catch up with setting the beans in place.

The party departing for the Dalai Lama's evening reception for the Pax at Potal a | eaves j ust
after the noon neal in the conmon dining hall. | see Aenea there, but except for a meaningful
exchange of glances and a snile fromher that makes ny knees weak, we have no private
communi cati on.

W assenble on the | owest [ evel with hundreds of workers, nonks, cooks, scholars, and porters
wavi ng and cheering fromthe platforns above. Rain clouds are beginning to curl and spill between
the low gaps in the eastern ridgeline, but the sky above Hsuan-k'ung Ssu is still blue and the red
prayer flags flapping fromthe high terraces stand out with al nost shocking clarity.

We are all dressed in travel clothes, our formal reception clothing carried in waterproof
shoul der-strap satchels or -- in ny case -- ny rucksack. The Dalai Lama's receptions are
traditionally held late at night and we have nore than ten hours until our presence is required,
but it is a six-hour trip on the H gh Way, and couriers and one flyer conming into Jo-kung earlier
t hat day have told of bad weather beyond the K un Lun Ridge, so we step off lively enough. The
order of march is set by protocol

file:/lIF|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan...-%2004%20-%20The%20Rise%200f%20Endymion.txt (160 of 319) [1/15/03 6:08:25 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Dan%20Simmons/Simmons,%20Dan%20-%2004%20-%20T he%20Ri se%200f %20Endymion.txt

Charl es Chi-kyap Kempo, Mayor of Jo-kung and Lord Chanberlain of the Tenple Hanging in Air
wal ks a few paces ahead of his near-peer, Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi, abbot of the Tenple. Both nen's
"traveling clothes" are nore resplendent than ny shot at formal wear, and they are surrounded by
smal | hornet clusters of aides, nobnks, and security people.

Behind the priest politicians walk Gyal o Thondup, the young nonk and cousin to the current
Dal ai Lama, and Labsang Santen, the third-year nonk who is the Dalai Lama's brother. They have the
easy stride and easier |augh of young nmen at the peak of physical health and nental clarity. Their
white teeth gleamin their brown faces. Labsang is wearing a brilliant red clinbing chuba that
gi ves the appearance of himbeing an anbul atory prayer flag in our procession as we head west
al ong the narrow wal kway to the Jo-kung fissure

Tsi pon Shakabpa, the official overseer of Aenea's project, walks with George Tsarong, our
chubby construction forenan.

Ceorge's i nseparabl e conpani on, Jigne Norbu, is absent now his feelings hurt by not being
invited, Jigme has stayed behind at the Tenple. | believe that this is the first time that | have
seen George where he is not sniling.

Tsi pon makes up for George's silence, however, telling stories with waving arns and extravagant
gestures. Several of their workers hike with them-- at |east as far as Jo-kung.

Tromo Trochi of Dhormu, the flanboyant trade agent fromthe south, wal ks with his only conpanion
for so many nonths on the hi ghways -- an oversized zygoat packbrid laden with the trader's goods.
The zygoat has three bells hung fromits shaggy neck and they chinme |like the Tenple's prayer bells
as we wal k al ong. Lhono Dondrub is to nmeet us in Potala, but his presence in the party is
represented synbolically on the zygoat's topnost pack duffel by a swatch of new flight fabric for
hi s paraglider.

Aenea and | bring up the rear of the procession. Several tines | try to talk about |ast night,
but she silences nme with a finger to her Iips and a nod in the direction of the nearby trader and
ot her menmbers of the procession.

| settle for small talk about the |ast days of work on the Tenpl e overhang pavilion and
wal kways, but ny mind continues to jostle with questions.

Soon we are in Jo-kung, where the ranps and wal kways are |ined with crowds wavi ng pennants and
prayer flags. Fromthe fissure terraces and cliff shacks, citizens of the city cheer their mayor
and the rest of us.

Just beyond the fissure city of Jo-kung, near the junmp-off platforms of the only cabl eway we
will be using on this trip to Potala, we encounter another party headed to the Dalai Lama's
reception: the Dorje Phanpo and her nine fermale priests. The Dorje Phanp travels in a pal anquin
carried by four heavily nuscled nal es because she is the abbess of Sanden Gonpa, an all-nale
nmonastery sone thirty klicks out along the south wall of the sane ridge that holds the Tenple
Hanging in Air along its north wall. The Dorje Phano is ninety-four standard years old and was
di scovered to be the incarnation of the original Dorje Phanp, the Thunderbolt Sow, when she was
three standard years old. She is a woman of inmense inportance and a separate nonastery for wonen -
- the Oracle Gonpa at Yandrok Tso, sone sixty klicks farther along the dangerous ridge wall -- has
held her as its prefect and avatar for nore than seventy standard years. Now the Thunderbolt Sow,
her nine femal e priest conpanions, and about thirty nmale carriers and guards are waiting at the
cableway to attach the pal anqui n's nassi ve carabi ner cl anps.

The Dorje Phano peers through her curtains, spies our party, and beckons Aenea over. | know
from Aenea' s of fhand conments that she has traveled to the Oracle Gonmpa at Yandrok Tso severa
times to neet with the Sow and that the two are fast friends. | also know fromA. Bettik's

commrents to ne in confidence that the Dorje Phano has recently told her fenmale priests and nonks
at the Oracle Gonpa and the mal e nonks at Sanden Gonpa that it is Aenea, not H's Holiness the
current Dalai Lama, who is the incarnation of the living Buddha of Mercy.

Word of this heresy has spread, according to A Bettik, but because of the Thunderbolt Sow s
popul arity across the world of T ien Shan, the Dalai Lama has not yet responded to the
i npertinence.

Now | watch as the two wonen -- ny young Aenea and the ancient formin the palanquin -- chat
and | augh easily as both parties wait to cross the cabl eway across the Langma Abyss. The Dorje
Phano nmust have insisted that we precede her group, for the carriers nove the pal anquin back out
of the way and the nine fenale priests bow deeply as Aenea notions our group forward on the
pl atform Charles Chi-kyap Kenpo and Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi | ook disconfited as they allow their
aides to clip themon to the cable -- not out of concern for their safety, |I know, but out of somne
breech of protocol that | missed and amnot particularly interested in. At that nonent | am
interested in getting Aenea alone and talking with her. O perhaps just kissing her again.
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It rains hard during the wal k to Potal a.

During ny three nonths here |'ve experienced nmore than a few summer showers, but this is a
serious prenonsoon rain, chilling, icy, with curling tendrils of fog that close around us. W
clear the one cableway transit before the clouds close in, but by the tinme we are approaching the
east side of the Kun Lun Ridge, the High Way is slick with ice.

The Hi gh Way consists of rock | edges, bricked pathways on the sheer cliffside, high wooden
wal kways al ong the northwest ridge of Hua Shan, the Flower Muntain, and a |ong series of platform
wal kways and suspension bridges connecting those icy ridgelines with K un Lun. Then there is the
second- | ongest suspension bridge on the planet connecting K un Lun Ridge with Phari Ridge,
foll oned by anot her series of wal kways, bridges, and | edges headi ng sout hwest al ong the east face
of Phari Ridge to Phari Marketplace. There we pass through the fissure and follow the | edge road
al nost due west to Potal a.

Normally this is a six-hour walk in the sunshine, but this afternoon it is a dreary, dangerous
trudge through the curling fog and icy rain. The aides traveling with Mayor/lord Chamnberl ain
Charl es Chi-kyap Kenpo and Abbot Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi attenpt to shelter their worthies under
bright red and yellow unbrellas, but the icy ledge is often narrow and the worthies frequently
must get wet as they go ahead in single file. The suspension bridges are nightmares to cross --
the "floor" of each is just a single, heavily braided henp cable with henp ropes rising
vertically, horizontal side ropes for railings, and a second thick cable above one's head -- and
although it is usually child's play to balance on the | ower cable while keeping contact with the
side ropes, it takes conplete concentration in this driving rain. But all of the |ocals have done
this through dozens of nonsoons and they nove along quickly; it is only Aenea and | who hesitate
as the bridges flex and toss under the party's weight, the icy ropes threatening to slip out of
our hands. Despite the storm-- or perhaps because of it -- soneone has |lighted the H gh Wy
torches all along the east face of Phari Ridge, and the braziers burning through the thick fog
hel p us find our way as the wooden wal kways turn, bend, rise, descend icy staircases, and | ead out
to nore bridges. We arrive in Phari Marketplace just at dusk, although it seens nuch | ater because
of the gloom O her groups bound for the Wnter Palace join us there and there are at | east
seventy peopl e headed west together past the fissure. The Dorje Phanp's pal anquin still bobs al ong
with us and | suspect that others besides nyself are a bit envious of her dry perch in there.

I confess that | am di sappoi nted: we had planned to arrive at Potala in the twilight, while
there was still alpenglow lighting the north-south ridges and the higher peaks to the north and
west of the palace. | have never glinpsed the pal ace before, and | had been | ooking forward to
seeing this region.

As it is, the broad H gh Way between Phari and Potala is just a series of torchlit |edges and
wal kways. | have brought the flashlight Iaser in ny pack, although whether as a futile gesture for
def ense should things turn bad at the palace, or for finding our way in the dark, | amnot sure.

I ce coats the rocks, the platforms, the henp-cable railings along this nost well traveled of
wal kways, as well as the stairs.

I cannot inmgine being on the cableway this night, but runmor has it that several of the nore
adventurous guests are traveling that way.

W arrive at the Forbidden City sone two hours before the reception is scheduled to begin. The
clouds have lifted a bit, the rain relents, and our first glinpse of the Wnter Pal ace takes ny
breath away and nakes nme forget ny di sappoi ntment of not having approached it in the twilight. The
Wnter Palace is built on a great peak rising fromthe Yell ow Hat Ridge, with the higher peaks of
Koko Nor behind it, and our first glinpse through the clouds is of Drepung, the surrounding
nonastery that houses thirty-five thousand nonks, tier upon tier of tall stone buildings rising up
the vertical slopes, its thousands of w ndows glowing with lantern |ight, torches at bal conies,
terraces, and entrances, while behind the Drepung and above it, with gold roofs touching the
ceiling of boiling clouds, rises Potala -- the Wnter Palace of the Dalai Lana -- ablaze with
light, and backlighted -- even in the storny darkness -- by the lightning-lit peaks of the Koko
Nor. The aides and fellow travelers turn back here, and only we invited pilgrins press on into the
For bi dden City. The H gh Way now fl attens and broadens to a true hi ghway, an avenue fifty neters
wi de, paved with gold stones, lined with torches, and surrounded by countless tenples, chortens,
| esser gonpas, outbuildings for the inposing nonastery, and nmilitary guard posts. The rain has
stopped but the avenue glistens goldly while hundreds upon hundreds of brightly garbed pilgrins
and residents of the Forbidden Gty bustle to and fro in front of the huge walls and gates of the
Drepung and the Potala. Monks in saffron robes nove in snmall, silent groups; palace officials in
brilliant red and rich purple gowns and yellow hats | ooking |ike inverted saucers wal k
purposeful |y past soldiers in blue uniforns with black-and-white-striped pikes; official
messengers jog by in skintight outfits of orange and red or gold and bl ue; wonmen of the court
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glide across the gold stones in long silk dresses of sky blue, deep lapis lazuli, and daring
cobalt, their trains making soft slithering sounds on the wet pavenent; priests fromthe Red Hat
Sect are instantly recognizable with their inverted saucer hats of crinmson silk and crinson
fringe, while the Drungpas -- the wooded valley people -- stride by with wooly hats of zygoat fur
their costunes adorned with brilliant white, red, tan, and gold feathers, carrying their great
gol d cerenonial swords tucked into their sashes; finally the common folk of the Forbidden City are
little less colorful than the high officials, the cooks and gardeners and servants and tutors and
masons and personal valets all bedecked in silk chubas of green and blue or gold and orange, those
who work in the Dalai Lama's quarters of the Wnter Pal ace -- several thousand strong -- glinpsed
in the crinson and gold, everyone wearing the zygoat-banded silk hats with stiff brinms sone fifty
centineters broad, to preserve their pale pal ace conpl exi ons on sunny days and to ward off the
rain during nonsoon season.

Qur wet band of pilgrinms seems dull and shabby in these surroundings, but | have little thought
of our own appearance as we pass through a sixty-meter-tall gate in one of the outer walls of the
Drepung Monastery and begin to cross the Kyi Chu Bridge.

This bridge is 20 meters wide, 115 neters |long, and nade of the nobst nodern carbon-plasteel. It
shines |ike black chrone.

Beneath it is ... nothing. The bridge spans a terninal fissure in the ridgeline and drops
thousands of neters to the phosgene clouds below. On the east side -- the side fromwhich we
approach -- the structures of the Drepung rise two or three kiloneters above us, flat walls and
gl owi ng wi ndows and the air above us | aced w th spiderweb upon spiderweb of official cable
shortcuts between the nonastery and the pal ace proper. On the west side -- ahead of us -- the

Potala rises nore than six kiloneters on the cliff faces, its thousands of stone facets and
hundreds of gold roofs reflecting the flickering lightning fromthe | ow clouds above it. In case
of attack, the Kyi Chu Bridge can retract into the western cliff in less than thirty seconds,

| eavi ng no stairway, foothold, |edge, or window for half a kil oneter of vertical stone to the
first ranmparts above. The bridge does not retract as we cross it. The sides are lined with
troopers in cerenonial garb, each carrying a deadly serious pike or energy rifle. At the far end
of the Kyi Chu, we pause at the Pargo Kaling -- the Western Gate -- an ornate arch eighty-five
meters tall. Light glows fromw thin the giant arch, breaking out through a thousand intricate
designs, the brightest glow conming fromthe two great eyes -- each nore than ten neters across --
that stare unblinkingly across the Kyi Chu and the Drepung to the east.

W each pause as we pass under the Pargo Kaling. Qur first step beyond it will bring us onto
the grounds of the Wnter Palace itself, although the actual doorway is still sone thirty paces
ahead of us. Inside that doorway are the thousand steps that will take us up to the pal ace proper

Aenea has told ne that pilgrim have come fromall over T ien Shan by wal ki ng on their knees,
or in some cases by prostrating thenselves at every step -- literally neasuring the hundreds or
t housands of kilonmeters with their bodies -- just to be allowed to pass under the Western Gate and
to touch this last section of Kyi Chu Bridge with their foreheads out of honage to the Dalai Lama

Aenea and | step across together, glancing at one anot her

After presenting our invitations to the guards and officials within the main entrance portal
we ascend the thousand stairs. | amamazed to find that the stairway is an escal ator, although
Trono Trochi of Dhomu whispers that it is often left unactivated to allow the faithful a fina
exertion before being allowed into the upper reaches of the pal ace.

Above, on the first public levels, there is another flurry of invitation checking, servants
divesting us of our wet outer robes, and other servants escorting us to roons in which we m ght
bat he and change. Lord Chanberlain Charles Chi-kyap Kenpo is entitled to a small suite of roons on
the seventy-eighth level of the palace, and after what seens |ike farther kiloneters of wal king

down outside halls -- the windows to our right showing the red rooftops of the Drepung Monastery
flickering and gleaming in the stormlight -- we are greeted by nore servants given over to our
bi ddi ng. Each of our party has at least a curtained alcove in which we will sleep after the fornmal
reception, and adjoi ning bat hroons offer hot water, baths, and nodern sonic showers. | follow
Aenea and snile at her when she wi nks on her way out of the steany room

| had no truly formal clothes at the Tenple Hanging in Air -- nor any in the ship currently
hiding on the third nmoon, for that matter -- but Lhono Dondrub and some of the others roughly ny

size have fitted me out for tonight's honor: black trousers and highly polished, high black boots,
a white silk shirt under a gold vest, with a red-and-black X-shaped wool overvest, tied together
at the waist with a crinson silk sash. The formal evening cape is made of the finest warrior-silk
fromthe western reaches of Miztagh Alta and is nostly black, but with intricate border designs of
red, gold, silver, and yellow. It is Lhonp's second-best cape and he nmade it quite clear that he
woul d toss ne fromthe highest platformif | stained, tore, or lost it. Lhonp is a pl easant,
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easygoi ng man -- al nost unheard of in a lone flyer, | amtold -- but | think he was not ki dding
about this.

A. Bettik loaned nme the requisite silver bracelets for the reception, these purchased by himon
a whimin the beautiful markets of Hsi wang-nmu. Over ny shoulders | place the feather and zygoat
wool red hood | oaned to ne by Jignme Norbu, who has waited his entire life in vain for an
invitation to the Wnter Palace. Around ny neck is a jade-and-silver-link Mddle Kingdomform
talisman courtesy of master carpenter and friend Changchi Kenchung, who told me this norning that
he has been to three receptions at the pal ace and has been bored witless each tine.

Servants in gold silk come to our chanbers to announce that it is time for us to congregate in
the Main Reception Hall next to the Throne Room The outside corridors are filled wi th hundreds of
guests noving along the tiled halls, silk is rustling, jewelry rattles, and the air is filled with
the clash of perfume and col ogne and soap and | eather. Ahead of us, | get a glinpse of the ancient
Dorje Phano -- the Thunderbolt Sow herself -- being hel ped along by two of her nine female
priests, all of themin el egant saffron gowns. The Sow wears no jewelry, but her white hair is
tied and ri bboned in el aborate nounds and beautiful braids.

Aenea's gown is sinple but breathtaking -- a deep blue silk, with a cobalt hood covering her
otherwi se bare shoul ders, one M ddle Kingdomtalisman of silver and jade dropping to her bosom
and a silver conb pinned in her hair, holding a thin half veil in place.

Many of the wonen in view are veiled for nodesty tonight, and | realize how cleverly this
di sgui ses ny friend s appearance.

She takes ny arm and we nove in procession down the endl ess corridors, turning right and
gliding up spiral escalators toward the Dalai Lama's |evels.

I lean close and whi sper agai nst her veiled ear. "Nervous?"

| see the glint of her smile beneath the veil and she squeezes ny hand.

Persisting, | whisper, "Kiddo, you sonetines see the future. | know you do. So ... do we get
out of this alive tonight?"

I bend over as she | eans close to whisper back. "Only a few things in anyone's future are set,
Raul . Most things are as liquid as ... " She gestures toward a swirling fountain that we pass and
spiral above. "But | see no reason to worry, do you? There are thousands of guests here tonight.
The Dal ai Lanma can greet only a fewin person. Hs guests ... the Pax ... whoever they will be,
have no reason to think that we are here."

| nod, but am not convinced.

Suddenl y Labsang Santen, the Dalai Lama's brother, comes racketing down the ascendi ng escal at or
in violation of all protocol. The nmonk is grinning and bubbling over with enthusiasm He addresses
our group, but hundreds on the rising staircase lean to listen in.

"The guests from space are very inportant!" he says enthusiastically. "I have been talking to
our tutor who is the assistant to the second in conmand to the Mnister of Protocol. These are not
just mssionaries whomwe greet tonight!"

"No?" says the Lord Chanberlain Charles Chi-kyap Kenpo, resplendent in his many | ayers of red
and gold silKk.

"No!" grins Labsang Santen. "It is a cardinal of the Pax Church. A very inportant cardi nal
Wth several of his top people.”

| feel ny stonmach churn and then drop into freefall

"Whi ch cardi nal ?" says Aenea. Her voice seens calmand interested. W are approaching the top
of the spiral staircase ride and the sound of hundreds or thousands of softly nurnuring guests
fills the air.

Labsang Santen straightens his formal nonk's robe. "A Cardinal Miustafa," he says brightly.
"Soneone very close to the Pax Pope, | think. The Pax honors mny brother by sending himas
anmbassador . "

| feel Aenea's hand close on ny arm but | cannot see her expression clearly through the veil

"And several other inmportant Pax guests," continues the nmonk, turning as we approach the
reception level. "lIncluding sonme strange Pax wonen. Mlitary types, | think."

"Did you get their nanes?" asks Aenea.

"One of them" says Labsang. "General Nenes. She is very pale." The Dalai Lana's brother turns
his wide, sincere snile on Aenea. "The Cardinal has asked to nmeet you specifically, M Aenea. You
and your escort, M Endynion. The Protocol Mnister was very surprised, but has arranged for a
private reception for you with the Pax people and the Regent and, of course, my brother, His
Hol i ness, the Dalai Lana."

Qur ascent ends. The staircase slides into the marble floor. Wth Aenea on ny arm | step out
into the noise and tightly controlled chaos of the Main Reception Hall
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The Dalai Lana is only eight standard years old. | had known that -- Aenea and A Bettik and
Theo and Rachel have all nentioned it nore than once -- but | amstill surprised when | see the

child sitting on his high, cushioned throne. There nust be three or four thousand people in the
i mense reception room Several broad escal ators di sgorge guests simultaneously into an

ant echanber the size of a spacecraft hangar -- gold pillars rising to a frescoed ceiling twenty
meters above us, blue-and-white tiles underfoot with el aborate, inset inages fromthe Bardo
Thodrol, the Tibetan Book of the Dead, as well as illustrations of the vast seedship mgration of
the Buddhist O d Earth énigrés, huge gold arches under which we pass to enter the reception room --
and the reception roomis larger still, its ceiling one giant skylight through which the broiling
clouds and flickering lightning and lantern-lit nountainside are quite visible.

The three or four thousand guests are brilliant in their finery -- flowi ng silk, scul pted

linen, draped and dyed wool, profusions of red-black-and-white feathers, elaborate hairdos, subtle
but beautifully fornmed bracel ets, necklaces, anklets, earrings, tiaras, and belts of silver

anet hyst, gold, jade, lapis lazuli, and a score of other precious netals. And scattered anong al
this el egance and finery are scores of nobnks and abbots in their sinple robes of orange, gold,
yell ow, saffron, and red, their closely shaved heads gleanming in the light froma hundred
flickering tripod braziers. Yet the roomis so |large that these few thousand people do not come
close to filling it up -- the parquet floors gleamin the firelight and there is a twenty-neter
space between the first fringes of the crowd and the golden throne. Snmall horns blow as the lines
of guests step fromthe escalator staircases to the anteroomtiles. The trunpets are of brass and
bone and the |line of nonks blowing themruns fromthe stairs to the entrance arches -- nore than
sixty meters of constant noise. The hundreds of horns hold one note for minutes on end and then
shift to another |low note without signal fromtrunpeter to trunpeter and as we enter the Min
Reception Hall -- the antechanber acting as a giant echo chanber behind us -- these | ow notes are
taken up and anplified by twenty four-neter-long horns on either side of our procession. The nonks
who bl ow t hese nonstrous instrunents stand in small alcoves in the walls, resting the giant horns
on stands set on the parquet floors, the bell-horn ends curling up like nmeter-w de |otus bl ossons.
Added to this constant, |low series of notes -- rather |ike an ocean-going ship's foghorn w apped
within a glacier's runble -- are the reverberations of a huge gong, at |east five nmeters across,
bei ng struck at precise intervals. The air snells of incense fromthe braziers and the slightest
veil of fragrant snoke noves above the jewel ed and coi ffed heads of the guests and seens to
shimer and shift with the rise and fall of the notes fromthe trunpets and horns and gong.

Al'l faces are turned toward the Dalai Lama, his imediate retinue, and his guests. | take
Aenea' s hand and we nobve to our right, staying far back fromthe throne and its surroundi ng dais.
Constell ati ons of inportant guests nove nervously between us and the distant throne.

Suddenly the deep horn notes cease. The gong's final vibrations echo and fall away.

Al'l of the guests are present. The huge doors behind us are pushed shut by straining servants.
Across the giant, echoing space, | can hear the crackling of flanes in the countless braziers.

Rai n suddenly beats at the crystal skylight far above us.

The Dalai Lana is smiling slightly as he sits cross-legged on nultiple silk cushions atop a
platformthat brings himto eye level with his standing guests. The boy's head is bare and shaven
and he wears a sinple red lama's robe. To his right, and lower, on a throne of his own, sits the

Regent who will rule -- in consultation with other high priests -- until H s Holiness the Dal ai
Lama conmes of age at eighteen standard years. Aenea has told ne about this Regent, a nan naned
Reting Tokra who is said to be the literal incarnation of cunning, but all | can see fromny

di stant vantage point now is the usual red robe and a narrow, pinched, brown face with its slitted
eyes and tiny mnustache.

To the left of H's Holiness the Dalai Lama is the Lord Chanberl ain, abbot of abbots. This man
is quite old and smling broadly at the phal anxes of guests. To his left is the State Oracle, a
thin young wonan with severely cropped hair and a yellow linen shirt under her red robe. Aenea has
explained that it is the State Oracle's job to predict the future while in a deep trance. To the
left of the State Oracle, their faces largely blocked fromny view by the gilded pillars of the
Dal ai Lama's throne, stand five em ssaries fromthe Pax -- | can make out a short man in
cardinal's red, three forms in black cassocks, and at | east one mlitary uniform

To the right of the Regent's throne stands the Chief Crier and Head of Hi s Holiness's Security,
the | egendary Carl Linga WIliamEiheji, Zen archer, watercolorist, karate naster, philosopher
former flyer, and flower arranger.
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Ei heji looks to be built of coiled steel wapped about with pure rmuscle as he strides forward
and fills the inmense hall with his voice: "Honored guests, visitors from beyond our world,
Dugpas, Drukpas, Drungpas -- those fromthe highest ridges, the noble fissures, and the wooded
val |l ey slopes -- Dzasas, honored officials, the Red Hats and the Yell ow Hats, nonks, abbots,

getsel novices, Ko-sas of the Fourth Rank and hi gher, bl essed ones who wear the su gi, w ves and
husbands of those so honored, seekers of Enlightenment, it is ny pleasure to wel cone you here

toni ght on behalf of H's Holiness, Getswang Ngwang Lobsang Tengi n Gyapso Si sunwangyur Tshungpa
Mapai Dhepal Sangpo -- the Holy One, the Gentle G ory, Powerful in Speech, Pure in Mnd, of Divine
W sdom Holding the Faith, Ccean-Wde!" The small brass and bone trunpets bl ow high, clear notes.
The great horns bellow |Iike dinosaurs. The gong sends vi brations through our bones and teeth.

Chief Crier Eiheji steps back. His Holiness the Dalai Lama speaks, his child's voice soft but
clear and firm across the great space.

"Thank you all for coming this night. W shall greet our new friends fromthe Pax in nore
intimte circunmstances. Many of you have requested to see me ... you shall receive my blessing in
private audi ence tonight. | have requested to speak with sone of you. You shall nmeet ne in private
audi ence tonight. Qur friends fromthe Pax will speak with many of you this evening and in the
days to cone. |In speaking to them please renenber that these are our brothers and sisters in the
Dharma, in the quest for Enlightenment. Please renmenber that our breath is their breath, and that
all of our breath is the breath of Buddha. Thank you. Pl ease enjoy our celebration this night."

And with that the dais, throne and all, slides silently back through the opening wall, is hidden
by a sliding curtain, then by another curtain, and then by the wall itself, and the thousands in
the main reception hall let out a breath as one

The evening was, as | renenber, a nearly surreal conbination of a gala ball swirling around a
formal papal reception. | had never seen a papal reception, of course -- the nystery Cardinal on
t he now curtai ned dais was the highest official of the Church encountered in ny experience -- but

the excitement of those being received by the Dalai Lama nmust have been sinmilar to a Christian
nmeeting the Pope, and the ponp and circunmstance surroundi ng their presentation was inpressive.

Sol di er-nmonks in red robes and red or yellow hats escorted the |ucky few through the tented
curtains and then through nore curtains and finally through the door in the wall to the Dala
Lama's presence while the rest of us noved and m xed across the torchlit parquet floor, or browsed
the long tables of excellent food, or even danced to the nusic of a small band -- no brass and
bone trunpets or four-meter horns there. | admit that | asked Aenea if she would like to dance,

but she sniled, shook her head, and |l ed our group to the nearest banquet table. Soon we were
engaged in conversation with the Dorje Phamb and sone of her female priests.

Knowi ng that | might be conmitting a faux pas, | nonethel ess asked the beautiful old wonman why
she was called the Thunderbolt Sow. As we nunched on fried balls of tsanmpa and drank delici ous
tea, the Dorje Phanmp | aughed and told us the story. On Od Earth, the first such abbess of an all-
mal e Ti betan Buddhi st nmonastery had gained the reputati on of being the reincarnation of the
original Thunderbolt Sow, a dem goddess of frightening power. That first Dorje Phamp abbess was
said to have transforned not only herself but all of the lamas in her nonastery into pigs to
frighten away eneny sol diers.

When | asked this | ast reincarnation of the Thunderbolt Sow if she had retained the power of
transforming into a sow, the elegant old worman lifted her head and said firmy, "If that would
frighten away these current invaders, | would do so in an instant."

In the three hours or so during which Aenea and | nixed and chatted and |istened to nusic and
wat ched the |ightning through the grand skylight, this was the only negative thing we heard spoken

-- aloud -- about the Pax em ssaries, although under the silk finery and gala gaiety, there seened
to be an undercurrent of anxiety to the evening. This seened natural since the world of T ien Shan
had been -- except for the occasional free trader's dropship -- isolated fromthe Pax and the rest

of post-Hegenonic humanity for alnobst three centuries. The evening was growing late and | was
becom ng convinced that Labsang Santen's statenent that the Dalai Lama and his Pax guests had
wi shed to see us was erroneous, when suddenly several palace officiaries in great, curved red and
yellow hats -- looking rather like illustrations | had seen of ancient Geek helnets -- sought us
out and asked that we acconpany themto the Dalai Lanma's presence.

| looked at nmy friend, ready to bolt with her and cover our retreat if she showed even a hint
of fear or reticence, but Aenea sinply nodded in conpliance and took my arm The sea of partygoers
made way for us as we crossed the vast space behind the officials, the two of us wal king slowy,
armin arm as if | were her father giving her away in a traditional Church wedding ... or as if
we had al ways been a couple ourselves. In ny pocket was the flashlight |aser and the di skey
journal -comunit. The | aser would be worth little if the Pax was determned to seize us, but | had
decided to call the ship if the worst happened.
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Rat her than all ow Aenea to be captured, | would bring the ship down on blazing reaction
thrusters, right through that lovely skylight. W passed through the outer curtain and entered a
canopi ed space where the sounds of the band and nmerrynaking were still quite audi ble. Here severa
red-hat officials asked us to extend our arns with our palns upward. When we did so, they set a
white silk scarf in our hands, the ends hangi ng down. W were waved forward through the second
curtain. Here the Lord Chanberlain greeted us with a bow -- Aenea responding with a gracefu

curtsy, me with an awkward bow in return -- and led us through the door into the small room where
the Dalai Lama waited with his guests.
This private roomwas |ike an extension of the young Dalai Lama's throne -- gold and gilt and

silk brocade and wildly ornate tapestries with reversed swasti kas enbroi dered everywhere anid

i mges of opening flowers and curling dragons and spi nning mandal as. The doors cl osed behi nd us
and the sounds of the party woul d have been shut out conpletely except for the audi o pickups of
three video nonitors set in the wall to our left.

Real -time video of the party was being fed in fromdifferent |ocations around the Min
Reception Hall and the boy on the throne and his guests were watching it raptly. W paused unti
the Lord Chanberlain gestured us forward again. He whispered to us as we approached the throne and
the Dalai Lama turned in our direction. "It is not necessary to bow until Hs Holiness raises his
hand. Then pl ease bow forward until after he rel eases his touch."”

W paused three paces fromthe raised throne platformwith its shimering quilts and draped
cushions. Carl Linga WlliamEiheji, the Chief Crier, said in soft but resonant tones, "Your
Hol i ness, the architect in charge of construction at Hsuan-k'ung Ssu and her assistant."

Her assistant? | noved forward a step behind Aenea, confused, but grateful that the Crier had

not announced our nanes. | could see the five Pax figures out of the corner of ny eye, but
protocol demanded that | keep ny gaze directed toward the Dal ai Lana but | owered.
Aenea stopped at the edge of the high throne platform her arns still held in front of her, the

scarf taut between her hands. The Lord Chanberl ain set several objects on the scarf and the boy
reached forward and whi sked them of f quickly, setting themto his right on the platform Wen the
obj ects were gone, a servant stepped forward and took away the white scarf. Aenea put her hands
together as if in prayer and bowed forward. The boy's smile was gentle as he | eaned forward and
touched ny friend -- ny beloved -- on the head, setting his fingers Iike a crown on her brown
hair. | realized that it was a bl essing. Wen he renoved his fingers, he lifted a red scarf froma
stack by his side and set it in Aenea's left hand. Then he took her right hand and shook it, his
sm | e broadeni ng. The Lord Chanberlain gestured for Aenea to stand in front of the Regent's | ower
throne as | stepped forward and went through the same quick cerenony with the Dal ai Lana

| just had time to notice that the objects set on the white scarf by the Lord Chanberlain and
whi sked away by the Dalai Lanma included a small gold relief in the shape of three nountains,
representing the world of T ien Shan Aenea | ater explained, an inmage of a human body, a stylized
book representing speech, and a chorten, or tenple, shape representing the mnd. The appearing and
di sappeari ng act was over before | had tinme to pay nore attention to it, and then the red scarf
was in one hand while the boy's tiny hand was in ny |arge one. H s handshake was surprisingly

firm M gaze was |owered, but | could still nake out his broad smle. | stepped back next to
Aenea.
The sane cerenony was quickly perforned with the Regent -- white scarf, synbolic objects placed

and renmoved, red scarf. But the Regent did not shake hands with either of us. Wen we had received
the Regent's bl essing, the Lord Chanberlain gestured for us to rai se our heads and gazes.

| alnpost made a grab for the flashlight |aser and started firing wildly. Besides the Dala
Lama, his nonk servants, the Lord Chanberlain, the Regent, the State Oracle, the Crier, the short
Cardinal, the three men in black cassocks, there was a woman in a bl ack-and-red Pax Fl eet uniform
She had just stepped around a tall priest so we could see her face for the first time. Her dark
eyes were fixed on Aenea. The woman's hair was short and hung over her pale forehead in linp

bangs. Her skin was sallow Her gaze was reptilian -- simultaneously renote and rapt.
It was the thing that had tried to kill Aenea, A Bettik, and ne on God's Grove sone five of ny
years -- nore than ten of Aenea's -- ago. It was the inhuman killing device that had defeated the

Shri ke and woul d have carried Aenea's head away in a bag had it not been for the intervention of
Fat her Captain de Soya in his orbiting spacecraft; he had used the full fusion power of the ship
to lance the nonster downward into a caul dron of bubbling, nolten rock

And here it was again, its black, inhuman eyes fixed on Aenea's face. It had obvi ously sought
her across the years and light-years, and now it had her. It had us.

My heart was pounding and ny legs felt suddenly weak, but through the shock nmy m nd was working
like an Al. The flashlight |aser was tucked in a pocket in the right side of ny cape. The comunit
was in my left trouser pocket. Wth ny right hand I would flash the cutting beaminto the wonan-
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thing's eyes, then flick the selector to broad and blind the Pax priests. Wth ny left hand

woul d trigger the squirt command to send the prerecorded nmessage via tightbeamto the ship. But
even if the ship responded i mediately and was not intercepted by a Pax warship on its flight, it
woul d be several mnutes before it could descend through the pal ace skylight. W woul d be dead by
then. And | knew the speed of this thing -- it sinply had di sappeared when it fought the Shrike, a
chrone blur. | would never get the flashlight Iaser or comunit out of my pockets. W would be
dead before ny hand made it halfway to the weapon. | froze, realizing that although Aenea mnust
have recogni zed the woman at once, she had not reacted with the shock | felt. To outward

appear ances, she had not reacted at all. Her smile renni ned. Her gaze had passed over the Pax
visitors -- including the nonster -- and then returned to the boy on the throne.

It was Regent Reting Tokra who spoke first. "Qur guests asked for this audi ence. They heard
fromH s Holiness of the reconstruction going on at the Tenple Hanging in Air and wi shed to neet
t he young wonman who had designed the construction.”

The Regent's voice was as pinched and ungiving as his appearance.

The Dal ai Lama spoke then and his boy's voice was soft but as generous as the Regent's had been
guarded. "My friends," he said, gesturing toward Aenea and ne, "may | introduce our distinguished
visitors fromthe Pax. John Doneni co Cardi nal Miustafa of the Catholic Church's Holy Ofice,

Archbi shop Jean Dani el Breque of the Papal Diplomatic Corps, Father Martin Farrell, Father CGerard
LeBl anc, and Commander Rhadamanth Nemes of the Noble Guard."

W nodded. The Pax dignitaries -- including the nonster -- nodded. If there was a breech of
protocol by His Holiness the Dalai Lama doing the introductions, no one seenmed to notice.

John Domeni co Cardinal Mustafa said in a silken voice, "Thank you, Your Holiness. But you have
i ntroduced these exceptional people only as the architect and her assistant." The Cardi nal smled

at us, showing snall, sharp teeth. "You have nanes, perhaps?"
My pul se was racing. The fingers of ny right hand tw tched at the thought of the flashlight
| aser. Aenea was still smiling but showed no sign of answering the Cardinal. My mind galloped to
come up with aliases. But why? Certainly they knew who we were. Al this was a trap. The Nenes
thing woul d never let us leave this throne room... or would be waiting for us when we did.
Surprisingly, it was the boy Dalai Lama who spoke again. "I would be pleased to conplete ny
i ntroductions, Your Em nence. Qur esteened architect is called Ananda and her assistant -- one of
many skilled assistants | amtold -- is called Subhadda."

| admit that | blinked at this. Had soneone told the Dalai Lanma these nanes? Aenea had told me
that Ananda had been the Buddha's forenost disciple and a teacher in his own right; Subhadda had
been a wandering ascetic who had becone the Buddha's | ast direct disciple, becom ng a follower
after meeting himjust hours before he died. She also told ne that the Dalai Lana had cone up with
these names for our introduction, apparently appreciating the irony in them | failed to see the
hunor .

"M Ananda," said Cardinal Mustafa, bowing slightly. "M Subhadda." He | ooked us over. "You
wi Il pardon ny bluntness and ignorance, M Ananda, but you seemof a different racial stock than
nmost of the people we have net in the Potala or the surrounding areas of T ien Shan."

Aenea nodded. "One nust be careful in nmaking generalizations, Your Em nence. There are areas of
this world settled by seedship colonists frommany of Od Earth's regions.”

"OfF course," purred Cardinal Mistafa.

"And | nust say that your Web English is very unaccented. May | inquire as to which region of
T ien Shan you and your assistant call hone?"

"Of course," responded Aenea in as snooth a voice as the Cardinal's. "I came into the world in
a region of ridges beyond M. Mriah and M. Zion, north and west of Miztagh Alta."

The Cardi nal nodded judiciously. | noticed then that his collar -- what Aenea | ater said was
called his rabat or rabbi in Church terminology -- of a scarlet watered silk the sanme color as his

red cassock and skull cap

"Are you perchance," he continued snoothly, "of the Hebrew or Miuslimfaiths which our hosts
have told us prevail in those regions?"

"I amof no faith," said Aenea. "If one defines faith as belief in the supernatural."

The Cardinal's eyebrows lifted slightly. The nan called Father Farrell glanced at his boss.
Rhadamanth Nenes's terrible gaze never wavered

"Yet you labor to build a tenple to Buddhist beliefs," said Cardi nal Miustafa pleasantly enough

"I was hired to reconstruct a beautiful conplex," said Aenea. "I am proud to have been chosen
to this task."
"Despite your lack of ... ah ... belief in the supernatural ?" said Miustafa. | could hear the

Inquisition in his voice. Even on the rural noors of Hyperion, we had heard of the Holy Ofice.
"Per haps because of it, Your Eminence," said Aenea. "And because of the trust in ny own hunman
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abilities and those of ny coworkers."

"So the task is its own justification?" pressed the Cardinal. "Even if it has no deeper
signi fi cance?"”

"Perhaps a task well done is the deeper significance," said Aenea.

Cardinal Mustafa chuckled. It was not an alt pleasant sound. "Wl Il said, young | ady. Wl
said."

Father Farrell cleared his throat. "The region beyond M. Zion," he said nusingly.

"We noticed during our orbital survey that there was a single farcaster portal set onto a
ridgeline in that area. W had thought that T ien Shan had never been a part of the Wb, but our
records showed that the portal was conpleted very shortly before the Fall."

"But never used!" exclained the young Dalai Lanma, lifting one slimfinger. "No one ever
traveled to or fromthe Muntains of Heaven via the Hegenony farcaster."

"I ndeed," said Cardinal Mustafa softly.

"Well, we assumed as nuch, but | mnust tender our apol ogies, Your Holiness. In our ship's zea
to probe the structure of the old farcaster portal fromorbit, it accidentally nelted the
surroundi ng rocks onto it. The doorway is seal ed forever under rock, | amafraid."

| glanced at Rhadanmanth Nenes when this was said. She did not blink. | had not seen her blink.
Her gaze was riveted to Aenea.

The Dal ai Lana swept his hand in a dismissive gesture. "It does not matter, Your Eninence. W
have no use for a farcaster portal which was never used ... unless your Pax has found a way to

reactivate the farcasters?" He |laughed at the idea. It was a pl easant boyish [augh, but sharp with
intelligence.

"No, Your Holiness," said Cardinal Mustafa, smiling. "Even the Church has not found a way to
reactivate the Wb. And it is alnost certainly best that we never do."

My tension was quickly turning to a sort of nausea. This ugly little nman in cardinal red was
telling Aenea that he knew how she had arrived on T ien Shan and that she could not escape that

way. | glanced at my friend, but she seemed placid and only mldly interested in the conversation
Coul d there be a second farcaster portal of which the Pax knew nothing? At |east this explained
why we were still alive: the Pax had seal ed Aenea's nmousehol e and had a cat, or several cats -- in

the formof their diplomatic ship in orbit and undoubtedly nore warshi ps hidden el sewhere in-
system-- waiting for her. If | had arrived a few nonths later, they would have sei zed or

destroyed our ship and still had Aenea where they wanted her.

But why wait? And why this game? " ... we would be very interested in seeing your -- what is it
called? -- Tenple Hanging in Air? It sounds fascinating," Archbishop Breque was sayi ng.

Regent Tokra was frowning. "It may be difficult to arrange, Your Excellency," he said. "The

nmonsoons are approaching, the cableways will be very dangerous, and even the H gh Way is hazardous
during the winter storns."

"Nonsense!" cried the Dalai Lama, ignoring the scow the thin-faced Regent had turned in his
direction. "W will be happy to hel p arrange such an expedition," continued the boy. "You nust, by
all nmeans, see Hsuan-k'ung Ssu. And all of the Mddle Kingdom... even to the T ai Shan, the G eat
Peak, where the twenty-seven-thousand-step stairway rises to the Tenple to the Jade Enperor and
the Princess of the Azure d ouds."

"Your Holiness," murrmured the Lord Chanberlain, his head bowed but only after exchanging a
parental glance with the Regent, "I should renind you that the Great Peak of the Mddl e Ki ngdom
can be reached by cableway only in the spring nonths because of the high tide of the poisonous
clouds. For the next seven nonths, T ai Shan is inaccessible to the rest of the Mddl e Kingdom and
the world."

The Dal ai Lana's boyish smile disappeared ... not, | thought, out of petulance, but from
di spl easure at being patroni zed. When he spoke next, his voice had the sharp edge of command to
it. I did not know many children, but |I had known nore than a fewnilitary officers, and if ny
experi ence was any guide, this boy would becorme a form dabl e man and conmander

"Lord Chanberlain," said the Dalai Lanma, "I of course know of the closure of the cabl enay.
Everyone knows of the closure of the cableway. But | also know that every wi nter season, a few
intrepid flyers nake the flight from Sung Shan to the Great Peak. How el se would we share our
formal edicts with our friends anong the faithful on T ai Shan? And sone of the paraw ngs can

accommodate nore than one flyer ... passengers even, yes?"

The Lord Chanberlain was bowing so low that | was afraid that his forehead was going to scrape
the formal tiles. H's voice quavered. "Yes, yes, of course, Your Holiness, of course. |I knew that
you knew this, My Lord, Your Holiness. | only neant ... | only neant to say ... "

Regent Tokra said sharply, "I amsure that what the Lord Chanberlain neant to say, Your

Hol i ness, is that although a few flyers nmake the voyage each year, many nore die in the attenpt.
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W woul d not want to put our honored guests in any danger."

The Dal ai Lama's snmile returned, but it was something ol der and nore cunning -- al most nocking -
- than the boy's smle of a few mnutes earlier. He spoke to Cardinal Miustafa. "You are not afraid
of dying, are you, Your Eminence? That is the entire purpose of your visit here, is it not? To
show us the wonders of your Christian resurrection?"

"Not the sole purpose, Your Holiness," murnured the Cardinal. "W cone primarily to share the
joyous news of Christ with those who wish to hear it and also to discuss possible trade rel ations
with your beautiful world." The Cardinal returned the boy's smle. "And al though the cross and the
Sacranent of Resurrection are direct gifts from God, Your Holiness, it is a sad requirenent that
sonme portion of the body or the cruciformnust be recovered for that sacranent to be given.
understand that no one returns fromyour sea of clouds?"

"No one," agreed the boy with his snile w dening.

Cardi nal Mustafa made a gesture with his hands. "Then perhaps we will linmt our visit to the
Tenpl e Hanging in Air and other accessible destinations," he said.
There was a silence and | | ooked at Aenea again, thinking that we were about to be di sm ssed,

wondering what the signal would be, thinking that the Lord Chanberlain would | ead us out, feeling
my arns go to goose bunps at the intensity of the Nenes-thing's hungry gaze ai ned at Aenea, when
suddenly Archbi shop Jean Dani el Breque broke the silence. "I have been discussing with H s

Hi ghness, Regent Tokra," he said to us as if we might settle some argunent between them "how
amazingly simlar our miracle of resurrection is to the age-old Buddhi st belief in reincarnation.”

"Ahhh," said the boy on the golden throne, his face brightening as if sonmeone had brought up a
subject of interest to him "but not all Buddhists believe in reincarnation. Even before the
mgration to T'ien Shan and the great changes in philosophy which have evol ved here, not al
Buddhi st sects accepted the concept of rebirth. W know for a fact that the Buddha refused to
specul ate with his disciples on whether there was such a thing as life after death. "Such
questions," he said, "are not relevant to the practice of the Path and cannot be answered while
bound by the restraints of human exi stence.” Mst of Buddhism you see, gentlenmen, can be
expl ored, appreciated, and utilized as a tool toward enlightennment w thout descending into the
supernatural . "

The Archbi shop | ooked nonpl ussed, but Cardinal Mistafa said quickly, "Yet did not your Buddha
say -- and | believe that one of your scriptures holds these as his words, Your Holiness, but
correct me imediately if | amwong -- "There is an unborn, an unoriginated, an unmade, an
unconmpounded; were there not, there would be no escape fromthe world of the born, the originated,
the nmade, and the conpounded. ™"

The boy's smile did not waver. "lIndeed, he did, Your Em nence. Very good. But are there not
el ements -- as yet not conpletely understood -- within our physical universe, bound by the |aws of
our physical universe, which night be described as unborn, unoriginated, unmade, and
unconpounded?"

"None that | know of, Your Holiness," said Cardinal Mustafa, affably enough. "But then | am not
a scientist. Only a poor priest." Despite this diplomatic finesse, the boy on the throne seened
intent on pursuing the subject. "As we have previously discussed, Cardinal Mustafa, our form of
Buddhi sm has evol ved since we |anded on this mountain world. Now it is very nmuch filled with the
spirit of Zen. And one of the great Zen masters of A d Earth, the poet WIIliam Bl ake, once said --
"Eternity is in love with the productions of time.""

Cardinal Mustafa's fixed smle showed his | ack of understanding.

The Dal ai Lama was no |longer smling. The boy's expression was pleasant but serious. "Do you
think perhaps that M Bl ake neant that time without ending is worthless tine, Cardinal Mistafa?
That any being freed fromnortality -- even God -- mght envy the children of slowtine?"

The Cardi nal nodded but showed no agreenent. "Your Holiness, | cannot see how God could envy
poor nortal humankind. Certainly God is not capable of envy."

The boy's nearly invisible eyebrows shot up. "Yet, is not your Christian God, by definition,
omi potent? Certainly he, she, it nust be capable of envy."

"Ah, a paradox neant for children, Your Holiness. | confess | amtrained in neither |ogica
apol ogeti cs nor netaphysics. But as a prince of Christ's Church, | know fromny catechismand in
my soul that God is not capable of envy ... especially not envy of his flawed creations."

"Fl awed?" said the boy.

Cardinal Mustafa sm | ed condescendingly, his tone that of a | earned priest speaking to a child.
"Humanity is flawed because of its propensity for sin," he said softly. "Qur Lord could not be
envi ous of a being capable of sin."

The Dal ai Lana nodded slowly. "One of our Zen nasters, a nman naned | kkyu, once wote a poemto
that effect -- "All the sins commtted in the Three Wrlds will fade and di sappear together with
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nysel f.""

Cardi nal Miustafa waited a noment, but when no nore poemwas forthcom ng, he said, "Wich three
wor |l ds was he speaking of, Your Holiness?"

"This was before spaceflight," said the boy, shifting slightly on his cushioned throne. "The
Three Wrlds are the past, present, and future."

"Very nice," said the Cardinal fromthe Holy O fice. Behind him his aide, Father Farrell, was
staring at the boy with sonething |ike cold distaste.

"But we Christians do not believe that sin -- or the effects of sin -- or the accountability
for sin, for that matter -- end with one's life, Your Holiness."
"Precisely." The boy snmiled. "It is for this reason that | amcurious why you extend life so

artificially through your cruciformcreature," he said. "W feel that the slate is washed cl ean
with death. You feel that it brings judgnent. Wy defer this judgment?"

"W view the cruciformas a sacranment given to us by Qur Lord Jesus Christ," Cardinal Mistafa
said softly. "This judgnent was first deferred by Qur Savior's sacrifice on the cross, God H nself
accepting the punishment for our sins, allowing us the option of everlasting Iife in heaven if we
so choose it. The cruciformis another gift from Qur Savior, perhaps allowing us tine to set our
houses in order before that final judgnent."

"Ahh, yes," sighed the boy. "But perhaps |kkyu meant that there are no sinners. That there is

no sin. That "our" lives do not belong to us ... "

"Precisely, Your Holiness," interrupted Cardi nal Mustafa, as if praising a slow learner. | saw
the Regent, the Lord Chanberlain, and others around the throne wince at this interruption. "Qur
lives do not belong to us, but to Qur Lord and Savior ... and to serve Hm to our Holy Mot her
Church. "

" do not belong to us, but belong to the universe," continued the boy. "And that our deeds -
- good and bad -- also are property of the universe."

Cardinal Mustafa frowned. "A pretty phrase, Your Holiness, but perhaps too abstract. Wthout
God, the universe can only be a machine ... unthinking, uncaring, unfeeling."

"Why?" said the boy.

"I beg your pardon, Your Holiness?"

"Way must the universe be unthinking, uncaring, unfeeling w thout your definition of a God?"
the child said softly. He closed his eyes. "The norning dew fl ees away, And is no nore; Wio nay
remain in this world of ours?"

Cardi nal Mustafa steepled his fingers and touched his lips as if in prayer or mld frustration
"Very nice, Your Holiness. |Ikkyu again?"

The Dal ai Lana grinned broadly. "No. Me. | wite alittle Zen poetry when | can't sleep."

The priests chuckl ed. The Nenes creature stared at Aenea.

Cardi nal Mustafa turned toward ny friend. "M Ananda," he said, "do you have an opi ni on on
these weighty matters?" For a second | did not know whom he was addressing, but then | renenbered
the Dal ai Lama's introduction of Aenea as Ananda, forenpst disciple of the Buddha.

"I know another little verse by |Ikkyu which expresses ny opinion," she said. "Mre frail and
illusory than nunbers witten on water, Qur seeking fromthe Buddha Felicity in the afworld."

Archbi shop Breque cleared his throat and joined in the conversation. "That seens cl ear enough,
young |l ady. You do not think that God will grant our prayers.”

Aenea shook her head. "I think that he nmeant two things, Your Eminence. First that the Buddha
will not help us. It isn't in his job definition, so to speak. Secondly, that planning for the
afworld is foolish because we are, by nature, tineless, eternal, unborn, undying, and omnipotent."

The Archbi shop's face and neck reddened above his collar. "Those adjectives can be applied only
to God, M Ananda." He felt Cardinal Mustafa's glare on himand renenbered his place as a
diplomat. "Or so we believe," he added lanmely. "For a young person and an architect, you seemto
know your Zen and poetry, M Ananda."

Car di nal Mustafa chuckl ed, obviously trying to lighten the tone. "Are there any other |kkyu
poens you feel m ght be rel evant?”

Aenea nodded. "W cone into the world alone, W depart alone, This also is illusion. | wll
teach you the way Not to cone, not to go!"

"That would be a good trick," said Cardinal Mustafa with false joviality.

The Dal ai Lama | eaned forward. "Ikkyu taught us that it is possible to live at |east part of
our lives in a timeless, spaceless world where there is no birth and death, no com ng and goi ng, "
he said softly. "A place where there is no separation in tine, no distance in space, no barrier
barring us fromthe ones we |Iove, no glass wall between experience and our hearts."

Cardinal Mustafa stared as if speechl ess.

"My friend ... M Ananda ... also taught me this," said the boy. For a second, the Cardinal's
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face was twi sted by sonmething like a sneer. He turned toward Aenea.

"I would be pleased if the young | ady would teach me ... teach us all ... this clever
conjuror's trick," he said sharply.

"I hope to," said Aenea.

Rhadamant h Nermes took a half step toward ny friend. | set ny hand in ny cape, lightly touching
the firing stud of the flashlight |aser. The Regent tapped a gong with a cloth-wapped stick. The
Lord Chanberlain hurried forward to escort us out. Aenea bowed to the Dalai Lama and | clunsily
did likew se

The audi ence was over.

I dance with Aenea in the great, echoing reception hall, to the nusic of a seventy-two-piece
orchestra, with the lords and | adies, priests and plenipotentiaries of T ien Shan, the Muntains
of Heaven, all watching fromthe edges of the dance floor or wheeling around us in shared notion
to the music. | renenber dancing with Aenea, dining again before mdnight at the |ong tables
constantly restocked with food, and then dancing again. | remenber holding her tight as we noved
t oget her around the dance floor. | do not renenber ever having danced before -- at |east when
was sober -- but | dance this night, holding Aenea close to ne as the torchlight fromthe
crackling braziers dins and the Oracl e casts skylight shadows across the parquet floors.

It is in the wee hours of the norning and the ol der guests have retired, all the nonks and

mayors and el der statesnen -- except for the Thunderbolt Sow, who has | aughed and sung and cl apped
along with the orchestra for every racene quadrille, tapping her slippered feet on the polished
floors -- and there are only four or five hundred determ ned celebrants renmaining in the great,

shadowy space, while the band plays slower and slower pieces as if their nusical mainspring is
weari ng down.

I confess that | would have gone off to bed hours earlier if it were not for Aenea: she wants
to dance. So dance we do, noving slowy, her small hand in nmy |arge one, ny other hand flat on her
back -- feeling her spine and strong nuscles under ny palmthrough the thin silk of the dress --
her hair against nmy cheek, her breasts soft against ne, the curve of her skull against ny neck and
chin. She seens slightly sad, but still energetic, still celebrating. Private audiences had ended
many hours ago and word had spread that the Dalai Lama had gone to bed before nidnight, but we
| ast cel ebrants partied on -- Lhonmo Dondrub, our flyer friend, |aughing and pouring chanpagne and
rice beer for everyone, Labsang Samten, the Dalai Lama's |little brother, |eaping over the enber-
filled braziers at sone point, the serious Trono Trochi of Dhonmu suddenly metanorphosing into a
magi ci an in one corner, doing tricks with fire and hoops and levitations, and then the Dorje Phano
singing one clear, slow a cappella solo in a voice so sweet that it haunts ny dreans to this day,
and finally the scores of others joining in the Oracle Song as the orchestra prepares to wap up
the evening's cel ebration before the predawn begins to fade the ni ght sky. Suddenly the nusic ends
in md-bar. The dancers stop. Aenea and | lurch to a stop and | ook around.

There has been no sign of the Pax guests for hours, but suddenly one of them -- Rhadamanth
Nemes -- emerges fromthe shadows of the Dalai Lama's curtained al cove. She has changed her
uniformand is now dressed all in red. There are two others with her, and for a nmonent | think
they are the priests, but then | see that the two figures dressed in black are near-copies of the
Nemes thing: another woman and a nman, both in black conbat suits, both with linp, black bangs
hangi ng down on pal e foreheads, both with eyes of dead amnber.

The trio noves through the frozen dancers toward Aenea and ne. Instinctively | put nyself
between ny friend and the things, but the Nemes male and its other sibling begin to nove around

us, flanking us. | pull Aenea close behind ne, but she steps to ny side.
The frozen dancers make no noi se. The orchestra renmains silent. Even the noonlight seens
stilled to solid shafts in the dusty air. | renove the flashlight |aser and hold it at ny side.

The primary Nenes thing shows small teeth. Cardinal Mustafa steps fromthe shadows and stands
behind her. Al four of the Pax creatures hold their gaze on Aenea. For a nonent | think that the
uni verse has stopped, that the dancers are literally frozen in tinme and space, that the nusic

hangs above us like icy stalactites ready to shatter and fall, but then | hear the murnur through
the crowd -- fearful whispers, a hiss of anxiety.

There is no visible threat -- only four Pax guests noving out across the ballroomfloor with
Aenea as the locus of their closing circle -- but the sense of predators closing on their prey is
too strong to ignore, as is the scent of fear through the perfunme and powder and col ogne.

"Way wait?" says Rhadanmanth Nenes, |ooking at Aenea but speaking to soneone el se -- her
si blings perhaps, or the Cardinal.

"I think ... " says Cardinal Mistafa and freezes.

Everyone freezes. The great horns near the entrance arch have blown with the bass runbl e of
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continental crusts shifting. No one is there in the alcoves to blow them The bone and brass
trunpets bracket the endl ess one-note runmbling of the horns. The great gong vibrates on the bone
conduction |evel

There is a rustle and stifled outcry across the dance floor, in the direction of the
escal ators, the anteroom and the curtained entrance arch. The thinning crowds there are parting
wi der, noving aside |ike furrowed soil ahead of a steel plow

Sonet hing is noving behind the closed curtains of the anteroom Now sonething has passed
through the curtains, not so much parting themas severing them Now sonmething is glinting in
Oracle light and gliding across the parquet floors, gliding as if floating centinmeters above the
floor, glinting in the dying Iight of the noon. Tatters of red curtain hang from an i npossibly
tall form-- three nmeters at least -- and there are too nany arnms energing fromthe folds of that
crimson robe. It looks as if the hands hold steel blades. The dancers nobve away nore quickly and
there is a general and audible intake of breath. Lightning silently supercedes the noonlight and
strobes off polished floors, eclipsing the Oacle with retinal echoes. Wen the thunder arrives
some | ong seconds later, it is indistinguishable fromthe |ow, bone-shaking runble of the
reverberating horns in the entrance hall

The Shrike glides to a halt five paces from Aenea and nme, five paces fromthe Nenmes thing, ten
paces from each of the Nenes siblings frozen in their act of circling us, eight paces fromthe
Cardinal. It occurs to me that the Shrike shrouded in its dangling red curtain tatters resenbl es
not hi ng so much as a chrome and bl aded caricature of Cardinal Miustafa in his crinson robe. The
Nenes clones in their black uniforns |ook |ike shadows of stilettos against the walls.

Sormewhere in one of the shadowed corners of the great reception hall, a tall clock slowy
strikes the hour ... one ... two ... three ... four. It is, of course, the nunber of inhunman
killing machines standi ng before and behind us. It has been nore than four years since | have seen

the Shrike, but its presence is no less terrible and no nore wel cone despite its intercession
her e.

The red eyes gleamlike lasers under a thin filmof water. The chrone-steel jaws are parted to
show row upon row of razor teeth. The thing' s blades, barbs, and cutting edges enmerge fromthe
enfolding red curtain robe in scores of places. It does not blink. It does not appear to breathe
Now that the gliding has stopped, it is as notionless as a nightnare scul pture.

Rhadamanth Nenes is snmiling at it.

Still holding the silly flashlight laser, | renenber the confrontation on God's G ove years
ago.

The Nenes thing had gone silver and blurry and sinply di sappeared, reappearing next to twel ve-
year-old Aenea wi thout warning. It had planned to cut off ny friend's head and carry it away in a
burlap bag, and it woul d have done so had not the Shrike appeared then. The Nemes thing could do
so now wi t hout hope of ny reacting in tine. These things noved outside of tine. | know t he agony
of a parent watching its child step into the path of a speedi ng groundcar, unable to nove in tine
to protect her.

Superinposed on this terror is the pain of a |over unable to protect his beloved. | would die
in a second to protect Aenea fromany of these things -- including the Shrike -- indeed, may die
in a second, in less than a second -- but nmy death will not protect her. | grind nmy nolars in

frustration.

Moving only ny eyes, afraid that | will precipitate the slaughter if |I nmove a hand or head or
muscle, | see that the Shrike is not staring at Aenea or the primary Nenes thing -- it is staring
directly at John Donenico Cardinal Mustafa. The frog-faced priest nmust feel the weight of this
bl oodred gaze, for the Cardinal's conpl exion has gone a pure white above the red of his robe.

Aenea noves now. Stepping to nmy left side, she slips her right hand in ny enpty |left one and
squeezes ny fingers. It is not a child's request for reassurance; it is a signal of reassurance to
ne.

"You know how it will end," she says softly to the Cardinal, ignoring the Nenes things as they
coil like cats ready to pounce.

The Grand Inquisitor licks his thick lips. "No, | do not. There are the three of '

"You know how it will end," interrupts Aenea, her voice still soft. "You were on Mars."

Mars? | think. What the hell does Mars have to do with anything? Lightning flickers again
t hrough the skylight, throwing wild shadows. The faces of the hundreds of terror-frozen revelers

are like white ovals painted on black velvet around us. | realize in a flash of insight as sudden
and illumnating as the lightning that the netaphysical biosphere of this world -- Zen-evol ved or
not -- isriddled with Tibetan nyth-inspired denons and mal evol ent spirits: cancerous nyen earth
spirits; sadag "lords of the soil" who haunt builders who disturb their realns; tsen red spirits

who live in rocks; gyelpo spirits of dead kings who have failed their vows, dead, deadly, dressed
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all in pale arnor; dud spirits who are so nal evolent that they feed only on human flesh and wear
bl ack, beetle skin; mamo fenmal e deities as ferocious as unseen riptides; matrika sorceresses of
charnel grounds and crenmation platforns, first sensed by a whiff of their carrion breath; grahas

pl anetary deities that cause epil epsy and other violent, thrashing illnesses; nodjin guardi ans of
wealth in the soil -- death to dianond mners -- and a score nore of night things, teethed things,
clawed things, and killing things. Lhono and the others have told ne the stories well and often.
|l ook at the white faces staring in shock at the Shrike and the Nenes creatures and think -- This
night will not be so strange in the telling for these people. "The denmobn cannot vanquish all three
of them" says Cardi nal Miustafa, saying the word "denon" aloud even as | think the word. | realize
that he is speaking about the Shrike.

Aenea ignores the coment. "It will harvest your cruciformfirst," she says softly. "I cannot

stop it fromdoing that."

Cardinal Mustafa's head jerks back as if he has been sl apped. H s pal e countenance grows
visibly paler. Taking their cue from Rhadananth Nenes, the clone-siblings coil tighter as if
bui l di ng energy toward sone terrible transformati on. Nenes has returned her black gaze to Aenea
and the creature is smling so broadly now that her rearnost teeth are visible.

"Stop!" cries Cardinal Mustafa and his shout echoes fromthe skylight and floor. The great
horns cease runbling. Revelers clutch one another in a rustling of fingernails on silk. Nenes
flashes the Cardinal a | ook of nal evol ent |oathing and near defiance.

"Stop!" screans the Pax holy nman again, and | realize that he is talking to his own creatures
first and forenost. "I invoke the conmand of Al bedo and the Core, by the authority of the Three
El emrents | command thee!" This |ast desperate scream has the cadence of a shouted exorcism sone
profound ritual, but even | can tell that it is not Catholic or Christian. It is not the Shrike
bei ng i nvoked under an iron grip of talismanic control here; it is his own denons.

Nemes and her siblings slide backward on the parquet floor as if pulled by invisible strings.
The clone mal e and clone feral e move around us until they join Nemes in front of Mistafa.

The Cardinal smiles but it is a tremulous gesture. "My pets will not be unleashed until we

speak again. | give nmy word as a prince of the Church, unholy child. Do | have your word that
this" -- he gestures toward the bladed Shrike in its velvet tatters -- "this denmon will not stalk
me until then?"

Aenea appears as calmas she has through the entire incident. "I do not control it," she says.

"Your only safety is to leave this world in peace."

The Cardinal is eyeing the Shrike. The nman seens poised to leap away if the tall apparition
fl exes so nuch as a finger bl ade.

Nermres and her ilk continue standing between himand the Shrike. "Wat assurance have |," he
says, "that the thing will not follow nme into space ... or back to Pacen®"

"None, " says Aenea.

The Grand Inquisitor points a long finger at ny friend. "W have business here that has not hing
to do with you," he says sharply, "but you will never leave this world. | swear this to you by the
bowel s of Christ."

Aenea returns his gaze and says not hi ng.

Mustafa turns and stalks away with a swish of his red robe and a rasp of his slippers on the
pol i shed floor. The Nemes things back all the way across the floor while following him the male
and fenmal e clones holding their gazes on the Shrike, Nenes piercing Aenea with her stare.

They pass through the curtain tent of the Dalai Lama's private portal and are gone.

The Shrike stays where it is, lifeless, its four arns frozen in front of it, finger blades
catching the last drops of Oacle |light before the nbon noves behind the nountain and is |ost.

Revel ers begin noving toward the exits on a wave of whispers and excl amati ons.

The orchestra thunps, clangs, and whistles as instrunments are packed in a hurry and dragged or
carried away. Aenea continues holding nmy hand as a small circle remains around us.

"Buddha's ass!" cries Lhono Dondrub and strides over to the Shrike, testing his finger against
a netallic thorn rising fromthe thing's chest. | see blood on his finger in the dimmng |ight.
"Fantastic!" cries Lhono and swigs froma goblet of rice beer. The Dorje Phanb noves to Aenea's
side. She takes ny friend's left hand, goes to one knee, and sets Aenea's pal m agai nst her
wrinkl ed forehead. Aenea renoves her hand from m ne as she takes the Thunderbolt Sow gently by the
arns and hel ps her rise.

"No, " whi spers Aenea.

"Bl essed One," whispers the Dorje Phanpo. "Anmata, Immortal One; Arhat, Perfected One;
Sanmasanbu. ha, Fully Awakened One; command us and teach us the dhanma."

"No," snaps Aenea, still gentle with the old wonan as she pulls her to her feet but stern of
countenance. "I will teach you what | know and share what | have when the tine arrives. | can do
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no nore. The hour for nmyth has passed.”

My friend turns, takes my hand, and | eads us across the dance floor, past the i mobile Shrike,
and toward the tattered curtains and unnovi ng escal ator. Fornmer revelers part for our passing as
swiftly as they had for the Shrike. W pause at the top of the steel stairs. Lanterns glow in the
hal | way to our sleeping roons far bel ow us.

"Thank you," says Aenea, looking up at me with her brown eyes noist.

"What ?" | say stupidly. "For ... why ... | don't understand."
"Thank you for the dance," she says and reaches up to kiss ne softly on the |ips.
The electricity of her touch makes nme blink. | gesture back toward the roiling crowd behind us,

the dance floor enpty of the Shrike now, at the Potala guards rushing into the echoing space, and
at the curtained al cove through which Mustafa and his creatures have di sappeared. "W can't sl eep
here tonight, kiddo. Nenmes and the other two wll "

"Uh-uh," says Aenea, "they won't. Trust ne on this. They won't cone creeping down the outside

wal | and across our ceiling tonight. In fact, they'Il all be |eaving their gonpa and shuttling
straight up to their ship in orbit. They'|Il be back, but not tonight."” | sigh

She takes ny hand. "Are you sl eepy?" she says softly.

O course | amsleepy. | am exhausted beyond words. Last ni ght seens days and weeks away, and
had only two or three hours' |ight sleep then because of ... because we had ... because of
"Not a bit," | say. Aenea sniles and | eads the way back to our sleeping chanber.

20

Pope Urban XVI. Send forth Thy Spirit and they shall be created.

Al'l. Thou shalt renew the nenory of Earth and the face of all worlds in God' s Dom nion

Pope Urban XVI. Let us pray. O God, You have instructed the hearts of the faithful by the Ilight
of the Holy Spirit. Grant that through the sane Holy Spirit we nmay always be truly wi se and
rejoice in Hi s consol ation. Through Christ our Lord.

Al'l. Anen.

Pope Urban XVI bl esses the insignia of the Knights of the Equestrian Order of the Holy
Sepul chre of Jerusal em

Pope Urban XVI. Qur help is in the nane of the Lord.

All. Who made Heaven and earth and all worlds.

Pope Urban XVI. The Lord be with you.

All. And also with you

Pope Urban XVI. Let us pray. Hear, we pray You, O Lord, our prayers and deign through the power
of Your majesty to bless the insignia of office. Protect Your servants who desire to wear them so
that they may be strong to guard the rights of the Church, and quick to defend and spread the
Christian faith. Through Christ our Lord.

Al'l. Anen.

Pope Urban XVI sprinkles the enblenms with holy water. The Master of Cerenonies, Cardina
Lourdusany, reads the decree of the newy appointed Knights and of those pronoted in rank. Each
menber stands as his or her nane is nmentioned and remai ns standing. There are one thousand two
hundred and eight Knights in the Basilica. Cardinal Lourdusamy lists all honorees by rank, | owest
to highest, Knights first, followed by Priest Knights. At the conclusion of the reading, the
Knights to be invested kneel. Al others are seated.

Pope Urban XVI asks the Knights. Wat do you ask?

The Knights answer. | ask to be invested as a Knight of the Holy Sepul chre.

Pope Urban XVI. Today, being a Knight of the Holy Sepul chre nmeans engaging in the battle for
the Kingdom of Christ and for the extension of the Church; and undertaking works of charity with
the sane deep spirit of faith and I ove with which you may give your life in battle. Are you ready
to follow this ideal throughout your |ife?

The Kni ghts answer. | am

Pope Urban XVI. | renind you that if all men and wonmen shoul d consi der thensel ves honored to
practice virtue, so rmuch the nore should a soldier of Christ glory in being a Knight of Jesus
Christ and use every neans to show by his actions and virtues that he is deserving of the honor
whi ch is being conferred upon himand of the dignity with which he is invested. Are you prepared
to promise to observe the Constitutions of this holy O der?

The Knights answer. Wth the grace of God | pronise to observe, as a true soldier of Christ,

t he Conmandnents of God, the precepts of the Church, the orders of ny commanders in the field, and
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the Constitution of this holy Order.

Pope Urban XVI. In virtue of the decree received, | appoint and declare you Sol diers and
Kni ghts of the Holy Sepul chre of Qur Lord Jesus Christ. In the name of the Father, and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit.

The Knights enter the Sanctuary and kneel while the Pope bl esses the Jerusal em Cross, the
enmbl em of the Order.

Pope Urban XVI. Receive the Cross of Qur Lord Jesus Christ for your protection, in the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

After kneeling in front of the Jerusal em Cross, each Kni ght responds. Amen.

Pope Urban XVI returns to the chair placed on the altar platform Wen H's Holiness gives the
signal, the Master of Cerenonies Cardinal Lourdusany reads the decree of each new y appointed
Kni ght. As each Knight's nane is called, the newly appointed Kni ght approaches the altar
genufl ects, and kneels in the great space before H s Holiness. One Knight has been chosen to
represent all of the Knights to be invested and now t hat Kni ght approaches the altar.

Pope Urban XVI. Wat do you request?

Knight. | desire to be invested a Knight of the Holy Sepul chre.

Pope Urban XVI. | renmnd you again, that if all nmen should consider thensel ves honored to
practice virtue, so nuch the nore nust a soldier of Christ, who should glory in being a Knight of
Jesus Christ, use every means never to sully his good name. Finally, he ought to show by his
actions and virtues that he is deserving of the honor which is being conferred upon himand of the
dignity with which he is invested. Are you prepared to promse by word and in truth to observe the
constitutions of this holy mlitary Order?

The Kni ght puts his folded hands into the hands of Hi s Holiness.

Knight. | declare and pronise by word and in truth to God Almghty, to Jesus Christ, H s Son
to the Blessed Virgin Mary, to observe, as a true soldier of Christ, all that | have been charged
to do.

H s Hol i ness, Pope Urban XVI, places his right hand on the head of the Knight.

Pope Urban XVI. Be a faithful and brave soldier of Qur Lord Jesus Christ, a Knight of Hs Holy
Sepul chre, strong and courageous, so that one day you may be adnitted to Hi s heavenly court. (his
Hol i ness hands the gol den spurs to the Knight saying). Receive these spurs that are a synbol of
your Order for the honor and defense of the Holy Sepul chre.

The Kni ght Master of Cerenonies Cardi nal Lourdusamy hands the unsheathed sword to H s Holiness
who, in turn, holds it before the newy appointed Knight and returns it to the Knight Master

Mast er of Cerenpnies. Receive this sword that synbolizes the defense of the Holy Church of God
and the overthrow of the enemies of the Cross of Christ. Be on guard never to use it to strike
anyone unjustly.

After the Knight Master of Cerenpnies has returned it into the scabbard, Hs Holiness hands the
sword to the newly appoi nted Knight.

Pope Urban XVI. Bear well in mind that the Saints have conquered ki ngdoms not by the sword, but
by faith.

(this part of the cerenobny is repeated for each candidate. Hs Holiness the Pope is given the
unsheat hed sword and touches each Knight's right shoulder three times with the sword, saying).

| appoi nt and declare you a Sol di er and Kni ght of the Holy Sepul chre of Qur Lord Jesus Christ.
In the nane of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

(after returning the sword to the Knight Master of Cerenpnies, H's Holiness places around the
neck of each the Cross, the enblem of the Order, saying).

Recei ve the Cross of Qur Lord Jesus Christ for your protection, and for that purpose repeat
unceasingly: "By the sign of the Cross, deliver us, O Lord, fromour enenies."

Each newy invested Knight arises, bows to His Holiness, and goes to the dignitary highest in
rank to receive the cape fromhim He then receives fromthe Knight assistant, the beret, which he
puts on imediately. He then goes to his place in the pews. Al stand as Hi s Holiness begins the
following hyrtm, which is continued by all present. VENI CREATOR Cone, Holy Spirit, Creator blest,
And in our souls take up Your rest; Cone with Your grace and heavenly aid, To fill the hearts
whi ch You have nmade.

O Conforter, to You we cry, You, heavenly gift of God Most Hi gh, You, fount of life and fire of
| ove, And sweet anointing fromabove. You, in your sevenfold gifts are unknown; You, finger of
God' s hand we own; You, pronise of the Father, You Who do the sword with flane inbue.

Ki ndl e our senses fromon high, And cal mthe hearts of those to die; Wth patience firm and
virtue high The weakness of our flesh supply.

Far fromus drive the foe we dread, And grant to us Your wath instead; So shall we not, wth
You for guide, Allow the victory be denied.
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Ch, may your grace on us bestow The Father and the Son to know, And you, through endless tines
confessed, O both the eternal Spirit blest. st.ationowto the Father and the Son, \Who rose from
death, be glory given, Before You, O Holy Sword and Shield, Be all in Pax and Heaven driven

H s Hol i ness Pope Urban XVI. And all the foes of Christ nust yield.

All. Anen.

Exit H s Holiness and the Master of Cerenonies.

Instead of returning to his Apostolic Apartnments, the Pope led his cardinal to a small room of f
the Sistine Chapel .

"The Room of Tears," said Cardinal Lourdusany. "I've not been in here for years."

It was a snall roomw th brown floor tiles aged to a black hue, red flock wal |l paper, |ow,
medi eval -vaul ted ceilings, harsh lighting froma few gold wall sconces, no w ndows but heavy and
i ncongruous white drapes along one scarlet wall. The roomwas barely furnished -- an odd red
settee in one corner, a small, black table-cumaltar with a white linen cloth, and a skeleta
franmework in the center upon which hung an ancient, yellowed, and somewhat unsettling alb and
chasuble, with two white and absurdly decorated shoes nearby, the toes curling w th age.

"The vestnent belonged to Pope Pius Xlil," said the Pontiff. "He donned it here in 1939 after
his election. W had it taken fromthe Vatican Museum and set out here. W visit it upon
occasion. "

"Pope Pius XIl," mused Cardinal Lourdusany. The Secretary of State tried to recall any special
significance of that |ong-dead Pope. Al he could think of was the disturbing statue of Pius Xl
done alnbst two millennia ago -- in 1964 -- by Francesco Messina, now rel egated to a subterranean
corridor beneath the Vatican. Messina's Pius XIl is shown in rough strokes, his round gl asses as
enpty as the eye sockets in a skull, his right armrai sed defensively -- bony fingers splayed --
as if trying to ward off the evil of his tine.

"A war pope?" guessed Lourdusarny.

Pope Urban XVI wearily shook his head. There was a welt on his forehead where the heavy
orphreyed nitre had rested during the long investiture cerenony. "It is not his reign during the
add Earth world war which interests us," said the Holy Father, "but the conplex dealings he was
conpelled to carry out with the very heart of darkness in order to preserve the Church and the
Vatican."

Lour dusany nodded slowly. "The Nazis and the Fascists,
with the Core was not without nerit.

The Pope's servants had set out tea on the single table and the Secretary of State now acted as
personal servant to His Holiness, pouring the tea into a fragile china cup and carrying it to the
other man. Pope Urban XVI nodded wearily in gratitude and sipped the steanming |iquid. Lourdusany
returned to his place in the mddle of the roomnear the ancient hangi ng garnents and | ooked
critically at his pontiff.

Hi s heart has been bothering himagain. WIl we have to go through another resurrection and
el ecti on concl ave soon? "Did you notice who was chosen as the representative Knight?" asked the
Pope, his voice stronger now He |ooked up with intense, sad eyes. Caught off bal ance, Lourdusany
had to think for a second. "Oh, yes ... the former Mercantilus CEO |Isozaki. He will be the Knight
in titular | eadership of the Cassiopeia 4614 Crusade."

"Maki ng anends." His Holiness smled.

Lourdusany rubbed his jows. "It may be nore serious penance than M |sozaki had counted on
Your Holiness."

The Pope | ooked up. "Serious |osses forcast?"

"About forty percent casualties,” runbled Lourdusany. "Half of those irretrievable for
resurrection. The fighting in that sector has been very, very heavy."

"And el sewhere?" said the Pontiff. Lourdusany sighed. "The unrest has spread to about sixty Pax
wor | ds, Your Holiness. About three million suffer the Contagion and have rejected the cruciform
There is fighting, but nothing the Pax authorities cannot handl e. Renai ssance Vector is the worst

about three quarters of a mllion infected, and it is spreading very quickly."

The Pope nodded wearily and sipped his tea.

"Tell us sonething positive, Sinmon Augustino.”

"The messenger drone translated from T ien Shan System just before the cerenony," said the
Cardi nal . "We decrypted the holo nessage from Cardi nal Mustafa inredi ately."

The Pope held his cup and saucer and waited.

"They have encountered the Devil's Child," said Lourdusany. "They nmet her at the Dalai Lama's
pal ace. "

he murmured. "OF course." The parallel
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"And ... " pronpted H s Holiness.

"No action was taken because of the presence of the Shrike denon," said Lourdusany, glancing at
notes on his wist com og diskey. "But identification is certain. The child nanmed Aenea ... she is
in her twenties, standard, now of course ... her bodyguard, Raul Endym on, whom we had arrested
and lost on Mare Infinitus nore than nine years ago ... and the others."

The Pope touched his thin lips with his thin fingers.

"And the Shrike?"

"It appeared only when the girl was threatened by Al bedo's Noble Guard ... officers," said
Cardi nal Lourdusany. "And then di sappeared. There was no fighting."

"But Cardinal Mustafa failed to consummate the nonent?" said the Pope

Lour dusany nodded.

"And you still think that Mistafa is the right person for the job?" nurmnured Pope Urban XVI

"Yes, Holy Father. Everything is going according to plan. W had hoped to nmake contact prior to
the actual arrest."

"And t he Raphael ?" said the Pope.

"No sign of it yet," said the Secretary of State, "but Mustafa and Admral W feel certain that
de Soya will appear in T ien Shan System before the allotted tine to collect the girl."

"We certainly pray that this will be the case," said the Pontiff. "Do you know, Sinon
Augustino, how much damage that renegade ship has done to our Crusade?"

Lourdusany knew that the question was rhetorical

He and the Holy Father and the squirnm ng Pax Fleet adnmirals had pored over conbat action
reports, casualty lists, and tonnage | osses for five years. The Raphael and its turncoat Captain
de Soya had al nost been captured or destroyed a score of tines, but always had nanaged to escape
to Quster space, |eaving behind scattered convoys, tunbling hul ks, and shattered Pax warships. Pax
Fleet's failure to catch a single renegade archangel had becone the shane of the Fleet and the
best - kept secret in the Pax. And now it was going to end.

"Al bedo's Elenents cal cul ate a ninety-four percent probability that de Soya will rise to our
bait," said the Cardinal

"I't's been how |l ong since Pax Fleet and the Holy Ofice planted the infornation?" said the
Pope, finishing his tea and carefully setting the cup and saucer on the edge of the settee.

"Five weeks standard," said Lourdusany.

"Wi arranged for it to be encrypted in the Al aboard one of the escort torchships that the
Raphael junped at the edge of Ophiuchi System But not so heavily encrypted that the CQuster-
enhanced systens aboard the Raphael could not decipher it."

"Wn't de Soya and his people scent a trap?" nused the man who had once been Fat her Lenar Hoyt.

"Unlikely, Your Holiness," said the Cardinal. "W've used that encryption pattern before to
feed reliable information to de Soya and ... "

The Pope's head snapped up. "Cardinal Lourdusany," he said sharply, "do you nean to tell us
that you sacrificed i nnocent Pax ships and lives ... lives beyond resurrection ... nerely to
insure that the renegades will consider this information reliable?"

"Yes, Holy Father," said Lourdusany.

The Pope | et out a breath and nodded. "Regrettable, but understandable ... given the stakes
i nvol ved. "

"I'n addition," continued the Cardinal, "certain officers aboard the crew of the ship positioned
to be captured by the Raphael had been ... ah ... conditioned ... by the Holy Ofice so that they

al so had the informati on on when we plan to nove on the girl Aenea and the world of T ien Shan.™

"Al'l this prepared nonths in advance?" said the Pope.

"Yes, Your Holiness. It was an advantage given us by Councillor Al bedo and the Core when they
regi stered the activation of the T ien Shan farcaster sone nonths ago."

The Pontiff laid his hands flat on his robed thighs. H's fingers were bluish. "And that escape
has been denied the Devil's Chil d?"

"Absolutely,"” said the Cardinal. "The Jibril slagged the entire nmountain around the farcaster
portal. The farcaster itself is all but inpervious, Your Holiness, but at the noment it is buried
under twenty neters of rock."

"And the Core is certain that this is the only farcaster on T ien Shan?"

"Absolutely certain, Holy Father."

"And the preparations for the confrontation with de Soya and his renegade archangel ?"

"Well, Admiral Wi should be here to discuss the tactical details, Your Holiness ... "

"We trust you to convey the general outline, Sinon Augustino."

"Thank you, Holy Father. Pax Fl eet has stationed fifty-eight planet-class archangel cruisers
within the T ien Shan System These have been hidden for the past six standard weeks ... "
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"Excuse us, Sinon Augustino," murmured the Pope. "But how does one hide fifty-eight archangel -
cl ass battl ecruisers?"

The Cardinal smled thinly. "They have been powered down, floating in strategic positions
within the inner-systemasteroid belt and the systenmls outer Kuiper Belt, Your Holiness.

Conpl etely undetectable. Ready to junp at a second's notice."

"The Raphael will not escape this tinme?"

"No, Your Holiness," said Cardinal Lourdusany. "The heads of el even Pax Fl eet commuanders depend
upon the success of this ambush.”

"Leaving a fifth of our archangel fleet to float for weeks in this Qutback system has seriously
conprom sed the effectiveness of our Crusade against the Qusters, Cardinal Lourdusany."

"Yes, Your Holiness." The Cardinal set his own pal ms against his robe and was surprised to
realize that his palns were danp. Besides the eleven Pax Fl eet heads riding on the success of this
nm ssion, Lourdusany knew that his own future hung in the bal ance.

"It will be worth it when we destroy this rebel,” murmured the Pope.

Lourdusany took a breath. "W presune that the ship and Captain de Soya will be destroyed, not
taken captive," said H's Holiness.

"Yes, Holy Father. Standing orders are to slag the ship to atons."

"But we will not harmthe child?"

"No, Holy Father. Al precautions have been taken to assure that the contagi on vector naned
Aenea will be taken alive."

"That is very inportant, Sinmpn Augustino,” nuttered the Pope. He seened to be whispering to
hi msel f. They had gone over these details a hundred tinmes. "W nust have the girl alive. The

others with her ... they are expendable ... but the girl nust be captured. Tell us again the
procedure."

Cardi nal Lourdusany closed his eyes. "As soon as the Raphael is interdicted and destroyed, the
Core ships will nove into orbit around T ien Shan and incapacitate the planet's popul ation."

"Deat hbeam them " nurnured H s Hol i ness.

"Not ... technically," said the Cardinal. "As you know, the Core assures us that the results of
this technique are reversible. It is nore the induction of a pernmanent conma."”

"WIIl the millions of bodies be transported this tine, Sinon Augustino?"

"Not at first, Your Holiness. Qur special teans will go planetside, find the girl, and renove
her to an archangel convoy that shall bring her here to Pacem where she will be revived,
i solated, interrogated, and ... "

"Executed," sighed the Pope. "To show those mllions of rebels on sixty worlds that their
putative nessiah is no nore."

"Yes, Your Holiness."

"We | ook forward to speaking to this person, Sinon Augustino. The Devil's Child or not."

"Yes, Your Holiness."

"And when will Captain de Soya take the bait and appear for his destruction, do you think?"

Cardi nal Lourdusany | ooked at his comnl og.

"Wthin hours, Your Holiness. Wthin hours."

"Let us pray for a successful conclusion,” whispered the Pope. "Let us pray for the salvation
of our Church and our race."

Bot h men bowed their heads in the Room of Tears.

In the days imediately following our return fromthe Dalai Lama's Potal a palace, | get the
first hints of the full scope of Aenea's plans and power.

| am amazed at the reception upon our return. Rachel and Theo weep as they hug Aenea. A Bettik
pounds nme on the back with his remaining hand and hugs ne with both arnms. The usually | aconic
Jigme Norbu first hugs George Tsarong and then comes down the line of us pilgrinms, hugging all of
us, tears streamng down his thin face. The entire Tenple has turned out to cheer and clap and
weep. | realize then that many had not expected us -- or at |least Aenea -- to return fromthe
reception with the Pax. | realize then what a close thing it had been that we had returned.

W set to work finishing the reconstruction of Hsuan-k'ung Ssu. | work with Lhonmp, A. Bettik
and the high riggers on the last touches to the highest pronenade, while Aenea, Rachel, and Theo
supervi se detail work throughout the conpound. That evening, all | can think of is turning in
early with ny beloved, and fromour hurried but passionate kisses during our few m nutes al one on
the high wal k after the communal dinner, | guess that Aenea reciprocates the wish for inmedi ate
and intense intimacy. But it is one of her schedul ed "di scussion group" evenings -- her last as it
turns out -- and nore than a hundred people are there in the central gonpa platform as darkness
falls. Luckily, the nonsoons have held off after the first foretaste of their gray rain, and the
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evening is lovely as the sun sets to the west of K un Lun Ridge. Torches crackle along the main
axi s stairways and prayer pennants snap.

I am anazed by sonme of those in attendance this night: the Tronbo Trochi of Dhonu has returned
fromPotala in spite of his declared need to nove west with his wares; the Dorje Phano is there
with all nine of her favorite priests; there are nunmerous fanous guests fromthe pal ace reception -
- nmostly younger people -- and the youngest and nost fanous of all, trying to appear incognito in
a plain red robe and hood, is the Dalai Lama hinmself, nminus his Regent and Lord Chanberl ain,
acconpani ed only by his personal bodyguard and Chief Crier, Carl Linga WIIliamEiheji.

| stand at the back of the crowded room For an hour or so, the discussion group is a
di scussi on group, sonetinmes |ed but never domi nated by Aenea.

But slowy her questioning turns the conversation her way.

| realize that she is a master of Tantric and Zen Buddhi sm answering nonks who have spent
decades mastering those disciplines in koan and Dharma. To a nonk who denmands to know why they
shoul d not accept the Pax offer of immortality as a formof rebirth, she quotes Buddha as teaching
that no individual is reborn, that all things are subject to annicca -- the law of nmutability --
and she then el aborates on the doctrine of anatta, literally "no-self," the Buddha's denial that
there is any such thing as a personal entity known as a soul

Respondi ng to anot her query about death, Aenea quotes a Zen koan: "A nonk said to Tozan, "A
monk has di ed; where has he gone?" Tozan answered, "After the fire, a sprout of grass.""

"M Aenea," says Kuku Se, her bright face flushed, "does that nean mu?"

Aenea has taught ne that mu is an el egant Zen concept that mght translate as -- "Unask the
question.”™ My friend smles. She is sitting farthest fromthe door, in an open space near the
opened wall of the room and the stars are bright and visible above the Sacred Mountain of the
North. The Oracle has not risen

"I't neans that to sonme extent," she says softly. The roomis silent to hear. "It also neans
that the nonk is as dead as a doornail. He hasn't gone anywhere -- nore inportantly, he has gone
nowhere. But |ife has al so gone nowhere. It continues, in a different form Hearts are sorrowed by
the nonk's death, but life is not |essened. Nothing has been renoved fromthe balance of life in
the universe. Yet that whole universe -- as reproduced in the nmonk's mnd and heart -- has itself
di ed. Seppo once said to Gensha, "Mnk Shinso asked me where a certain dead nonk had gone, and
told himit was like ice becom ng water." Gensha said, "That was all right, but I nyself would not
have answered like that." "Wat would you have sai d?" asked Seppo. CGensha replied, "It's like
water returning to water.""

After a nonent of silence, someone near the front of the room says, "Tell us about the Void
Whi ch Binds."

"Once upon a tine," begins Aenea as she al ways begi ns such things, "there was the Void. And the
Void was beyond tine. In a real sense, the Void was an orphan of tine ... an orphan of space.

"But the Void was not of time, not of space, and certainly was not of God. Nor is the Void
Which Binds God. In truth, the Void evolved long after time and space had staked out the limts to
the uni verse, but unbound by time, untethered in space, the Void Wi ch Binds has | eaked backward
and forward across the continuumto the Big Bang beginning and the Little Wi nper end of things."

Aenea pauses here and lifts her hands to her tenples in a notion | have not seen her use since
she was a child. She does not | ook to be a child this night. Her eyes are tired but vital. There
are winkles of fatigue or worry around those eyes. | |ove her eyes.

"The Void Wiich Binds is a nmnded thing," she says firmy. "It cones frommi nded things -- many
of whomwere, in turn, created by m nded things.

"The Void Which Binds is stitched of quantum stuff, woven with Planck space, Planck tine, |ying
under and around space-tine like a quilt cover around and under cotton batting. The Void Which
Bi nds is neither nystical nor netaphysical, it flows fromand responds to the physical |aws of the
uni verse, but it is a product of that evolving universe. The Void is structured from thought and
feeling. It is an artifact of the universe's consciousness of itself. And not nerely of human
thought and feeling -- the Void Wich Binds is a conposite of a hundred thousand sentient races
across billions of years of tine. It is the only constant in the evolution of the universe -- the
only conmon ground for races that will evolve, grow, flower, fade, and die mllions of years and
hundreds of millions of light-years apart fromone another. And there is only one entrance key to
the Void Wich Binds ... "

Aenea pauses again. Her young friend Rachel is sitting close to her, cross-legged and
attentive. | notice now for the first tinme that Rachel -- the woman whom | have been foolishly
j eal ous of these past few nonths -- is indeed beautiful: copperish-brown hair short and curly, her
cheeks flushed, her large green eyes flecked with tiny specks of brown. She is about Aenea's age,
early twenties, standard, and hued to a gol den brown by nonths of work in high places under T ien
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Shan's yel | ow sun.

Aenea touches Rachel's shoul der

"My friend here was a baby when her father discovered an interesting fact about the universe,"
says Aenea. "Her father, a scholar naned Sol, had been obsessed for decades about the historica
rel ati onship between God and man. Then one day, under the nobst extrene of circunstances, when

faced with losing his daughter for a second tinme, Sol was granted satori -- he saw totally and
intuitively what only a few others have been privileged to see clearly through the mllion years
of our slow ponderings ... Sol saw that |ove was a real and equal force in the universe ... as

real as el ectromagneti smor weak nuclear force. As real as gravity, and governed by many of the
sanme | aws. The inverse square |law, for instance, often works as surely for love as it does for
gravitational attraction.

"Sol realized that | ove was the binding force of the Void Wich Binds, the thread and fabric of
the garment. And in that instant of satori, Sol realized that humanki nd was not the only
seanstress of that gorgeous tapestry. Sol glinpsed the Void Wich Binds and the force of |ove
behind it, but he could not gain access to that medium Human bei ngs, so recently evol ved from our
primate cousins, have not yet gained the sensory capacity to see clearly or enter the Void Wich
Bi nds.

"I say "to see clearly" because all hunmans with an open heart and ni nd have caught rare but
power ful glinmpses of the Void | andscape. Just as Zen is not a religion, but is religion, so the
Void Which Binds is not a state of nmind, but is the state of mnd. The Void is all probability as
standi ng waves, interacting with that standing wave front which is the human m nd and personality.
The Void Wiich Binds is touched by all of us who have wept w th happi ness, bidden a | over good-
bye, been exalted with orgasm stood over the grave of a |oved one, or watched our baby open his
or her eyes for the first tine."

Aenea is looking at ne as she speaks, and | feel the gooseflesh rise along ny arns.

"The Void Wich Binds is al ways under and above the surface of our thoughts and senses," she
continues, "invisible but as present as the breathing of our beloved next to us in the night. Its
actual but unaccessible presence in our universe is one of the prinme causes for our species
el aborating nyth and religion, for our stubborn, blind belief in extrasensory powers, in tel epathy
and precognition, in denmons and demi gods and resurrection and reincarnation and ghosts and
messi ahs and so nany other categories of not-quite satisfying bullshit." The hundred-sone
listening nonks, workers, intellectuals, politicians, and holy nmen and wonen shift slightly at
this statement. The wind is rising outside and the platformrocks gently, as it was designed to
do. Thunder runbles from sonewhere to the south of Jo-kung

"The so-called "Four Statenents of the Zen Sect" ascribed to Bodhidharma in the sixth century
A.D. are an al nost perfect signpost to find the Void Wiich Binds, at least to find its outline as
an absence of otherworldly clutter," continues Aenea. "First, no dependence on words and | etters.
Wrds are the light and sound of our existence, the heat |ightning by which the night is
illum nated. The Void Wiich Binds is to be found in the deepest secrets and silences of things ..
the place where chil dhood dwell s.

"Second, a special transni ssion outside the Scriptures. Artists recognize other artists as soon
as the pencil begins to nove. A nusician can tell another nusician apart fromthe mllions who
pl ay notes as soon as the nusic begins. Poets glean poets in a few syllables, especially where the

ordi nary neaning and fornms of poetry are discarded. Chora wote -- "Two canme here, Two flew off --
Butterflies." -- and in the still-warm crucible of burned-away words and i mages remai ns the gold
of deeper things, what R H Blyth and Frederick Franck once called "the dark flame of life that
burns in all things," ... and "seeing with the belly, not with the eye; with "bowels of

conpassi on.

"The Bible lies. The Koran lies. The Talnud and Torah lie. The New Testanent |ies. The Sutta-
pi taka, the nikayas, the Itivuttaka, and the Dhammapada |ie. The Bodhi sattva and the Anitabha lie.
The Book of the Dead lies. The Tiptaka lies. Al Scripture lies ... just as | lie as | speak to
you now.

"Al'l these holy books lie not fromintention or failure of expression, but by their very nature
of being reduced to words; all the inmages, precepts, |aws, canons, quotations, parables,
comandnent s, koans, zazen, and sernons in these beautiful books ultimately fail by adding only
nore words between the human being who is seeking and the perception of the Void Wich Binds.

"Third, direct pointing to the soul of man. Zen, which best understood the Void by finding its
absence nost clearly, westled with the problem of pointing without a finger, of creating this art
wi thout a nedium of hearing this powerful sound in a vacuumw th no sounds. Shiki wote --

"A fishing village; Dancing under the noon, To the snell of raw fish.

"This -- and | do not nean the poem-- is the essence of seeking the key to the portal of the
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Voi d Whi ch Binds. A hundred thousand races on a nillion worlds in days |ong dead have each had
their villages with no houses, their dancing under the moon in worlds with no noons, the snell of
raw fish on oceans with no fish. This can be shared beyond tine, beyond words, beyond a race's
span of exi stence.

"Fourth, seeing into one's nature and the attai nnent of Buddhahood. It does not take decades of
zazen or baptisminto the Church or pondering the Koran to do this. The Buddha nature is, after
all, the after-the-crucible essence of being human. Flowers all attain their flowerhood. A wld
dog or blind zygoat each attain their doghood or zygoathood. A place -- any place -- is granted
its placehood. Only humanki nd struggles and fails in becomng what it is. The reasons are many and
conplex, but all stemfromthe fact that we have evol ved as one of the self-seeing organs of the
evol vi ng uni verse. Can the eye see itsel f?"

Aenea pauses for a nmonment and in the silence we can all hear thunder runbling somewhere beyond
the ridge.

The nonsoon is holding off a few days, but its arrival is inminent. | try to inmagine these
bui | di ngs, nountains, ridges, cables, bridges, wal kways, and scaffolds covered with ice and
shrouded by fog. The thought nakes nme shiver

"The Buddha understood that we could sense the Void Wich Binds by silencing the din of the

everyday, " says Aenea at last. "In that sense, satori is a great and satisfying silence after
listening to a neighbor's blasting sound system for days or nonths on end. But the Void Wich
Binds is nmore than silence ... it is the beginning of hearing. Learning the |anguage of the dead

is the first task of those who enter the Void nedi um

"Jesus of Nazareth entered the Void Which Binds. W know that. His voice is anbong the cl earest
of those who speak in the | anguage of the dead. He stayed | ong enough to nove to the second | eve
of responsibility and effort -- of learning the | anguage of the dead. He | earned well enough to
hear the rmusic of the spheres. He was able to ride the surging probability waves far enough to see
his own death and was brave enough not to avoid it when he could. And we know that -- at |east on
one occasion while dying on the cross -- he learned to take that first step -- to nove through and
across the space-tine web of the Void Which Binds, appearing to his friends and disciples severa
paces into the future fromwhere he hung dying on that cross.

"And, liberated fromthe restrictions of his tinme by his glinpse of the tinelessness on the
Voi d Whi ch Binds, Jesus realized that it was he who was the key -- not his teachings, not
Scriptures based on his ideas, not groveling adulation to himor the suddenly evolving Ad
Testanment God in which he solidly believed -- but him Jesus, a human nan whose cells carried the
decryption code to unlock the portal. Jesus knew that his ability to open that door lay not in his
m nd or soul but in his skin and bones and cells ... literally in his DNA

"When, during the Last Supper, Jesus of Nazareth asked his followers to drink of his blood and
eat of his body, he was not speaking in parable or asking for nagical transubstantiation or
setting the place for centuries of synbolic reenactnment. Jesus wanted themto drink of his blood

a few drops in a great tankard of wine ... and to eat of his body ... a few skin scrapings in
a loaf of bread. He gave of hinmself in the nost literal ternms, knowi ng that those who drank of his
bl ood woul d share his DNA, and be able to perceive the power of the Void Wich Binds the universe.

"And so it was for sone of his disciples. But, confronted with perceptions and inpressions far

beyond their power to absorb or to set in context -- all but driven nad by the unceasing voi ces of
the dead and their own reactions to the |anguage of the living -- and unable to transnit their own
bl ood nmusic to others -- these disciples turned to dogma, reducing the inexpressible into rough

words and turgid sernons, tight rules and fiery rhetoric. And the vision paled, then failed. The
portal closed.”

Aenea pauses again and sips water froma wooden nug. | notice for the first tine that Rache
and Theo and a few others are weeping. | swivel where | amsitting on the fresh tatanm and | ook
behind ne. A Bettik is standing in the open doorway, his ageless blue face serious and intent on
our young friend' s words. The android is holding his shortened forearmw th his good right hand.
Does it pain hinP | wonder.

Aenea speaks again. "Strangely enough, the first children of Od Earth to redi scover the key to
the Void Wiich Binds were the TechnoCore. The autononous intelligences, attenpting to guide their
own destiny through forced evolution at a mllion tinmes the rate of biol ogical hunmankind, found
the DNA keycode to seeing the Void ... although "seeing" is not the correct word, of course.

Per haps "resonating" better expresses the neaning.

"But while the Core could feel and explore the outlines of the Void medium send their probes
into the mul tidi nensional post-Hawking reality of it, they could not understand it. The Void Which
Bi nds denmands a | evel of sentient enpathy which the Core had never bothered evolving. The first
step toward true satori in the Void is |learning the | anguage of the bel oved dead - and the Core
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has no bel oved dead. The Void Wich Binds was |ike a beautiful painting to a blind man who chooses
to burn it like firewood, or |ike a Beethoven synphony to a deaf man who feels the vibration and
builds a stronger floor to danp it out.

"Instead of using the Void Wich Binds as the nmediumit is, the TechnoCore tore bhits of it
| oose and offered it to humanki nd as clever technol ogies. The so-called Hawking drive did not
truly evolve fromthe ancient master Stephen Hawking's work as the Core said, but was a perversion
of his findings. The Hawki ng-drive ships that wove the Wrl dWb and all owed the Hegenony to exi st

functioned by tearing small holes in the nonfabric at the edge of the Void -- a mnor vandalism
but vandal i sm nonet hel ess. Farcasters were a different thing. Here ny simles will fail us, ny
friends ... for learning to step across the nmediumof the Void Which Binds is a bit |ike |earning

to walk on water, if you will pardon the scriptural hubris, while the TechnoCore's farcaster
burrows were nore |ike draining the oceans so as to build highways across the seabed. Their
farcaster tunneling through the boundaries of the Void was harm ng several billion years of
organic gromh there. It was the equivalent of paving great swaths through a vital, green forest --
al t hough that conparison also fails, because the forest would have to be nade out of the nenories
and voices of the mllions we have loved and lost -- and the paved hi ghways thousands of
kilometers wide -- for you to understand even a hint of the danage done.

"The so-called fatline which allowed for instantaneous conmuni cation across the Hegenony was
al so a perversion of the Void Wich Binds. Again, ny sinles are clunsy and inept, but imagine

sonme human abori gi nes di scovering a working el ectronagnetic tel ecomruni cations grid -- studios,

hol ocameras, sound equi pnent, generators, transmitters, relay satellites, receivers, and
projectors -- and then tearing down and tearing up everything they can reach so that they can use
the junk as signal flags. It is worse than that. It is worse than pre-Hegira days on Od Earth
when humanity's giant oil tankers and ocean goi ng shi ps deafened the world' s whales by filling
their seas with nmechanical noise, thus drowning out their Life Songs -- destroying a nmillion years

of evol ving song history before human bei ngs even knew it was bei ng sung. The whal es all decided
to die out after that; it was not the hunting of themfor food and oil that killed them but the
destruction of their songs."

Aenea takes a breath. She flexes her fingers as if her hands are cranpi ng. Wen she | ooks
around the room her gaze touches each of us.

"I"'msorry," she says. "I'mwandering. Suffice it to say, that with the Fall of the Farcasters,
the other races using the Void decided to stop the vandalismof the fatline. These other races had
| ong since sent observers to live anobng us ... "

There is a sudden whi spering and murnmuring in the room Aenea smles and waits for it to
subsi de.

"I know," she says. "The idea surprised ne, as well, even though | knew this before | was born
These observers have an inportant function ... to decide if humanity can be trusted to join them
in the Void Which Binds medium or if we are only vandals. It was one of these observers anong us
who recommended that O d Earth be transported away before the Core could destroy it. And it was
one of these observers who designed the tests and sinulations carried out on Ad Earth during the
| ast three centuries of its exile in the Lesser Magellanic Cloud to better explain our species to
them and neasure the enpathy of which we are capabl e.

"These other races also sent their observers -- spies, if you will -- to dwell anong the
el ements of the Core. They knew that it had been the Core tanpering which had damaged the
boundari es of the Void, but they also know that we created the Core. Many of the ... residents is
not quite the right word -- coll aborators? cocreators? -- on the Void Wi ch Binds are exsilicon
constructs, nonorgani c autononous intelligences in their own right. But not of the variety which
rul es the TechnoCore today. No sentient race can appreciate the Void nmedi umwi thout having evol ved

enpat hy. "
Aenea rai ses her knees a bit and sets her el bows on them |eaning forward now as she speaks.
"My father -- the John Keats cybrid -- " created for this reason," she says, and al though her
voice is level, | can hear the subtext of enption there. "As | have expl ai ned before, the Core is
in a constant state of civil war, with alnost every entity there fighting for itself and for no
one else. It is a case of hyper-hyper-hyperparasitismto the tenth degree. Their prey -- other
Core elenents -- are not so nuch killed as absorbed, their coded genetic materials, nenories,
sof twares, and reproductive sequences canni balized. The cannibalized Core el ement still "lives"
but as a subcomponent of the victorious elenent or elenents, which soon enough turn on one another
for parts. Alliances are tenporary. There are no phil osophies, creeds, or ultimte goals -- only

contingency arrangenents to optimze survival strategies. Every action in the Core is a result of
the zero-sum gane that has been playing there since the Core el enents evolved into sentience. Mst
el ements of the Core are capable of dealing with hunmankind in only those zero-sumterns ...
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optimzing their parasite strategy in relation to us. Their gain, our loss. Qur gain, their |oss.
"Over the centuries, however, sone of these Core elements have cone to understand the true

potential of the Void Wich Binds. They understand that their enpathy-free species of intelligence

can never be part of that amamlgamof |iving and past races. They have cone to understand that the

Voi d Whi ch Binds was not so nuch constructed as evolved, |like a coral reef, and that they wl|
never find shelter there unless they change sone of the paraneters of their own existence.
"Thus evol ved sone nmenbers of the Core -- not altruists, but desperate survivalists who

realized that the only way ultimately to win their never-ending zero-sum ganme was to stop the
ganme. And to stop the ganme they needed to evolve into a species capabl e of enpathy.

"The Core knows what Teil hard de Chardin and other sentinentalists refused to acknow edge: that
evolution is not progress, that there is no "goal" or direction to evolution. Evolution is change.
Evol uti on "succeeds" if that change best adapts sone | eaf or branch of its tree of life to
conditions of the universe. For that evolution to "succeed" for these el enents of the Core, they
woul d have to abandon zero-sum parasiti smand di scover true synbiosis. They woul d have to enter
i nto honest co-evolution with our human race.

"First the renegade Core el ements continued cannibalizing to evol ve nore enpat hy-prone Core
el ements. They rewote their own code as far as they were able. Then they created the John Keats
cybrid -- a full attenpt at sinulating an enpathic organismw th the body and DNA of a hunan
bei ng, and the Core-stored nenories and personality of a cybrid. Opposing el enments destroyed the

first Keats cybrid. The second one was created in the first's image. It hired ny nother -- a
private detective -- to help himunravel the nystery of the first cybrid' s death."
Aenea is smling and for a noment she seenms oblivious of us or even of her own storytelling.
She seens to be reliving old nenories. | renenber then what she once casually nmentioned during
our trip fromHyperion in the Consul's old ship -- "Raul, | had nmy nother's and father's nenories
poured into ne before | was born ... before |'d becone a real fetus even. Can you imagi ne anything

nmore destructive to a child' s personality than to be inundated with sormeone else's lives even
bef ore you' ve begun your own? No wonder |'m a screwed-up ness."”

She does not | ook or act like a screwed-up ness to ne at this nonment. But then | |ove her nore
than life.

"He hired ny nother to solve the nystery of his own persona's death," she continues softly,
"but in truth he knew what had happened to his forner self. His real reason for hiring my nother
was to nmeet ny nother, to be with ny nother, to beconme ny nother's lover." Aenea stops for a
monent and smiles, her eyes seeing distant things.

"My Uncle Martin never got that part right in his nuddl ed-up Cantos. My parents were narried
and | don't think Uncle Martin ever told of that ... married by the Bishop at the Shrike Tenple on
Lusus. It was a cult, but a legal one, and nmy parents' narriage woul d have been | egal on two
hundred worlds of the Hegenony."

She sniles again, |ooking across the crowmded roomdirectly at nme. "I can be a bastard, you
know, but | wasn't born one.

"So they were married, | was conceived -- probably before that cerenpny -- and then Core-backed
el ements nurdered ny father before nmy nother could begin the Shrike pilgrinmage to Hyperion. And
that should have been the end of any contact between ny father and ne except for two things -- his
Core persona was captured in a Schrén Loop inplanted behind ny nother's ear. For some nonths she
was pregnant with two of us -- ne in her wonb and ny father, the second John Keats persona, in the

Schr 6n Loop.

Hi s persona could not conmunicate directly to ny nother while inprisoned in its endl ess-cycle
Schr én Loop, but it comrunicated with ne easily enough. The hard part was defining what "ne" was
at that point. My father hel ped by entering the Void Wiich Binds and taking the fetal "me" with
him | saw what was to be -- who | would be -- even how | would die -- before nmy fingers were
fully forned.

"And there was one other detail which Uncle Martin left out of his Cantos. On the day that they
had gunned down ny father on the steps of the Shrike Tenple in the Lusian Concourse Mall, ny
not her was covered with his blood -- the reconstructed, Core-augnented DNA of John Keats. \Wat she
did not fully understand at the tine was that his blood was literally the nbst precious resource
in the human uni verse at that nonent. His DNA had been designed to infect others with his single

gift -- access to the Void. Mxed with fully human DNA in the right way, it would offer the gift
of blood that would open the portal to the Void Which Binds to the entire hunan race
"I amthat nmix. | bring the genetic ability to access the Void fromthe TechnoCore and the too-

sel domused human ability to perceive the universe through enpathy. For better or worse, those who
drink of ny blood shall never see the world or the universe the sane again."
So saying, Aenea rises to her knees on the tatani mat. Theo brings a white linen cloth.
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Rachel pours red wine froma vase into seven | arge goblets. Aenea takes a snmall packet from her

sweater -- | recognize it as a ship's medkit -- and renobves a sterile |ancet and an antiseptic
swab. She pauses before using the | ancet and sweeps her gaze across the crowd.
There is no sound -- it is as if the nore than hundred people there are holding their breath.

"There is no guarantee of happiness, wisdom or long life if you drink of me this evening," she
says, very softly. "There is no nirvana. There is no salvation. There is no afterlife. There is no
rebirth. There is only i mense know edge -- of the heart as well as the mind -- and the potenti al
for great discoveries, great adventures, and a guarantee of nore of the pain and terror that make
up so much of our short lives."

She | ooks fromface to face, smling as she neets the gaze of the eight-year-old Dalai Lanma.
"Some of you," she says, "have attended all of our discussion sessions over the past standard
year. | have told you what | know about |earning the | anguage of the dead, |earning the |anguage
of the living, learning to hear the nmusic of the spheres, and | earning howto take a first step."

She | ooks at nme. "Sonme of you have heard only sone of these discussions. You were not here when
| discussed the real function of the Church's cruciformor the real identity of the Shrike. You
have not heard the details of learning the | anguage of the dead or the other burdens of entering
the Void Wiich Binds. For those of you with doubts or hesitation, | urge you to wait. For the rest
of you, | say again -- | amnot a messiah ... but | ama teacher. |If what | have taught you these
nmont hs sounds like truth, and if you wish to take this chance, drink of ne this night. Be warned,
that the DNA which allows us to perceive the nediumof the Void Wich Binds cannot coexist with
the cruciform That parasite will wither and die within twenty-four hours of the tine you drink of
my blood. It will never grow within you again. If you seek resurrection through the cruciform
cross, do not drink the blood of nmy body in this w ne.

"And be warned that you will becone, |like nme, the despised and sought-out eneny of the Pax.
Your blood will be contagi ous. Those with whomyou share it -- those who choose to find the Void
Whi ch Binds via your shared DNA -- will becone despised in turn

"And finally, be warned that, once having drunk this wi ne, your children will be born with the
ability to enter the Void Which Binds. For better or worse, your children and their children wll
be born knowi ng the | anguage of the dead, the | anguage of the living, hearing the nusic of the
spheres, and knowi ng that they can take a first step across the Void Wich Binds."

Aenea touches her finger with the razor edge of the lancet. Atiny drop of blood is visible in
the lantern light. Rachel holds a goblet up as the tiny drop of blood is squeezed into the |arge
vol ume of wine. Then again with the next goblet, and so on until each of the seven cups has been

cont ami nat ed? Transubstantiated? My mind is reeling. My heart is pounding in sonething |ike
alarm

This seens |like some wild parody of the Catholic Church's Holy Communi on. Has ny young friend,

my dear | over, ny beloved ... has she gone insane? Does she truly believe that she is a nessiah?
No, she said that she is not. Do | believe that I will be transformed forever by drinking of w ne
that is one part per mllion nmy beloved s blood? | do not know. | do not understand.

About half of the people there nmove forward to line up and sip fromone of the |arge goblets.
Chalices? This is blaspheny. It's not right. O is it? One sipis all they take, then return to
their places on the tatani mats. No one seens especially energized or enlightened. No horns of
Iight shine fromanyone's forehead after they partake of the wine. No one levitates or speaks in
tongues. They each take a sip and sit down.

| realize that | have been hol ding back, trying to catch Aenea's gaze. | have so many questions

Bel atedly, feeling like a traitor to someone | should trust without hesitation, |I nove toward
the back of the shortening line.

Aenea sees nme. She holds her hand up briefly, palmtoward nme. The neaning is clear -- Raul. Not
yet. | hesitate another nonent, irresolute, sick at the thought of these others -- these strangers
-- entering into an intimacy with nmy darling when | cannot. Then, heart pounding and face burning,
| sit back on ny nmat.

There is no formal end to the evening. People begin to |leave in twos and threes. A couple --

she drank of the wine, he did not -- |eave together with their arns around one another as if
not hi ng has changed.

Per haps not hi ng has changed. Perhaps the comunion ritual |'ve just watched is all netaphor and
synbol i sm or autosuggestion and sel f-hypnosis. Perhaps those who will thensel ves hard enough to
perceive sonmething called the Void Which Binds will have some internal experience that convinces

themthat it has happened. Perhaps it's all bullshit.
| rub ny forehead. | have such a headache. Good thing | didn't drink the wine, | think. Wne
sonetimes brings on migraines with me. | chuckle and feel ill and enpty for a nonent, |eft behind.
Rachel says, "Don't forget, the last stone will be set in place in the wal kway tonorrow at
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noon. There'll be a party on the upper neditation platforml Bring your own refreshnents."

And thus ends the evening. | go upstairs to our shared sleeping platformw th a m xture of
elation, anticipation, regret, enmbarrassnment, excitenment, and a throbbing headache. | confess to
mysel f that | didn't understand half of Aenea's explanation of things, but | |eave with a vague

sense of | etdown and inappropri ateness ..

I'"msure, for instance, that Jesus Christ's Last Supper did not end with a shouted rem nder of
a BYOB party on the upper deck

I chuckle and then swall ow the | augh. Last Supper. That has a terrible ring to it. M heart
begi ns poundi ng again and nmy head hurts worse. Hardly the way to enter one's |over's bedroom

The chill air on the upper platformwal kway clears nmy head a bit. The Oacle is just a sliver
above towering cumulus to the east. The stars | ook cold tonight.

| am just about to enter our shared roomand light the |lantern when suddenly the skies expl ode.

21

They all came up fromthe lower levels -- all of the ones who had stayed at the Tenple Hangi ng
in Air after nost of the work had been finished -- Aenea and A. Bettik, Rachel and Theo, Ceorge
and Jigne, Kuku and Kay, Chim Din and Gyal o Thondup, Lhonmo and Labsang, Ki m Byung-Soon and Vi ki
G oselj, Kenshiro and Haruyuki, Master Abbot Kenpo Ngha Wang Tashi and his nmaster, the young Dal ai
Lama, Voytek Majer and Janusz Kurtyka, brooding R nsi Kyipup and grinning Changchi Kenchung, the
Dorje Phamo the Thunderbolt Sow and Carl Linga WIlliamEi heji. Aenea canme to ny side and slipped
her hand in nmne as we watched the skies in awed silence.

| am surprised that we were not all blinded by the Iight show going on up there where the stars
had been a nonent earlier: great bl ossons of white |light, strobes of sulfur yellow blazing red
streaks -- far brighter than a conet or neteor's tail -- crisscrossed with blue, green, white, and
yel |l ow sl ashes -- each as clear and straight as a dianond scratch on gl ass, then sudden bursts of
orange that seened to fold into thenselves in silent inplosions, followed by nore white strobes
and a resunption of red slashes. It was all silent, but the violence of Iight alone nade us want
to cover our ears and cringe in a sheltered pl ace.

"What in ten hells is it?" asked Lhono Dondrub

"Space battle," said Aenea. Her voice sounded terribly tired.

"I do not understand," said the Dalai Lama. He did not sound afraid, nmerely curious. "The Pax
authorities assured us that they would have only one of their starships in orbit -- the Jibril, |1
believe is its name -- and that it was on a diplomatic nission rather than a nilitary one. Regent
Reting Tokra also assured nme of this."

The Thunderbolt Sow nade a rude noise. "Your Holiness, the Regent is in the pay of the Pax
bastards.” The boy | ooked at her.

"I believe it to be true, Your Holiness,
t he pal ace. "

The sky had faded al nbst to black but now it exploded again in a score of places. The rocky
cliff face behind us bled reflections of red, green, and yell ow

"How can we see their laser lances if there is no dust or other colloidal particles to
hi ghl i ght then?" asked the Dalai Lama, his dark eyes bright. Evidently the news of his Regent's
betrayal was not surprising to him... or at least not as interesting as the battle going on
t housands of kilonmeters above us. | was interested to see that the supreme holy person of the
Buddhi st world had been tutored in basic science.

Again, it was his bodyguard who answered. "Sone ships nust have been hit and destroyed already,
Your Holiness," said Eiheji. "The coherent beanms and CPB' S woul d becone visible in the expandi ng
fields of debris, frozen oxygen, nolecul ar dust, and other gases.™

This caused a nonment of silence in our group

"My father watched this once, on Hyperion," whispered Rachel. She rubbed her bare arns as if
t here had been a sudden chill

| blinked and | ooked at the young woman. | had not nissed Aenea's comment about her friend's
father, Sol ... | knew ny Cantos well enough to identify Rachel as the infant on the |egendary
Hyperion pil grimge, daughter of Sol Wintraub ... but | admt that | had not conpletely believed
it. The infant Rachel had becone the al nost nythical woman, Mneta, in the Cantos -- soneone who
had travel ed back in time in the Time Tonbs with the Shrike. How could that Rachel be here, now?
Aenea put her arm around Rachel's shoulders. "My nother as well," she said softly. "Only then it
was t hought to be the Hegenony forces agai nst the Qusters."

said Eiheji, his bodyguard. "I have heard things in
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"Who is this, then?" denmanded the Dalai Lama. "The Qusters against the Pax? And why have the
Pax warshi ps conme unbi dden to our systen®"

Several white spheres of |ight pul sed, grew, dinmed, and died. W all blinked away the retinal
echoes. "I believe that the Pax warships were here since their first ship arrived, Your Holiness,"
said Aenea. "But | do not think that they are fighting Qusters."

"Who then?" said the boy. Aenea turned her face back to the sky. "One of their own," she said.
Suddenly there canme a series of explosions quite different than the others ... a closer, brighter
series of explosions, followed by three blazing neteor trails. One exploded quickly in the upper
at nosphere, trailing a score of mnor debris trails that quickly died out. The second shot to the
west, blazing fromyellowto red to pure white, breaking up twenty degrees above the horizon and
spilling a hundred | esser trails across the cloudy western horizon. The third screeched across the
sky fromwest of the zenith to the eastern horizon -- and | say "screeched" deliberately because
we could hear the noise, at first a teakettle whistle, then a how, then a terrible tornadic roar,
dimnishing as quickly as it came -- finally to break up into three or four large, blazing nmasses
in the east, all but one of which died out before reaching the horizon. This |ast burning fragment
of starship seened to wiggle inits flight at the last noment, with yell ow bursts of |ight
preceding it, slowing it, before it was lost to sight. W waited another half hour on the upper

platform but except for dozens of fusion-flame streaks for the first few m nutes -- starships
accelerating away from T ien Shan, | knew -- there was nothing left to see. Eventually the stars
were once again the brightest things in the sky and everyone noved off -- the Dalai Lama to sleep

in the nonks' quarters here, others to permanent or tenporary quarters on the |ower |evels.

Aenea bid a few of us to stay -- Rachel and Theo, A. Bettik and Lhomo Dondrub, and ne.

"That is the sign |I've been waiting for," she said very softly when all the others had |eft the
platform "W nust |eave tonorrow "

"Leave?" | said. "To where? Vy?"

Aenea touched ny forearm | interpreted this as saying, | will explain later. | shut up as the
ot hers spoke.

"The wings are ready, Teacher," said Lhono. "I have taken the liberty of checking over the
skinsuits and rebreathers in M Endymon's quarters while you were all away," said A Bettik.
"They are all serviceable."

"We'Il finish up the work and organi ze the cerenony tonorrow, " said Theo.

"I wish | were going," said Rachel

"CGoi ng where?" | said again, despite ny best efforts to shut up and listen

"You're invited," said Aenea, still touching ny arm That did not really answer nmy question

"Lhono, and A Bettik ... if you're both still gane."

Lhonmo Dondrub gave his broad grin. The android nodded. | began to think that | was the only one
in the tenple conpound that didn't understand what was goi ng on

"Cood night, all," said Aenea. "W'Il| be off at first light. You don't need to see us off."

"To hell with that," said Rachel. Theo nodded agreenent. "We'll be there to say goodbye,"
conti nued Rachel

Aenea nodded and touched their arms. Everyone cl anbered down | adders or slid down cabl es.

Aenea and | were alone on the top platform

The skies seenmed dark after the battle. | realized that clouds had risen above the ridgeline
and were wiping the stars away like a wet towel drawn across a black slate board. Aenea opened the
door to her sleeping room went in, lit the lantern, and returned to stand in the entrance.

"Com ng, Raul ?"

We did talk. But not right away.

Lovemaki ng seens all too absurd when described -- even the timng of our |ovemaking seens
absurd in the telling, with the sky literally falling and ny | over having carried out a sort-of
Last Supper convocation that night -- but |overmaking is never absurd when you are making | ove to
the person you truly love. And | was. If | had not realized that before the Last Supper night,
did then -- conpletely, totally, and without reservation. It was perhaps two hours |ater when
Aenea pulled on a kinpbno and | donned a yukata and we noved away fromthe sleeping mat to the open
shoji screens. Aenea brewed tea on the small burner set in the tatam, and we took our cups and
sat with our backs against the opposing shoji frames, our bare toes and | egs touching, ny right
side and her left knee extending over the kilonmeters-long drop. The air was cool and snelled of
rain, but the stormhad noved north of us. The sunmit of Heng Shan was shrouded with cl ouds, but
all the lower ridges were illunminated by a constant play of lightning. "lIs Rachel really the
Rachel fromthe Cantos?" | said.

It was not the question | npost wanted to ask, but | was afraid to ask it. "Yes," said Aenea.
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"She's the daughter of Sol Weintraub -- the wonman who caught the Merlin Sickness on Hyperion and
aged backward twenty-seven years to the infant whom Sol brought on the pilgrimge."

"And she was al so known as Mneta,"” | said. "And Memmosyne ... "

"Adnoni sher," nmurmured Aenea. "And Menory. Appropriate nanes for her role in that tine."

"That was two hundred and eighty years ago!" | said. "And scores of light-years away ... on
Hyperion. How did she get here?"

Aenea sniled. The warmtea breathed vapors that rose to her tousled hair. "I started life nore
than two hundred and eighty years ago," she said. "And scores of light-years away ... on
Hyperion."

"So did she get here the sanme way you di d? Through the Time Tonbs?"

"Yes and no," said Aenea. She held up one hand to stop ny protest. "I know that you want
straight talk, Raul ... no parables or siniles or evasions. | agree. The time for plain talk is
here. But the truth is that the Sphinx Tinme Tonbs are only part of Rachel's journey."

| waited.

"You renenber the Cantos," she began

"I remenber that the pilgrimnanmed Sol took his daughter ... after the Keats persona sonehow
saved her fromthe Shrike and after she began aging nornmally ... took her into the Sphinx into the
future ... " | stopped. "This future?"

"No," said Aenea. "The infant Rachel grew into a child again, a young worman again, in a future
beyond this one. Her father raised her a second tinme. Their story is ... marvel ous, Raul
Literally filled with marvels.™

I rubbed ny forehead. The headache had gone, but now it threatened to return. "And she got here
via the Tinme Tonbs again?" | said. "Mywving back in tine with thenf"

"Partially via the Time Tonbs," said Aenea. "She is also able to nove through tine on her own."

| stared. This bordered on nadness.

Aenea smiled as if reading nmy thoughts or just reading nmy expression. "I know it seens insane,
Raul . Much of what we've yet to encounter is very strange."

"That's an understatenent,” | said. Another nental tunbler clicked into place. "Theo Bernard!"
| said.

"Yes?"

"There was a Theo in the Cantos, wasn't there?" | said. "Aman ... " There were different

versions of the oral tale, the poemto be sung, and many of these minor details were dropped in
the short, popul ar versions. G andam had made nme | earn nost of the full poem but the dull parts
had never held ny interest.

"Theo Lane," said Aenea. "At one tine the Consul's aide on Hyperion, later our world's first

Governor-General for the Hegenony. | met himonce when | was a gi