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The Big U

By
Neal Stephenson

The Go Big Red Fan was John Wesley Fenrick's, and when

ventilating his Systemit throbbed and crept along the floor with a
rhyt hm ¢ chunka- chunka- chunk. Fenrick was a Busi ness major and a
senior. Fromthe talk of ny wingmates | gathered that he was smart,
yet crazy, which hel ped. The description weird was al so used, but
admiringly. His room e, EphraimKlein of New Jersey, was in

Phi | osophy. Wrse, he was found to be smart and weird and crazy,
intolerably so on all these counts and several others besides.

As for the Fan, it was old and square, with a heavy rounded

design suitable for the Tul sa dupl ex wi ndow that had been its station
bef ore John Wesl ey Fenrick had brought It out to the Big Uwth

him Running up one sky-blue side was a Go Big Red bumper

sticker. When Fenrick ran his System+that is, bludgeoned the rest

of the wing with a record or tape—he used the Fan to bl ow air over
the back of the component rack to prevent the electronics from

mel ting down. Fenrick was tall and spindly, with a turkey-like head
and neck, and all of us in the east corridor of the south wi ng of the
seventh floor of E Tower knew himfor three things: his seventies
rock-'n'-roll souvenir collection, his trove of preposterous electrica
appl i ances, and his | augh—a screani ng hysterical cackle that would

ri cochet down the I ong shiny cinderbiock corridor whenever

somet hi ng grotesque flashed across the 45-1nch screen of his Video
System or he did something especially humiliating to Ephrai mKI ein.

Kl ein was a subdued, intellectual type. He reacted to his

victories with a contented snmirk, and this quietness gave sone
residents of EO/S East the inpression that Fenrick, a rooni e-buster
with many a notch on his keychain, had already cornered the young
sage. In fact, Klein beat Fenrick at a rate of perhaps sixty percent, or
whenever he could reduce the conflict to a rational discussion. He
felt that he shoul d be capable of better against a power-punker

Busi ness maj or, but he was not taking into account the ani nmal
shrewdness that enabled Fenrick to | and |ucrative oil-conpany
internships to pay for the nodernization of his System

I nveterate and cynical audio nuts, comon at the Big U would

wal k into their roomand freeze solid, such was Fenrick's System its
skyscrapi ng rack of obscure black slabs with no l|ights, knobs or

swi tches, the 600-watt Bl ack Hol e Hyperspace Energy Nexus Field

Amp that sat alone |like the Kaaba, the shiel ded coaxial cables

thrown out across the roomto the six speaker stacks that nade it

| ook I'i ke an enornous sonic slinme mold in spawn. Klein hinself

knew a few things about stereos, having a systemthat could

reproduce Bach about as well as the American Megaversity

Chanmber Orchestra, and it galled him

To begin with there was the nmusic. That was bad enough, but

Kl ein had associated with nusical Mau Maus since junior high, and
could inure hinself to it in the sane way that he kept hinmself from
junping up and shouting back at television coomercials. It was the

Go Big Red Fan that really got to him "Okay, okay, let's just accept
as a given that your nmusic is worth playing. Now, even assuning

that, why spend six thousand dollars on a perfect systemw th no
extraneous noises in it, and then, then, cool it with a noisy fan that
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couldn't fetch six bucks at a fire sale?" Still, Fenrick would ignore
him "l nean, you amaze ne sometimes. You can't think at all, can
you? | nmean, you're not even a sentient being, if you look at it
strictly."

Wien Kl ein said something like this (I heard the above one

ni ght when goi ng down to the bathroon), Fenrick would | ook up at

hi m from hi s Busi ness textbook, peering over the wall of bright, sto
record-store displays he had erected along the room s centerline;
because his gl asses had slipped down his |long thin nose, he would
winkle it, forcing the |l enses toward the desired altitude,
involuntarily baring his canine teeth in the process and causing the
stiff spiky hair atop his head to shift around as though inhabited by a
band of panicked rats.

"You don't understand real neaning," he'd say. "You don't

have a nmonopsony on neaning. | don't get neaning from books. M
meani ng means what it means to ne." He would say this, or

sonmet hing equally twi sted, and watch Klein for a reaction. After he
had done it a few tines, though, Klein figured out that his roome
was nerely trying to get himall bent out of shape—to freak his
brain, as it were—and so he would drop it, denying Fenrick the
chance to shriek his vicious laugh and tell the wing that he had
scored agai n.

Kl ein was al so annoyed by the fact that Fenrick, snoking |oads

of parsl ey-spi ked dope while playing his bad nusic, would forget to
keep an eye on the Go Big Red Fan. Klein, sitting with his back to
the stereo, wads of foam packed in his ears, would abruptly feel the
Fan chunk into the back of his chair, and as he spazzed out in
hysterical surprise it would sit there nmaliciously grinding away and
transm tting chunka-chunka-chunks into his pelvis like nuffled

| aughs.

If it was not clear which of themhad air rights, they would wage
soni ¢ wars.

They both got out of class at 3:30. Each woul d spend twenty

m nut es dashing through the | abyrinthine ways of the Mnopl ex,
pounding fruitlessly on el evator buttons and bounding up steps three
at a time, palpitating at the thought of having to listen to his
roommate's nmusic until at |east midnight. Often as not, one would
expl ode fromthe el evator on EO/S, veer around to the corridor, and
with disgust feel the other's tunes pulsing victoriously through the
floor. Sometines, though, they would arrive simultaneously and

power up their Systens together. The first tinme they tried this, about
hal fway t hrough Septenber, the room s circuit breaker shut down.
They sat in darkness and silence for above half an hour, each
knowi ng that if he left his stereo to turn the power back on, the other
woul d have his going full blast by the tine he returned. This inpasse
was concl uded by a sinultaneous two-tower fire drill that kept both
out of the roomfor three hours.

Subsequently John Wesl ey Fenrick ran a fifty-foot tn-1|ead

ext ension cord down the hallway and into the Social Lounge, and
plugged his Systeminto that. This neant that he coul d now shut

down Klein's stereo sinply by turning on his burger-nmaker, donut-
maker, bl ow dryer and bun-warner sinmultaneously, shutting off the
rooms circuit breaker. But Klein was only three feet fromthe
extension cord and thus could easily shut Fenrick down with a tug.
So these tactics were not resorted to; the duelists preferred, against
all reason, to wait each other out.

Kl ein used organ nusic, usually lush garbled Ronantic

mast er pi eces or what he called Atomic Bach. Fenrick had the edge in
system power, but nost of that year's nusic was not as dense as,

say, Heavy Metal had been in its prinme, and so this difference was
usual ly erased by the thinness of his ammnition. This did not nean,
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however, that we had any trouble hearing him

The Systens woul d trade sal vos as the volunme controls were

brought up as high as they could go, the scream ng-guitars-fron Hel
power chords on one side matched by the subterranean grease-gun

bl asts of the 32-foot reed stops on the other. As both recordings piled
into the thick of things, the conbatants would turn to their long thin
frequency equalizers and shove all channels up to full blast |ike M.
Spock beaming a live antimatter bonb into Deep Space. Finally the
filters would be thrown off and the | oudness swi tches on, and the
speakers woul d distort and crackle with strain as huge wattages

pul sed through their magnet coils. Sonetines Kl ein would use

Bach's "Passacaglia and Fugue in C Mnor," and at the end of each
phrase the bass |line would plunge back down hone to that old | ow

C, and Klein's sub-woofers would pick up the tenblor of the 64-foot

pi pes and magnify it until he could watch the naked speaker cones
thrash away at in the air. This particular note happened to be the
natural resonating frequency of the main hallways, which were cut
into 64-foot, 3-inch halves by the fire doors (Klein and | neasured
one while drunk), and therefore the resonant frequency of every

other hail in every other wing of all the towers of the Plex, and so at
these nonents everything in the world would vibrate at sixteen

cycl es per second; beds would trenble, |large objects would float off
the edges of tables, and tables and chairs thensel ves woul d buzz
around the roons of their own volition. The occasi onal wandering

bat who might be in the hall would take off in randomflight, his
sensors jamed by the noise, beating his w ngs against the standing
waves in the corridor in an effort to escape.

The Resident Assistant, or RA, was a reclusive Social Wrk

maj or who, intuitively knowi ng she was never going to get a job,

spent her time |locked in her little roomtesting perfunes and

wat chi ng MIV under a set of headphones. She coul d not possibly

hel p.

That nmade it nmy responsibility. | lived on EO/S that year as
faculty-in-residence. | had just obtained ny Ph.D. fromChio State in
an interdisciplinary field called Renbte Sensing, and was a brand-

shi ny-new associ ate professor at the Big U

Now, at the little southern black college where | went to school,

we had no negadorns. W were cool at the right tinmes and

academ c at the right tines and we had neither Kleins nor Fenricks.
Boston University, where | did ny Master's, had pulled through its
crisis when | got there; nbst students had no tine for sonic war, and
the rest vented their hunors in the city, not in the dorns. Chio State
was nicely spread out, and | lived in an apartnent conplex where

noi sy shit-for-brains undergrads were even | ess wel cone than

tweedy bl ack bachelors. | just did not know what to make of Klein

and Fenrick; | did not handle themwell at all. As a matter of fact,
nmost of my time at the Big U was spent observing and tal king, and
very little doing, and | may bear sone of the bl ane.

This is a history, in that it intends to describe what happened

and suggest why. It is a work of the imagination in that by witing it
I hope to purge the Big Ufromny system and with it all ny
bitterness and contenpt. | may have fooled around with a few facts.
But | served as witness until as close to the end as anyone coul d
have, and | knew enough of the nmjor actors to | earn about what |
didn't witness, and so there is not so much art in this as to nake it
irrelevant. Wat you are about to read is not an aberration: it can
happen in your local university too. The Big U sinply, was a few
years ahead of the rest.

---First Senester---
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- - Sept enber - -

On back-to-school day, Sarah Jane Johnson and Casimr Radon

waited, for a while, in line together. At the time they did not know
each other. Sarah had just found that she had no place to |live, and
was suffering that tense and lonely feeling that sets in when you
have no place to hide. Casimir was just discovering that American
Megaversity was a terrible place, and was not happy either.

After they had worked their way down the hail and into the

office of the Dean of the College of Sciences and Humanities, they
sat down next to each other on the scratchy Daygb orange chairs
bel ow the Julian Didius IIl Menorial Wndow. The sunlight strained
in greyly over their shoul ders, and occasionally they turned to | ook
at the scene outside.

Bel ow t hem on one of the Parkway off-ranps a rented truck

from Maryl and had tried to pass under a low bridge, its student
driver forgetting that he was in a truck and not his Trans-Am Upon

i mpact, the steel nmolding that fastened the truck's top to its sides had
wrapped itself around the frane of a green highway sign bolted to
the bridge. Now the sign, which read:

AMERI CAN MEGAVERSI TY
VI SI TOR PARKI NG
SPORTS EVENTS

EXIT 500 FT.

was suspended in the air at the end of a long strip of truck that
had been peel ed up and asi de.

A small crowd students, apparently finished with all their line-

wai ting, stood on the bridge and beside the ranp, throw ng Frisbees
and debris into the torn-open back of the truck, where its renters
| ounged in sofas and recliners and drank beer, and threw the
projectiles back. Sarah thought it was idiotic, and Casimr couldn't
understand it at all

Qut in the hallway, people behind themin the |ine were being
verbal |y abused by an old derelict who had penetrated the Pl ex
security system "The only degree you kids deserve is the third
degree!" he shouted, waving his arns and staggering in place. He
wore a ratty tweed jacket whose el bow patches flapped |ike vestigia
wi ngs, and he drank in turns froma bottle of Happy's vodka and a
Schlitz tall-boy which he kept holstered in his pockets. He had the
full attention of the students, who were understandably bored, and
nmost of them |l aughed and tried to think of provocative remarks.

As the drunk was wadi ng toward them one asked another how

her sunmmer had been. "Wat about it?" asked the derelict. "Fisca
conservatisn? Fine in theory! Tough, though! You have to be tough
and hunmane together, you see, the two opposites nust unite in one
great leader! Can't be a damm dictator like S. S. Krupp!"

Thi s brought cheers and | aughter fromthe upperclassnmen, who

had just decided the drunk was a cool guy. Septimnius Severus

Krupp, the President of American Megaversity, was not popul ar.
"Jesus Christ!" he continued through the |aughter, "What the hell are
they teachi ng you savages these days? You need a spanking! No

nmore circuses. Maybe a dictator is just what you need! Al cibiades!
Ponpi | i us Numa! They'd straighten things out good and fast."

Sarah knew the man. He liked to break into classes at the Big U
and |l ecture the professors, who usually were at a loss as to howto
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deal with him H's name was Bert Nix. He had taken quite a shine to
Sarah: for her part, she did not know whether or not to be scared of
him During the preceding spring' s student governnent conpaign,

Bert N x had posed with Sarah for a canpai gn photo which had then
appeared on posters all over the Plex. This was just the kind of thing
that Megaversity students regarded as a sign of greatness, so she had
won, despite progressive political ideas which, as it turned out,
nobody was even aware of. This was all hard for Sarah to believe.
She felt that Bert N x had been el ected President, not the worman he
had appeared with on the canpai gn poster, and she felt obliged to
listen to himeven when he sinply jabbered for hours on end. He was
a ntce lunatic, but he was adrift in the Bert N x universe, and that
stirred deep fears in Sarah's soul

Casimr paid little attention to the drunk and a great deal to
Sarah. He could not help it, because she was the first nice-seemng
person, concept or thing he had found in his six hours at the Big U
During the ten years he had spent saving up noney to attend this
school, Casimr had kept hinself sane by imagining it.

Unfortunately, he had imgined quiet tal ks over brunch with old

prof essors, profound discussions in the bathroons, and dazzli ng,
sensitive people everywhere just waiting to make new friends. Wat
he had found, of course, was American Megaversity. There was only
one explanation for this atnosphere that he was willing to believe:
that these people were civilized, and that for anusenent they

were acting out a parody of the squal or of high school |ife, which
parody Casimr had been too slowto get so far. The obvi ous

expl anation—that it was really this way—was so horrible that it had
not even entered his mnd.

When he saw the photo of her on the back page of the back-to-

school edition of the Mnoplex Mnitor, and read the caption

i dentifying her as Sarah Jane Johnson, Student Governnent

President, he nmade the nost |outish double take between her and the
phot ograph. He knew that she knew that he now knew who she was,

and that was no way to start a passionate love affair. Al he could do
was to nmake a big show of readi ng about her in the Mnitor, and

wait for her to nake the first nove. He nodded thoughtfully at the
bot ched quotations and oversinplifications in the article.

Sarah was aware of this; she had watched hi m page sl owy and

i ntensely through the paper, waiting with mld dread for himto get
to the back page, see the picture and say sonethi ng enbarrassing.

I nst ead—even nore enbarrassing

—he actually read the article, and before he reached the bottom

of the page, the student ahead of Sarah stonped out and she found
hersel f inpaled on the azure gaze of the chief bureaucrat of the
Col I ege of Sciences and Humanities. "How," said Ms. Santucc
crisply, "may | help you?"

M's. Santucci was polite. Her determination to be decent, and to
make all things decent, was |ike that of all the Iranian Revol utionary
Guards conbined. Her policy of no-first-use nmeant that as |ong as

we were objective and polite, any conversation would slide

pl easantly down greased iron rails into a pit of despair. Any first
strike by us, any remarks deened i nproper by this grandnother of
twenty-six and player of two dozen sinultaneous bingo cards, would
bring down nassive retaliation. Sarah knew her. She arose primy

and noved to the front chair of the line to | ook across a barren desk
at Ms. Santucci.

"I'"'ma senior in this college. I was |ucky enough to get an out-

of -Plex apartnment for this fall. Wien | got there today | found that
the entire bl ock of buildings had been shut down for ei ght nonths by
the Board of Health. |I went to Housing. Upon reaching the head of
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that line, | was told that it was being handl ed by Student Affairs.
Upon reaching the head of the line there, I was given this formand
told to get signatures at Housing and right here.

Ms. Santucci reached out with the briskness that only old
secretaries can approach and seized the papers. "This formis already
signed," she inforned Sarah

"Right. | got that done at about one o'clock. But when | got to

nmy new tenporary room assignment it turned out to be the B-nen's

cof fee | ounge and storeroomfor the northeast quad of the first
sublevel. It is full of B-nen all the tinme. You know how they are—
they don't speak much English, and you know what kinds of things
they decorate their walls with"—this attenpt to get Ms. Santucci's
synpat hy by being prissy was not obviously successful —~and

can't possibly live there. | returned to Housing. To change nmy room
assignnent is a whole new procedure, and | need a formfrom you
which says I'min good acadenic standing so far this senester."
"That form" Ms. Santucci noted, "will require signatures from

all your instructors."

"I know," said Sarah. Al was going according to plan and she

was approaching the center of her pitch. "But the senester hasn't
started yet! And half ny courses don't even have teachers assignhed!
So, since I'ma senior and nmy GPA is good, could the Dean okay mny
room change wi thout the forn? Doesn't that nake sense? Sort of ?"
Sarah sighed. She had broken at the end, her confidence destroyed
by Ms. Santucci's total inpassivity, by those arns fol ded across a
navy- bl ue bosomli ke the Hoover Dam by a stare like the headlights
of an oncom ng street sweeper.

"I"'msure this is all unnecessary. Perhaps they don't know that
their | ounge has been reassigned. If you can just explain natters to
them 1'msure that Building Miintenance will be happy to
acconmodat e you. "

Sarah felt defeated. It had been a nice summer, and whil e away

she had forgotten how it was. She had forgotten that the people who
ran this place didn't have a clue as to howreality worked, that in
their way they were all as crazy as Bert N x. She closed her eyes and
tilted her tense head back, and the man in the chair behind her

i nt ervened.

"WAit a minute," he said righteously. Hi s voice was high, but
carried conviction and reasonable sensitivity. "She can't be expected
to do that. Those guys don't even speak English. Al they speak is
Bosni an or Mbl davi an or sonething."

"Moravian," said Ms. Santucci in her Distant Early Warning

voi ce, which was runored to set off burglar alarns Wthin a quarter-
mle radius.

"The | anguage is Crotobaltislavonian, a nodern dialect of Ad
Scyt hi an, " announced Sarah, hoping to end the conflict. The B-Men
are refugees from Crotobal tislavonia."

"Listen, | talk to Magrov all the tinme, and | say it's MraVian."
Sarah felt her body tenperature begin to drop as she chanced a direct
| ook at M's. Santucci

Trying to sound prim Sarah said, "Have you ever considered

the possibility that you are confusing Magrov with Moravi an?"

Seeing the ook on Ms. Santucci's face, she then inhal ed sharply
and shifted away. Just as the old bureaucrat's jaw was starting to
yawn, her chest rising like the return of Atlantis, Casimir Radon

| eaned way across and yanked sonething out of Sarah's |ap and—n

a tone so arresting that it was answered by Bert N x outsi de—

excl ained, "Wait a mnute!l"

Casimir was meek and | ooked like a nerd and a winp, but he

was great in a crisis. The | ost continent subsided and Ms. Santucc
| eaned forward with a dangerous frown. Qut in the hallway the
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exasperated Bert Nix cried, "But there's no nore mnutes to wait! To
save the Big U we've got to start now "

Casimr had taken Sarah's room assi gnnent card fromthe stack

of anmunition on her lap, and was peering at it like a scientific
specinen. It was an IBMcard, golden yellow, with a formprinted on
it inyelloworange ink. In the center of the formwas a vague
illustration of the Mpnopl ex, |ooking decrepit and rui ned because of
the many rectangul ar hol es punched through it. Along the top was a
row of boxes | abeled with tiny blurred yell ow orange abbreviations
that were further abbreviated by rectangul ar hol es. Nunbers and
letters were printed in black ink in the vicinity of each box.

Bert Nix was still carrying on outside. "Then fell the fires of
Eternity with loud & shrill Sound of |oud Trunpet thundering al ong
from heaven to heaven, A mighty sound articul ate Awake ye dead &
conme To Judgenent fromthe four wi nds Awake & Cone away

Folding like scrolls of the Enournmous vol une of Heaven & Earth

Wth thunderous noi ses & dreadful shakings rocking to & fro: The
heavens are shaken & the Earth renoved fromits place; the
foundations of the eternal Hills discovered; The thrones of Kings are
shaken they have lost their robes and crowns . . . and that's what
poetry is! Not the caterwaulings of the Unw se!"

Finally, Casimr |ooked relieved. "Yeah, | thought that m ght be

it. You were reading this nunber here. R ght?" He got up and stood
besi de Sarah and pointed to her tenporary room nunber.

"Sure," said Sarah, suddenly feeling dreadful

"Well," said Casinmir, sounding apologetic, "that's not what you
want. Your roomis not identified by roomnunber, because sone

roons repeat. It's identified by door nunmber, which is unique for al
doors. This nunber you were | ooking at isn't either of those, it's
your room | D nunber, which has to do with data processing. That ID
nunber refers to your actual door nunber, incorrectly called room
nunber. It is the mddle six digits of this character string here. See?"
He masked the string of figures between the dirty backward par-
enthesis of his thunbnails. "In your case we have E12S, giving
tower, floor and wing, and then 49, your actual room nunber."

Sarah did not know whether to scream apol ogize or drop dead.

She shoved her forns into her knapsack and stood. "Thank you for
your trouble, Ms. Santucci," she said quickly. "Thank you," she
said to Casinmr, then snapped around and headed for the door,

t hough not fast enough to escape a withering harrrunph from Ms.
Santucci. But as she stepped into the hallway, which in order to hold
down utility costs was dimy lit, she saw a dark and ragged figure
out of the corner of her eye. She | ooked behind to see Bert N x grab
the doorfrane and swing around until he was |leaning into the office.
"Li sten, Genevieve," he said, "she doesn't need any of your

phl egml She's President! She's ny friend! You're just a doorstop!"
As nmuch as Sarah wanted to hear the rest of this, she didn't have the
energy.

Casimr was |left inside, his last view of Sarah interrupted by the
dangling figure of the |Ioony, caught in a crossfire he wanted no part
of .

"I''"ll call the guards," said Ms. Santucci, who for the first tine
was show ng uneasi ness.

"Today?" Bert Nix found this a nerry idea. "You think you can

get a guard today?"

"You'd better stop coming or we'll keep you from com ng

back."

Hi s eyes wi dened in nock, crinson-rimmed awe, "Ooh," he

sighed, "that were terrible. I'd have no reason to live." He pulled

hi msel f erect, walked in and clinbed fromthe armof Casimr's chair
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to the broad slate sill of the window As Ms. Santucci watched with
more terror than seened warranted, the derelict swing one w ndow
open like a door, letting in a gust of polluted steam

By the tinme he was | eaning far outside and grinning down the
seventy-foot drop to the Parkway and the interchange. she had
resolved to try di pl omacy—though she notioned that Casimr shoul d
try to grab his legs. Casimr ignored this; it was obvious that the nan
was just trying to scare her. Casimr was from Chi cago and found
that these Easterners had no sense of hunor.

"Now, Pert," said Ms. Santucci, "don't give an old lady a hard
tine."

Bert Ni x dropped back to the sill. "Hard tinet What do you

know about hard tinmes?" He thrust his hand through a hole in his
jacket, wiggling his long fingers at her, and waggi ng his out-of -
control tongue for a few seconds. Finally he added, "Hard tines

make you strong."

"I've got work to do, Pert."

This seenmed to renind himof sonething. He closed the w ndow

and cascaded to the floor. "So do |I," he said, then turned to Casimr
and whi spered, "That's the Julian Didlus Il Mnorial Wndow.

That's what | call it, anyway. Like the view?"

"Yeah, it's nice," said Casimr, hoping that this woul d not

become a conversati on.

"CGood," said the derelict, "so did J. D. It's the last view he ever
saw. Couldn't handle the job. That's why | call it that."

The giggling Bert N x ambled back into the hail, satisfied,

pausing only to steal the contents of the office wastebasket.
Through nost of this Casinmir sat still and stared at the faded
German ti 1 poster on the wall. Now he was really in the tal ons of
M's. Santucci, who had probably shifted into adrenaline overdrive
and was likely to fling her desk through the wall. Instead, she was
perfectly cal mand professional. Casinmir disliked her for it.

"I'"'ma junior physics major and | transferred in froma

community college in Illinois. | knowthe first two years of physics
inside and out, but there's a problem The rules here say physics
courses nust include 'socioecononic contexts backgrounding,'

which | guess neans it has to explain howit fits in with today's
somnet hi ng or ot her.

"I'n order to context the | earning experience with the rea

world," said Ms. Santucci gravely, "we nust include socioeconomc
backgroundi ng integral with the foregrounded material."

"Right. Anyway, ny problemis that | don't think | need it. |I'm

not here to give you nmy nenpoirs or anything, but ny parents were
imrgrants, | canme froma slum got started in electronics, sort of
made nmy own way, saw a lot of things, and so | don't think |I really
need this. It'd be a shame if | had to start all over, |earning, uh
foregrounded material | already know "

Ms. Santucci rolled her eyes so that the netal -fl ake bl ue
eyeshadow on her lids flashed internmittently like fishing |ures drawn
through a murky sea. "Well, it has been done. It nust be arranged
with the curriculumchair of your departnent."

"Who is that for physics?"

"Di stingui shed Professor Sharon," she said. Bul ging her

eyeballs at Casimir, she nade a respectful silence at the Professor's
nane, daring himto break it

When Casimr returned to consci ousness he was drifting down a
hal l way, still munmbling to himself in astonishnment. He had an

appoi ntnment to neet the Professor Sharon. He woul d have been
ecstatic just to have sat in on one of the nan's | ectures!
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Casimr Radon was an odd one, as American Megaversity

students went. This was a good thing for him as the Housing people
sinply couldn't match himup with a reasonabl e roommate; he was
assigned a rare single. It was in D Tower, close to the sciences bloc
where he woul d spend nost of his time, on a floor of single roons
filled by the old, the weird and the asinine who sinply could not |ive
in pairs.

In order to find his roomhe woul d have to trace a mnd-tw sting

path through the lower floors until he found the elevators of D
Tower. So before he got hinself lost, he went to the nearest flat
surface, which was the top of a |large covered wast ebasket. Fromit

he cleared away a few Dorito bags and a hal f-drai ned carton of

Far mSun Sweet Fresh brand HoneLivin' Artificial Chocol ate-

Fl avored Dairy Beverage and forced theminto the overfl owi ng maw

bel ow. He then renoved his warped and sweat-soaked Plex map (the

Pl exus) from his pocket and unfolded it on the woodtoned Fi bergl ass
surface.

As was noted at the base of the Plexus, it had been devel oped by

the AM Advanced Graphics Wrkshop. Rather than presenting naps

of each floor of the Plex, they had used an Integrated Projection to
show the entire Plex as a network of brightly col ored paths and
intersections. The resulting tangle was so convol uted and yet so
clean and spare as to be essentially without neaning. Casimr,
however, could read it, because he was not |ike us. After applying
his large intelligence to the problemfor several minutes he was able
to find the nost efficient route, and following it with care, he quickly
became | ost.

The ni stake was a natural one. The el evators, which were busy

even in the dead of night, were today clogged with catatonic parents
from New Jersey clutching beanbag chairs and gi ant stuffed aninals.
Fortunately (he thought), adjacent to each elevator was an entirely
unused stairwell.

Casimr discovered shortly afterward that in the |ower floors of

the Plex all stairwell doors |ocked automatically fromthe outside

| discovered it nyself at about the sanme tinme. Unlike Casinir |

had been a the Plex for ten days, but | had spent themtyping up
notes for ny classes, It is unwise to prepare two courses in ten days,
and | knewit. | hadn't gotten to it until the last nminute, for various
reasons, and so |'d spent ten days sitting there in my bicycling
shorts, drinking beer, typing, and sweating nmonumentally in the fetid
Plex air. So ny first exposure to the Plex and its people really cane
that afternoon, when | wandered out into the el evator |obby and
punched the buttons. The desperate Tyl enol -charged throngs in the

el evators did not budge when the doors opened, because they

couldn't. They stared at nme as though | were Son of Godzilla, which

| was used to, and | stared at themand tried to figure out how they

got that way, and the doors clunked shut. | discovered the stairways,
and once | got below the bottomof the tower and into the | ower
levels, | also found that |I was | ocked in.

For fifteen minutes | followed dimy Iit stairs and corridors
snelling of graffiti solvent and superfluous floor wax, helplessly
followi ng the paths that students would take if the Plex ever had to
be evacuated. Through little windows in the | ocked doors | peered
out of this twilight zone and into the different zones of the Pl ex—
Cafeteria, Union, gymasia, offices—but ny only choice was to
follow the corridors, knowi ng they would dunp nme into the ghetto
outside. At last | turned a corner and saw the wall glistening with
noi sy grey outside light. At the end of the line, a metal door swung
silently in the breeze, enbl azoned thus: FIRE ESCAPE ONLY.

WARNI NG-ALARM W LL SOUND.

| stepped out the door and | ooked down al ong, steep slope into
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the canyon of the Turnpike.

The Anerican Megaversity Canpustructure was three bl ocks on

a side, and squatted between the Megal opolitan Turnpi ke on the

north and the Ronal d Reagan Parkway on the south. Megaversity
Stadium the only canpus building not inside the Plex proper, was to
the west, and on the east was an el aborate nultil evel interchange

i nterconnecting the Pike, the Parkway, the Plex and University
Avenue. The Pike ran well below the base of the Plex, and so as
energed fromthe north wall of the building | found nyself atop a
hi gh enbanknment. Bel ow ne the sem s and the Audis shot past

through the | ayered bl ue nonoxi de, and their noises blended into a
waterfall against the unyielding Plex wall. Aside froma few

wr et ched weeds growi ng fromcracks in the enbanknment, no life

was to be seen, except for Casimr Radon

He had just energed from another energency exit. W saw each

other froma hundred feet apart, waved and wal ked toward each

other. As we converged, | regarded a tall and very thin man with an
angul ar face and a dense five-o'clock shadow. He wore round

rimess glasses. His black hair was in disarray as usual; during the
year it was to vary al nost randomly between cl ose-cropped and

shoul der-1ength. | soon observed that Casimir could grow a shadow
before lunch, and a beard in three days. He and | were the sane age,
though I was a recent Ph.D. and he a junior

Later | was to think it remarkable that Casimr and | shoul d

energe fromthose fire doors at nearly the sane nonment, and neet.

On reflection | have changed nmy mind. The Big U was an unnatura
environment, a work of the human m nd, not of God or plate
tectonics. If two strangers net in the rarely used stairways, it was not
unreasonabl e that they should turn out to be simlar, and becone
friends. | thought of it as an i nmense vendi ng machi ne, cautiously
crafted so that any denomination too ancient or foreign or irregular
woul d rattle about randomy for a while, find its way into the
stairway system and inevitably be deposited in the reject tray on the
barren back side. Meanwhile, brightly colored graduates with
attractively packaged degrees were di spensed out front every June,
swept up by traffic on the Parkway and carried away for |eisurely
consunption. Had | understood this earlier |I mght have cone to ny
senses and i medi ately resigned, but on that hot Septenber day,

wi th the exhaust abradi ng our |ungs and t he noi se squashi ng our
conversation, it seemed worthwhile to circle around to the Main En-
trance and give it another try.

We headed east to avoid the stadium On our right the wall

stretche and away for acres in a perfect cinderblock grid. Ater
passi ng dozens of fire doors we came to the corner and turned into
the access lot that stretched along the east wall. Above, at many
altitudes, cars and trucks screeched and bl asted through the tight
curves of the interchange. People called it the Death Vortex, and
sonme clained that parts of it extended into the fourth dinension. As
soon as it had been planned, the fine old brownstone nei ghborhood
that was its site plummeted into slurmhood; Haitians and Vi et nanese
filled the place up, and the feds airproofed the buildings and installed
giant electric air filters before proceeding.

Here on the access |l ot we could | ook down a long line of

| oadi ng docks, the orifices of the Plex where food and supplies were
i ngested and trash di scharged, serviced by an endl ess queue of
trucks. The first of these docks, by the northern corner, was specially
desi gned for the discharge of hazardous wastes produced in Plex |abs
and was inpressively surrounded by fences, red lights and
threatening signs. The next six |oading docks were for garbage
trucks, and the rest, all the way down to the Parkway, for deliveries.
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We swung way out fromthe Plex to avoid all this, and followed the
fence at the border of the Iot, gazing into the no-man's-1and of | ost
muf fl ers and shredded fanbelts beyond, and sonetines staring up

into the Plex itself.

The three-by-three bl ock base had six stories above ground and

three below. Atop it sat eight 25-story towers where |lived the 40, 000
students of the university. Each tower had four w ngs 160 feet |ong,
throwmn out at right angles to nmake a Swi ss cross. These towers sat at
the four corners and four sides of the base. The open space between
them was a huge expanse of roof called Tar City, inhabited by great
machi nes, crushed furniture thrown from above, rats, roaches,
students out on dares, and the decaying corpses of various things that
had ventured out on hot sunmer days and becone nired in the tar

Al we could see were the neutral |ight brown towers and their

t housands and thousands of identical w ndows reaching into the
heavens. Even for a city person, it was awesone. Conpared to the
dignified architecture of the old brownstones, though, it caused ne a
naggi ng sense of enbarrassnent.

The Vortex whose coils were twi ned around those brown-stones

threw out two ranps which served as entrance and exit for the Pl ex
parking ranp. These ran into the side of the building at about third-
story level. To us they were usel ess, so we continued around toward
the south side.

Here was actually sonme green: a strip of grass between the wal k

and the Parkway. On this side the Plex was faced with darker brown
brick and had many picture w ndows and signs for the businesses of
the built-in mall on the first floor. The Main Entrance itself was
merely eight revolving doors in a row, and having sw shed through
them we were drowned in conditioned air, Mizak, the snell of

Karnmel Korn and the idiotic babble of penny-choked indoor

fountains. W passed through this as quickly as possible and rode the
| ong escalators ("This nust be what a ski lift is like," said Casinir)
to the third floor, where a ranmpart of security booths stretched across
our path like a thruway toll station. Several of the glass cages were
occupi ed by ancient guards in blue unifornms, who waved us wearily
through the turnstiles as we waved our |ID cards at them Casimr
stopped on the other side, frowning.

"They shouldn't have let nme in," he said.

"Why?" | asked. "lIsn't that your |D?"

"OF course it is," said Casimr Radon, "but the photo is so bad

they had no way of telling." He was serious. W surveyed the

rounded bl ue back of the guard. Mst of them had been recruited out

of Korea or the Big One. The gl ass cages of the Plex had ruined their
bodi es. Now they had becone totally passive in their outlook; but,

by the sane token, they had becone inpossible to faze or surprise.

We stepped through nore glass doors and were in the Main

Lobby.

The Plex's environnmental control system was designed so that

anyone coul d spend four years there wearing only a jockstrap and a
pair of wel di ng goggl es and yet never feel chilly or find the place too
dimMy lit. Many spent their careers there without noticing this
Casimr Radon took less than a day to notice the pitiless fluorescent
light. Acres of light glanced off the Lobby's poiished floor like sun
off the Antarctic ice, and a wave of pain nowrolled toward Casimr
fromnear the broad vinyl information desk and washed over him

drai ning through a small hole in the center of his skull and pooling
coldly behind his eyes. Geat patches of yell ow blindness appeared

in the center of his vision and he coasted to a stop, hands on eyes,
mout h open. | knew enough to know it was nigraine, so | held his
skinny armand led him blind, to his roomin D Tower. He |ay
cautiously down on the naked plastic mattress, put a sock over his

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (11 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

eyes and thanked ne. | drew the blinds, sat there helplessly for a
while, then left himto finish his adjustnent to the Big U

Alter that he wore a uniformof sorts: old T-shirt, cutoffs or gym
shorts, hightop tennis shoes ("to keep the rats off nmy ankles") and
round purple nmountain-clinbing goggles with | eather bell ows on the
sides to bl ock out peripheral |ight. He was pl anning such a costune

as | left his room Mre painfully, he was begi nning to question

whet her he could live in such a place for even one senester, |et alone
four. He did not know that the question would be decided for him

and so he felt the sane edgy uncertainty that nagged at ne.

Sone peopl e, however, were quite at hone in the Flex. At about

this time, below D Tower in the bottom sublevel, not far fromthe
Conputing Center, several of themwere crossing paths in a dusty
little dead end of a hallway. To begin with, three young nen were
standing by the only door in the area, taking turns peering into the
room beyond. The pen lights fromtheir shirt pockets illum nated a
smal | wi ndowl ess room cont ai ni ng a desk, a chair and a conputer

term nal. The nmen stared wistfully at the latter, and had piled their
mat h and conputer textbooks on the floor |ike sandbags, as though
they planned a siege. They had been discussing their tactica
alternatives for getting past the door, and had run the gamut from
pi cking the lock to blowing it open with automatic-weapon bursts,

but so far none had nade any positive noves.

"I'f we could remove that wi ndow," said one, a nole-faced

i ndi vidual snelling of Brut and sweat and glowing in a |light blue
iridescent synthetic shirt and hi-gloss dark blue | oafers, "we could
reach in and unlock it frominside."

"Some guy tried to get into my grandma's house that way one

time," recalled another, a skinny, long-haired, furtive fell ow who
was having trouble tracking the conversation, "but she took a

si xt een-ounce bal | - peen hamer and smashed his hand with it. He
never came back." He delivered the |ast sentence |ike the punchline
to a Reader's Digest true anecdote, convulsing his pals with

| aught er .

The third, a disturbingly 35-ish | ooking conputer science najor

with tightly perned blond hair, eventually cal med down enough to
ask, "Hey, Gary, Gary! Did she use the ball end or the peen end?"
Gary was irked and confused, He had hoped to inpress them by
specif~ring the weight of the hamrer, but he was stunped by this

pi ece of one-upsmanship; he didn't know whi ch end was which. He

radi ated enbarrassnment for several seconds before saying, "Ch, gee,

I don't know, | think she probably used both of 'em before she was
done with the guy. But that guy never cane back."

Their fun was cut short by a commandi ng voi ce. "A sixteen-

ounce bal |l -peen hammer isn't rmuch good against a firearm If | were
a woman living alone I'd carry a point thirty-eight revol ver,

m ni num Doubl e action. Effective enough for nost purposes.”

The startling newconer had their surprised attention. He had

stopped quite close to them and was surveying the door, and they
instinctively stepped out of his way. He was tall, thin and pale, with
thin brown Bryicreened hair and dark red lips. The calculator on his
hip was the finest personal conputing machine, and on the other hip,
froma loop of |leather, hung a fencing foil, balanced so that its red
plastic tip hung an inch above the floor. It was Fred Fine.

"You're the guy who runs the Wargames Club, aren't you,"

asked the bl ond student.

"I am Ganmes Marshall, if that's the intent of your question

Admi ni strative and financial authority are distributed anmong the

| eadership cadre according to the Constitution."
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"The Warganmes C ub?" asked Gary, his voice suffused with

hope. "What, is there one?"

"The correct title is the Megaversity Association for Reen-

actnments and Sinul ations, or MARS," snapped Fred Fine. Stil

al nrost breathless, Gary said, "Say. Do you guys ever play 'Tactica
Nucl ear War in G eenland?'"

Fred Fine stared just over Gary's head, screwing up his face
trenendously and hunming. "lIs that the earlier version of 'Mrtians
in Godthaab,' "he finally asked, though his tone indicated that he

al ready knew the answer.

Gary was hopel essly taken aback, and | ooked around a bit

before allowing his gaze to rest on Fred Fine's calculator. "Ch, yeah,
I guess. | guess 'Martians in Godthaab' nust be new "

"No," said Fred Fine clearly, "it came out six nmonths ago." To
soften the hunmiliation he chucked Gary on the shoulder. "But to
answer your question. Sone of our plebes—eur novice wargamers—

do enjoy that gane. It's interesting inits own way, | suppose, though
I've only played it a dozen tinmes. O course, it's a Sinmuconflict
product, and their games have left a lot to be desired since they |ost
their Pentagon connections, but there's nothing really wong with
it."

The trio stared at him How coul d he know so nuch?

"Uh, do you guys," ventured the blue one, "ever get into role-

pl ayi ng ganmes? Li ke Dungeons and Dragons?"

"Those of us high in the experiential hierarchy find conventiona

D and D stultifying and repetitive. We prefer to stage |ive-action
rol e-playing scenarios. But that's not for just anyone."

They |l ooked timdly at Fred Fine's fencing foil and wondered if

he were on his way to a live-action wargane at this very nonent.

For an instant, as he stood in the dimrecess of the corridor, light
flickering through a shattered panel above and playing on his head
like distant lightning, his feet spread apart, hand on sword pomel ,
it seemed to themthat they beheld sone | egendary hero of ancient
times, returned fromValhalla to try his steel against nodern foes
The nobod was broken as another man suddenly came around

the corner. He brushed silently past Fred Fine and nearly inpal ed
Gary on a key, but Gary noved just in tinme and the new arriva

shoved the key hone and shot back the deadbolt. He was tall, with
nearly white blond hair, pale blue eyes and a | ean but cherubic face,
dressed in cutoffs and a white dress shirt. Shoul dering through them
he entered the little room

Fred Fine reacted with uncharacteristic warmh. "Well, well,
well," he said, starting in a high whine and dropping in pitch from
there. | had Fred Fine in one of ny classes and when in a good nood

he really did talk Iike Colonel Klink; it took sone getting used to.
"So they haven't caught up with you and your naster key yet, eh,
Virgil? Very interesting."

Virgil Gabrielsen turned snoothly while stepping through the
doorway, and stared transparently through Fred Fine's head. "No,"

he said, "but | have plenty of copies anyway. They aren't about to
change every lock in the Plex on ny account. The only doors this
won't open are in the hazardous waste area, the Adninistration Bl oc,
Doors 1253 through 1778 and 7899 to 8100, whlch obviously no one
cares about, and Doors 753, 10100 and the high 12,500's, and |'m
obviously not going to go ripping off vendi ng-nmachi ne receipts, am
I?" At this the three friends frowned and | ooked back and forth.
Virgil entered the roomand switched on the awesonely powerful
battery of overhead fluorescent |ights. Everything was somewhat
dusty inside.

"No rat poison on the floor,"'
keepi ng the B-nen out, eh?"

observed Fred Fine. "Dusty. Stil
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"Yeah," said Virgil, barely aware of them and began to pul

things fromhis knapsack. "I told them| was doi ng werewol f
experinents in here."

Fred Fi ne nodded soberly at this. Meanwhile, the three younger
students had invited thenselves in and were gathered around the
"termnal, staring raptly into its printing mechanism "It's just an
antique Tel etype," said the blue one. He had already said this once,
but repeated it now for Fred Fine. "However, | really |like these. Rea
dependabl e, and lots of ol d-fashioned class despite an inferior
character nenu." Fred Fine nodded approvingly. Virgil shoul dered
through them sat before the termi nal and, w thout | ooking up,
announced, "I didn't invite any of you in, so you can all leave fl ON'
They did not quite understand.

"Catch my drift? | dislike audiences."”

Fred Fine avoided this by shaking his head, smling a red smle

and chuckling. The others were unmanned and stood still, waiting to
be told that Virgil was kidding.

"Couldn't we just sit in?" one finally asked. "I've just got to

XEQ one routine. It's debugged and bad data tested. It's fast, it
outputs on batch. | can wait till you're done."

"Forget it," said Virgil airily, scooting back and nudging him
away. "I won't be done for hours. It's all secret Science Shop data.
Okay?"

"But turnover for terminals at CCis tw hours to the m nus

one!"

"Try it at four in the norning. You know? Four in the norning

is a great tinme at Anerican Megaversity. Everything is quiet, there
are no lines even at the laundry, you can do whatever you want

wi thout fucking with a nmob of freshmen. Put yoursel ves on second
shift and you'll be fine. Okay?"

They | eft, sheeshing. Fred Fine stopped in the doorway, stil

grinning broadly and shaking his head, as though |leaving just for the
hell of it.

"You're still the same old guy, Virgil. You still programin raw
machi ne code, still have that master key. Don't know where science

at AM woul d be wi thout you. What a wi z."

Virgil stared patiently at the wall. "Fred. | told you I'd fix your
MCA and | will. Don't you believe ne?"

"Sure | do. Say! That invitation | nade you, to join MARS

anytinme you want, is still open. You'll be a Sergeant right away, and
we' || probably comm ssion you after your first night of gam ng,

fromwhat | know of you."

"Thanks. | won't forget. Goodbye."

"Ciao." Fred Fine bowed his thin frame | ow and strode off.
"What a creep," said Virgil, and ferociously snapped the
deadbolt as soon as Fred Fine was al nost out of earshot.
Renovi ng supplies fromthe desk drawer, he stuffed a towel
under the door and taped bl ack paper over the wi ndow. By the
termnal he set up a small lanp with gel over its nouth, which cast a
di m pool of red once he had shut off the roomlights.

He activated the terminal, and the conputer asked himfor the
nunber of his account, Instead of typing in an account nunber,
though, Virgil typed: FIAT LUX

Later, Virgil and I got to know each other. | had problenms wth

the conputer only he could deal with, and after our first contacts he
seenmed to find me interesting enough to stay in touch, He began to
show nme parts of his secret world, and eventually allowed ne to sit
in on one of these computer sessions. Nothing at all rmade sense unti
he explained the Wormto me, and the story of Paul Bennett.

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (14 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

"Paul Bennett was one of these conputer geniuses. \Wen he

was a sophonore here he waltzed t hrough nost of the secret codes
and keys the Computing Center uses to protect valuable data. Wl

he really had the University by the short hairs then. At any tinme he
coul d have erased everything in the conputer—financial records,
scientific data, expensive software, you name it. He could have
devastated this university just sitting there at his conputer
term nal that's how vul nerabl e conputers are. Eventually the

Center fQund out who he was, and reprinmanded him Bennett was
obviously a genius, and he wasn't malicious, so the Center then went
ahead and hired himto design better security |ocks. That happens
fairly often—+the best | ock-designers are people who have a talent for
pi cking | ocks."

"They hired himright out of his sophonore year?" | asked.

"Whay not? He had nothing nore to | earn. The people who were
teaching his classes were the sane ones whose security prograns he
was defeating! What's the point of keeping soneone like that in
school ? Anyway, Bennett did very well at the Center, but he was stil
a kid with some big problens, and no one got along with him

Finally they fired him

"When they fire a major Conputing Center enpl oyee, they have

to be sneaky. If they give himtwo weeks' notice he nmight play
havoc with the conmputer during those two weeks, out of spite. So
when they fire these people, it happens overnight. They show up at
work and all the | ocks have been changed, and they have to enpty

out their desks while the senior staff watch them That's what they
did to Paul Bennett, because they knew he was just screwed up
enough to frag the Systemfor revenge."

"So nuch for his career, then."

"No. He was immediately hired by a firmin Massachusetts for

four tinmes his old salary. And CC was happy, because they'd gotten
good work out of himand thought they were safe fromreprisals.
About a week later, though, the Wrm showed up."

"And that is—=2"

"Paul Bennett's sabotage program He put it into the conputer

before he was fired, you see, and activated it, but every norning
when he canme to work he entered a secret command that woul d put

it on hold for another twenty-four hours. As soon as he stopped

gi ving the command, the Worm came out of hiding and began to

play hell with things."

"But what good did it do hin? It didn't prevent his being fired,"
"Who the hell knows? | think he put it in to blackmail the CC

staff and hold on to his job. That must have been his original plan.
But when you nake a really beautiful, brilliant program the
tenptation to see it work is just overwhel mi ng. He nust have been
dying to see the Wormin action. So when he was fired, he decided,
what the hell, they deserve it, I'll unleash the Worm That was in the
mddl e of last year. At first it did minor things such as erasing
student prograns, shutting the System down at odd tines, et cetera.
Then it began to wormits way deeper and deeper into the
Qperator—the master programthat controls the entire Systemand
wreak vandalismon a |arger scale. The Conputing Center personne
fought it for a while, but they were successful for only so |ong. The
Qperator is a huge program and you have to know it all at once in
order to understand what the Wormis doing to it."

"Aha," | said, beginning to understand, "they needed soneone

wi th a photographi c nmenory. They needed another prodigy, didn't
they? So they got you? Is that it?"

At this Virgil shrugged. "It's true that | amthe sort of person
they needed," he said quietly. "But don't assunme that they 'got' ne.
"Really? You're a free | ance?"
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"I help themand they help ne. It is a free exchange of services.
You needn't know the details."

I was willing to accept that restriction. Virgil had told ne

enough so that what he was doing nmade sense to ne. Still, it was
very abstract work, consisting nostly of reading |long strings of
nunbers off the termnal and typing new ones in. On the night | sat
in, the Worm had eaten all of the alumi records for people living in
states beginning with "M" ("M ," said Virgil, "the worst letter it
could have picked.") Virgil was puttering around in various files to
see if the information had been stored el sewhere. He found about

hal f of Montana hi dden between |ines of an illegal video gane
program retrieved the data, erased the illegal program and caused
the salvaged information to be printed out on a string of payrol
check forms in a machine in the adm nistrative bl oc.

On this night, the first of the new school year, Virgil was not
nobly saving erased data fromthe clutches of the Worm He was
actually arranging his living situation for the com ng year. He had
about five choice rooms around the Plex, which he filled with

i magi nary students in order to keep them vacant—an easy matter on
the conputer. To support his marijuana and ale habits he extracted a
hi gh salary fromvarious sources, sending hinself paychecks when
necessary. For this he felt neither reluctance nor guilt, because Fred
Fine was right: without Virgil, whose official job was to work in the
Sci ence Shop, scientific research at the Big U would sinply stop. To
support hinself he took noney fromresearch accounts in proportion
to the extent they depended on him This was only fair. An

i ndi spensabl e place |ike the Science Shop needed a strong | eader,
soneone bol d enough to |l evy appropriate taxes against its users and
spend the revenues toward the ends those users desired. Virgil had
figured out howto do it, and nmade hinself a niche at the Big U nore
confortabl e than anyone el se's.

Sarah lived in a double roomjust five floors above ne and
Ephrai m Kl ei n and John Wesl ey Fenrick, on E12S—E Tower,

twel fth floor, south wing. The previous year she had luxuriated in a
single, and resolved never to share her private space again; this
doubl e made her very angry. In the end, though, she lucked out. Her
woul d- be roommate had only taken the space as a front, to fake out
her pay-rents, and was actually living in A Tower with her
boyfriend. Thus Sarah did not have to live four feet away from some
bopper who woul d suffer an enotional crisis every week and explore
the standard uses of sex and drugs and rock-and-roll in noisy exper-
i mental binges on the other side of the room

Sarah's probl em now was to redecorate what | ooked like the

inside of a water closet. The cinderblock walls were painted

chocol ate brown and absorbed nost |ight, shedding only the garish
parts of the spectrum The shattered tile floor was gray and felt
sticky no matter how hard she scrubbed. On each side of the
perfectly symretrical room long fluorescent light fixtures were
bolted to the walls over the beds, making a harsh |ight nearby but
el sewhere only a dull greenish glow After sone hasty and | ow
budget efforts at making it decent, Sarah threw herself into other
activities and resigned herself to another year of ugliness.

On Wednesday of the termis second week there was a wi ng

meeting. Anmerican Megaversity's recruitment propaganda tried to
make it | ook as though the wings did everything as a jolly group, but
this had not been true on any of Sarah's previous w ngs. This place
was different

When she had dragged her duffel bags through the stairwell

door on that first afternoon, a trio of well-groomed junior matrons
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had risen froma | ace-covered card table in the | obby, hel ped her
with the luggage, pinned a pink carnation on her sweaty T-shirt and
wel conmed her to "our wing." Under her pillow she had found a
"starter kit" conprising a small teddy bear named Bobo, a white
candl e, a GOLLYWHATAFACE- br and PERSONAL COLOUR

SAMPLER PACQUET, a sack of |lenon drops, a red garter, six

stick-on nametags with SARA witten on them a questionnaire and

a small calligraphied Xeroxed note inviting her to the wing neeting.
Al'l had been wapped in flowery pastel wapping paper and cutely
beri bboned.

Most of it she had snarlingly punted into the nether parts of her
cl oset. The wi ng neeting, however, was quasi-political, and hence
she ought to show up. A quarter of an hour early, she pulled on a
peasant bl ouse over presentabl e jeans and wal ked barefoot down the
hall to the study | ounge by the el evator | obby.

She was alnost the last to arrive. She was also the only one not

in a bathrobe, which was so queer that she al nost feared she was
havi ng one of those LSD fl ashbacks peopl e al ways warn you about.
Her donut tasted like a donut, though, and all seened nornal
otherwise, so it was reality—albeit a strange and di stant branch

t her eof .

Obvi ously they had not all been bathing, because their hair was
dry and their nakeup fresh. There were terry robes, silk robes,

W nni e-t he- Pooh robes, |ong plush robes, plain velvety robes,

desi gner robes, kinonos and even a few night-shirts on the cute and
skinny. Al so, nmany slippers, too nany of them hi gh-heeled. Once
she was sure her brain was okay, she edged up to a nearby w ngmate
and nunbled, "Did | niss something? Everyone's in bathrobes!"
"Shit, don't ask ne!" hissed the wonan firmy. "I just took a
shower, nwself."

Looki ng down, Sarah saw that the woman was i ndeed cl ean of

face and wet of hair. She was shorter than average and conpact but
not overweight, with pleasant strong features and bl ack-brown hair
that fell to her shoulders. Her bathrobe was short, old and plain, with
a clothesline for a sash.

"Ch, sorry," said Sarah. "So you did. Unh, |'m Sarah, and mny

bat hrobe is blue."

"I know. President of the Student CGovernnent."

Sarah shrugged and tried not to | ook stuck-up

"What's the story, you' ve never lived on one of these floors?"

The ot her wonan seened surprised

"What do you nean, 'one of these floors? "

She sighed. "Ah, look. I"'mHyacinth. I'll explain all this later.
You want to sit down? It'Il be a long neeting." Hyacinth grasped
Sarah's belt | oop and led her politely to the back row of chairs,
where they sat a row behind the next people up. Hyacinth turned

si deways in her chair and exam ned Sarah mnutely.

The Study Lounge was not a pretty place. Designed to be as

cheery as a breath mint commercial, it had aged into sonething not
quite so nice. Wndows ran along one wall and | ooked out into the
el evator | obby, where the four w ngs of E12S canme together. It was
furnished with the standard public-area furniture of the Plex: cubica
chairs and cracker-box sofas made of rectangul ar beans and sl abs of
foam covered in brilliant scratchy polyester. The carpet was a
menbr ane of conpressed fibers, covered with the tats and cigarette-
burns and barfstains of years. Overhead, the ubiquitous banks of
fluorescent lights cheerfully beaned thousands of watts of pure

bl ui sh energy down onto the inhabitants. Soneone was al ways
decorating the | ounge, and this week the thene was football; the
decorations were cardboard cutouts of well-known cartoon
characters cavorting with footballs.
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The only other nonrobed person in the place was the RA, Mtzi,

who sat bolt upright at the |l ace-covered card table in front, |eft hand
still as a dead bird In her lap, right hand three inches to the side of
her jaw and bent back parallel to the tabletop, fingers curled upward
hol ding a ball point pen at a jaunty but not vulgar forty-five-degree
angl e. She bore a fixed, alnobst manic snmile which as far as Sarah
could tell had nothing to do with anythi ng—eharm school, perhaps,

or strychni ne poisoning. Mtzi wore an overly formal dress and a

kil ogram of jewelry, and when she spoke, though not even her

j awbone noved, one mghty earring began to swing violently.

Anmong ot her things, Mtzi welconmed new "nenbers." There

were three: another woman, Hyacinth and Sarah, introduced in that
order. The first woman explained that she was Sandi and she was

into |ike education and stuff. Then cane Hyacinth; she was into

apat hy. She announced this loudly and they all |aughed and
conpl i mented Hyaci nth on her sense of hunor.

Sarah was introduced | ast, being fanobus. "Wat are you into,

Sarah Jane?" asked Mtzi. Sarah surveyed the glistening, fiercely
smling faces turned round to aimat her

"I'minto reality," she said. This brought delighted | aughter
especially from Hyaci nth, who screaned |ike a sow.

The neeting then got underway. Hyacinth | eaned back, crossed

her arns and tilted her head back until she was staring opennout hed
at the ceiling. As the neeting went on she conbed her hair, bit her
nails, played with | oose threads from her robe, cleaned her toes and
so on. The thing was, Sarah found all of this nore interesting than
the neeting itself. Sarah | ooked interested until her face got tired.
She had spoken in front of groups enough to know that Mtzi could

see themall clearly, and that to be obviously bored would be rude.
Sonetinmes politeness had to give way to sanity, though, and before
she knew it she found herself trying to swing the tassels at the ends
of her sleeves in opposite directions at the sane tine. Hyacinth

wat ched this closely and patted her on the back when she succeeded.
Mai nly what they were doing was filling a huge social cal endar

with parties and sinmlar events. Sarah wanted to an

anounce that she liked to do things by herself or with a few

friends, but she saw no diplomatic way of saying so. She did
resurface for the discussion of the theme for the Last N ght party, the
social climax of the senester: Fantasy Island Nite.

"Wbnder how they're going to tell it apart fromall the other

ni ghts," grunbl ed Hyaci nth. Nearby wi ngmates turned and snil ed,
failing to understand but assum ng that whatever Hyacinth said nust
be funny.

Anot her phase of the social master plan was to forman officia
sister/brother relationship with the wing upstairs, Inown as the Wld
and Crazy @Quys. This in turn led to the wing namng idea. After all

if E13S had a name for itself, shouldn't E12S have one too? Mari
Meegan, darling of the wing, made this point, and "Yeah!"s

zephyred up all around.

Sarah was feeling pretty sour by this point but said nothing. If

they wanted a nane, fine. Then the ideas started coming out: Love
Boat, for exanple.

"We coul d paint our |obby with a picture of the Love Boat |ike

it looks at the start of the show, and we could, you know, do
everything, like parties and stuff, with |like that kind of a thene.
Then on Fantasy Island Nite, we could pretend the Boat was visiting
Fant asy Isl and!"

This idea went over well and the neeting broke up into snall

di scussi ons about how to apply this thene to different phases of

exi stence. Finally, though, Sarah spoke up, and they all smled and
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listened. "I'"'mnot sure | like that idea. There are plenty of creeps on
the floor already, because we're all-fermale. If we nane it Love Boat,
everyone will think it's some kind of outcall nassage service, and
we' |l never get a break."

Several seconds of silence. A few nods were seen, sone "yeah"s

heard, and Love Boat was dead. Mre nanmes were suggested, npst

of them obviously dunb, and then Mari Meegan rai sed her hand. Al

qui eted as her fingernails fluttered like a burst of redhot flak above
the cromd. "I know, " she said.

There was silence save for the sound of Hyacinth's conb

rushing through her hair. Man continued. "We can call ourselves
"Castle in the Air." "

The | ounge gusted wi th oohs and aahs.

"I like that."

"You're so creative, Mari.
"W could do a whol e Dark Ages thene, you know, castles and

kni ghts and shining arnor."

"That's nice! Really nice!"

"WAit a sec." This came from Hyaci nt h.

At this sonme of the women were clearly exasperated, |ooking at

the ceiling, but npbst wore expressions of forced tol erance.

Hyacinth continued flatly. "Castle in the Air is derogatory. That
mean's it's not-nice. Wen you talk about a castle in the air, you
mean sonething with no basis in reality. It's |like saying soneone
has her head in the clouds.”

They all continued to stare norosely, as though she hadn't

finished. Sarah broke in. "You can call it anything you want. She is
just nmaking the point that you're using an unflattering name."

Man was conforted by two friends. The rest of them defended

the nane, nicely. "I never heard that."

"I think it sounds nice."

"Li ke a Barry Manil ow song."

"Li ke one of those little Chinese poens."

"I always thought if your head was in the clouds, that was nice,
like you were really happy or something. Besides, caslies are a neat
thene for parties and stuff—ean't you see Mark dressed up |like a

kni ght ?" G ggl es.

"And this way we can call ourselves the Atrheads!" Screans of
delight. Hyacinth's objection having been thus obliterated, Castle In
the Air was voted In unanimously, with two abstentions, and it was
deci ded that paints and brushes woul d be bought and the wi ng woul d
be painted in this thenme during the weeks to come. Presently the
meet i ng adj our ned.

"We've got forty minutes until the Candl e Passing," observed

Mtzi, "and until then we can have a social hour. But not a whole
hour"

The neeting dissolved into chattering fragnents. Sarah | eaned
towards Hyacinth to whisper in her ear, and Hyacinth tensed. They
had been whi spering to each other in turns for the last half hour, and
as both had ticklish ears this had caused nuch hysterical |ip-biting
and snorting. Sarah did not really have to whisper now, but it was
her turn. "Wat candl e passi ng?" she asked.

Hyacinth's attenpt to whi sper back was net by viol ent

resi stance from Sarah, so they | aughed and nade a truce. "It's kind
of conplicated. It neans sonething personal happened between

sonmeone and her boyfriend, so everyone el se has to know about it.

Li sten. We've got to escape, okay?"

"Ckay. "

"CGo to Room 103 when the al arm sounds. "

"Al arn?" But Hyacinth was already gliding out.

Sarah was quickly trapped in a conversation group including
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Mtzi and Mari. She accepted a cup of Kool - Ai d/ vodka punch and
sm | ed when she could. Everyone was being nice to her in case she
felt like an idiot for having said those things during the neeting.
Mari asked if her boyfriend hel ped out with the hard parts of being
President and Sarah had to say that just now she didn't have a
boyfri end.

"Ahaa!" said everyone. "Don't worry, Sarah, we'll see what we

can cone up with. No prob, now you're an Airhead."

Sarah was groping for an answer when the | ocal snoke al arm

howl ed and the Ai rheads npaned in di sappoi ntnent. As they al
trooped off to their roons to nmake thenselves a little nore
present abl e, Sarah headed for Room 103, follow ng a heavy trail of
marijuana snoke with her nose. As this was only the snoke al arm
only the twelfth floor would be evacuat ed.

Hyacinth pulled Sarah into the roomand carefully fitted a wet
reefer to her lips. It was dark, and a young bl ack worman was

sl unped over a desk asl eep, stereo on loud. Hyacinth Went to the
vent wi ndow and rel eased an anmazing priml screamtoward F

Tower. Alter some pronpting fromher hostess, Sarah gave back the
joint and followed suit. Hyacinth's Sl eeping roommate, Lucy, sat up,
si ghed, then went over and |ay down on her bed. Sarah and Hyacinth
sat on Hyacinth's bed and drank mlk froman illegal mni-fridge in
the cl oset.

They silently finished the joint, shaking their heads at each ot her
and | aughing in disbelief.

"Ever done LSD?" asked Sarah

"No. Why? Got sonme?"

"Ch. jeez, | wasn't suggesting it. | was going to say, for a

m nute there | thought | was back on it. That's how unreal those
people are to ne."

"You think they're strange?" said Hyacinth. "I think they're

very normal ."

"That's what |'mafraid of. Your roomis pretty nice; | feel very
much at home here." It was a nice room one of the few Plex roons |
ever saw that was pleasant to be in. It was full of illegal cooking
appl i ances and stashes of food, and the walls had been illegally
pai nted white. Wall hangings and pl ants were everywhere.

"Well, we were in the Arny—tucy and ne," said Hyacinth,

carefully fitting a roach clip. "That's alnost |ike LSD. "

By now their wi ng had been evacuated, and a couple of security
guards were plodding up and down the hallways pretending to

i nspect for sources of snoke. Sarah and Hyacinth | eaned together
and spoke quietly.

"You're not real presidential," said Hyacinth. "People |like you
aren't supposed to take LSD."

"I don't take it anynore. See, back when | was about fourteen,

my ol der sister was really intoit, and | did it a fewtines."
"Why' d you stop?”

Sarah squinted into the mlk carton and said nothing. Qutside,

the guards cursed to each other about students in general. Sarah
finally said, "I kept an eye on ny sister, and when she got cut |oose
conpl etel y—+ost track of what was real and stopped caring—+ saw it
wasn't a healthy thing."

"So now you're President. | don't get it."

"The inportant thing is to get your |life anchored in sonething.
think you have to make contact with the world in

some way, and one way is to get involved."

" St udent gover nnment ?"

"Well, it beats MIV."

A guard beat on their door, attracted by the stereo-noise.
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"Screw of f," said Hyacinth in a | oud stage whisper, flipping the
bird toward the door. Sarah put her face in her hands and bent doubl e
wi th suppressed | aughter. \Wen she recovered, the guard had | eft
and Hyacinth was smling brightly.

"Jeezus!" said Sarah, "you're pretty blatant, aren't you?"

"If it's the quiet, polite type you want, go see the Air-heads."
"You've lived with people like this before. Wiy don't they kick
you of f the w ng?"

"Tokeni sm They have to have tokens. Lucy is their token bl ack,
I"mtheir token individual. They |ove having a | oudmouth around to
di sagree with themnakes them feel diverse."

"You don't think diplonacy woul d be nore effective?"

"I'mnot a diplomat. |I'mne. Wwo are you?"

I nstead of answering this difficult question, Sarah | eaned back
confortably against the wall and cl osed her eyes. They listened to
music for a long tinme as the Airheads breezed back onto the w ng.
"I'd feel relaxed," said Sarah, "except |I'mactually kind of
guilty about m ssing the Candl e Passing."

"That's ridicul ous."

"You're right. You can say that and be totally sure of yourself,
can't you? | admre you, Hyacinth."

"I like you, Sarah," said Hyacinth, and that sumed it up

In the Physics Library, Casimr Radon read about quantum

mechani cs. The digital watch on the wist of the sleeping post-doc
across the table read 8:00. That nmeant it was tine to go upstairs and
visit Professor Eneritus Walter Abraham Sharon, who worked odd

hours. Casimr was not |eaving just yet, though. He had found that
Sharon was not the swiftest man in the world, and though the

pr of essor was by no neans annoyed when Casimr showed up on

time, Casimr preferred to cone ten mnutes late. Anyway, in the

i nformal at nosphere of the Physics Departnent, appointnents were
viewed with a certain Heisenbergian skepticism as though being in
the right place at the right time would invol ve breaking a natural |aw
and was therefore inpossible to begin with. Qutside the picture

wi ndows of the library, the ghettos of the City were filled with
snoky |ight, and occasionally a neteor streaked past and crashed in
flanmes in the access | ot below They were not actual neteors, but
merely various objects soaked in lighter fluid, ignited and thrown
froma floor in E Tower above, trailing fire and debris as they
zoomed eart hward

Casimr found this perversely conforting. It was just the sort of
insanity he hadn't been able to get away fromduring his first week
at Anerican Megaversity. Soon the miserable Casimr had taken me

up on ny offer to stop by at any tine, show ng up at ny door just
before m dnight, wanting to cry but not about to. | took coffee, he
took vodka, and soon we understood each other a little better. As he
explained it, no one here had the | east consideration for others, or the
|l east ability to think for thensel ves, and this conbinati on was hard
to take after having been an adult. Nor had acadenics given him any
sol ace; owing to the nmedi eval tenpo of the bureaucracy, he was stil
mred in kindergarten-level physics. O course he could speed these
courses up just by being there. Wenever a professor asked a
question, rhetorical or not, Casimr shouted the answer imediately.
This earned himthe hatred and awe of his classmates, but it was his
only source of satisfaction. As he waited for his situation to become
sensible, he sat in on the classes he really wanted to take, in effect
taki ng a doubl e | oad.

"Because |'m sure Sharon is going to bring ne justice," Casimr

had decl ared, raising his voice above a grunble for the first tinme.
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"Thi s guy nakes sense! He's like you, and | can't understand how

he ended up in this place. | never thought |'d be surprised by
someone just because he is a sensible and a good guy, but in this
place it's a mracle. He c. out nme, asks questions about ny life—t's
as though ai scovering what's best for ne is a research project we're
working on as a team i can't believe a great man |i ke himwould
care." Long, somber pause. "But | don't think even he can nake up
for what's wong with this place. How about you, Bud? You're

normal . What are you doi ng here?" Lacking an answer, | changed

the subject to basketball

Atrio of nmeteors streaked across the picture windows and it was
8:10. Casimr returned his book and exited into the dark shiny hail
He was now at the upper linit of the Burrows, the bloc of the Plex
that housed the natural sciences. Two floors above him on the sixth
and top floor of the base, was Eneritus Row, the plush offices of the
academ ¢ superstars. He made his way there | eisurely, know ng he

was wel cone.

Emeritus Row was dark and silent, illuminated only by the

streak of warmyellow splashed away from Sharon's door. Casimr
renoved his glacier glasses. "Conme in," came the nel odi ous answer

to his knock, and Casimr Radon entered his favorite roomin the
wor | d.

Sharon | ooked at himwith rai sed eyebrows. "Veil! You haff
made a deci si on?"
"I think so."

"Let's have it! Leaving or staying? For the sake of physics

hope the latter."

Casimir abruptly realized he had not really made up his mnd.

He shoved his hands into his pockets and breathed deeply, a little
surprised by all this. He could not keep a snmile fromhis face,
t hough, and coul d not ignore the homi ness of Sharon's chaotic

of fice. He announced that he was going to stay.

"Good, good," Sharon said absently. "Clear a place to sit." He
gestured at a chair and Casinir set about renoving thirty Pounds of
hi gh-energy physics fromit. Sharon said, "So you've decided to
cross the Rubicon, eh?"

Casimir sat down, thought about it, and said with a half grin,

"Or the Styx, whichever the case nay be."

Shar on nodded, and as he did a resounding thunp issued from

above. Casimr junped, but Sharon did not react.

"What was that?" Casimir asked. "Sounded big."

"Ach," said Sharon. "Trowi ng furniture again, | should guess.

You know, don't you, that many of our students are very interested
in the physics of falling bodies?" He delivered this, like all his bad
jokes, slowy and solemly, as though working out |ong calcul ations
in his head. Casimr chuckled. Sharon winked and Iit his pipe. "I am
given to understand, from grapevine talk, that you are snmarter than
all of our professors except for ne." He winked again through thick

snoke.
"Ch. Well, | doubt it."
"Ach, | don't. No correl ation between age and intelligence!

You're just afraid to use your snmarts! That's right. You'd rather
suffer—t is your Polish blood. Anyway, you have much practica
experience. Qur professors have only book experience."

"Well, it's the book experience | want. It's handy to know

el ectronics, but what | really like is pure principles. | can nmake nore
money designing circuits, if that's what | want."

"Exactly! You prefer to be a poor physicist. Wll, | cannot argue

with you wanting to know pure things. Alter all, you are not naive,
your |ife has been no nore sheltered than mne."

Enbarrassed, Casimr |aughed. "I don't know about that. |
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haven't lived through any world wars yet. You've lived through two.
I may have escaped froma slum but you escaped from Peenenunde
with a suitcase full of rocket diagrans."

Sharon's eyes crinkled at the corners. "Yet. A very inportant

word, nicht wahr? You are not very old, yet."

"What do you nean? Do you expect a war?"

Sharon | aughed deeply and slowy. "I have toured your

residential towers with certain students of mne, and | was reni nded
of certain, er, locations during the occupation of the Sudetenl and. |
think fromwhat | see"—the ceiling thunped again, and he gestured
upward wi th his pipestem

—and hear, that perhaps you are in a war now."

Casimr |aughed, but then sucked in his breath and sat back as
Sharon gl owered at hi mnorosely. The ol d professor was very
conplicated, and Casimr always seened to be taking missteps with
hi m

"War and vi ol ence are not very funny," said Sharon, "unless

they happen to you—then they are funny because they haff to be.
There is nore violence up there than you realize! Even speech today
has becone a form of violence—even in the university. So pay
attention to that, and don't worry about a war in Europe. Wirry
about it here, this is your hone now "

"Yes, sir." Alter pausing respectfully, Casimr withdrew a
clipboard fromhis pack and put It on Sharon's desk. "Or it will be
my home as soon as you sign these forns. Ms. Santucci wll tear

my arns off if | don't bring themin tonorrow "

Sharon sat still until Casimr began to feel unconfortable. "Ja,"
he finally said, "I guess you need to worry about forns too. Forns
and forms and forns. Doesn't matter to ne."

"Ch. It doesn't? You aren't retiring, are you?"

"Ja, | guess so."

Silently, Sharon separated the forns and laid them out on the
Periodic Table of the El ements that covered his desk. He exam ned
themwith care for a few mnutes, then selected a pen froma stein on
hi s desk, which had been aut ographed by Enrico Fermi and N els
Bohr, and signed them

"There, you're in the good courses now," he concl uded. "Good

to see you are so well Socioecononmically Integrated.” The old man
sat back in his chair, clasped his fingers over his flat chest, and
cl osed his eyes.

A thunderous crash and Casimr was on the floor, dust in his

throat and pea gravel on his back. Rubble thudded down from above
and Casimr heard a | oud inharnoni ous piano chord, which held
steady for a nonment and npaned downward in pitch until it was
obliterated by an explosive splintering crack. Morre rubble flew
around the room and he was pelted with small bl ocks. Looki ng down
as he rubbed dust fromhis eyes he saw scores of strewn bl ack and
white piano keys.

Sharon was sl unped over on his desk, and a trickle of blood ran
fromhis head and onto the back of his hand and puddl ed on the class
change form beside his pipe. Gavel, rainwater and litter continued
to slide down through the hole in the ceiling. Casimr alternately
screaned and gul ped as he staggered to his feet. |ie waded through
shattered ceiling panels and tw sted books to Sharon's side and saw
with horror that the old man's side had been pierced by a shard of
pi ano frame shot out like an arrow in the explosion. Wth exquisite
care he hel ped himlean back, cleared the desk of books and junk,
then picked up his thin body and set himatop the desk. He propped
up Sharon's head with the 1938 issues of the Physical Review and
tried to ease his breathing. The head wound was superficial and
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already clotting, but the side wound was ghastly and Casinir did not
even know whether to renove the splinter. Blood built up at the
corners of Sharon's mouth as he gasped and wheezed. Brushing tears
and dirt fromhis own face, Casinir |ooked for the phone.

He started away as a snall bat fluttered past.

"Trogl odyte! No manners! This is what you're supposed to

see!" Casimir whirled to see Bert N x plunging fromthe open door
toward Sharon's desk. Casimr tried to head himoff, fearing sone
kind of attack, but Bert N x stopped short and pointed triunphantly
to Sharon. Casinir turned to | ook. Sharon was gazing at himdully

t hrough hal f-shut eyes, and weakly pounding his finger into a spot
on the tabletop. Casimr |eaned over and | ooked. Sharon was

pointing at the Table of the Elenents, indicating the box for Oxygen
"Oxygen! Ch two! Get it?" shouted Bert N x.

Bill Benson, Security Guard 5, was arguing with a friend

whether it was possible that F.D.R committed suicide when the
energency line rang. He let it ring four tines. Since ninety-nine calls
out of a hundred were pranks, by letting each one ring four tinmes he
was del aying the true energency calls by an average of only four
one- hundredths of a ring api ece—nothing conpared with the tinme it
took to respond. Anyway, fed up with kids getting stoned at parties
and fallii on the way out to barf and spraining their wists, then
(through sonme miracle of tenporary cl earheadedness) calling
Enmergency and trying to articulate their problens through a

hal | uci nogeni ¢ m asma whil e nonster stereos in the background
threatened to uncurl his phone cord. Eventually, though, he did pick
up the phone, holding the earpiece several inches fromhis head in
case it was another of those goddamm Stalinist whistle-blasters.
"Listen," cane the voice, sounding distant, "I've got to have

sonme oxygen. Do you have sone there? It's an energency!"”

Oh, shit, Did he have to get this call every night? He listened for
a few nore seconds. "It's an oxygen freak," he said to his friend,
covering the nouthpiece with his hand.

"Oxygen freak? What do they do with oxygen?"

Benson swung his feet down fromthe counter, put the receiver

in his |ap, and explained. "See, nitrous oxide, or |aughing gas, is the
big thing. They breathe it through masks, like for surgery. But if you
breathe it pure you'll kick in no time, because you got to have
oxygen. And they are so crazy about |aughing gas they don't want to
take off that mask even to breathe, so they like to get some oxygen
tonmx with it so that they can sit there all goddamm ni ght |ong and
breat he nothing el se and get blasted out of their little mnds. So we
al ways get these calls."

He picked up the receiver again, took a puff on his cigar,

exhaled slowy. "Hello?" he said, hoping the poor gas-crazed sap

had hung up.

"Yeah? When will it be here?"

"Cripes!" Bill Benson shouted, "look, guy, hang it up. W don't

have any and you aren't allowed to have it."

"Well, shit then, come up here and help ne. Call an anbul ance!

For God's sake, a nman's dying here."

Some of these kids were such cretins, how did they nake it into
col l ege? Money, probably. "Listen, use your head, kid," he said, not
unkindly. "We're the Energency Services desk. W can't |eave our
posts. What woul d happen if there was an enmergency while we were
gone?"

This was answered by silence; but in the background, Benson

coul d just make out another voice, which sounded faniliar: "You
shoul d have listened to what he was trying to tell you! He wasn't
farting around! W had to sack the Cartography Departnent to

afford him And you don't listen!"
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"Shut up!" shouted the gas freak

"Hey, is that Bert? Is that Bert Ni x on the phone?" asked Bill
Benson. "Were are you, kid?"

"Enmeritus Row' shouted the kid, and dropped the phone. Bill

Benson continued to listen after the BONKI TY-BONK of the phone's
impact, trying to make sure it was really good old Bert Nix. | think
he heard this poem on the news, he clainmed he heard a poem and it
could well have been this, which Bert Nix quoted regularly and |iked
to wite on the walls:

Tenuring and tenuring in the ivory tower!

The flagon cannot fill the flagoneers.

Krupp cuts a fart! The sphinxter cannot hold
Dear acadene, our Lusitanta, recoils.

The tinme-limed dons are noosed. Wth airy webs
The cerebrally infarcted bring nme down.

The East affects conscription, while the curst
Are gulled with Fashionate Propensities.

Shrilly, sumreeval uation is denmanded.
Earlier-reckoned commencenent is progranmed!

VWhat fecund munming! Qutly ward those words hard
When a gl assed gri mace on an ani mal Mnday
Runbl es at night; unaware that the plans aren't deserved
Escapists' lie-panoply ainms to head off the Fan
A sign frank and witless as the Sun

Is mute in the skies, yet fromit are shouted
Real shadows of endogenous deserted words.

The concrete drops down in; but know | now

That thirty-storied stone steel keeps

VWhen next the might of Air are rooks unstable.
VWhat buff be; its towers coni ng down degl assed
Sl unps amd Bedlamin the norn?

"Holy shit!" cried Bill Benson. "Bert? |Is that you? Hell, naybe

sonmet hing's up. Sam punch ne onto line six there and Il|l see if | can
rai se the fol ks down at nine-one-one."

Casimr was careening through the halls, cursing hinself for

havi ng had to | eave Sharon alone with a derelict, adrenaline blasting
through himas he i magi ned com ng back to find the old nman dead.

He didn't know how he was going to open the door when he got

where he was going, but at the nmonent it did not matter because no

sl ab of wood and plastic, it seened, could stand in his way. He
veered around a corner, snmashing into a tail young nman who had

been com ng the other way. They both sprawl ed dazed on the fl oor,

but Casimr rolled and sprang to his feet and resuned runni ng. The
man he had collided with caught up with him and he realized that it
was Virgil Gabrielsen, King of the Burrows.

"Virgil! Did you hear that?"

"Yeah, | was comng to check it out. What's up?"

"Piano fell into Sharon's office. . . pierced lung. . . oxygen."
"Right," said Virgil, and skidded to a stop, fishing a key from

his pocket. He nmaster-keyed his way into a |lab and they sent a grad
student spraw ing agai nst a workbench as they nmade for the gas

cani sters. Casimr grabbed a bottle-cart and they feverishly strapped
the big cylinder onto it, then wheeled it heavily out the door and
back toward Sharon.

"Shit," said Virgil, "no freight elevator. No way to get it
upstairs." They were at the base of the stairs, two floors bel ow
Sharon. The oxygen was about five feet tall and one foot in dianeter,
and cramred with hundreds of pounds of extrenely high-pressure
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gas. Virgil was still thinking about it when Casinmir, a bony and
unheal t hy | ooki ng man, bear-hugged the canister, straightened up,
and hoisted it to his shoulder as he would a roll of carpet. He took
the stairs two at a time, Virgil boundi ng al ong behi nd.

Shortly, Casinir had slamred the cylinder down on the floor

near Sharon. Bert N x was hol di ng Sharon's hand, munbling and
occasionally making the sign of the cross. As Virgil closed the door,
Casimr held the top valve at armis Iength, buried one ear in his
shoul der, and opened it up. Virgil just had tine to plug his ears.
The room was inundated in a devastating hiss, like the shriek of

an injured dragon. Casinir's hands were knocked asi de by the

fabul ously hi gh pressure of the escaping oxygen. Papers blizzarded
and piano keys skittered across the floor. lIgnoring it, Bert NiXx
stuffed Kl eenex into Sharon's ears, then into his own.

In a mnute Sharon began to breathe easier. At the same tinme his

pi pe-ashes burst into a snmall bonfire, ignited by the high oxygen

|l evels. Casimr was naking ready to stonmp it out when Virgil pushed
hi m gently aside; he had been w se enough to yank a fire

extingui sher fromthe wall on their way up. Once the fire was

snot hered, Virgil comrenced what first aid was possible on Sharon
Casimr returned to the Burrows and, finding an el evator, brought up
nmore oxygen and a regulator. Using a garbage bag they were able to
rig a crude oxygen tent.

The anmbul ance crew arrived in an hour. The technicians | oaded

Sharon up and wheel ed hi maway, Bert N x advising them on

Sharon's favorite foods.

| passed this procession on ny way there—€asinir had called

to give me the news. Wen | arrived in the doorway of Sharon's
office, | beheld an unforgettable scene: Virgil and Casinir knee-deep
in weckage; a desk littered with the torn-open wappers of nedica
supplies; Virgil holding up a sheaf of charred, bl oodstained, fire-
extingui sher-caked forns; and Casimr |aughing |oudly beneath the
opened sky.

--QCct ober - -

At the front of the auditorium Professor Enbers spoke. He

never |ectured; he spoke. In the mddle of the auditoriumhis

audi ence of five hundred sat back in their seats, staring up
opennout hed into the inage of the Professor on the nearest color TV
monitor. In the back of the auditorium Sarah sat in twilight, trying
to bal ance the Student CGovernnent budget.

"So grammar is just the node in which we image concepts,” the

prof essor was saying. "G ammar is like the walls and bunpers of a

pi nbal | machine. Rhetoric is like the flippers of a pinball machine.
You control the flippers. The rest of the machi ne—grammar—

controls everything else. If you use the flippers well, you make
points. If you fail to inmage your concepts viably, your ball drops into
the bl ack hol e of nothingness. If you try to cheat, the machine tilts
and you |l ose—that's |ike people not understandi ng your interactions.
That's why we have to | earn Grammar here in Freshman. That, and
because S. S. Krupp says we have to."

There was a pause of several seconds, and then a hundred or so

peopl e | aughed. Sarah did not. Unlike the freshmen in the class, who
t hought Prof essor Enbers was a cool guy, Sarah thought he was a

bore and a turkey. He continued to speak, and she continued to

bal ance.

This was the budget for this semester, and it was supposed to

have been done | ast senester. But |ast semester the records had been
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gul ped by a nysterious conputer error, and now Sarah had to
reconstruct them so that the government could resune debate. She
had sonme help fromne in this, though | don't know how much good

it did. W had net early in the year, at a reception for faculty-in-
residence, arid later had a lunch or two together and tal ked about
Ameri can Megaversity. If nothing else, ny suite was a qui et and

pl easant enough pl ace where she coul d spread her papers out and
wor k uni nterrupted when she needed to.

She could al so work uninterrupted in her Freshman Engli sh

cl ass, because she was a senior English najor with a 3.7 average and
didn't need to pay nuch attention

Her first inkling that somethi ng was wong had been in

m dsumrer, when the negaversity's conputer scheduling system

had schedul ed her for Freshman English autonatically, warning that
she had failed to neet this requirenent during her first year
"Look," she had said to the relevant official when she arrived in
the fall, "I'"man English major. | know this stuff. Wiy are you
putting me in Freshman English?"

The General Curriculum Advisor consulted little codes printed

by the conputer, and | ooked themup in a huge conputer-printed
book. "Ah," he said, "was one of your parents a foreign national ?"
"My steprmother is fromWles."

"That explains it. You see." The official had swung around

toward her and assuned a frank, open body-| anguage posture.
"Statistical analysis shows that children of one or nore foreign
nationals are often gifted with Special Challenges."

Sarah's spine arched back and she set her jaw. "You're saying

can't speak English because my stepnother was Wl sh?"

"Special Challenges are likely in your case. You were m s-

takenly exenpted from Freshnmen Engli sh because of your high test
scores. This exenption option has now been retroactively waived for
your convenience."

"I don't want it waived. It's not convenient."

"To ensure mai ntenance of high academ ¢ standards, the waiver

is avolitional."

"Well, that's bullshit." This was not a very effective thing to
say. Sarah wished that Hyacinth could cone talk for her; Hyacinth
woul d not be polite, Hyacinth would say conpl etely outrageous
things and they would scatter in terror. "There's no way | can accept
that." Drawn to the noise |ike scavengers, two young cl ean-cut

advi sors | ooked in the door with open and understanding smil es.
Everyone sniled except for Sarah. But she knew she was right this
ti me—she knew damm wel | what | anguage was spoken in Wl es

these days. They could snmile stupidly until blue in the face. Wen
the advisor hinted that she was asking for special treatnment because
she was President, she gave hima | ook that snapped his conposure
for a second, a small but hel pful triunph.

She had done it by the books, filing a petition requesting to be

di scharged from Freshman English. But her petition was rejected
because of a conputer error which nmade it appear that she had
gotten 260 instead of 660 on her SATs. By the tine an extra score
report fromthe testing conpany proved that she was smart after all
it was too late to drop or add classes—so, Freshman English it was.
The end of the class approached at |ast, and Professor Enbers
handed back this week's essays. The assighnment was to select a
magazi ne ad and wite about how it nade you feel

"I've been epiphanied by the quality of your essays this week,"
sai d Professor Enbers. "W hardly had to give out any Cs this tine
around. | have them al phabetized by your first names up here in

si xt een stacks, one for each section.”

Al five hundred students went down at once to get theirs. Sarah
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worked for ten mnutes. then gathered her things and headed for the
front, dawdling on purpose. Custered around the stack of papers for
her section she could see five of the Stalinists—for sone reason they
had all ended up in her section. Since she never attended section
nmeetings, this was no problem but she did not want to encounter
themat tinmes like this either. Standing there tall and straight as a
burned-out sapling in a field was Dexter Fresser, an inportant figure
in the Stalinist Underground Battalion. Mst of all, she Wanted to
avoid him Sarah and Dex had gone to the sane high school in Chio,
ridden the same bus to school, slept in the sane bed thirteen tines
and shared the sane LSD on three occasions. Since then, Dex had
hardly ever not taken lots of acid. Sarah had taken none. Now he was
a weird rattle-mnded radi cal who neverthel ess renenbered her, and
she avoi ded hi m scrupul ously.

About hal fway down the aisle she found a tel evision nonitor

di splaying an i nage of Dex. She sank deeply into a seat and watched
himand his conrades. Dex was reading a paper desultorily and she
knew it was hers. He flipped aimessly through it, as though
searching for a particular word or phrase, then shook his head

hel pl essly and dropped it back on the stack. Finally the |ast of them
excavated his paper and they were collectively gone, |eaving behind
several dozen essays no one had bothered to pick up

Associ ate Professor Archibald Enbers, Learning Facilitator of
Freshman English G Group, was regarding a young woman on his

sof a and endeavoring to keep his pipe lit. This required a | ot of
upsi de-down work with his butane |ighter and he thought the burn on
his thumb m ght be second-degree. This particul ar wonan was
definitely confrontational, though, and it was no time to show pain.
He hel d the pipe cautiously and reached out with the other hand to
drape his thunb casually over the rimof a potted plant, thrusting the
roasted region deeply into the cool hunus. | am Antaeus, he thought,
and yet | am Promet heus, singed by ny own flame. They were sitting
in the conversation pit he had installed so as to avoid talking to
students across his desk like some kind of authoritarian. O was it
totalitarian? He could never renmenber the distinction

This woman was clearly high voltage, Type A |ow al pha and

| eft-hem sphere, with very weird resonances. Seeing her through to
the end of her crisis would be painful. She had ripped off a | ot of
papers fromthe auditoriumand had brought thei tere into his space
to fine-tooth conb them She had a problemw th her grade, a B
"Now, " she continued, whipping over another page, "let's |ook

at page two of this one, which is about an advertisenment for d ans
Essence Col ogne. 'The point of this is about these foxes. He has a
bunch. On him He a secret agent, |ike Bond Janes Bond or

somet hing. Or some other person with lots of foxes. Wiy he has
foxes? Is dans Essence Col ogne. They hope you figuring that out,
will buy sone of it. Wiich is what they are selling.' Now, next to
that in the margin you wote, 'excellent analysis of the working of
the ad.' Then at the end you wote, 'Your understanding of how the
Syst em brai nwashes us is why | gave you an A on this paper.' Now
really, if you want to give himan A for that it's up to you, but you
can you then give ne a B? Mne was three tines as long, | had an

i ntroduction, conclusion, an outline, no grammatical errors, no

m sspel | ed wor ds—what do you expect ?"

"This is a very good question," said Enbers. He took a | ong

draw on his pipe. "What is a grade? That is the question." He
chuckl ed, but she apparently didn't get it. "Some teachers grade on
curves. You have to be a math nmajor to understand your grade! But
forget those fake excuses. A grade is actually a formof poetry. It is a
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subj ective reaction to a learner's work, distilled and reduced down to
its purest essence—not a sonnet, not a haiku, but a single letter
That's renmarkable, isn't it?"

"Look, that's just groovy. But you have to grade in such a way

that I'mshown to be a better witer than he is. Gherwise it's unfair
and unrealistic.”

Enbers recrossed his | egs and spent a while sucking his pipe

back into a blaze. H s | earner picked up a paper and fanned snoke
away fromher face. "Mnd if | snoke?" he said.

"Your office," she said in a strangl ed voi ce.

Fine, if she didn't want to assert herself. He finally deci ded on

the best approach. "You aren't necessarily a better Witer. You

call ed some of themfunctional illiterates. Well those illiterates, as
you call ed them happen to have very expressive prose voi ces.

Renmenber that in each person's own dialect he or she is perfectly
literate. So in the sense of having escaped orthodoxy to be truly
creative, they are highly advanced wordsmiths, while you are stil
struggling to break free of grammatical rules systens. They express
thenselves to me and | react with little one-letter poens of ny
own—+the essence of grading! Poetry! And being a poet |I'm

particularly well suited for it. Your idea of tearing down these proto-
artists because they aren't just |ike you snmacks of a kind of

absoluti smwhich is very disturbing in a tenple of acadenic

freedom"

They sat there silent for a while.

"You really said that, didn't you?" she finally asked.

"I did."

"Huh. So we're just floating around w thout any standards at

all."

"You could put it that way. You should interact with the

departnent chairman on this. Look, there is no absolute reality,
right? We can't force everyone to express thensel ves through the

sane absolute rules.”

Wien the young wonan | eft she seened curiously drained and

qui et. I ndeed, absorbing new worl d-views could be a sobering
experience. Enbers found a blister on his thumb, and was inspired to
wite a haiku

There cane the sound of a nmmssive ring of keys being sl apped

agai nst the outside of Casimr Radon's door. He | ooked up fromthe
papers on his desk, and in his lap Spike the illicit kitten followed
suit, scranbling to red-alert status and scything sixteen claws into
his thigh. Before Casinmr had opened his nouth to say "Who is it" or
Spi ke could spring forward to engage the foe, the door was unl ocked
and thrown open. A short, heavy man with a di sconcerting

resenbl ance to Leonid Brezhnev stepped into the room

"Stermmator," he nunbled, rolling the r's on his tongue |ike

Bl ack Sea caviar. Casinmir covered Spike with his hand, hoping to
prevent detection, and the kitten grasped a finger between its
forepaws and began to rasp with its tongue.

Behind the man was a small wiry old guy with chloracne, who

bore metal canister with a punp on top and a tube leading to a
nozzle in his hand. Before Casimr could even grunt in response, this
man had stepped crisply into the roomand begun to apply a heavy

m st to the baseboards. The B-man gl owered darkly at Casinmir, who
sat in silence and watched as the exterm nator wal ked around the
room nozzle to wall, spraying everything near the baseboards, in-

cl udi ng shoes, Spike's food and water dishes, a typewiter, two
unmat ched socks, a book and a cal cul ator charger. Both the strangers
| ooked around the inside of his nearly barren roomw th faint
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expressi ons of inconprehension or disdain.

By the tinme Casimr got around to saying, "That's okay, |

haven't seen any bugs in here since | noved in," the sprayer was
bearing down on himinexorably. Casimr pushed the kitten up

agai nst his stomach, grasped the hem of his extra-long seven-year-
old Wall Drug T-shirt, and pulled it up to forma little sling for the
struggling creature, crossing his arns over the resulting bulge in an
effort to hold and conceal. At the sane tine he stood and scanpered
out of the path of the exterm nator, who bunped into himand

knocked hi m off bal ance onto the bed, arns still crossed. He

bounced back up, weaved past the exterm nator, and stood with his
back to the door, staring nonchalantly out the w ndow at the view of
E Tower outside. Behind him the exterm nator paused near the exit
to soak the straps of an enpty duffel bag. As Casinir watched the
reflection of the two nen closing the door he was consci ous of a
revolting chem cal odor. Imrediately he whirled and tossed Spi ke
onto the bed, then took his food and water dishes out to wash them
in the bat hroom

Casimr had seen his first illicit kitten on the floor above his,
when he had forgotten to push his elevator button. He got off on the
fl oor above to take the stairs down one flight, and saw sone students
playing with the animal in the hallway. After some careful inquiries
he made contact with a kitten pusher over the phone. Two weeks

later Casimir, his directions nenorized, went to the Library at 4:15
in the norning. He proceeded to the third floor and pulled down the
January—March 1954 vol une of the Soviet Asphalt Journal and

pl aced two twenty-dollar bills inside the cover. He then went to the
serials desk, where he was waited on by a small, dapper librarian in
his forties.

"I would like to report," he said, opening the volume, "that

pages 1738 through 1752 of this volune have been razored out, and
they are exactly the pages | need."

"l see," the man said synpathetically.

"And while |I'mhere, | have sone microfilnms to pick up, which

| got on interlibrary |oan."

"An, yes, | know the ones you're tal king about. Just a nonent,

pl ease." The librarian disappeared into a back office and energed a

mnute later with a large box filled with microfilmreel boxes.
Casimr picked it up, finding it curiously light, smled at the librarian
and departed. A pass had al ready been nmade out for him and the exit
guard waved hi mthrough. Back in his room he pulled out the top

| ayer of microffimboxes to find, curled up on a towel, a kitten re-
covering froma mild tranquilizer.

Since then Spi ke had been neither mild nor tranquil, but that at

| east provided Casimir with sone of the unpredictability that Plex
life so badly | acked. He alnost didn't mnd having a kitten run
around the obstacle course of his roomat high speed for hours at a
time in the nmiddl e of the night, because it gave his senses sonething
not utterly flat to perceive. Even though Spike tried to sleep on his

face, and hid all small inportant articles in odd places, Casimr was
char ned.

He pulled on his glacier glasses in a practiced notion and

stepped out into the hail. Casinmir's wing was only two floors away

fromallies of the Wld and Crazy GQuys, best partiers in the Plex, and
two Saturdays ago they had cone down with their spray paint and

pai nted giant red, white and bl ue twel ve-spoked wheel s bet ween

each pair of doors. These were crude representations of the Big

Wheel , a huge neon sign outside the Plex, which the WIld and Crazy
Quys pretended to worship as a joke and initiation ritual. This year
they had becone aggressive graffitists, painting Big Weels al nost
every in the Plex. Casimr, used to it, wal ked down this gallery of
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gi ant wheels to the bathroom Spike's dishes in hand.

The bathroons in the wings | ooked on the inside |ike

m crowave ovens or autoclaves, with glossy green tile on the walls,
brilliant Iighting, overwaxed floors and so nmuch steamthat entering
one was like entering a hallucination. At one end of the bat hroom
three nen and their girlfriends were taking showers, drinking,
shouting a lot and generally being Wld and Crazy. They were | ess
than coherent, but nost of what Casimir could make out dealt with
Angl o- Saxon anatomi cal terns and variations on "what do you think
of this" followed by prolonged yelling fromthe partner. Casimr was
tenpted to stay and listen, but reasoned that since he was still a
virgin anyway there was no point in trying to |l earn anything
advanced, especially by eavesdroppi ng. He went down the |ine of

cl osely spaced sinks until he found one that had not been stuffed
with toilet paper or backed up with drain crud.

As he was washi ng Spi ke's dishes, a guy cane in the door with

a towel around his waist. He | ooked conventional, though sonewhat

bl ocky, athletic and hairless. He cane up and stood very close to
Casimr, staring at himwordlessly for a long tine as though
nearsighted; Casimr ignored him but glanced at himfromtime to
time in the mrror, |ooking between two spokes of a Big Weel that
had been drawn on it with shaving cream

After a while, he tugged on Casinmir's sleeve. "Hey," he

munbl ed, "can | borrow your"

Casimr said not hing.

"Huh?" said the strange guy.

"I don't know," said Casinmr. "Depends on what you want.

Pr obably not."

A grin gradually sprouted on the man's face and he turned

around as though smirking with imaginary friends behind him "On,
Jeez," he said, and turned away. "I hate fuckers like you!" he yelled,
and ran to the | ockers across fromthe sinks, running a few steps up
the wall before sprawing back down on the floor again. Casimr
watched himin the mrror as he went fromlocker to |locker, finally
finding an unl ocked one. The strange guy pawed through it and

sel ected a can of shaving cream "Hey," he said, and | ooked at the
back of Casimr's head. "Hey, wall."

Casimr |looked at himin the mrror. "Wiat is it?"

The strange guy did not understand that Casimr was | ooking

right at him "Hey fucker! Cocksucker! M. Drug! You!" Rhythmc
femal e shrieking began to enmanate froma shower stall.

"What is it," Casimr yelled back, refusing to turn

The strange guy approached himand Casimr turned hal f around
defensively. He stood very close to Casimr. "Your hearing isn't
very good," he shouted, "you should take off your glasses."

"Do you want sonething? If so, you should just tell ne."

"Do you think he'd mind if |I used this?"

"Who?"

The strange guy snmirked arid shook his head. "Do you know

anyt hi ng about terriers?”

"No. "

"Ah, well." The strange guy put the shaving creamon the shelf

in front of Casimr, muttered sonething i nconprehensible, |aughed,
and wal ked out of the bathroom

Casimr dried the food bow under an automatic hand dryer by

the door. As he was on his third push of the button, a couple from
one of the showers wal ked nude into the room getting ten feet from
cover before they saw Casimr

The woman screaned, clapping her hands over her face. "Oh

Jeez, Kevin, there's a guy in here!" Kevin was too nellowed by sex
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and beer to do anything but smile wanly. Casimr wal ked out without
sayi ng anything, breathed deeply of the cool, dry air of the hallway,
and returned to his room where he filled Spike's water bowl wth
spring water froma bottle.

As soon as Casinir had heard about Neutrino, the officia

organi zation of physics majors, he had crashed a nmeeting and got

hi msel f el ected President and Treasurer. Casimr was |ike that, neek
nmost of the time with occasional bursts of effectiveness. He wal ked
into the nmeeting, which so far consisted of six people, and said,
"Who's the president?"

The ot hers, being physics majors and therefore accustoned to

odd behavior of all sorts, had answered. "He graduated," said one.
"No, when he graduated, he stopped being our president.

When the guy who was our president graduated, we instan-

taneously ceased to have one," another countered.

"I agree," a third added, "but the proper termis 'was grad-

uated."'"

"That's pedantic."

"That's correct. \Were's the dictionary?”

"Who cares? Why do you want to know?" the first asked. As the

other two consulted a dictionary, a fourth nenber held a cal cul ator
in his hand, gnawi ng absently on the charger cord, and the other two
menbers argued | oudly about an invisible diagramthey were

drawing with their fingers on a blank wall.

"I want to be president of this thing," Casimr said. "Any

obj ecti ons?"

"Ch, that's okay. We thought you were fromthe administration

or sonething."

Casimr's notivation for all this was that after the Sharon

incident, it was inpossible for himto escape fromhis usel ess
courses. The gri mess of what had happened, and the hopel essness

of his situation, had left himquiet and listless for a couple of weeks
to the point where | was beginning to feel alarnmed. One night, then,
fromtwo to four in the norning, Casinmir's neighbor had wat ched
Rocky on cable and the sleeping Casimr had subconsciously |listened
in on the soundtrack. He awoke in the norning with a sense of m s-
sion, of destiny, a desire to go out and beat the fuckers at their own
game. Neutrino provided a suitable power base, and since his classes
only consumed about six hours a week he had all the time in the
wor | d.

Previous to Casinmir's administration nost of the noney allotted

to Neutrino had been di spersed anbng petty activities such as
dinners, trips to nuclear reactors, insipid educational gadgets and the
like. Casinmr's plan was to spend all the noney on a single project
that woul d exercise the minds of the nenbers and, in the end,

produce sonethi ng useful. Once he had convinced the pliable
menbership of Neutrino that this was a good idea, his suggestion for
the actual project was not long in com ng: construction of a mass
driver.

The mass driver was a nagnetic device for throwing things. It
consisted of a long straight rail, a "bucket" that slid along the rail on
a magnetic cushi on and powerful el ectromagnets that kicked the

bucket down the rail Wen the bucket slammed to a halt at the rail's
end, whatever was in it kept on going—theoretically, very, very fast.
Recently this sinple nmachi ne had becone a pet project of Professor
Sharon, who had advocated it as a lunar mning tool. Casimr argued
that the idea was inportant and interesting in and of itself, and that
Sharon's connection to it lent it sentinental value. As a tribute to
Sharon, a fun project and a toy that would be a blast to play with
when finished, the nmass driver was irresistible to Neutrino. Wich
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was just as well, because nothing was going to stop Casimr from
buil ding this son of a bitch

Casimr had been drawi ng up a budget for it on this particular

eveni ng, because budget tine for the Student Covernment was

com ng up soon. Not long after the extermnator's visit, Casimr got
stuck. Many of the supplies he needed were standard conponents

that were easy for himto get, but certain items, such as custom
wound el ectromagnets, were hard to budget for. This was the sort of
fabrication that had to be done at the Science Shop, and that neant
dealing with Virgil Gabrielsen. After nailing down as much as he
could, Casimr gathered his things and set out on the half-hour

el evator ride to the bottom of the Burrows.

In the interests of efficiency, security, ease of design and

heal thy interplay anong the departnents, the designers of the
Canpustructure had put all the science departnments together in a
single bloc. It was known as the Burrows because it was nostly

bel ow street |evel, and because of the allegedly Mrlockian qualities
of its inhabitants. At the top of the Burrows were the departnental
l'ibraries and conference roons. Bel ow were professors' offices and
departnental headquarters, followed by classroons, |abs,

stockroons and at the very bottom forty feet bel ow ground | evel,

t he enormbus CC—Conputing Center—and the Sci ence Shop. Any
researcher wanting glass blown, metal shaped, equipnent fixed, cir-
cuits designed or nachines assenbl ed, had to conme down and beg

for succor at the feet of the stony-hearted Sci ence Shop staff. This
meant trying to track down Lute, the hyperactive Norwegi an
technician, runored to have the power of tel eportation, who held
smart people in disdain because of their hel plessness in practica
matters, or Zap, the electronics specialist, a notorcycle gang
sergeant-at-arns who spent his working hours boring out engine

bl ocks for his brothers and threatening professors with bizarre and
deadly tortures. Zap was the cheapest technician the Science Shop
steering conmrittee had been able to find, Lute had been retained at
high salary after dire threats fromall faculty nenbers and Virgil, to
the imense relief of all, had been hired three years earlier as a part-
time student hel per and had turned the place around.

Sci ence Shop was at the end of a dark unmarked hall way t hat

smel l ed of machine oil and neoprene, half bl ocked by junked and
broken equi pnent. When Casinmir arrived he relaxed instantly in the
softly Iit, wildly varied squal or of the place, and soon found Virgi
sipping an ale and tw ddling painstakingly with wires and pulleys on
an automatic plotter.

They went into his small office and Virgil provided hinself and
Casinmir with nore ale. "What's the |atest on Sharon?" he asked.

"The same. No word," Casinir said, pushing the toes of his

tennis shoes around in the sawdust and netal filings on the floor
Not quite in a coma, definitely not all there. Watever he lost from
oxygen starvation isn't com ng back."

"And they haven't caught anyone."

"Well, E14 is the Performng Arts Floor. They used to have a
roomwith a piano in It. The E13S people didn't like it because the
Performng Artists were always tap dancing."

"W know how sensitive those poor boys are to noise."

"A coupl e of days before the piano crash, the piano was stol en
fromEl4. Two of the tap-dancers had their doors ignited the sane
night. A couple of days later, E13S had a burning-furniture-throw ng
contest, and it just happens that at the sane tine a piano crashed
through Sharon's ceiling. G rcunstantial evidence only."

Virgil clasped his hands over his flat belly and | ooked at the
ceiling. "Though a pattern of socio-heterodox behavi ors has been
exhi bited by individuals associated with E13S, we find it preferable
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to keep themwi thin the system and counsel them constructively

rather than turn them over to damagi ng outside | egal interference

whi ch woul d hi nder resocialization. The Megaversity is a free
community of individuals seeking to grow together toward a nore

har noni ous and enlightened future, and introduction of externa
coercion nerely stifles academ c freedom and—

"How did you know that?" asked Casimr, amazed. "That's

word for word what they said the other day."

Virgil shrugged. "Oficial policy statenment. They used it two

years ago, in the barbell incident. E13 dropped a two-hundred-pound
barbell through the roof of the Cafeteria's main kitchen area. It
crashed into a pressure vat and caused a tuna-nacho casserol e

expl osi on that wounded fifteen. And the pressure is so high in those
vats, you know, that Dr. Forksplit, the Dean of Dining Services, who
was standi ng nearby, had a nacho tortilla chip shard driven all the
way through his skull. He recovered, but they've called himWnbat
ever since. The people who handle this in the Adm nistration don't
under st and how deranged these students are. Now, Kruno and his
people would like to pour nolten | ead down their throats, but they
can't do anything about it—the decisions are nade by a committee

of tenured faculty."

Casimr resisted an inpulse to scream got up and paced around
tal ki ng through clenched teeth. "This shit really, really pisses nme off.
It's incredible, Law doesn't exist here, you can do what you pl ease."
"Well," said Virgil, still blasé, "I disagree. There's always |aw.
Law is just the opinion of the guy with the biggest gun. Since outside
law rarely matters in the Plex, we nmake our own |aw, using whatever
power —what ever guns—we have. We've been very successful in

the Science Shop."

"Ch, yeah? | suppose this was sonething to do with what you

sai d the other day about sone unofficial work here for ne."

"That's a perfect exanple. The researchers of Anmerican

Megaversity need your services. It's illegal, but the scientific faculty
have nore power than the rul e-enforcers, so we nake our own |aw
regardi ng technical work. You keep track of what you do, and | pay
you through the vitality fund.

"The what ?"

"The fund nmade up of donations from various professors and

firnms who have a vested interest in keeping the Science Shop

running snmoothly. Hell, it's all just grant noney. In the egalitarian
system we had before, nobody got anything done."

"Look." Casimr shook his head and sat back down. "I don't

want even to hear all this. You know, all |I've ever wanted to be is a

nornmal student. They won't |let me take decent classes, okay, so

work on the nmass driver. Now | cone here to get your help and you
start tal king about local law and free enterprise. | just want sone
estimates fromyou on getting these el ectronagnets wound for the

mass driver. Okay? Forget free enterprise.” Casimr dropped a page

of diagrans and specifications on Virgil's desk

Virgil looked it over. "Well, it depends,"” he finally said. "If we
pretend you're just a normal student, then | wll charge you, oh,

about ten thousand dollars for this stuff and have it done by the tine

you graduate. Now, unofficially, | could log it in as sonething nuch
sinmpler and charge you |l ess. But you can't put that into a fornal
budget proposal. Very unofficially, I mght do it for a small bribe,

|ike sone help fromyou around the Shop. But that's really abnornal
to put in a budget. Looks |like you're stuck."

"I't wouldn't really take you three years."

"It would take nme." Virgil waved at the door. "Zap could do it

in a week. Want to ask hin? He's not hard to wake up."
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Casimr brooded nomentarily. "Well, look. |I don't really care

how it gets done. But it's necessary to have sonething on paper, you
know?"

Virgil shook his head, smiling. "Casimr. You don't think

anyone pays any attention to those budgets, do you?"

"Aw, shit. This is too weird for me."

"It's not weird, you're just not used to it yet. Here is what we'll
do. W work out a friendly gentlenmen's agreenent by which | make
the magnets for you, probably over Christrmas vacation, in exchange
for alittle of your expert help around the Science Shop. Wen I'm
done with the nagnets | put themin an old box and nmark it, say,

' SPARE PARTS, 1932 AUTQOVATI C BOVBSI GHT

PROTOTYPE.' | dunp it in the storeroom Wen budget tine
conmes around you say, 'Ch, gee, it happens |'ve designed this thing
to use existing parts, | know just where they are.' Ridiculous, but no

one knows that, and those who understand won't want to neddle in
any arrangenent of mne."

"Ckay!" Casinmir threw up his hands. "Ckay. Fine. Ill do it. Just
tell ne what to do and don't let ne see any of this illegal stuff."
"It's not illegal, | said it was legal. Hang on a sec while | Xerox

t hese pages."

Virgil opened the door and was net by a clanor of voices from
several advanced academi c figures. Casinir |ooked around the room

a firetrap stuffed with books and papers and every i nmagi nabl e
variety of electronic junk. A Geiger counter hung out the w ndow
into a deep air shaft, clicking every second or two. |In one corner a
1940' s radi o was hooked up to a technical power supply and wired
into the guts of a torn-open tel ephone so that Virgil could make
hands-of f phone calls. An old backless TV in another corner enabl ed
Virgil to nonitor the shop outside. Electronic parts, hunks of wire,
j unk-food wrappers and scraps of paper littered the floor. And in
three separate places sat those little plastic trays Casimr saw
everywhere, overflowing with tiny seeds—+at poison

"Dam!" spat Casinir as Virgil reentered. "There's enough of

that poison in this roomalone to kill every rat in this city. Wuat's
their problemw th that stuff anyway?"

Virgil snorted. Everyone knew the rat poi son was ubi quitous;

t he wast ebaskets m ght go a nonth wi thout enptying, but when it

came to rat poison the B-nen were fearsonely diligent, seemng to
pass through walls and | ocked doors |ike Shaolin priests to scatter
the poison-saturated kernels. "It's cultural," he explained. "They
hate rats. You should read some Scythian mythol ogy. In
Crotobaltislavonia it's a capital crime to harbor them That's why
they had a revolution! The old regi me stopped handing out free rat

poi son. "
"I"'mserious," said Casimr. "l've got an illegal kitten in ny
room and If they keep breaking in to spread poison, they'll find it or

let it out or poison it."
"Or eat it. Seriously, you should have nentioned it, Casimr. Let
me help you out."

Casimir rested his face in his hand. "I suppose you al so have an
arrangenent with the B-nmen."
"No, no, nmuch too conplicated. | do alnobst all nmy work at the

conputer ternminal, Casimir. You can acconplish anything there

See, a few years ago a student had a boa constrictor in his roomthat
got poi soned by the B-nen, and even though it was illegal he sued

the university for damages and won. There are still a lot of residents
with pets whomthe adm nistration doesn't want to antagonize, be-
cause of connections or whatever. Some students are even allergic to
the poison. So, they keep a list of roonms which are not to be given
any poison. Al | have to do is put your roomon it."
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Casimr was staring intently at Virgil. "Wait a minute. How did
you get that kind of access? Aren't there | ocks? Access checks?"
"There are some annoyances involved."

"l suppose with photographic menory you could do a ot on the

conputer.”

"Hel ps to have the Operator nenorized too."

"Ch, fuck! No!"

Casimr, | amsure, was just as surprised as | had been. The

Qperator was an i mmense conputer program consisting entirely of

nunber s—Aachi ne code. Wthout it, the machi ne was a usel ess

lunp. Wth the Operator installed, it was a tool of nearly infinite
power and flexibility. It was to the conputer as nenory, instinct and
intelligence are to the human brain.

Virgil handed Casimir a canister of paper conputer tape. The

| abel read, "1843 SURI NAM CENSUS DATA VCOLUME 5.

FI REWOOD USAGE ESTI MATES AND PRQJECTI ONS. "

"lIgnore that," said Virgil. "It's a programin machine code. It'l|

put your roomon the no-poison list, and your cat will be safe, unless
the B-nmen forget or decide to ignore the rule, which is a possibility."
Casimr barely | ooked at the tape and stared distantly at Virgil

"What have you been doing with this know edge?" he whi sper ed.

"You could get back at E13S."

Virgil smled. "Tenpting. But when you can do what | can, you

don't go for petty revenge. Al | do, really, is fight the Worm which
is really ny only passion these days. It's why | stay around instead
of getting a decent job. It's a sabotage program It's probably the
greatest intellectual achievenent of the nineteen-eighties, and it's the
only thing I've ever found that is so indescribably difficult and
conpl ex and beautiful that | haven't gotten bored with it."

"Why woul d anyone do such a thing? It nust be costing the

Megaversity mllions."

"I don't know," said Virgil, "but it's great to have a challenge."

Sarah and | were in her roomw th my tool box. Qutside, the
Terrorists were trying to get in. | sat on her bed, as she had
conmanded, silent and neutral

"When did they start calling thenselves the Terrorists," she

asked during a lull.

"Who knows? Maybe WId and Crazy GQuys was too ol d-

fashi oned. "

"Maybe the hijacking of that NATO tank yesterday gave them

the idea. That got lots of coverage. Shit, here they are again.”
Cheerfully scream ng, another Airhead was dragged down the

hail to be given her upside-down cold shower. The original Terrorist
pl an had been to drag the Airheads to the bathroomby their hair, as
in olden times, but after a fewtries they were convinced that this
really was painful, so now they were holding on to the feet.
"Terrorists, Terrorists, we're a nean, sonofabitch,” came a

hoar se chant as a new group gathered in front of Sarah's door.

"Come on, Sarah," their |eader shouted in a heavy New York accent.
He was trying to sound fatherly and patient, but instead sounded

anxi ous and not very bright. "It'Il be a lot better for you if you just
come out now. We're tickling Mtzi right now and she's going to tel

us where the master key is, and once we get that we'll come in and
you'll get ad-dition-al pun-ish-nment."

"God," Sarah whispered to nme, "these dorks think |I'mjust
pl ayi ng hard-to-get. Hope they enjoy it."

"Gve the word and I'Il shoo themoff," | said again
"Wbul dn't help. | have to deal with this nmyself. Don't be so
mach. "
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"Sorry. Sonmetines it works to be macho, you know. "

Their previous effort to flash her out of her room had fail ed.

"Fl ashing" was the technique of squirting lighter fluid Under a door
and throwing in a match. It wasn't as dangerous as it sounded, but it
i nvari ably smoked the victimout. Powdering was a milder form of
this: an envelope was filled with powder, its mouth slid under the
door, and the envel ope stonped on, exploding a cloud of powder

into the room Three days earlier this had been done to Sarah by
some Air-heads. A regular vacuum cl eaner just blew the powder out
again, so we brought nmy wetidry vacuumup and filled it with water
and had better results, though she and her roomstill snelled |ike
babi es. She had purchased a heavy rubber weatherstrip fromthe
Mall's hardware store and we had just finished installing it when the
flashing attenpt had taken place. Fromlistening to the Terrorists on
the other side of the door, 1 had now becone as prinitive as they
had—t was no | onger a negotiable situati on—and was itching to

knock heads.

"Why don't you stop bothering ne?" she yelled, trying too hard

to sound strong and steady. "I really don't want to play this ganme
with you. You got what you wanted fromthe others, so why don't

you | eave? You have no right to bother ne."

At this, they roared. "Listen, bitch, this is our sister floor, we
deci de what our rights are! No one escapes fromthe rule of the
Terrorists, Terrorists, we're a nean, sonofabitch! W'I| get in sooner
or later—face up to it!"

Anot her one pl ayed the nice guy. "Listen, Sarah-hey, is that

her name? Right. Uh, listen, Sarah. Wt can neke life pretty hard on
you. We're just trying to initiate you into our sister floor—t's a new
tradition. Renenber, if you don't |ock your door, we can cone in;

and if you do lock it, we can penny you in."

The Airheads had once pennied Sarah in. The doors opened

i nward and | ocked with deadbolts. If the deadbolt was | ocked and the
door pushed inward with great force, the friction between the bolt
and its rectangular hole in the janb becanme so great that it was

i npossi bl e for the occupant to withdraw the bolt to unlock the door
One could not push inward on the door all the time, of course, but it
was possi ble to wedge penni es between the front of the door and the
proj ecting nmenber of the janb so tightly that the occupant was
sealed in helplessly. Since this maneuver only worked when the

owner of the roomwas inside with the door |ocked, it was used

di scourage people fromthe unfriendly habit of |ocking their doors.
Sarah was pennied in just before a Student Governnent neeting, and
she had to call nme so that | could run upstairs and throw nyself

agai nst the door until the pennies fell out.

"Look," said Sarah, also taking a reasonable tack, "Wen are

you going to accept that I'mnot comng out? | don't want to play,
just want peace and quiet." She knew her voice was waveri ng now,

and she threw ne an exasperated | ook.

"Sarah," said the righteously perturbed Terrorist, "you're being
very childish about this. You know we don't want that mnuch. It
doesn't hurt. You just have one nore chance to be reasonable, and
then it's ad-dition-al pun-ish-nent."

"Swirlie! Swirlie! Swirlie!" chanted the Terrorists.

"Fuck yourselves!" she yelled. Realizing what was about to

happen, she yanked my pliers out of ny tool box and cl anped their
serrated jaws down on the lock handle just as Mtzi's master key was
slid into the keyhol e outsi de.

She held it firm The Terrorists found the |lock frozen. The key-
turner called for help, but only one hand can grip a key at a tine.
The handle did rotate a few degrees in the tussle, and the Terrorists
then found they could not pull the key fromthe | ock. Sarah
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continued to hold it at a slight twist as the Terrorists nunbl ed
out si de.

"Li sten, Sarah, you got a good point. We'Il just |eave you al one
from now on."

"Yeah," said the others, "Sorry, Sarah."

Looking at me, Sarah snorted with contenpt and held on to the
pliers. Amnute or so after the Terrorists noisily wal ked away, an
unsuccessful yank cane on the key.

"Shit! Fuck you!" The Terrorist kicked and pounded vi ciously

on the door, raging.

After a few mnutes | got on ny belly and pried up the rubber

strip and verified that the Terrorists were no |onger waiting outside.
Sar ah opened her door, pulled out the nmaster key, and pocketed it.
She smled a |l ot, but she was al so shaki ng, and wanted no

confort fromnme. | was about to say she could sleep on ny Sofa for
a few days. Sonetines, though, | can actually be sensitive about
these things. Sarah was obviously tired of needing nmy help. | felt she

needed ny protection, but that was ny problem Suddenly feeling
that dealing with me m ght have been as difficult for her as dealing

with the Terrorists, | made the usual obligatory offers of further
assi stance, and went honme. Fortunately for what Sarah woul d cal

my macho side, | was on an intramural foothall team So were all of
the Terrorists. W net three tines. | ambig, they were average; they
suffered; | had a good tine and did not feel so proud of nyself

afterward. The Terrorists did not even understand that | didn't |ike
them Like a lot of whites, they didn't care nmuch for blacks unless
they were athletic blacks, in which case we could do whatever we
want ed. To knock Terrorist heads for two hours, then have them pat
me on the butt in admration, was frustrating. As for Sarah, she had
no such outlets for her feelings.

She lay on her bed for the rest of the afternoon, unable to think
about anything el se, desperate for the conpany of Hyacinth, who

was out of town for the weekend. U tra-raunch rock-'n'-roll pounded
through fromthe room above. The Terrorists figured out her numnber
and she had to take her phone off the hook. She ignored the Airheads
knocki ng on her door. Finally, late in the evening, when things had
been quiet for a couple of hours, she slipped out to take a shower—a
ri ght-side-up, hot shower.

This was not very relaxing. She had to keep her eyes and ears

open as much as she could. As she rinsed her hair, though, a kiunk
sounded fromthe showerhead and the water wavered, then turned
bitterly cold. She yel ped and swng the hot-water handle around, to
no effect, and then she couldn't stand it and had to yank open the
door and get out of there.

They were all waiting for her—not the Terrorists, but the

Airheads in their bathrobes. One stood at every sink, smling, hot
water on full blast, and one stood by every shower stall, snmiling,
steam pouring out of the door. Wth huge smles and squeal s of joy,
they actually grabbed her by the arns, shouting Swirlie!l, Swirlie!
took her to one of the toilets, stuck her head in, and fl ushed.

She was standing there naked, toilet water running in thin cold

ri bbons down her body, and they were in their bathrobes, snmiling
synpat hetically and appl audi ng. Apol ogi es cane fromall directions.
Sonehow she didn't scream she didn't hit anyone; she grabbed her
bat hrobe—teari ng her hand on the corner of the shower door in her
spastic fury—-wapped it around herself and tied it so tightly she
could hardly breathe. Her pulse fluttered like a bird in an iron box
and tingles of hyperventilation ran down her arns and into her
fingertips.

"What the fuck is wong with you? Are you crazy?"
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They nostly tittered nervously and tried to ignore the way she

had flown off the handle. They were | eaving her a social escape

route; she could still smooth it over. But she was not interested.
"Listen to ne good, you dunb fucks!" She had | et herself go, it

was the only thing she could do. In away it felt great to bell ow and
cry and rage and scare the hell out of them this was the first contact
with reality these wonen had had in years. "This is rape! And |'m
entitled to protect nyself fromit! And | will!"

She had stepped over the line. It was now okay to hate Sarabh,

and several took the opportunity, |aughing out |loud to each other

Man did not. "Sarah! Jeez, you don't have to take it so serious!

You'll feel better later on. W' ve got some punch for you in the
Lounge. W& were just letting you in to the wing. We didn't think

you were going to get so upset."

"Yeah. "

"Yeah. "

"Yeah. "

"Well, I'"'mreal sorry, excuse ne, but | amgoing to take it

seriously because anyone who can't see why it's serious has bad, bad
probl ens and needs to get straightened out. If you think you're doing
this because it's natural and fun, you aren't thinking too fucking
hard. "

"But, Jeez, Sarah," said Marl, hardly believing anyone coul d be

so weird, "it's for the better. W' ve all been through it together now
and we're all sisters. We're all an equal family together. W were
just welconing you in."

"The whol e purpose of a fucking university is not so that you

can cone and be just |ike everyone else. I'mnot equal to you peopl e,
never will be, don't want to be, | don't want to be anyone's sister,
don't want your activities, all | want is a decent place to |live where
can be Sarah Jane Johnson, and not be equalized. . . by a nob.. . of
Itttl e powderpuff terrorists. . . who just can't stand differentness
because they're too stupid to understand it! Wat goes on in your
heads? Haven't you ever seen the diversity of. . . of nature? Stop

| aughi ng. Look, you think this is funny? The next time you do this,
sonmeone is going to get hurt very badly." She | ooked down at the
little drops of blood on the floor, dripping fromher hand, and
suddenly felt cleansed. She clenched the fist and held it up
"Under st and?"

They had been smug at her wild anger. Now they were scared

and di sgusted and their nmakeup lay on their appalled skin |ike blood
on snow. Most fled, hysterically grossed out.

"Gag nme green!"

"Barf ne blue!"

Mari averted her gaze fromthis gore. "Wll, that's okay if you

want to give all of this up. But | don't think it's |ike rape.

I nean, we all screama lot and stuff, and we don't really want
themto do it, if you know what | mean, but when they do it's fun
after all. So for us it's just sort of wild and exciting, and for the guys,
it helps themwork off steam You know what | nean?"

"No! Get out! Don't fuck with ny life!" That was a | i e—she

did know exactly what Mari meant. But she had just realized she

could never let herself think that way again. Mari sadly floated out,
sniffling. Sarah, alone now, washed her hair again (though it had not
been a "dirty swirlie") and retreated to her room a little ill in a gag-
me-green sort of way, yet filled with a tingling sense of sureness and
power. She was not harassed anynore. Wrd had gone out. Sarah

had gotten additional punishnent and was not to be bot hered.

The door opened slightly, and a dazzling splinter of fluorescent

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (39 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

Iight shot out across the dusky linoleum Wthin the roomit was still.
The door opened a bit nore. "Spike? It's nme. Don't try to get

out, kittycat."

Now t he door opened all the way and a tall skinny figure

stepped in quickly, shut the door, and turned on a dimreading |anp.
"Spi ke, are you sleeping? Wiat did you get into this tinme?"

He found the kitten under his bed, next to the overturned rat-

poi son tray that was not supposed to be there. Spi ke had only been
dead for a few m nutes, and his body was still so warmthat Casimr

t hought he coul d be cuddl ed back to life. He sat on the floor by his
bed and rocked Spike for a while, then stopped and let the tiny
corpse down into his |ap.

A convul si on took his diaphragm and his |ungs enptied

thenselves in jolts. He twi sted around, breathless, hung on his

el bows on the bed's edge, finally sucked in a wisp of air and sobbed
it out again. He rolled onto the bed and the sobs came faster and

| ouder. He pulled his pillowinto his face and screaned and sobbed
for longer than he could keep track of. Into his lunpy little standard-
i ssue Anerican Megaversity pillow he shuddered it all out: Sharon,

Spi ke, the desecration of his academi ¢ dream his |oneliness.

When he pull ed hinsel f together he was drai ned and queasy but
curiously relaxed. He put Spike in a garbage bag and slid himinto an
enpty cal cul ator box, which he taped shut. Cradling it, he stared out
the wi ndow. Around himin even ranks rose the thousands of

wi ndows of the towers, and to his tear-blurred vision it was as
though he stood in a forest aflane

"Spi ke," he said, "Wat the hell should | do with nyself?

"Yeah. Okay. That's what it's going to be.

"Well, Spike, now | have to do sonething unbelievably great.
Sonet hi ng i npossi bl e. Sonet hing these scumare too dunb even to

i magi ne. To hell with grades. There are nmuch fairer ways of show ng
how smart you are. |'msnmarter than all of these fuckers, rules

asi de. "

He cranked his vent wi ndow open. Qutside a Tower War was

ragi ng: students shouting to one another, shining lights and | asers
into one another's roonms, blaring their stereos across the gulfs. Now
the countertenor cry of Casimir Radon rode in above the tunult.

"You can nake it as hard as you want, as hard as you can, but
I"'mgoing to be the cleverest bastard this place has ever seen! | can
make idiots of you all, dam it!"

"Fuck you!" cane a | ong-drawn-out screamfromF Tower. |t

was precisely what Casimr wanted to hear. He shut his w ndow and

sat in darkness to think.

At four in the norning the wing was qui et except for Sarah, who

was up, preparing her laundry. It was not necessary to do it at four in
t he norni ng—ene could find open nmachines as late as six or

seven—but this was Sarah's tine of day. At this tinme she could wal k
the halls like something supernatural (or as she put it, "sonething
natural, in a place that is sub-natural"). In the corridors she would
meet the stupid gotten-up-to-urinate, staggering hal f-dead for the

bat hroom and they'd squint at her—l othed, up and bright—-as

t hough she were a nobonbeamthat had worked its way around their
roomto splash upon their faces. The ultra-late partiers, crushed by
al cohol, floated, belched and slurred along in glitzy boogi e dress,
and the fresh and sober Sarah, in soft clothes and tennis shoes, could
dance through them before they had even recogni zed her presence.

The brightest nerds and preneds riding the el evators hone fromall -
nighters were so thick with sleep they could hardly stand, nmuch | ess
appreciate the tine of day. A dozen or so hard-core athletes liked to
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rise as early as Sarah, and when she encountered them they woul d

nod happily and go their separate ways.

Being up at four in the norning was akin to being in the

wi l derness. It was as close to the outside world as you coul d get
without |eaving the Plex. The rest of the day, the harsh artificiality of
the place ruled the atnosphere and the unwitting inhabitants, but the
calmpurity of the predawn had a way of seeping through the

ci nder bl ocks and pervadi ng the place for an hour or so.

"Screw the laundry," is what she finally said. She had plenty of

cl ean cl ot hes.

She was kneeling amd a heap of white cottons, and the grim

bracki shness of her roomwas all around her. Suddenly she coul d not
stand it. Laundry woul d not nmake the room seem decent, and she had
to do sonething that woul d.

Qut inthe wing it was easy to find the | eftover paints and

brushes. The Castle in the Air paintings were just now getting their
finishing touches. She found the supplies in a storage cl oset and
brought themto her room

Normal Iy this would have been a quick and dirty process, but

the spirit of four in the norning nade her placid. She noved the
furniture anay fromthe walls and in a few ninutes had the floor,
door, wi ndows and furniture covered with a Sunday New York

Times. It | ooked better already.

The Castle in the Air, as will later be described, was a sickly

yel low, floating on white clouds in a blue sky. By mixing cloud-
color with Castle-color and a bit of Banbi-color (on the ground
under the Castle, Bambis cavorted) she nade a nell ow creany paint.
This she applied to the walls and ceiling with a roller

It was breakfast-time. She wasn't hungry.

Sky-col or and castl e-col or made green. She spl ayed open a

cardboard box and nade it into a giant palette, mxing up every
shade of green she could devise and snearing themaround to create
an infinite variety. Then she began to dab away on one wall with no
particul ar plan or goal

The light fixture was in the niddle of the wall. She paused,

thi nki ng of the dire consequences, then sighed blissfully and sl apped
it all over with thick green daubs.

By noon the wall was covered with pied green splotches ranging
fromal nost-black to yellow. It was not a bad approxi nati on of a
forest in the sun, but it |acked fine detail and branches.

She had | ong since decided to cut all her classes. She left her
roomfor the first time since sunrise and started riding the 'vators
toward the shopping nmall. She felt great.

"Doin' sone paintin'?" asked a doe-eyed worman in | eg

warnmers. Plastered with paint, Sarah nodded, beam ng.

"Doi n'" your roon®"

"Yep. "

"Yeah. So did we. We did ours all really high-tech. Lots of

gl owcol ors. How bout you? Lotsa green?"

"OfF course," said Sarah, "I'mnaking it look |like the outside. So

| don't forget."

At the Sears in the Mall she got matte bl ack paint and snaller
brushes. She returned to her room passing the Cafeteria, where

t housands stood in line for sonmething that snelled of onions and salt
and hot fat, Sarah had not eaten in twenty-four hours and felt great—
it was a day to fast. Back in her roomshe cleared away a Ti mes page
announcing a coup in Africa and sat on her bed to contenpl ate her
forest. Infinitely better than the old wall, yet still just a rude begin-
ni ng—every patch of color could be subdivided into a hundred

shades and crisscrossed with black branches to hold it all up. She
knew she'd never finish it, but that was fine. That was the idea.

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (41 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

Casimr immediately went into action. He had al ready day-

dreaned up this plan, and to organize the first stages of Project
Spi ke did not take long. Since Sharon had sunk conpletely into a

coma, Casimr had taken over the old professor's lab in the Burrows,
spending so nmuch tine there that he stored a sleeping bag in the

cl oset so he could stay overnight.

Thi s eveni ng—bay Three—he had found six rats crowded into

his box trap near the Cafeteria. Judging fromthe quantity of poison
scattered around this area, they were of a highly resistant strain. In
the | ab, he donned heavy gl oves, opened the trap, forced hinmself to
grab a rat, pulled it out and slamred shut the lid. This was a physics.
not a biology, lab and so his nethods were crude. He pressed the rat
agai nst the counter and stunned it with a piece of copper tubing, then
held it underwater until dead.

He laid it on a bare plank and set before himan encycl opedi a

vol ume he had stolen fromthe Library, opened to a page which

showed a diagramof the rat's anatony. Wighing it open with a

hunk of |ead radiation shield, he took out a single-edged razor and
went to work on the little beast. In twenty mnutes he had the |iver
out. In an hour he had six rat livers in a beaker and six liverless rat
corpses in the wastebasket, swathed in plastic. He put the livers in a
mortar and ground themto a pulp, poured in sone al cohol, and

filtered the resulting soup until it was clear.

Next norning he visited the Science Shop, where Virgi

Gabri el sen was fixing up a chromatograph that woul d enabl e

Casimr to find out what chemicals were contained in the rat |iver

extract. "We're ready for your nysterious test," said Virgil
"Hope you don't mind."

"I love working with mad scientists—never dull. Wat's that?"
"Mostly grain al cohol. This machine will answer your question,

though, if it's fixed."

A few hours later they had the results: a strip of paper with a

l'ine squiggled across it by the machine. Virgil conpared this graph
with simlar ones froma |ong skinny book.

"Shit," said Virgil, showing rare surprise. "I didn't think

anything could live with this nuch Thal phene in its guts. Thal phene!
These things have incredible immunities.”

"VWhat is it? | don't know anything about chem stry."

"Trade nane for thallium phenoxide." Virgil crossed his arns

and | ooked at the ceiling. "Dangerous Properties of |Industrial
Materials, my favorite bedtime readi ng, says this about thallium
compounds. | abbreviate. 'Used in rat poison and depil atories
results in swelling of feet and legs, arthralgia, vomting. insomia,
hyper aest hesi a and paresthesia of hands and feet, mental confusion,
pol yneuritis with severe pains in legs and loins, partial paralysis and

degeneration of |egs, angina, nephritis, wasting, weakness . . . com
plete loss of hair . . ha! Fatal poisoning has been known to occur."'"
"No ki ddi ng!"

"Under phenols we have.. . 'where death is del ayed, damage to

ki dneys, liver, pancreas, spleen, edema of the |ungs, headache,

di zzi ness, weakness, dimmess of vision, |oss of consciousness,
vom ting, severe abdom nal pain, corrosion of lips, mouth, throat,
esophagus and st omach

"Ckay, | get the idea

"And that doesn't account for synergistic effects. These rats eat
the stuff all the tinme."

"So they go through a ot of rat poison, these rats do."

"It looks to nme," said Virgil, "as though they live on it. But if
you don't mind ny prying, why do you care?"
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Casimr was slightly enbarrassed, but he knew Virgil's secret,

so it was only fair to bare his own. "In order for Project Spike to
wor k, they have to be heavy rat-poison eaters. |'mgoing to collect
rat poison off the floors and expose it to the slow neutron source in
Sharon's lab. It's a little chunk of a berylliumisotope on a piece of
pl utoni um heavily shielded in paraffin—+tooks |like a garbage can on
wheel s. Paraffin stops slow neutrons, see. Anyway, when | expose

the rat poison to the neutrons, some of the carbon in the poison wll
turn to Carbon- 14. Carbon- 14 is used in dating. of course, so there
are plenty of nachines around to detect small amounts of it.

Anyway, | set this tagged poison out near the Cafeteria. Then

anal yze sanples of Cafeteria food for unusually high | evels of
Carbon- 14. If | get a high reading.

"I't means rats in the food."

"Either rats, or their hair or feces."

"That's awesone bl ackmail material, Casinmir. | wouldn't have

thought it of you

Casimr | ooked up at Virgil, shocked and confused. After a few
seconds he seened to understand what Virgil had neant. "Ch, well, |
guess that's true. The thing is, I'mnot that interested in blackmil. It
woul dn't get ne anything. | just want to do this, and publicize the
results. The main thing is the challenge."

Arare full grin was on Virgil's face. "Dam good, Casimr,

That's marvel ous. Nice work." He thought it over, taken with the
idea. "You'll have the biggest gun in the Plex, you know. "

"That's not what |I'mafter with this project.”

"Let me know if | can help. Hey, you want to go downstairs to

the Denny's for lunch? | don't want to eat in the Cafeteria while I'm
t hi nki ng about the nature of your experinent."

"l don't want to eat at all, after what |'ve just been doing," said
Casimr. "But maybe |ater on we can dissolve our own livers in
ethanol ." He put the beaker of rat potion in a hazardous-waste bin,

| ogged down its contents, and they departed.

And | est anyone get the wong idea, a disclainer: | did not know
about this while it was going on. They told nme about it later. The
peopl e who have clained | bear sone responsibility for what

happened | ater do not know the facts.

"What nmakes you think you can just play a record?" said

EphraimKlein in a keen, irritated voice. "I'mlistening to
har psi chord nusic, "
"Ch," John Wesley Fenrick said innocently. "I didn't hear it. |

guess ny ears nust have gone bad fromall ny terrible nmusic, huh?"
"Looks that way."

"But it's okay, |I'mnot going to play a record."

"l shoul d hope not."

"I'"'mgoing to play a tape." Fenrick brushed his finger against an
invisible region on the surface of the System and lights lit and
meters wafted up and down. The nere sound of Silence, reproduced
by this machine, nearly drowned out the harpsichord, a restored 1783
Prussian nodel with the nbst exquisite lute stop Klein had. ever
heard. Fenrick turned on the Go Big Red Fan, which began to chunk
away as usual

"Look," said EphraimKlein, "I said | was playing sorething.
You can't just bust in."
"Well," said John Wesley Fenrick, "I said | can't hear it. If |

don't hear any evidence that you are playing sonething, there's no
reason | shoul d take your word for it. You obviously have a distorted
idea of reality."

"Prick! Asshole!" But Kl ein had already pulled out one of his
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war tapes, the "Toccata and Fugue in D Mnor" as perforned by
Virgil Fox (what Fenrick called "horror novie nusic") and snapped
it into his own tape deck. He set the tape rolling and prepared to
switch fromPHONO to TAPE at the first hint of offensive action
from Fenri ck.

It was not long in coming. Fenrick had been sinking into a

Heavy Metal retrospective recently, and entered the conpetition
with Back in Black by AC/DC. Klein watched Fenrick's hands
carefully and was barely able to squeeze out a |ead, the organi st
hitting the high nordant at the opening of the piece before the
ensui ng fancy notes were stonped into the sonic dust by Back in

Bl ack.

Fromthere the battle raged typically. A hundred feet down the
hall, | stuck nmy head out the door to have a | ook. Angel, the

enor nous Cuban who lived on our floor, had been standing out in

the hal lway for about half an hour furiously pounding on the wal
with his boxing gloves, |aboriously |Iengthening a crack he had
started in the first week of the senester. Wen | | ooked, he was just
in the act of hurling open the door to Klein and Fenrick's room
dense, choking clouds of nusic whirled down the corridor at Mach 1
and struck me full in the face

| started running. By the tinme | had arrived, Angel had w apped
Fenrick's long extension cord around the doorknob, held it with his
boxi ng gl oves, put his foot against the door, and pulled it anart with
a thick blue spark and a shower of fire. The extension cord shorted
out and snoked briefly until circuit breakers shut down all public-
area power to the wing.

AC/ DC went dead, clearing the air for the climx of the fugue.

Angel wal ked past the petrified EphraimKlein and pawed at the tape
deck, trying to get at the tape. Frustrated by the boxing gl oves, he
turned and readied a mghty kick into the cone of a sub-woofer,

when finally | arrived and tackled himonto a bed. Angel rel axed and
sat up, occasionally pounding his bright-red cinderbl ock-scarred

gl oves together with nmeaty thwats, sweating |like the boxer he was,
glowering at the Go Big Red Fan

The fugue ended and Ephrai m shut off the tape. | went over and

cl osed the door. "Okay, guys, tine for alittle talk. Everyone want to
have a little tal k?"

John Wesl ey Fenrick | ooked out the wi ndow, already bored, and

nodded al nost inperceptibly. EphraimKl ein junped to his feet and
yel l ed, "Sure, sure, anytine! |'m happy to be reasonable!" Angel,
who was unl acing his right boxing glove with his teeth, nmunbled, "I
been talking to themfor two nonths and they don't do shit about it."
"Hm " | said, "I guess that tells the story, doesn't it? If you

two refuse to be reasonabl e, Angel doesn't have to be reasonable
either. Now it seems to me you need a set of rules that you can refer
to when you're arguing about stereo rights. For instance, if one guy
goes to pee, the other can't seize air rights. You can't touch each
other's property, and so on. Ephraim give ne your typewiter and
we'll get this down."

So we made the Rules and | taped themto the wall, straddling

the boundary line of the room "Does that nean | only have to foll ow
the Rules on ny half of the page,"” asked Fenrick, so | took it down
and made a new Rul e saying that these were nerely typed
representations of abstract Rules that were applicable no matter
where the typed representations were di splayed. Then | had the two
sign the Rules, and hinted again that | just didn't know what Ange

m ght do if they made any nore noi se. Then Angel and | went down

to ny place and had some beers. Law, and the hope of silence and
order, had been established on our w ng.
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- - Novenber - -

Fred Fine was trying to decide whether to Iob his last tactica

nuke i nto Novosi birsk or Tomsk when a frantic pl ebe bounced up

and interrupted the sinulation with a Priority Five nmessage. O
course it was Priority Five; how el se could a plebe have dared
interrupt Fred Fine's march to the ' ?

"Fred, sir," he gasped. "Cone quick, you won't believe it."

"What's the situation?"

"That new guy. He's about to win World War I1!"

"He is? But | thought he was playing the Axis!"

Fred Fine brushed past the plebe and strode into the next room
Inits center, two Ping-Pong tables had been pushed together to make
room for the eight-piece World Vr |1 map. On one side stood the
tall, aquiline Virgil Gabrielsen—+the "new guy"—and on the other,

Chip Dixon shifted fromfoot to foot and snapped his fingers

i ncessantly, Because this was the first warganme Virgil had ever

pl ayed, he was still only a Private, and held Pl ebe status. Chip

D xon, a Col onel, had been gam ng for six years and was pl aying the
Allies, for God' s sake! Usually the only thing at question in this
game was how many Allied divisions the Axis could consunme before
Berlin inevitably fell.

At the end of the map, where the lines of |ongitude theoretically
converged to make the North Pole, Consuela Gorm Referee, sat on a

| oveseat atop a sturdy table. On the small stand before her she riffled
occasionally through the inchthick rule b k, punched away at her
personal conputer, made notes i scratch paper and peered down at
Europe with a tiny pair of opera glasses. Surrounding the tables were
twenty other garners who had conme to observe the carnage shortly
after Virgil had V-2'd Birm nghaminto gravel. Many stood on

chairs, using field glasses of their own, and one geek was tottering
around the area on a pair of stilts, loudly and repeatedly joking that
he was a Nazi spy satellite. The attention of all was focused on tens
of thousands of little cardboard squares neticul ously stacked on the
hexagonal | y patterned playing field. The game had been on for nine
and a half hours and Chip Di xon was obviously losing it fast, pop-
pi ng Cheetos into his mouth faster than he could grind theminto
paste with his hyperactive yellow nolars, often gul ping D et Peps

and hiccuping. Virgil was calm surveying the board through half-

cl osed eyes, hands behind back, lips slightly parted, wandering
around in a world inside his head, oblivious to the surroundi ng
nerds. A hell of a warrior, thought Fred Fine, and this only his first
gamne!

"Here comes the Commander," shouted the guy on stilts as he

rounded the Japanese-occupi ed Al eutians, and the observers' circle
parted so Fred Fine could enter. Chip Dixon blushed vividly and

| ooked away, moving his lips as he cursed to hinmself. "Very
interesting," said Fred Fine.

Great stacks of red cardboard squares surrounded Stalin-grad

and Moscow, which were protected only by pitiable little heaps of
green squares. In Normandy an enornous Nazi tank force was

hurling the D-Day invasion back into the Channel so forcefully that
Fred Fine could al nost hear the how of the Werfers and see the
bodies fall screaming into the scarlet brine. In Holland, a Nazi
anphi bi ous force nade ready to assault Britain. In front of Virgil
lined up on the edge of the table as trophies, sat the four |owa-class
batfi eshi ps, the Hornet, and other major ships of the American navy.
Chip Dixon was increasingly manic, his blood pressure Punped
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to the hemhorrage point by nassive overdoses of salt and Di et Pepsi,
his thirst insatiable because of the nearly enpty Junbo Paic of
Cheetos. Sweat dripped fromhis brow and fell like acid rain on
Scandi navia. He bent over and tried to nove a stack of recently
nmobi | i zed Russi ans toward Mbscow, but as he shoved one point of

his tweezers under the stack he hiccupped violently and ended up
scattering themall over the Ukraine. "Shit!" he screaned, dashing a
Cheeto to the floor. "I'"msorry, Consuela, | forget which hex it was
on."

Consuel a did not react for several seconds, and the reflection of
the rul e book in her glasses gave her an om nous, inscrutable |ook
Everyone was still and apprehensive. "Okay," she said in soft, |evel
tones, "that unit got lost in the wiods and can't find its way out for
anot her turn."

"Wait!" yelled Chip Dixon. "That's not in the Rules!"

"It's okay," said Virgil patiently. "That stack contained units
A2567, A2668, A4002, and 126789, and was on hex numnber

1, 254. 908. However, unit A2567 clashed with Axis A1009 | ast turn,

so has only half novenent this turn—three hexes."

Cowed, Chip Di xon breathed deeply (Fred Fine's suggestion)

and reassenbl ed the stack. Unit A2567 was left far behind to dea
with a unit of about twenty King Tiger Tanks which was bl asting
unopposed up the Dniepr. Chip Dixon then straightened up and

t hought for about five minutes, ruffling through his notes for a

m spl aced page. Consuel a nade a gradated series of noises intended
to convey rising inpatience. "Listen, Chip, you' re already way over
the time limt. Done?"

"Yeah, | guess."

"Any engagenent s?"

"No, not this turn. But wait '"til you see what's comning."

"Ckay, Virgil, your turn."

Virgil reached out with a long probe and qui ckly shoved stacks

of cardboard fromplace to place; fromtinme to tinme a nove woul d
generate a gasp fromthe cromd. He then ticked off a |ist of
engagenents, giving Consuela data on what each stack contai ned,

what its conbat strength was, when it had | ast fought and so forth.
Wien it was over, an hour later, there was |ong appl ause fromthe
menbership of MARS. Chip Di xon had sunk to the floor to sulk

over a tepid Col a.

"Incredible," sonmeone yelled, "you conquered Stalingrad and

Moscow and defeated D-Day and | anded in Scotland and Argentina

all at the sane tine!"

At this point Chip Dixon, who had refused to concede, stood up

and bl ew nost of the little cardboard squares away in a blizzard of
mlitary mght. Fred Fine was angry but controlled. "Chip, ten
denmerits for that. | ought to bust you down to Second Looie for that
di splay. Just for that, you get to put the gane away. And organize it
right." Chastened, Chip and two of his admrers set about sorting all
of the pieces of cardboard and fitting theminto the appropriate
recesses in the injection-nolded Wrld War |1 carrying case. Fred
Fine turned his attention to Virgil

"A trenendous victory." He drew his fencing foil and tapped

Virgil once on each shoulder as Virgil |ooked on skeptically. "I
nane you a Colonel in MARS. It's quite ajunp, but a battlefield
conmi ssion is obviously in order.”

"Ch, not really," said Virgil, bored. "It's nore a matter of a
good nenory than anything el se."

"You're nodest. | like that in a man."

"No, just accurate. | like that."

Fred Fine now drew Virgil aside, away fromthe dozen or so

war ganme afici onados who were still gaping at one anot her and
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poundi ng their heads dramatically on the walls. The massively
corpul ent Consuel a was hel ped down from her el even-hour perch by
several straining MARS officials, and began to roll toward themlike
a gl obul e of quicksilver.

"Virgil," said Fred Fine quietly, "you're obviously a speci al
kind of man. We need nen |ike you for our advanced ganes. These
board ganes are actually sonmewhat repetitive, as you pointed out.
Want a little nmore excitenent next tine?"

Virgil drew away. "Wat do you have in m nd?"

"You' ve heard of Dungeons and Dragons?" A gleamcane to

Fred Fine's eye, and he glanced conspiratorially at Consuel a.
"Sure. Soneone designs a hypothetical dungeon on graph paper,
puts different nonsters and treasure in the roons, and each pl ayer
has a character which he sends through it, trying to take as nuch
treasure as possible. Right?"

"Ch, only in its crudest, sinplest forns, Virgil," said Consuel a.
"This one and his friends prefer a nore active version."

"Sewers and Serpents," said Consuel a, noddi ng happily.

"The idea is the sane as D & D, but we use a real place, and

real costunes, and act it all out. Mich nore realistic. You see,
beneath the Plex is a network of sewer tunnels."

"Yeah, | know," said Virgil. "I'"ve got the blueprints for this

pl ace nenorized, renenber."

Fred Fine was taken aback. "How?"

"Conputer drew themfor ne."

"Well, we'd have to give you a character who had sone good

reason for knowi ng his way around the tunnels."

"Li ke maybe, uh," said Consuel a, eyes rolled up, "maybe he
happened to see a duel between sone hero who had just cone out of
the Dungeon of Plexor"—"That's what we call the tunnels," said
Fred Fine.

—and sone powerful nonsentient beast such as a gronth, and

the gronth killed the hero, and then Virgil's character cane and
found a map on his body and nenorized it."

"Or we could nmake hima conputer expert in TechnoPl exor

who got a peek at the plans the sane way Virgil did

"Excuse nme a sec, but what do you do for nonsters?" asked

Vi r gi

Well we don t have real ones W Just have to pretend and use

the official S & S rules, devel oped by MARS t hrough a
constitutional process over several years. W maintain two-way
radio contact with our referee, Consuela, who stays in the Plex and
runs the adventure through a conputer program we've got worked
out. The conputer also perforns statistical conbat sinulation."”
"So you slog around in the shit, and the conputer says you're
bei ng attacked by nonsters, and she reads it off the CRT and says
that according to the conputer you' ve lost a finger, or the nonster's
dead, that sort of thing?"

"Well, it's nore exciting than you nake it sound, and the

Dungeon M stress nmakes it better by anmplifying the description
generated by the conputer. | recomrend you try it. W' ve got an
outing in a couple of weeks."

"I don't know, Fred, it's not ny cup of tea. I'll think about it,
but don't count on ny coming."

"That's fine. Consuela just needs to know a few hours ahead of
time so she can have SHEKONDAR—the conputer program—

prepare a character for you."

Virgil assented to everything, nodded a lot, said he'd be getting
back to them and hurried out, shaking his head in amazed di sgust.
Unlikely as it seened, this place could still surprise him
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My i nvol venent with Student Governnent was due to my being
faculty-in-residence. | served as a kind of minister wthout portfolio,
i nvestigating whatever topic interested ne at the nonment, talking to
students, faculty and adm nistrators, and contributing to

gover nnent al di scussions the point of view of an ol der, supposedly

wi ser observer. As | had no idea what was going on at the Big U

until rmuch later, my contributions can't have done much good. | did
visit the Castle in the Air on several occasions, anyway, and
whenever | did | was presented with a visual display in three stages.
The first was a promnent nmural on the wall of the Study

Lounge, clearly visible through the wi ndows fromthe el evator

| obby. Even if | had been visiting one of E12's other w ngs,
therefore, | couldn't have failed to notice that EL12S was a wi ng
anobng wi ngs. Here, as described, the Castle was painted in yell ow—
not a typical color for castles, but nmuch nicer than realistic gray or
brown. The Castle, stolen directly froma book of D sney
illustrations, floated on a cloud that | ooked |ike a stonped

mar shmal | ow, not a thunderhead, Seemi ngly too neager to support

its load. Below, nore Disney characters frolicked on an undul ating
green | awn, a conbi ned golf course/cartoon character refuge with no
sand traps, one water hazard and no visible greens. The book of
illustrations was not |arge, and each character was shown in only one
or two poses which had to be copied over and over again in

popul ating this great |lawn. Mpnotony had rendered the painters
sonmewhat desperat e—what was that penguin doing there? And why

had they included that evil gray wolf, wagging his red tongue at the
stiff cloned Banbis from behind a spherical shrub? But nost agreed
that the mural was ni ce—+ndeed, so nice that "nice" was no |onger
adequate by itself; in describing it, Airheads had to anplify the word
by saying it many, many times and nmaking |arge gestures with their
hands.

The second stage of the presentation was the entryways

—+wo identical portals, one at the beginning of each of the

wing's two hallways. Here, at the fire doors by the Study Lounge,

the halls had been framed in thick wooden beans—actual | y papi er-
machéd boxes—decorated with plastic flowers and wel com ng

messages. The fire doors thensel ves had been covered with paper

and painted so that, when they were closed, | could see what | ooked
like a stairway of light yellow stone rising up fromthe floor and
continui ng skyward until further view was bl ocked by the beam

al ong the ceiling.

Goi ng through these doors, and therefore up the synbolic stair,

found nyself in a light yellow corridor gridded with thin wavy bl ack
| i nes supposed to represent joints between the great yell ow buil ding-
stones of which the Castle was constructed. These were closely
spaced in the first part of the hallway, but the crew had found this
wor k tedious and decided that in the back sections nmuch | arger

stones were used to build the walls. Here and there, torches, fake
pai ntings, suits of arnmor and the |ike were painted on the walls.
Each individual room then, was the province of the occupants,

who could turn it into any fantasy-land they wanted. One or two of
them painted nurals on paper and pasted themto their doors. These
mural s purported to be wi ndows | ooki ng down on the scene bel ow,

an artistic challenge too great for nost of them

On each visit to Sarah, then, | was introduced to the Castle in

the Air in the manner of a TV viewer. The el evator doors would fade
out and there sat the Castle on its cloud, viewed through a screen of
gl ass. The view would then switch- to a traveling shot of the
stairway | eading up to the castle—evidently a | ong one. Through the
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magi ¢ of video editing, the stair would flatten, part and swi ng away,
and | would be instantly junp-cut to the halls of the Castle proper,
where to confirmthat it had all happened | could pause at w ndows
here and there and | ook down at the featurel ess plains fromwhich I
had just ascended.

So nmuch for the opening credits; what about the plot? The pl ot
consisted alnost entirely of parties and tane sexual intrigue with the
Terrorists. The Airheads were not disturbed by the fact that their
home was not much of a castle

—the Terrorists or anyone else could invade at any ti ne—and

that far frombeing up in the air, it was squashed beneath ni neteen
other Terrorist-infested floors. The Airheads got along by pretending
that any man who showed up on their floor was a white kni ght on

beck and call. Certain evil influences, though, could not be kept out
by any anmpount of painting, and anong these was the fire alarm
system

Early in the morning of Novenber the Fifth, Mari Meegan was

ejected fromher chanber by three Gty firefighters investigating a
full-tower fire alarm Versions differed as to whether the firefighters
had used physical force, but to the | awers subsequently hired by
Man's father it did not matter; the issue was the nmental violence
inflicted on Man, who was forced to totter down the stairway and
join the sleepy throng below with only patches of bright blue nmasque
pai nted on her face.

This situation had not previously arisen because it usually took

at | east half an hour between the ringing of the alarmand the arriva
of the firenen on their tour through the tower. Thirty m nutes was
time enough for Mari to apply a quickie makeup job which would
prevent her from |l ooking "disgusting” even during full noons
outside, and, as the lawers took pains to docunent and phot ograph
her energency thirty-nminute face kit was set up and ready to go on a
corner of her dresser. Next to it was the masque contai ner, which
was for "super energencies"; given a severely linmted time to
prepare, she could tear this open and paint a blue oval over her face
that would serve partly to diguise and partly to show those who
recogni zed her that she cared about her appearance. But on this
particular norning, certain Terrorists from above had denonstrated
their nmechani cal aptitude by disabling the E12S alarmbell with a
pair of bolt cutters. The nore distant ringing of the E12E bell had
not overborne the soft nocturnal beat of Marl's stereo, and by the
time she had realized what was happeni ng, and energi zed the

evening light sinulation tubes on her nakeup center, the sirens were
al ready wafting up fromthe Death Vortex bel ow

The Fire Marshall was not amused. Alter a week's worth of

runors that portrayed the Fire Marshall as a Nazi and a pervert, it
was decreed that henceforth during fire drills the RAs would go
door-to-door with their nmaster keys and nake sure everyone |eft
their roons inmmediately. This grimruling inspired a wing neeting

at which Hyacinth wearily suggested they all purchase ski nasks,
since it was getting cold outside anyway, and wear them down to the
street during fire drills. "Stay together and you will be totally
anonynmous, by which | nean no one will know who you are, or

what you | ook Iike at three in the norning The Airheads appointed
Teri, a Fashion Merchandi sing najor to pick out ski masks with a
suitabl e col or schene.

In private Hyacinth came up with an acronym for them

SWAMPers This meant that as a bare mninumthey found it

necessary to Shave Wash Anoint Make up and Perfune all parts of
their body at |east once a day Their insistence on doing this often
made Sarah wonder about her own appear ance—her use of

cosmetics was m ni mal —-but Hyacinth and | and everyone el se
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assured her she | ooked fine. When preparing for the |long nasty

St udent Government budget neeting in early Novenber Sarah

| ooked briefly through her shoebox of m scell aneous cosnetics then
shoved it under the bed again. She had greater things to worry about.
As for clothes, it cane down to a choice between her nost

busi nessli ke outfit, a grey wool skirt suit, and a sonewhat brighter
dress. She picked the suit, though she knew it would lay her open to
accusations of fascismfromthe Stalinist Underground Battalion
(SuB), wound her hair into a bun, and steeled herself for madness.

The SUB got there an hour before anyone el se and had their

banners planted and their rabid handouts sown before the

CGovernment even showed up. W net in the only roomwe could

find that was reasonably private. Behind us came the TV crews, and
then the reporters fromthe Mnoplex Mnitor and the People's

Truth Publication, who sat in the first row, right in front of the
Stalinists. Finally Lecture Auditorium3 filled up with supplicants
fromvarious organi zations, all deeply shocked and di smayed at how
little funding they were receiving, all bearing proposed anmendnents.
First we slogged through the parlianmentary trivia, including a bit
of "new business" in which the SUB introduced a resolution to
condemm the adm nistration for massive human rights violations and
to call for its abolition. Then we cane to the real purpose of the
meeting: anmendments to the proposed budget. A line forned behind
the m crophone on the stage, and at its head was a SUB nenber. "I
move. " he said, "that we pass no budget at all, because the budget
has to be approved by the adm nistration, and so we haven't got any
control over our own activity noney." On cue, behind the press
corps, eight SUBbies rose to their feet bearing a | ong banner: TAKE
BACK CONTROL OF STUDENT ACTI VI TI ES CAPI TAL FROM

THE KRUPP JUNTA. "The npbney's ours, the noney's ours, the

nmoney's ours . ."

We had expected all this and Sarah was undi sturbed. She sat

back from her m crophone and took a sip of water. letting the nedia
record the event for the ages. Once that was done she gaveled a few
times and tal ked them back into their seats. She was about to start
tal ki ng agai n when the |ast standi ng SUBbi e shouted, "Student
Government is a tool of the Krupp cadre!”

Behi nd him nost of the audi ence shouted things like
rocks" and "shut up" and "shove it."

"If you're finished interfering with the denocratic process,"”

Sarah said, "this tool would like to get on with the budget. W have
a lot to do and everyone needs to be very, very brief."

Student CGovernment was made up of the Student Senate, which
represented each of the 200 residential w ngs of the Plex, and the
Activities Council, comprising representatives fromeach. of the
funded student organizations, nunbering about 150. The distribution

of funds anmong the Activities Council menbers was decided on by a
joint session, which was our goal for the evening.

The Student Senate was cranmed with SUBbi es and nenbers

of an outlaw Mdrrmon splinter group called the Tenple of Unlinmted
CGodhead (TUG . Each of these groups claimed to represent all the
students. As Sarah explained, no one in his right mnd was interested
in running for Student Senate, explaining why it was filled with
fanatics and political science majors. Fortunately, SUB and TUG
cancel ed each other out al nost perfectly.

"I'"'mtired of having all aspects of my life ruled by this

adm ni stration that doesn't give a shit for human rights, and | think
it's tine to do sonething about it," said the first speaker. There was
alittle applause fromthe front and lots of jeering. A humfilled the

eat
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air as the TUG began to OvMW.at niddle C—a sort of sonic

tonic which was said to clear the air of foul influences and encourage
spiritual peace; overhead, a solitary bat, attracted by the hum
swooped down froma perch in the ceiling and flitted around,

occasi oning shrieks and violent notion fromthe people it buzzed.

"At this university we don't have free speech, we don't have aca-
dem c freedom we don't even have power over our own noney!"

At the insistence of the audience, Sarah broke in after a few
mnutes. "If you've got any specific human rights violations you're
concerned about, there are sone international organizations you can
go to, but there's not nuch the Student Senate can do. So | suggest
you go live somewhere else and | et soneone el se propose an
amendnent . "

Shocked and devastated, the speaker gaped at Sarah as the TV

lights slammed into action. He held the stare for several seconds to
all ow the canera operators to focus and adjust light |evel, then
surveyed the cheering and Oviing crowd, face filled with
bewi | der ment and shock.

"l don't beleeeve this," he said, staring into the | enses. "Wo

says we have freedom of speech? My God, |'ve conme up here to

express a free opinion, and just because | am opposed to fascism the
President of the Student Government tries to throw ne out of the
Plex! My hone! That's right, if these different people don't Iike
bei ng oppressed, just throw themout of their homes into the
dangerous city! | didn't think this kind of savagery was supposed to
exist in a university." He shook his head in noble sadness, surveyed
the derisive crowd defiantly, and marched away fromthe nike to
grateful applause. Bel ow, he answered questions fromthe nedia

whil e the next student canme to the nicrophone.

He | ooked |ike a nmal e cheerl eader for a parochial schoo

football team being handsonme, well groomed, and slightly pinpled.
As he took possession of the m ke the OM stopped. He kept his eye

on a middle-aged fellow standing in the aisle not far away, who in
turn watched the SUBbie's press conference in front of the stage.
Finally the ol der gentleman held up three fingers. The TUGgi e

shoved his fist between his armand body and spoke | oudly and
sharply into the nike.

"I'd like to announce that | have caught a bat here in ny hand,

and now | 'mgoing to bite the head off it right here as a sacrifice to
the God of Conmunism "

Bel ow, the SUBbie found hinself in absol ute darkness, and

tripped over a power cord. Sinultaneously the TUGgi e squi nted as

all lights were swung around to bear on him He sniled and began to
talk in a calmchantlike voice. "Well, well, well. |I've got a
confession. I'mnot really going to bite the head off a bat, because

don't even have one, and |I'm not a Comuni st." There was now a
patter of what sounded |ike canned TV | aughter fromthe TUG

section. "l just did that as a little denonstration, to show you fol ks
how easy it is to get the attention of the nedia. W can cone and
tal k about serious issues and do real things, but what gets TV
coverage are violent eye-catching events, a thing which the

Conmuni sts who wi sh to destroy our society understand very well.

But I'mnot here to give a speech, |'mhere to propose an anend-
ment. . ." Here he was dive-bonbed by the bat, who veered away at
the |l ast nonent; the speaker junped back in horror, to the

anusenent of al nost everyone. The TUG&i es | aughed too, showi ng

that, yes, they did have a sense of hunor no matter what peopl e said.
The speaker struggled to regain his conposure.

"The speech! Resune the speech! The anendnment!" shouted the

ol der nman.

"My budget proposal is that we take away all funding for the
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Stalinist Underground Battalion and distribute it anong the other
activities groups."”

The lecture hall exploded in outraged chanting, uproarious

appl ause, and OM Sarah sat for about fifteen seconds with her chin
in her hand, then began smashing the gavel again. | was seated off to
the side of the stage, poised to act as the strong-but-lovable authority
figure, but did not have to stand up; eventually things quieted down.
"I's there a second to the notion?" she asked wearily.

The crowd screamed YES and NO

The speaker yielded to another TUGgie, who stood rigidly with

a stack of 3- x -5 cards and began to drone through them "At one
time the leftist organi zati ons of American Megaversity could claim
that they represented sone of the students. But the diverse

organi zations of the Left soon found that they all had one nenber

who was very strident and dom neering and who woul d push the

others around until he or she had risen to a position of authority
within the organization. These all turned out to be secretly nmenbers
of the Stal ani st Underground Battalion who had worked t hensel ves

in organi zations in order to nerge the Left into a single bloc with no
diversity or freedom of thought. The SUB took over a wonen's

i ssues newsletter and turned it into the People's Truth Publication, a
hi ghly |ibel ous so-called newspaper. In the sane way.."

He was eventually cut off by Sarah. SUB spokespersons stated

their views passionately, then another TUGgie. Finally a skinny man
in dark spectacles came to the m ke, a man whom Sarah recogni zed

but couldn't quite place. He identified hinself as Casinir Radon and
sai d he was president of the physics club Neutrino. He quieted the
crowd down a bit, as his was the first speech of the evening that was
not entirely predictable.

"I'd like to point out that you' ve only given us four hundred
dollars," he said. "W need nore. |'ve done sone analysis of the

way our activity nmoney is budgeted, which I will just run through
very quickly here— he funbl ed through papers as a di sappoi nted
murmur rose fromthe audi ence. How |l ong was this nerd going to

take? The caneranen put new filmand tape in their equi pnment as

lines fornmed outside by the restroons.

"Here we go. | won't get too involved in the nunerical details—

it's all just arithnmetic—but if you look at the current budget, you see
that a small group of people is receiving a hugely di sproportionate
share of the noney. In effect, the average fundi ng per nenber of the
Stalinist Underground Battalion is $114.00, while the figure for
everyone el se averages out to about $46.00, and only $33.00 for
Neutrino. That's especially unfair because Neutrino needs to

purchase things |ike books and equi pnent, while the expenses of a
political organization are much lower. | don't think that's fair."
The SUB how ed at this preposterous reasoni ng but everyone

el se listened respectfully.

"So | nove we cut SUB funding to the bare m ni num say,

twenty bucks per capita, and give Neutrino its full request for a
scientific research project, $1500.00."

The rest of the evening, anyway, was bonkers, and I'Il not go

into detail. It was insignificant anyway, since the adm nistration had
the final say; the Student Governnent woul d have to keep passing
budgets until they passed one that S. S. Krupp would sign, and the
only question was how long it would take themto knuckle under

Time was agai nst the SUB. As the menbers of the governnment got

nore bored, they became nore interested in passing a budget that
woul d go through the first tine around. Eventually it becane ob-
vious that the SUB had | ost out, and the only thing wanting was the
final vote. The highlight of the evening came just before that vote:
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the speech of Yllas Freedperson

Yl I as, the very substantial and brilliant |eader of the SUB, was a
heavy bl ack woman in her early thirties, in her fifth year of study at
the Modern Political Art Wrkshop. She had a knack for turning out
woodbl ock prints portrayi ng angui shed faces, burning tenenents,

and thick tortured hands reaching for the sky. Even her pottery was
inspired by the work of wetched Central Anerican peasants. She

was al so editor and illustrator of the People's Truth Publication, but
her real talent was for public speaking, where she had the power of a
gospel preacher and the fire of a revolutionary. She waited dignified
for the TV lights, then launched into a speech that |lasted at |east a
quarter of an hour. At just the right tines she nobaned, she chanted,
she sang, she reasoned, she whispered, she bellowed, she just plain
spoke in a fluid and hypnotically rhythnic voice. She tal ked about S
S. Krupp and the evil of the System how the Systemturned good

into bad, how this society was just |ike the one that caused the

Hol ocaust, which was no excuse for Israel, about conservatismin
Washi ngt on and how our environment, econom c security, persona
freedom and safety from nucl ear war were all threatened by the
greedy action of cutting the SUB' s budget. Finally out cane the

nanes of Martin Luther King, Jr., Marx, Gandhi, Che, Jesus Chri st,
Ronal d Reagan, Hitler, S. S. Krupp, the KKK, Bob Avakian, Elijah
Mohamed and Abraham Lincoln. Through it all, the bat was

active, dipping and diving crazily through the auditorium dive-
bonbing toward walls or lights or people but veering away at the | ast
moment, flitting through the dense network of beans and cabl es and
catwal ks and light fixtures and hangi ng speakers and exposed pi pes
above us at great snooth speed, tracing a marvel ously conplicated
pat h that never brushed against any solid object. Al of it was
absor bi ng and breat htaki ng, and when Yl | as Freedperson was fin-

i shed and the bat, perhaps no |onger attracted by her voice. slipped
up and di sappeared into a corner, there was a |long silence before the
appl ause broke out.

"Thank you, Yllas," said Sarah respectfully. "ls there any

particul ar notion you wanted to nmake or did you just want to inject
your comments?"

"I move," shouted Yllas Freedperson, "that we put the budget

the way it was."

The vote was close. The SUB | ost. Recounting was no hel p.

They took the dignified approach, forming into a sad |ine behind

Yl as and singing "W Shall Overcone" in slow tones as they

mar ched out. Above their heads they carried their big black-on-red
posters of S. S. Krupp with a target drawn over his face, and they
mar ched so slowy that it took two repetitions of the song before
they made it out into the hallway to distribute | eaflets and posters.

Sarah, three nmenbers of her cabinet and | gathered later in ny

suite for wine. Alter the frenzy of the neeting we were torpid, and
hardly said anything for the first fifteen mnutes or so. Then, as it
commonly did those days, the conversation cane around to the
Terrorists.

"What's the story on those Terrorist guys?' asked Wlly, a

busi ness maj or who acted as Treasurer. "Are they genuine

Terrorists?"

"Not on ny floor," said Sarah, "since they subjugated us. W're
living in. . . the Pax Thirteenica."

"I'"ve heard a nunber of stories," | said. Everyone | ooked at ne

and | shifted into ny professor node and Iit ny pipe. "Their najor
activity is the toll booth concept. They station Terrorists in the E13
el evator | obby who continually push the up and down buttons so that
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every passing el evator stops and opens automatically. If it doesn't
contai n any non-students or dangerous-|ooking people, they hold the
door open until everyone gives thema quarter. They have al so
clainmed a section of the Cafeteria, and there have been fights over it.
But nothing 1'd call true terrorism®™

"How about gang rape?" asked Hillary, the Secretary, quietly.

Everyt hing got quiet and we | ooked at her.

"It's just a runor," she said. "Don't get me wong. It hasn't
happened to ne. The word is that a few of the hardcore Terrorists do
it, kind of as an initiation. They go to big parties, or throw their own.
You know how at a big party there are always a few wonen—

typi cal freshnen—who get very drunk. Some nice-1ooking Terrori st
approaches the woman—+ hear that they're very good at identifying

i kely candi dates—and gets into her confidence and invites her to
anot her party. Wen they get to the other party, she turns out to be
the only wonan there, and you can inmagine the rest. But the really
terrible thing is that they go through her things and find out where
she lives and who she is, then keep coning back whenever they fee
like it. They have these wonen so scared and broken that they don't
resist. Supposedly the Terrorists have kind of an invisible harem a
fewterrified wonen all over the Plex, too dunb or scared to say

anyt hing."

I was sitting there with ny eyes closed, like everyone else a

little queasy. "l've heard of the same thing el sewhere," | said.

"I wonder if it's happened to any Airheads," murnured Sarah

"God, I'lIl bet it has. | wonder if any of them know about it. | wonder
if they even understand what is being done to themsone of them
probably don't even understand they have a right to be angry."

"How coul d anyone not understand rape?" said Hifiary.

"You don't know how m xed up these wonen are. You don't

know what they did to ne, w thout even understanding why | didn't
like it. You can't inmagine those people—they have no place to stand,
no i deas of their own—f one is raped, and not one of her friends
under st ands, where is she? She's cut |oose, the Terrorists can tell her
anyt hi ng and make her into whatever they want. Shit, where are

those animals going to stop? W're having a big costune party with
them in Decenber."

"There's a party to avoid," said Hillary.

"It's called Fantasy Island Nite. They've been planning it for
months. But by the time the senester is over, those guys will be
running wild."

"They' ve been running wild for along tinme, it sounds like," said
WIlly. "You' d better get used to that, you know? | think you're
living in the law of the jungle." That sounded a trifle mel odramati c,
but none of us could find a way to disagree.

Sarah and Casimir met in the Megapub, a vast pale airship

hangar littered with uncertain plastic tables and chairs nmade of stee
rods bent around into unconfortable chairlike shapes that stabbed
their occupants beneath the shoul der bl ades. At one end was a | ong
bar, at the other a serving bay connected into the central Kkitchen
conplex. Casimr declined to eat Megapub food and | unched on a
peanut butter-and-jelly sandwi ch nade from overpriced materials
bought at the conveni ence store and a plastic cup of excessively
carbonated beer. Sarah used the salad bar. They renoved severa
trays froma wi ndow table and stacked them atop a near by

wast ebasket, then sat down.

"Thanks for com ng on short notice," said Sarah. "I need all the
help | can get in selling this budget to Krupp, and your statistics
m ght inpress him™"
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Casimr, chewing vigorously on a big bite of generic white

bread and generic chunkl ess peanut butter, drew a few conputer-
printed graphs from his backpack. "These are called Lorentz

curves," he nmunbl ed, "and they show equality of distribution

Perfect equality is this line here, at a forty-five degree angle.
Anyt hing | ess than equal cones out as a curve beneath the equality
line. This is what we had with the old budget." He displayed a graph
showi ng a deeply sagging curve, with the equality line above it for
conpari son. The graph had been produced by a conputer ternmnina

which had printed letters at various spots on the page, denonstrating
in crude dotted-line fashion the curves and lines. "Now, here's the
sane anal ysis on our new budget." The new graph had a curve that
nearly followed the equality line. "Each graph has a coefficient
called the G ni coefficient, the ratio of the area between the line and
curve to the area under the line. For perfect equality the G ni
coefficient is zero. For the old budget it was very bad, about point
eight, and for the new budget it is nore like point two, which is
pretty good."

Sarah listened politely. "You have a conputer programthat

does this?"

"Yeah. Well, | do now, anyway. | just wote it up."

"I't"s working okay?"

Casimr peered at her oddly, then at the graphs, then back at her

"I think so. Wy?"

"Well, look at these letters in the curves." She pulled one of the
graphs over and traced out the letters indicating the Lorentz curve:
FELLATI OBUGGERYNECROPHI LI ACUNNI LI NGUSANALI NG

USBESTI ALI TY. ..

"Ch," Casimir said quietly. The other curve read:
CUNTFUCKSH!I TPI SSCOCKASSHOLETI TE VEMEANENE

MA BEATMELI CKMEOMNME. . . Casinir's face waxed red and

his tongue was protruding slightly. "I didn't do this. These are
supposed to say, 'new budget' and 'old budget.' | didn't wite this
into the program Uh, this is what we call a bug. They happen from
time to time. Oh, Jeez, I'mreally sorry." He covered his face with
one hand and grabbed the graphs and crunpled theminto his bag.

"l believe you," she said. "I don't know rmuch about conputers,

but | know there have been problens with this one."

About hal fway through his treatise on Lorentz curves it had
occurred to Casinir that he was in the process of putting his foot
deeply into his nouth. She was an English nmajor; he had | ooked her
up in the student directory to find out; what the hell did she care
about G ni coefficients? Sarah was still smiling, so if she was bored
she at | east respected himenough not to show. He had told her that
he'd just now witten this programup, and that was bad, because it
| ooked—ey! It | ooked as though he were trying to inpress her, a
sophi sticated Humanities type, by witing conputer prograns on

her behalf as though that were the closest he could cone to rea
conmuni cation. And then obscene Lorentz curves!

He was saved by her ignorance of conputers. The fact was, of

course, that there was no way a conputer error could do that—f she
had ever run a conputer program she would have concl uded t hat
Casimr had done it on purpose. Suddenly he renenbered his
conversation with Virgil. The Worm |t must have been the Wrm

He was about to tell her, to absolve hinself, when he renenbered it
was a secret he was honor bound to protect.

He had to be honest. Could it be that he had actually witten this
just to inpress her? Anything printed on a conputer |ooked
convincing. If that had been his notive, this served himright. Now
was the time to say sonmething witty, but he was no good at all with
words—a fact he didn't doubt was nore than obvious to her. She

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (55 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

probably knew every smart, interesting man in the university, which
meant he might as well forget about nmaki ng any headway toward

| ooking i ke anything other than an unkenpt, poor, nath-and-
conput er - obsessed nerd whose idea of intelligent conversation was

to show off the norning' s conputer escapades

"You didn't have to go to the trouble of witing a program™

"Ha! Well, no trouble. Easier to have the nmachine do it than

work it out by hand. Once you get good on the conputer, that is." He
bit his up and | ooked out the window. "Wich isn't tosay | think I['m
sonme kind of great programmer. | nean, | am but that's not how |
think of nyself."

"You aren't a hacker," she suggested.

"Yeah! Exactly." Everyone knew the term "hacker,"
hadn't he just said it?

She | ooked at himcarefully. "Didn't we neet sonewhere

before? | could swear | recognize you from sonewhere."

He had been hoping that she had forgotten, or that she woul d not
recogni ze himthrough his glacier glasses. That first day, yes, he had
read her conputer card for her—a hacker's idea of a perfect

i ntroduction!

"Yeah. Renenber Ms. Santucci? That first day?" She nodded

so why

her head with a little smle; she renenbered it all, for better or
worse. He watched her intensely, trying to judge her reaction
"Yes," she said, "sure. | guess | never properly thanked you for

that, so—thank you." She held out her hand. Casimr stared at it,
then put out his hand and shook it. He gripped her firmy—a habit
from his business, where a crushing handshake was a sign of
trustworthiness. To her he had probably felt |ike an orangutan trying
to dislocate her shoul der. Besi des which, sonme appl e-bl ackberry jam
had dri pped out onto the first joint of his right index finger sone
m nut es ago, and he had thoughtlessly sucked on it.

She was awfully nice. That was a dunmb word, "nice," but he

couldn't cone up with anything better. She was bright, friendly and
under st andi ng, and kind to him which was good of her considering
his starved fanatical appearance and general fabul ous ugliness. He
hoped that this conversation would soon end and that they woul d
conme out of it with a wonderful relationship. Ha.

No one said anything; she was just watching him Cbviously she

was! It was his turn to say sonething! How | ong had he been sitting
there staring into the navy-blue maw of his mni-pie?

"What's your mmjor?" they said sinultaneously. She | aughed

i medi ately, and bel atedly he | aughed al so, though his |augh was
sort of a gasp and sob that nmade hi msound as if he were undergoing

expl osi ve deconpression. Still, it relaxed himslightly.
"Ch," she added, "lI'msorry. | forgot Neutrino was for physics
maj ors. "

"Don't be sorry." She was sorry?
"I"'man English major."

"Ch." Casirr reddened. "I guess you probably noticed that

English is my strong point."

"Ch, | disagree. Wen you were speaking |ast night, once you

got rolling you did very well. Same goes for today, when you were

descri bing your curves. A lot of the better scientists have an
excel l ent command of | anguage. Cear thought |eads to clear
speech. "

Casimr's pulse went up to about twice the normand he felt

warnth in the | ower regions. He gazed into the depths of his half-
drai ned beer, not knowi ng what to say for fear of being
ungrammatical. "1've only been here a few weeks, but |'ve heard
that S. S. Krupp is quite the speaker. Is that so?"
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Sarah snmiled and rolled her eyes. At first Casinir had

consi dered her just a typically nice-looking young wonan, but at this
instant it becane obvious that he had been wong; in fact she was
speil bindingly lovely. He tried not to stare, and shoved the |ast three
bites of pie into his nouth. As he chewed he tried to track what she
was saying so that he wouldn't lose the thread of the conversation
and end up | ooking |ike an absent-m nded hacker with no ability to
relate to anyone who wasn't destined to becone a nachi ne-I| anguage
expert.

"He is quite a speaker," she said. "If you're ever on the opposite
side of a question fromS. S. Krupp, you can be sure he'll bring you
around sooner or later. He can give you an excellent reason for
everything he does that goes right back to his basic philosophy. It's
awesone, | think."

At | ast he was done stuffing junk food into his unshaven face.

"But when he out-argues you—+s that a word?"

"Well let it slip by."

"When he does that, do you really agree, or do you think he's

just outclassed you?"

"I've thought about that quite a bit. | don't know " She sat back
pensi vely, was stabbed by her chair, and sat back up. "Wat am!|
saying? |'man English mgjor!" Casimr chuckled, not quite

following this. "If he can justify it through a fair argunent, and no
one el se can poke any holes init, | can't very well disagree, can |? |
mean, you have to have sone kind of anchors for your beliefs, and if
you don't trust clear, correct |anguage, how do you know what to be-
lieve?"

"What about intuition?" asked Casimr, surprising hinself. "You
know t he great discoveries of physics weren't nade through

argunent. They were made in flashes of intuition, and the

expl anations and proofs thought up afterward.”

"Ckay." She drained her coffee and thought about it. "But those
scientists still had to cone up with verbal proofs to convince

t hensel ves that the discoveries were real."

So far, Casimr thought, she seenmed nore interested than

peeved, so he continued to disagree. "Well, scientists don't need

| anguage to tell themwhat's real. Mathematics is the ultimate reality.
That's all the anchor we need."

"That's interesting, but you can't use math to solve politica

probl ems—+t's not useful in the real world."

"Neither is |anguage. You have to use intuition. You have to use

the right side of your brain."

She | ooked again at the clock. "I have to go now and get ready

for Krupp." Now she was | ooking at hi mappraisingly, he thought.

She was going to | eave! He desperately wanted to ask her out. But

too many wonen had burst out | aughing, and he couldn't take that.

Yet there she sat, propped up on her el bows—was she waiting for
himto ask? | npossible.

"Uh," he said, but at Lhe same tinme she said, "Let's get together
sone other tinme. Wuld you |like that?"

"Yeah. "

"Fine!™ Wth a little negotiation, they arranged to neet in the
Megapub on Friday night.

"I can't believe you're free Friday night!" he blurted, and she

| ooked at him oddly. She stood up and hel d out her hand again.
Casimr scrambled up and shook it gently.

"See you later," she said, and left. Casimr remained standing,

wat ched her all the way across the shiny floor of the Megapub, then
tel escoped into his seat and nearly bl acked out.
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She did not have to wait |long anid the narbl e- and- mahogany

spl endor of Septinius Severus Krupp's anteroom She woul d have

been happy to wait there for days, especially if she could have
brought sone favorite nusic and nmaybe Hyaci nth, taken off her

shoes, |ounged on the sofa and stared out the w ndow over the | ush
row of healthy plants. The adninistrative bloc of the Plex was an
anomaly, like a Victorian nmansion airlifted from London and

dropped whole into a niche beneath C Tower. Here was none of the
spare geonetry of the rest of the Plex, none of the anonynous
monochromatic walls and bald rectangl es and squares that seened to
drive the occupants bonkers. No plastic showed; the floors were
wooden, the w ndows opened, the walls were panel ed and the honest
wood and intricate parquet floors gave the place sonething of
nature's warnth and diversity. In the past nonth Sarah had seen

al rost no wood—even the pencils in the stores here were of blond

pl asti c—and she stared dunbly at the paneling everywhere she went,

as though the detailed grain was there for a reason and bore careful
exam nation. Al of this was an attenpt to invest Anerican Mega-
versity with the aged respectability of a real university; but she felt
at hone here.

"President Krupp will see you now," said the wonderful, witty,

kind, civilized old secretary, and the big panel doors swung open and
there was S. S. Krupp. "CGood afternoon, Sarah, |I'msorry you had to
wait," he said. "Please cone in."

Three of the walls of Krupp's office were covered up to about

nine feet high with bookshelves, and the fourth was all French

wi ndows. Above the bookshel ves hung portraits of the founders and
past presidents of Anerican Megaversity. The founding fathers

stared sullenly at Sarah through the gloomof a century and a half's
accunul at ed tobacco snoke, and as she followed the row of

dignitaries around to the other end of the room their faces shone out
brighter and brighter fromthe tar and nicotine of antiquity until she
got to the |last spaces renmining, where Tony Comodi, Pertinax
Rushforth and Julian Didius |1l gleaned awkwardly in nmodern Suits

and desi gner eyegl asses.

The gl owi ng red-orange wooden fl oor was covered by three

Persian rugs, and the ceiling was decorated with three concentric
rings of elaborate plasterwork surrounding a great domed skylight. A
| arge, carefully polished chandelier hung on a heavy chain fromthe
center of the skylight. Sarah knew that the delicate | eaded-gl ass
skyl i ght was protected from above by a squat geodesic done

covered with heavy steel grids and shatterproof Fiberglass panels,
designed to keep everything out of S. S. Krupp's office except for
the sunlight. Nothing short of a B-52 in a power dive could penetrate
that grand silence, though a ring of shattered furniture and ot her
shrapnel piled about the dome outside attested to the efforts of C
Tower students to prove ot herw se

Krupp led her to a long | ow table under the wi ndows, and they

sat in old leather chairs and spread their papers out in the grey north
light. Between them Krupp's ever-ready tape recorder was spi nning
away silently. Shortly the secretary came in with a silver tea service,
and Krupp poured tea and offered Sarah tiny, cleverly nmade

munchi es on white Iinen napkins enbroidered with the Anerican
Megaversity coat of arns.

Krupp was a sturdy man, his handsone cowboy face sonewhat

pal ed and softened by the East. "I understand," he said, "that you
had sonme trouble with those playground comruni sts | ast night."

"Ch, they were the sane as ever. No unusual problens."

"Yes." Krupp sounded slightly inpatient at her nonstatenent. "I

was pl eased to see you di senbowel ed their budget."

"Ch? Wiat if we'd stayed with the old one?"
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"I'"d have flushed it." He grinned brightly.

"What about this budget? Is it acceptabl e?"

"Ch, it's not bad. It's got sone warts."

"Well, | want to point out at the beginning that it's easy for you
to make m nor adjustnents in the budget until the warts are gone.
It's much nore difficult for the Student Governnent to handle. W
al nrost had to call in the riot police to get this through, and any
budget you have approved will be nmuch harder."

"You're perfectly free to point that out, Sarah, and | don't

di sagree, ioesn't nmake nuch difference."

"Well," said Sarah carefully, "the authority is obviously yours.
I"msure you can take whatever position you want and back it up
very eloquently. flut | hope you'll take into account certain
practicalities."” Knowing instantly she had nade a m stake, she
popped a nmunchie into her nouth and stared out the wi ndow,

wai ti ng.
Krupp snorted quietly and sipped tea, then sat back in his chair
and regarded Sarah with dubi ous anusenent. "Sarah, | didn't expect

you, of all people, to try that one on ne. Wiy is it that everyone
finds el oquence so inauspicious? It's as though anyone who argues
clearly can't be trusted—that's the opposite of what reasonable
peopl e ought to think. That attitude is commpn even anong faculty
here, and I'mjust at a loss to understand. | can't talk like a
nmongol oi d pig-sticker on a three-day drunk just so I'll sound |ike
one of the boys. God knows | can't support any position, only the
right position. If it's not right, the words won't nake it so. That's the
val ue of clear |anguage."

This was the problemw th Krupp. He assuned that everyone

al ways said exactly what they thought. Wiile this was true of him it
was rarely so with others. "Okay, sorry," said Sarah. "I agree. | just
didn't make ny point too well. I'mjust hoping you'll take into
account the practical aspects of the problem such as how everyone's
going to react. Sone people say this is a blind spot of yours." This
was a noderately daring thing for Sarah to say, but if she tried to
mush around politely with Krupp, he would cut her to pieces.

"Sarah, it's obvious that people's reactions have to be accounted
for. That's just horse sense. It's just that basic principles are far nore
important than a tenporary political squabble in Student

Governnent. To you, all those nono-mani acs and zonbi es seem

nore inmportant than they are, and that's why we can't give you any
financial authority. Fromny point of view | can see a nuch nore
conplete picture of what is and isn't inportant, and one thing that
isn't is a shouting match in that parody of a denobcratic institution
that we call a governnent because we are all so idealistic in the
university. Wuat's inportant is principles.”

Suddenly Sarah felt depressed; she sat linply back in her chair.

For a while nothing was sai d—Krupp was surprisingly sensitive to

her nood.

"Student Government is just a sham isn't it?" she asked,

surprised by her own bitterness.

"What do you nean by that?"

"I't has nothing to do with the real world. W don't mmke any

real decisions. It's just a bunch of imaginary responsibilities to argue
about and put down on our résunes."”

Krupp thought it over. "It's kind of |ike a dude ranch. If you

| ose your dogies, there's soneone there to round themup for you

But on the other hand, if you stand behind your horse you can stil
get wet. My Lord, Sarah, everything is real. There's no difference
between the 'real' world and this one. The experience you're gaining
is real. But it's true that the inportance ascribed to Student
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CGovernnent is nostly imaginary."

"So what's the point?"

"The point is that we're here to go over this budget, and when |

poi nt out the warts, you tell ne why they aren't warts. If you can
justify them vyou'll have a real effect on the budget." Krupp spread
the pages of the budget out on the table, and Sarah saw al arm ng
masses of red ink scrawl ed across them She felt |ike whipping out
Casimr s graphs but she didn t have themw th her and couldn t risk
Krupp s seeing what she had seen

"Now one item which caught ny eye," said Krupp half an hour

|ater, after Sarah had | ost five argunents and won one, "was this
money for this little group, Neutrino. | see they're wanting to build
t hensel ves a nmass driver."

"Yeah? What's wrong with that?"

"Well," said Krupp patiently, "I didn't say there's anything
wrong—fust hold on, let's not get adversarial yet. You see, we don't
often use activities funds to back research projects. Generally these
peopl e apply for a grant through the usual channels. You see, first
estimates of the cost of something like this are often wildly |ow,
especi ally when made by young fellows who aren't quite on top of
things yet. This thing is certain to conme in over budget, so we'll
either end up with a usel ess, hal f-conpleted heap of junk or a
Neutrino floundering around in red ink. It seens kind of hasty and
ill-considered to me, so I'mjust recomending that we strike this
itemfromthe budget, have the fol ks who want to do this project do a
conmpl ete, faculty-supervised study, then try to get thenselves a
grant."

Sarah sighed and stared at a snall ornament on the teapot's

handl e, thinking it over.

"Don't tell me," said Krupp. "It's ny blind spot again, right?"

But he sounded humorous rather than sarcastic.

"There are several good reasons why you should pass this item

The main factor is the man who is heading the project. | know him
and he's quite experienced with this sort of thing in the real world. |
know you don't like that term President Krupp, but it's true. He's
brilliant, knows a | ot of practical electronics—he had his own

busi ness—and he's deeply committed to the success of this project."”
"That's a good start. But I'mreluctant to see funds given to

smal | organi zations with these charismatic, highly notivated | eaders
who have pet projects, because that anpbunts to just a personal gift to
the | eader. Broad interest in the funded activity is inportant."
"This is not a personal vendetta. The plans were provided for

the nost part by Professor Sharon. The organi zation is already
putting together sone of the electronics with their own noney."

"Prof essor Sharon. Wat an aboni nable thing that was." Krupp

stared into the light for a long tine. "That was a |oad of rock salt in
the butt. If ny damm Residence Life Relations staff wasn't tenured
and unionized 1'd fire "em find the scumwho did that and boot 'em
onto the Turnpike. However. We should resist the temptation to do
sonet hing we woul dn't otherwi se do just because a peripherally

i nvol ved figure has suffered. W all revere Professor Sharon, but this
proj ect would not erase his tragedy."

"Well, | can only go on ny gut feelings," said Sarah, "but I

don't think what you've said applies. |I'mpretty confident about this
project."

Krupp | ooked inpressed. "If that's the case, Sarah, then | should
meet this fellow and give hima fair hearing. Maybe I'Il have the
same gut reaction as you do."

"Should | have himcontact you?" This was a reprieve, she

t hought; but if Casimir had been so obviously nervous in front of

her, what woul d he do under rhetorical inplosion fromKrupp? It
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was only reasonabl e, though.

"Fine," said Krupp, and handed her his card.

Their other differences of opinion were hardly worth arguing

over. Halving the funding for the Basque Eroticism Study C uster

was not going to make political waves. The neeting cane to a civi

and reasonabl e end. Krupp showed her out, and she smled at the old
secretary and maneuvered the scarlet carpets of the adm nistration
bl oc and dawdl ed by each painting, finally exiting into a broad shiny
el ectric-blue cinderblock corridor. By the tinme she nade it back to
her room she had adjusted to the Plex again, and taught herself to see
and hear as little of it as possible.

Ephrai m Kl ein and sonme of his friends occasionally gathered in

his roomto snoke cheap cigars, if only because they detested them
slightly less than John Wesley Fenrick did. Fenrick set the Go Big
Red Fan up in the vent wi ndow and bl ew chill Novenber air across

the room forcing perhaps eighty percent of the funes out the door.

A defect of the Rules was that they made no provision for exchange

of air pollution, unfortunately for Fenrick, who despite his tradition
of chem cally induced states of awareness was fanatically clean
Caught in a random eddy bl own up by the Fan, a cigar resting in

a stolen Burger King tinfoil ashtray fell off one evening and rolled
several inches, crossing the boundary line into Fenrick's side of the
room It burned there for a mnute or two before its owner, a friend
of Klein's, nmade bold to reach across and retrieve it. The result was
a brief brown streak on Fenrick's linoleum Fenrick did not notice it
i medi ately, but after he did, he grew nore enraged every day.

Klein was obligated to clean up "that mess,"” in his view Klein's
opi ni on was that anything on Fenrick's side of the roomwas Fen-
rick's problem Kl ein was not paying fifteen thousand dollars a year
and studyi ng phil osophy so he could be a floor-scrubber for a rude
asshol e geek like John Wesley Fenrick. He pointed to a clause in the
Rul es which tentatively bore himout. They screamed across the
boundary line on this issue for nearly a week. Then, one day, | heard
Ephrai myel ling through their open door.

"Jesus! What the hell are you—Ha!l | don't believe this shit!" He
stuck his head outside and yelled, "Hey, everybody, conme | ook at

what this dunb fucker's doing!"

I | ooked.

For reasons | do not care to think about, John Wesley Fenrick

kept a mlkbottle full of dirt. Wien | |ooked in, he had pulled its Iid
of f and was scattering red Ckie | oam over the boundary line and all
over Ephraim s side of the room Ephraimappeared to be nore

anused than angry, though he was very angry, and insisted that as
many peopl e as possi bl e come and witness. Fenrick sat down calmy

to watch tel evision, occasionally smling a snmall, solitary snile.
Agai n the question of my responsibility cones up. But how

could I know it was an event of great significance? | had al so seen

|l overs' quarrels in the Cafeteria; why should | have known this was
much nmore inportant? | had no authority to order these people

around. Moreover, | had no desire to. | had done as nuch as | coul d.

I had shown them how to be reasonable, and if they could not get the
hang of it, it was not ny problem

The next time | spectated, EphraimKlein was al one, studying

on his bed with Gregorian chants filling the room | had cone to see
why he had borrowed nmy broom He had used it to nake a wel cone

mat for his roome. Right in front of the Go Big Red Fan—the

movabl e portion of the wall that served as a gate—he had swept all
the dirt into an even rectangl e about one by two feet and half an inch
thick. In the dirt he had inscribed with his finger:
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GET A BUTT
FUCK JCOHNNI E-

VONNI E

When Fenrick got hone | followed himdiscreetly to his room

to keep an eye on things. Wen | got to their doorway he was staring
inscrutably at the wel cone mat. He bent and opened the fan-gate,

st epped through without disturbing the dirt and closed it. He turned,
and | ooked for a while at the smirking EphraimKl ein. Then, with
qui et dignity, John Wesley Fenrick reached down and set the Fan to
H, creating a small sinulation of Cklahoma in the 1930's on the

ot her side of the room

Once | was satisfied that there would be no violence, | left and
abandoned themto each other

Septim us Severus Krupp stood behind a cheap plywood | ectern

in Lecture Hall 13 and spoke on Kant's Ethics. The fifty people in
the audi ence listened or did not, depending on whether they (like
Sarah and Casimr and Ephraimand 1) had come to hear the lecture,

or (like Yllas Freedperson) to see the Stalinist Underground
Battali on Operative throw the banana-creampie into S. S. Krupp's
face.

I had cone because | was fascinated by Krupp, and because
opportunities to hear himspeak were rare. Sarah, | think, had come
for like reasons. Ephraimwas a phil osophy major, and Casinir came
because this was the type of thing that you were supposed to do in a
university. As for the SUBbies, they were getting edgy. What the
fuck was wong with the plan, man? they seemed to say, | ooking

back and forth at one another sincerely and shaking their heads. The
first phases had gone well. Operative 1 had gone out to the stagel eft
doorway, twenty feet to Krupp's side, opened the door and propped
it, then made a show of snoking a cigarette and bl owi ng snoke out
the door. It was obvious that she had severe reality problems by the
way she posed there, putting on a casual air so weirdly mel odramatic
that everyone could see she nust be a guerilla mnme, a psycho or
simply luded out of her big spherical frizzy-haired bandanna-

wr apped head. It was al so odd that she would show so nuch concern
for others' lungs, considering that her friends were making | oud,
sarcastic noises and distracting gestures, but unfortunately S. S
Krupp's aides were too straight to tell the difference between a | oony
and a loony with a plan, and so they suspected not hi ng when she
returned to her seat and forgot to shut the door again.

Ten minutes later, right on tine, Operative 2 had arrived | ate,
entering via the stage-right doorway and |l eaving it, of course,
propped open. He noved furtively, like a six-foot nouse with

thal I i um phenoxi de poi soning, jerking his head around as if to | ook
for right-wi ng death squads and Cl A sni pers

But Operative 3 did not appear with the banana-cream pie.

Where was he? Everyone knew about Krupp's Cl A connections, and

it was quite possible—don't laugh, the CIAis everywhere, |ook at

I ran—that he mi ght have been intercepted by fascist goons and

basti nadoed and wired to an ol d engine block and thrown into a
river. Perhaps the death squads were waiting in their roons now,
test-firing their silenced UZls into cartons of Stalinist panmphlets.
In fact, Operative 3, when making his plans for the evening, had
forgotten that once he bought the banana-cream pie at the

conveni ence store it would have to thaw out. There is little politica
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rel evance in bouncing a rock-hard disc of frozen custard off S. S
Krupp's face—the splatter is the point—and so for half an hour he
had been in a Plex restroom holding the pie underneath the
automati ¢ hand dryer as unobtrusively as possible. Wenever he

heard approachi ng steps, he stopped and dropped the pie into his
knapsack, and held his hands nonchal antly under the hot air; hence
he had succeeded only in liquefying the top two millinmeters of the
pie and ruffling the ring of whipped cream He then repaired to a
spot not far fromthe lecture hail where he rested the pie on a hot
wat er pipe. There should be plenty of time left in the |ecture, though
it was hard to judge these things when stoned: Krupp's voice droned
on and on, inconmprehensible as all that |ogic and phil osophy.
Operative 3 snapped to attention. How | ong had he been spacing

off? Only one way to tell. He stuck his finger in the pie: still Kkind of
stiff, but not stiff enough to break a nose and wet enough to expl ode
medi ageni cal | y.

The tinme was now. Operative 3 pulled on his ski mask, stole to

the open stage-left door, and waited for the right nonent.

Shit! One of Krupp's CIA men had seen hinl One of the

Frosted M ni-Weat types with the three-piece suits who ran

Krupp's tape-recorder during speeches. No tine to wait; the stun
grenade m ght be | obbed at any nonent.

To us he | ooked like a strange dexed-out bird, not running

across the front of the hall so nuch as vibrating across at |ow
frequency. He was tall, skinny, pale and wore an old Tshirt; he never
seenmed to plant any part of his nervous body firmy on the ground.

He entered, bouncing off a doorjanb and | osing his bal ance. He then
caroned off a seat near a Cl A nan, who had not yet reacted, hopped
three tines to regain bal ance and, gaining sone direction, scranbled
toward S. S. Krupp, chased all the way by four bats driven into a
frenzy by the aroma of the banana-cream pie.

"This neans that the current vul gar usage of the word

"aut ononpus' to nean independent, i.e., free of external influence,
sovereign, is not entirely correct," said Krupp, who glanced up from
his notes to see what everybody was gasping at. "To be autononous,

as we can readily see by exam ning the Greek roots of the word—

aut os neani ng sel f and nonbs neani ng | aw'—here he paused for a
moment and ducked. The pie flew sideways over his head and

expl oded on the bl ackboard behind him He straightened back up—

"is to be self-ruling, to exercise a respect for the Law'—perative 3
tottered out the door as the SUB groaned—which in this case

means not the law of a society or political systembut rather the Law
i nposed by a rational man on his own actions.” in the hallway there
was scuffling, and Krupp paused. Wth nmuch grunting and sweari ng,
perative 3, sans ski mask, was dragged back into the roomby three
clean-cut students in pastel sweaters, acconpani ed by an ol der
smiling man in a plaid flannel shirt.

"Here's your man, President Krupp, sir," said an earnest young
Angl o- Saxon, brushing a strand of hair fromhis browwith his free
hand. "We've placed this Comuni st under citizen's arrest. Shall we
contact the authorities on your behal f?" Their nentor beanmed even
nmore broadly at this suggestion, his horsey, protrudi ng bicuspids
glaring like great white grain elevators on the Dakota pl ain.

Krupp regarded themwarily, walking around to the other side of

the lectern as though it were a shield. Then he turned to the

audi ence. "Excuse ne, please. Guess |I'mthe highest authority here,
so just let nme clear this up." He | ooked back at the group by the
doorway, who watched respectfully, except for Qperative 3, who
shouted from his headl ock: "See, man? This i s what happens when

you try to change the Systenl" Several SUBbies began to cone to

his aid, but were halted by Krupp's aides.
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"Who the hell are you?" said Krupp. "Are you fromthat squalid

North Dakotan cult thing?"

They were shocked, even Qperative 3, and stared uncom

prehendi ngly. Deep concern showed in the |ined, earnest face of the
man in the plaid flannel. Finally he stepped forward. "Yessirree. W
are indeed followers of the Tenple of Unlimted Godhead, and

proud of it too. Wth all due respect, just what do you nean by
"squalid ?"

"It's like a dead dog in the sitting room son. Look, why don't

you all just let that boy go? That's right."

Regretfully, they released him Operative 3 stood up, shivering
violently. He could not exactly thank Krupp. Alter hopping from

foot to foot he spun and continued his flight down the hail as though
not hi ng had happened.

"Look," Krupp continued. "W've got a security force here.

W' ve got organized religions that have been doing just fine for

m |l ennia. Now what we don't need is a brai nwashing franchise, or
any of your Kool - Ai d—stoned outlaw Mornon Jesuits. | know tines

are hard in North Dakota but they're hard everywhere and it doesn't
call for newreligions. O course, you have some very fine points on
the subject of Communism Now, this does not nean we will in any

way fail to extend you full religious and political freedons as with
the ol d-fashi oned nonprofit religions."

The SUB hooted at Krupp's w cked intol erance for religious

diversity while the rest of the audi ence appl auded. The TUQ&i es

wer e gal vani zed, and spoke up for their renegade sect as eloquently
as they knew how.

"But that man was a Communist! We found his card."

"Look at it this way. If TUG brai nwashes peopl e, how do you

explain the great diversity of our nenbership, which comes from
towns and farns of all sizes all over the Dakotas and

Saskat chewan?"

"TUG is fully consistent wth Judeo- Chri st o- Mohanmedan-

Bahai sm "

Conmunismis the greatest threat in the world today."

"The goal s of Messiah Jorgenson Five are fully consistent with

the ains of Anerican hi gher education.”

"Qur church is noncoercive. W believe of our own free, uh

panphlet.. . explains our ideas in |layman's | anguage."
"Visit North Dakota this sumrer for fun in the sun. Tenple
Canp. "

"Who is the brai nwasher, our church, which teaches that we

may all be Messi ah/ Buddhas together, or today's nedia society with
its constant enphasis on materialisnP"

"If you'll accept this free book it will reveal truths you may
never have thought about before."

"I couldn't help noticing that you were looking a little down and
out, kinda lonely. You know, sonetines it helps to talk to a
stranger."”

"Do you need a free dinner?"

Krupp wat ched skeptically. The ol der man was silent, but finally
touched each student lightly on the shoul der, silencing one and all
They left, snmling.

Lookir disgusted, Krupp returned to the m crophone. "Were

was |, tal king about autonomy?"

He surveyed his notes and concluded his | ecture in another

twenty minutes. He paused then to light his cigar, which he had been
fingering, twiddling, stroking and sniffing exquisitely for severa
m nutes, and was answered by exagerrated coughing fromthe SUB
section. "I'mfree to answer sone questions,"” he announced,
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surveying the room and

squi nti ngi nt ohi sci gar snokel i keacowboyi nt ot hesetti ngsun

Nearly everyone in the SUB rai sed his/her hand, but Yllas
Freedperson, Operatives 1 and 2 and two others arose and nade their

| oud way up to the back of the hall for an emergency conference.

They were deeply concerned; they stopped short of being openly

suspi cious, a deeply fascist trait, but it occurred to themthat what
had just happened m ght strongly suggest the presence of a TUG
deep-cover nole in the SUB

Meanwhi | e, question tinme went on down below. As was his

custom Krupp called on two people with serious questions before
resorting to the SUB. Eventually he did so, |ooking carefully through
that section and stabbing his finger at its middle.

By SUB custom any call for a question was communal property

and was distributed by consensus to a nenber of the group. This

time, Dexter Fresser, Sarah's honetown ex-beau, nunber 2 person

in the SUB and its chief political theorist, got the nod. Shaking his
head, he pushed hinself up in his seat until he could see Krupp's
face hovering mal evol ently above the done of the next person's
bandanna. He took a deep breath, preparing for intellectual conbat,

and began.
"You were tal king about autonony. Wll, then you were talking
about Greek words of roots. | want to tal k about Greek too because

we have our roots in Geece, just like, you know, our words do—that
is, nmost of us do, our culture does, even if our ethnicity doesn't. But
Rone was much, nuch nore powerful than Greece, and that was

after nost of the history of the human race, which we don't know
anyt hi ng about. And you know in Greece they had gayness all over

the place. I'msaying that nice and | oud even though you hate it, but
even though. uh, you know, fascist? But you can't keep me from

saying it. Did you ever think about the concentration canps? How

all those people were killed by fascists? And also in Haiti. which we
annexed in 1904. And did you ever 1 think about the sociali st
revolution in France that was crushed by D Day because the

socialists were fighting off the Nazis single-handedly. Were's the
good in that? Bela Lugos! was ugly, but he had a great nmind. | nean,
some of the greatest works of art were done by Satan-worshipers |ike
Shakespeare and M chel angel o! And the next tinme your car throws a

rod on 1-90 between Presho and Kennebec because you | ost your

di pstick you should think, even if it is a hundred and ten in the shade
forty-four Celsius and there are red wi nged bl ackbirds coming at you
like Bell AH 64s or sonething. Put the goddamm zucchini in later

next tine and it won t get so nushy! | know this is strong and direct
and undi pl omatical, but this is real life and | can't be like you and
phrase it |ike blue tennis-shoe |aces hanging fromthe rear-view
mrror. See?"

Here he stopped. Krupp had listened patiently, occasionally

| ooking away to restack his notes or puff on his cigar. "No," he said.
"Do you have a question. son?"

Enoti onal | y wounded, Dex Fresser shook his head back and

forth and gestured around it as though tearing off a heavy |ayer of
tar. While his conpani ons supported him another SUBbie rose to

take his place. She was of average height, with terribly pale skin and
a safety pin through her septum She rose like a zeppelin on power
takeof f and began to read in a singsong voice froma page covered
with arithnetic.

"M ster Krupp, sir. Last year. According, to the Monopl ex

Monitor, you, | nean the Megaversity Corporation ruling clique,

spent ten thousand dollars on |egal fees for union-busting firns.

Now. There are forty thousand students at. Anerican Megaversity.

Thi s nmeans that on the average, you spent...four thousand nillion
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dollars on legal fees for union-busting alone! How do you justify
that, when in this very city people have to pay for their own
abortions?"

Krupp sinply stared in her direction and took three |ong sl ow

puffs on his cigar w thout saying anything. Then he turned to the

bl ackboard. "This weather's not getting any better," he said, quickly
drawi ng a rough outline of the United States. "It's this | ow pressure
center up here. See, the air coming into it turns around
count ercl ockwi se because of the Coriolis effect. That makes it punp
cold air from Canada into our area. And we can't do squat about it.
It's a hell of a thing." He turned back to the audience. "Next

question!"

The SUB wanted to erupt at this, but they were conpletely

nonpl used and hardly said anything. "I've taken too many questions
fromthe kill-babies-not-seals crowd," Krupp announced. He called
on EphraimKlein, who had been waving his hand violently.
"President Krupp, | think the question of adherence to an inner

Law is just a semantic snokescreen around the real issue, which is
neur ol ogi cal . Qur brains have two hem spheres with different
functions. The left one handl es the day-to-day thinking, conventiona
| ogi cal thought, while the right one handles synthesis of incom ng
i nformati on and subconsci ously processes it to form concl usi ons
about what the basic decisions should be—+t converts experience

i nt o subconsci ous awar eness of basic patterns and cause-and-ef fect
rel ati onshi ps and gives us general direction and a sense of
conscience. So this stuff about autonony is nothing nore than an
effort by neurol ogically ignorant netaphysicists to devel op, by
groping around in the dark, an explanation for behavior patterns
rooted in the structure of the brain."

Krupp answered i medi ately. "So you nean to say that the

right hem sphere is the source of what | call the inner Law, and that
rather than being a Law per se it is nerely a set of inclinations
rooted in past experience which tells the left hem sphere what it
shoul d do."

"That's right—n advanced, conscious people. In primtive
unconsci ous bi caneral people, it would verbally speak to the |eft
hem sphere, conming as a voice fromnowhere in tinmes of decision
The | eft hem sphere woul d be unable to do ot herw se. There woul d
be no decision at all—so you woul d have perfect adherence to the
Law of the right hem sphere voice, absolute autonony, though the
voice would be attributed to gods or angels."

Krupp nodded all the way through this, squinting at Klein.

"You' re one of those, eh?" he asked. "I've never been convinced by
Jaynes' theory nyself, though he has sone interesting points about
met aphors. | don't think an ignorant carpenter |ike Jesus had all that
fl awl ess theol ogy punped into the left half of his brain by stray
neural currents." He thought about it for a nonent. "Though it
woul d be a lot quieter around here if everyone were carrying his
stereo around in his skull."

"Jesus," said EphraimKlein, "you don't believe in God, do you?
You?"
"Well, | don't want to spend too nuch tine on this freshman

mat eri al, uh—what's your nanme? Ezekiel? Ephraim But you ought

to grapple sonetinme with the fact that this materialistic nonism of

yours is self-refuting and thus totally bankrupt. | guess it's attractive
to soneone who's just discovered he's an intellectual —sure was to

me thirty years ago—but sonetine you' ve got to stop boxing

yourself in with this intellectual hubris.”

Klein nearly rocketed fromhis chair and for a nonent | said

not hing. He was bolt upright, supporting his weight on i one fist
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thrust down between his thighs into the seat, chewi ng deeply on his

lower lip and staring, to use a Krupp ~ phrase, "like a coon on the
runway." "Non sequitur! Ad hominem" he cried.
"I know, | know. Tell you what. Stick around and I'Il listen to

your Latin afterward, we're |osing our audience." Krupp began

| ooki ng for a new questioner. Fromthe back of the hall cane the
sound of a fold-down seat boundi ng back up into position, and we
turned to make out the ragged figure of Bert NiXx.

"Krupp cuts a fart! The sphnxter cannot hold!" he bell owed

hoarsely, and sat back down again

Krupp mainly ignored this, as his aides strode up the aisle to

show M. Nix where the exit was and turned his attention to the next
questioner, a tall redheaded SUBbi e who accused Krupp of

accepting bribes to let wealthy idiots into the | aw school. Red added,
"l keep asking you this question, Septimnius, and you' ve never
answered it yet. Wen are you going to pay sone attention to ny
question?"

Krupp | ooked di sgusted and puffed rapidly, staring at him

coldly. Bert N x paused in the doorway to shout: "My journey is o'er
rocks & Mountains, not in pleasant vales; | nmust not sleep nor rest
because of madness & di smay. "

"Yeah," said Krupp, "and | give you the same answer every

time, too. | didn't do that. There's no evidence | did. What nore can
| say? | genuinely want to satisfy you."

"You just keep slinging the sane bullshit!" shouted the SUBDI e,

and sl ammed back down into his seat.

Casinmir Radon listened to these exchanges with consum ng

interest. This was what he had dreaned of finding at college: snall

| ectures on pure ideas fromthe president of the university, with

di scussion afterward. That the SUBbies had disrupted it with a pie-
throwi ng nmade himsick; he had stared at themthrough a haze of
anger for the last part of the neeting. Had he been sitting by the side
door he could have tripped that bastard. Wich woul d have been

good, because Sarah Jane Johnson was sitting there three rows in
front of him totally unaware of his existence as usual

Sarah's entrance, several minutes before the start of the |ecture,
had thrown Casimr into a titanic intellectual struggle. He now had to
deci de whether or not to say "hi" to her. After all, they had had a
date, if you could call stamering in the Megapub for two hours a
date. Later he had realized how dull it nust have been for her, and
was profoundly nortified. Now Sarah was sitting just twenty feet
away, and he hated to disrupt her thoughts by just crashing in

uni nvited; better for her not to know he was there. But in case she
happened to notice him and wondered why he hadn't said "hi," he
made up a story: he had come in late through the back doors.

He al so wanted to ask Krupp a question, a dazzling and

perceptive question that would take fifteen nminutes to ask, but he
couldn't think of one. This was regrettable, because Krupp was a
man he wanted to know, and he needed to inpress himbefore

maki ng his sales pitch for the mass driver

At the sane time, he was working on a grandi ose plan for

gat hering danmagi ng i nformati on on the university, but this seened
stupid; seen fromthis lecture hall, Anerican Megaversity | ooked
pretty nmuch the way it had in the recruiting literature.

He woul d continue with Project Spike until it gave him

sati sfaction. Whether or not he released the information depended on
what happened at the Big U between now and then

Sarah's voice sounded in one ear. "Casimr. Earth to Casinir.

Cone in, Casimr Radon Shocked and suddenly breathl ess, he sat

up, | ooking astoni shed.

"Ch," he said casually. "Sarah. Hi. How re you doi ng?"
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"Fine," she answered, "didn't you see ne?"

Eventually they went into the hallway, where S. S. Krupp was

down to the last inch of his cigar and having a conplicated

di scussion with EphraimKlein. H's aides stood to the sides brushing
hairs off their suits, various alien-I|ooking philosophy majors |istened
intently and | |eaned against a nearby wall watching it all,

"Well, why didn't you say so?" Krupp was saying. "You're a

Jaynesian and a materialistic nonist. In which case you' ve got no
reason to believe anything you think, because anything you think is
just a predeterm ned neural event which can't be considered true or
|l ogical. Self-refuting, son. Think about it."

"But now you've gotten off on a totally different argument!”

cried Klein. "Even if we presune dualism you've got to admit that
intellectual processes reflect neural events in sone way."

"Well, sure."

"Ri ght! And since the bicaneral mnd theory explains human
behavi or so well, there's no reason, even if you are a dualist, to
reject it."

"I'n sone cases, okay," said Krupp, "but that doesn't support

your original proposition, which is that Kant was just trying to
rationalize brain events through sone kind of semantic
necromancy. "

"Yes it does!"

"Hell no it doesn't."

"Yes it does!"

"No it doesn't. Sarah!" said Krupp warmy. He shook her hand,

and t he phil osophy majors, seeing that the intelligent part of the
conversation was done, vaporized. "d ad you could cone tonight."

"Hel l o, President Krupp. | wish you'd do this nore often."
"Wait a minute," yelled Klein, "I just figured out howto
reconcile Western religion and the bicameral mnd."

"Wel |, take sone notes quick, son, there's other people here,

well get to it. Wo's your date, Sarah?"

"This is Casimr Radon," said Sarah proudly, as Casimr

refl exively shoved out his right hand.

"Well! That's fine," said Krupp. "That's two conversations

have to finish now If we bring Bud here along with us to keep
things fromgetting out of hand we ought to be safe.”

"Look out. I"'mnot the diplomat you're hoping I am"

munbl ed, not know ng what | was expected to say.

"What say we go down to the Faculty Pub and have sone

brews? |'m buying."

Qur party got quite a few stares in the Faculty Pub. The three
students were not even supposed to be in the place, but the bouncer
wasn't very keen on asking M. Krupp's guests to show their |Ds.
This place bore the sane relation to the Megapub as Canterbury

Cat hedral to a parking ranp. The walls were covered with wood that

| ooked five inches thick, the floor was bottonl ess carpet and the
tabl es were spotless slabs of rich solid wood. Enough armanents

were nailed to the walls to defend a small nedi eval castle, and
ancient portraits of the fat and ponpous were interspersed with infi-
nitely detailed coats of arnms. The President ordered a pitcher of

Gui nness and chose a booth near the corner.

Ephrai m had been talking the entire way. "So if you were the
religious type, you know, you could say that the right side of the
brainis the '"spiritual' side, the part that conmes into contact with
spiritual influences or God or whatever—t has a di nension that
protrudes into the spiritual plane, if you want to look at it that way—
while the left half is nmonistic and nonspiritual and nechanical. W
consci ous uni caneral s accept the spiritual information conmng in
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fromthe right side nmixed in subtly with the natural inputs. But a
bi caneral person would receive that information in the formof a

voi ce from nowhere which spoke with great authority. Now, that
doesn't contradict the biblical accounts of the prophets—t nerely
gives us a new basis for their interpretation by suggesting that their
communi cation with the Deity was done subconsciously by a

particul ar hem sphere of the brain."

Krupp thought that was very good. Sarah and Casimr |istened
politely. Eventually, though, the conversation worked its way around
to the subject of the mass driver

"Tell me exactly why this university should fund your project

there, Casimr," said Krupp, and wat ched expectantly.

"Well, it's a good idea."

"\ 2"

"Because its relevant and we the people who do it will learn
stuff fromit."

"Li ke what ?"

"Ch, electronics building things practical stuff."

"Can't they already | earn that from doi ng conventi onal research

under the supervision of the faculty."

"Yeah, | guess they can."

"So that |eaves only the rationale that it is relevant, which |

don't deny but | don't see why it's nore relevant than a faculty
research project."”

"Well, mass drivers could be very inportant soneday!"

Krupp shook his head. "Sure, | don't deny that. There are all

ki nds of relevant things which could be very inportant soneday.

What | need to be shown is how funding of your project would he
consistent with the basic mssion of a great institution of higher

| earning. You see? We're tal king basic principles here."

Casimr had renoved his glasses in the dimlight, and his

strangel y naked-1 ooki ng eyes darted uncertainly around the tabl etop
"WVell .t

"Aw, shit, it's obvious!" shouted Ephrai mKlein, draw ng | ooks
fromeveryone in the pub. "This university, let's face it, is for
average people. The smart people fromaround here go to the |vy
League, right? So American Megaversity doesn't get many of the

bri ght people the way, say, a Big Ten university would. But there are
sonme very bright people here, for whatever reasons. They get
frustrated in this environment because the university is tailored for
averagely bright types and there is very little provision for the extra-
talented. So in order to fulfill the basic mission of allow ng al
corners to realize their full potential—+o avoid stultifying the best
m nds here—you have to nmke all owances for them recognize their
special creativity by giving themnore freedom and sel f-direction
than the typical student has. This is your chance to have sonething
you can point to as an exanple of the opportunities here for people
of all levels of ability."

Krupp listened intently through this, lightly tapping the edge of

a potato chip on the table. Wien Klein finally stopped, he nodded for
a while.

"Yep. Yeah, |I'd say you have an excellent point there, |saiah
Casimr, |ooks as though you're going to get your funding." He

rai sed an eyebrow.

Casimr stood up, yelled "Geat!" and punped Krupp's hand.

"This is a great investment. Wien this thing is done it will be the
nmost i ncredi bl e machi ne you' ve ever seen. There's no end to what

you can do with a nmass driver."

There was a commoti on behi nd Krupp, and suddenly, |arger

than life, standing on the bench in the next booth down, Bert N x had
risen to his full bedraggl ed hei ght and was suspendi ng a heavy
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broadsword (stolen froma suit of arnor by the restroon) over
Krupp's head. "O fortunate Danocles, thy reign began and ended

with the sanme dinner!"

After Krupp saw who it was he turned back around without

response. His two aides staggered off their barstools across the room
and charged over to grab the sword fromBert N x's hand. He had

held it by the mddle of the blade, which nmade it seem consi derably
| ess threatening, but the aides didn't necessarily see it this way and
were not as gentle in showing M. N x out as they could have been.
He was docil e except for sone cheerful obscenities; but as he was
dragged past a prominent painting, he pulled away and pointed to it.
"Don't you think we have the sane nose?" he asked, and soon was

out the door.

Krupp got up and brought the conversation to a quick close.

After distributing cigars to Ephraimand Casinir and ne, he |eft.

Fi ndi ng ourselves in an exhilarated nbod and with what anmpunted to

a free ticket to the Faculty Pub, we stayed |ong enough to close it
down.

Earlier, however, on his fifth trip to the men's room Casimr
stopped to | ook at the plaque under the portrait to which Bert N X
had poi nted. "W LBERFORCE PERTI NAX RUSHFORTH-

GREATHOUSE, 17991862, BENEFACTOR

GREATHOUSE CHAPEL AND ORGAN." Casimir tried to

focus on the face. As a matter of fact, the Roman nose did resenble
Bert Nix's; they mght be distant relatives. It was queer that a
derelict, who couldn't spend that rmuch tinme in the Faculty Pub,
woul d notice this quickly enough to point it out. But Bert Nix's mnd
ran al ong nysterious paths. Castmr retrieved the broadsword from
where it had fallen, and laughingly slapped it down on the bar as a
deposit for the fourth pitcher of Dark. The bartender regarded
Casimr with mild alarm and Casimr considered, for a nonment,
carrying a sword all the tine, a la Fred Fine. But as he observed to
us, why carry a sword when you own a nmss driver?

"Casimr?"

"Mmmm  Huh?" "You asl eep?"
"No. "

"You want to tal k?"

"Ckay. "

"Thanks for leting ne sleep here."

"No problem Anytime."

"Does this bother you?"

"You sl eepi ng here? Nah."

"You seemned kind of bothered about sonething.”

"No. It's really fine, Sarah. | don't care."
"If it'd nake you feel better, | can go back and sleep in ny
room | just didn't feel like a half-hour elevator hassle, and my w ng

is likely to be noisy."

"I know. All that barf on the floors, rowdy people, sticky beer
crud all over the place. | don't blame you. It's perfectly reasonable to
stay at someone's place at a tinme like this."

"l get the inpression you have something you' re not saying. Do
you want to tal k about it?"

The pile of sheets and bl ankets that was Casimr noved around,
and he | eaned up on one el bow and peered down at her. The |ight
shining in fromthe opposite tower nade his wi de eyes just barely
vi si bl e. She knew sonet hing was wong with him but she al so knew
better than to try to i magi ne what was going on inside Casimr
Radon' s m nd.

"Why should | have something on ny m nd?"
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"Well, | don't see anything unusual about mny staying here, but a
| ot of people would, and you seened uptight."

"Ch, you're tal king about sex? Ch, no. No problem" H's voice
was tense and hurri ed.

"So what's bothering you?"

For a while there was just ragged breathing fromatop the bed,
and then he spoke again. "You're going to think this is stupid,
because | know you're a Wonen's Libber, but it really bothers ne
that you're on the floor in a sleeping bag while I"'mup here in a bed.
That bothers nme."

Sarah | aughed. "Don't worry, Casinmir. |'mnot going to beat

you up for it."

"Good. Let's trade places, then."

"If you insist." Wthin a few seconds they had traded pl aces and
Sarah was up in a warm bed that snelled of nothballs and nil dew.
They lay there for an hour.

" Sar ah?"

"Huh?"

"I want to talk to you."

"What ?"

"I lied. I want to sleep with you so bad it's killing ne. Ch, Jeez.
I love you. Alot."

"Ch, damm. | knew it. | was afraid of this. |'msorry."

"No, don't be. My fault. I"'mreally, really sorry."

"Should | |eave? Do you want ne out?"

"No. | want you to sleep with ne," he said, as though this

answer was obvi ous.

"How | ong have you been thinking about nme this way?"

"Since we net the first tine."

"Real ly? Casimir! Wiy? We didn't even know each other!"

"What does that have to do with it?" He sounded genuinely
mystified.

"I think we've got a basic difference in the way we think about
sex, Casimr." She had forgotten how they were when it cane to this
sort of thing.

"What does that nmean? Did you ever think about ne that way?"

"Not really."
Casimir sucked in his breath and fl opped back down.
"Now, |ook, don't take it that way. Casinir, | hardly know you

W' ve only had one or two good conversations. Look, Casimr,

only think about sex every one or two days—t's not a big topic with
me right now "

"Jeez. Are you okay? Did you have a bad experience?"

"Don't put me on the defensive. Casinir, our friendship has

been just fine as it is. Wiy should | fantasize about what a friendship
m ght turn into, when the friendship is fine as is? You've got to live
inthe real world, Casimr."

"What's wong with ne?"

The poor guy just did not understand at all. There was no way to

hel p him Sarah went ahead and spoke her |ines.

"Nothing's wwong with you. You're fine."

"Then what is the probl enP"

"Look. | sleep with people because there's nothing wong with

them 1 don't fantasize about relationships that will never exist.
W're fine as we are. Sex would just ness it up. W have a good
friendship, Casimir. Don't screwit up by thinking unrealistically."
They sat in the dark for a while. Casimr was being open-

m nded, which was good, but still had trouble catching on. "It's none
of ny business, but just out of curiosity, do you like sex?"
"Definitely. It's a blast with the right person."

"I'"'mjust not the right person, huh?"
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"I'"ve already answered that six tinmes." She considered telling
hi m about hersel f and Dex Fresser in high school. In ways—
especially in appearance—€asimr was simlar to Dcx. The thing
with Dex was a perfect exanple of what happened when a nan got
conpletely divorced fromreality. But Sarah didn't want the Dex
story to get around, and she supposed that Casimr would be
horrified by this high school saga of sex and drugs.
"I think 1"l do ny laundry now, since |I'mup," she said.
"I''"ll wal k you hone."
A few mnutes later they energed into a hall as bright as the
interior of a snmall sun. The dregs of a party in the Social Lounge
exam ned them as they awaited an el evator, and Sarah was bot hered
by what they were assum ng. Maybe it woul d boost Casimir's rep
anong hi s nei ghbors.
An el evator opened and fifty gallons of water poured into the
| obby. Soneone had filled a garbage can with water, tilted it up on
one corner just inside the elevator, held it in place as the doors
closed, and pulled his hand out at the last mnute so that it |eaned
agai nst the inside of the doors. Not greatly surprised, Sarah and
Casimr stepped back to let the water swirl around their feet, then
threw t he garbage can into the | obby and boarded the el evator
"That's the nice thing about this tinme of day," said Casimr
"Easy to get elevators."
As they made their way toward the Castle in the Air, they spoke
nmostly of Casimir's mass driver. Wth the new funding and with the

assistance of Virgil, it was noving along quite well. Casimr
repeat edly acknow edged his debt to Ephraimfor having done the
t al ki ng.

They took an E Tower elevator up to the Castle in the Air. A

ni ne-l eaved marijuana frond was scotch-taped over the nunber 13

on the elevator panel so that it would light up synbolically when that
floor was passed. In the corridors of the Castle the Terrorists were
still running wild and hurling their custom Bi g Wheel Frisbees with
great viol ence.

Casimr had never seen Sarah's room He stood shyly outside as

she wal ked into the darkness. "The |ight?" he said. She sw tched on
her table | anp.

"Ch." He entered uncertainly, swiveling his bottle-bottom

gl asses toward the wall. Conscious of being in an illegally painted
room he shut the door, then renpved his glasses and | et them hang
around his neck on their safety cord. Wthout them Sarah thought he

| ooked rather old, sensitive, and human. He rubbed his stubble and
blinked at the forest with a sort of awed anusenent. By now it was
very detailed

"Isotropic.”

"You saw what ?"

"Isotropic. This forest is isotropic It s the sane in all directions.
It doesn't tend in any way. A real forest is anisotropic thicker on the
bottom thinner on the top This doesn t growin any direction it just is
She si ghed Whatever you like

"Why? What's it for?

"Wl | -what's your nmass driver for?" "Sanity."

"You've got your nass driver. |'ve got this."
He | ooked at her in the sane way he had been staring at the
forest. "Ww," he said, "I think | get it."

"Don't go overboard on this," she said, "but how would you |ike
to attend sonething dreadful called Fantasy Island Nite?"
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- - Decenber - -

So nervous was EphraimKlein, so prinmed for flight or conbat,

that he barely felt his suitcases in his hands as he carried them
toward his room What awaited hin?

He had |l eft a week ago for Thanksgiving vacati on. He had

waited as long as he coul d—but not | ong enough to outwait John

Wesl ey Fenrick and three of his ugly punker friends, who | eered
hungrily at himas he wal ked out. The question was not whether a
prank had been played, but how bad it was going to be.
Hyperventilating with anticipation, he stopped before the door.

The cracks all the way around its edges had been seal ed with heavy
grey duct tape. This prank did not rely on surprise.

He pressed his ear to the door, but all he could hear was a

fam |iar chunka-chunka-chunk. Wth great care he peel ed back a bit
of tape.

Not hi ng poured out. Standing to the side, he unlocked the door

with surgical care. There was a cracking sound as the tape peeled
away under his inmpetus. Finally he kicked it fully open, waited for a
monent, then stepped around to | ook inside.

He coul d see nothing. He took another step and then, only then,

was envel oped in a cloud of rancid cheap cigar snoke that oozed out
the doorway |ike a noribund genie under the propul sion of the Go

Bi g Red Fan.

I ncandescently furious, he retreated to the bathroom and wet a
T-shirt to put over his face. Thus protected he strode squinting down
the foggy hallway into the lifeless room

The only remai ni ng possessi ons of John Wesley Fenrick's were

the Go Big Red Fan and nost of a junmbo roll of foil. He had noved
out of the roomand then covered his half of the roomwth the foil
then spread out on it what nust have been several hundred generic

ci gars—t must have taken half an hour just to light them The cigars
had all burned away to ash, which had been whipped into a blizzard
by the Go Big Red Fan on its slow creep across the floor to
Ephraim s side. The room now | ooked |i ke Yakima after Munt

Sai nt Hel ens. The Fan had ground to a halt against a |large potted

pl ant of Ephraimis and for the rest of the week had sat there chunk-
ing m ndl essly.

He checked a record. To his relief, the ash had not penetrated to
the grooves. It had penetrated everything el se, though, and even the
Rul es had taken on a brown parchmentli ke tinge. EphraimKlein

took little confort in the fact that his ex-roommate had not broken
any of them

He cranked open the vent wi ndow, set the Go Big Red Fan into

it, cleared ash fromhis chair, and sat down to think

Klein preferred to live a controlled Iife. He never liked to pul

out all the stops until the final chord. But Fenrick had forced himto
turn revenge into a major project and Klein did not plan to fail. He
began to tidy his room and to unleash his imagination on John

Wesl ey Fenri ck.

" Sar ah?"

"Huh?"

"Did | wake you up?"

"No. Hi."

"Let's talk."

"Sure." Sarah rolled over on her stomach and propped ~ herself

up on her elbows. "I hope you're confortabl e sleeping down there."
"Li sten. Anyplace is nore confortable than ny room when a
party's goi ng on above it."
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I don't mind if you want to share a bed with me Hyacinth. My

sister and | slept together until | was el even and she was twel ve."
"Thanks. But | didn't decide to sleep down here because | don't

i ke you, Sarah."

"Well, that's nice. | guess it's alittle small for two."

There was a long silence. Hyacinth sat up on her sl eeping bag,

her crossed | egs stretching out her nightgown to make a faint white
di amond in the darkness of the room Then, soundl essly, she got up
and clinbed into bed with Sarah. Sarah slid back against the wall to
make room and after much giggling, rolling around, rearrangenent
of covers and careful placenment of |inmbs they nanaged to find
confortabl e positions.

"Too hot," said Hyacinth, and got up again. She opened the

wi ndow and a cold wind blew into the room She scanpered back

and dove in next to Sarah.

"Confy?" said Hyacinth.

"Yeah. Mm Very."

"Real | y?" said Hyacinth skeptically. "Mre than before? Not

just physically. You don't feel awkward, being tangled up with nme
i ke this?"

"Not really," said Sarah dreamily. "It's kind of pleasant. It's
just, you know, warm and kind of conforting to have sonmeone el se
around. | like you, you like me, why should it be awkward?"

"Whuld it be any different if | told you | was a | eshian?"

Sarah canme wi de awake but did not nove. Wth one eye she

gazed into the darkness above the soft white horizon of Hyacinth's
shoul der, on which she had |aid her head.

"And that | was hoping we could do other nice things to each
other? If you feel inspired to, that is." She gently, al nost

i nperceptibly, stroked Sarah's hair. Sarah's heart was punping

rhyt hmical | y.

"I wish you'd say sonething," said Hyacinth. "Are you not sure

how you feel, or are you paralyzed with terror?"

Sarah | aughed softly and felt herself relaxing. "lI'mpretty naive
about this kind of thing. | nmean, | don't think about it a lot. | sort of
t hought you might be. Is Lucy?"

"Yes. Nowauays we don't sleep together that nmuch. Sarah, do

you want nme to sleep on the floor?"

Sarah thought about it but not very seriously The room was

pl easantly cold now and the cl oseness of her friend was sonet hing
she had not felt in a very long tinme. "OfF course not. This is great. |

haven't slept with anyone in a while—a man, | nmean. Sleeping with
soneone is one of ny favorite things. But it's different with nen.
Not quite as . . . sweet."

"That's for sure."

"Way don't you stay a while?"

"That'd be nice."

"Do you mind if we don't do anything?" At this they |aughed

| oudly, and that answered the question

But we are doing sonething you know added Hyacinth | ater

"Your nose is in ny breast. You're stroking ny shoulder. I'mafraid
that all counts.”

"Ch. CGosh. Does that nmake ne a | eshi an?"

"Ch, | don't know. | guess you're off to a pronmising start."
"Hmm Doesn't feel l|ike being a |eshian.”

Hyaci nth squeezed Sarah tight. "Look, honey, don't worry about
it. This is just great as it is. | just wanted you to know the
opportunity was there. Okay?"

"Ckay. "

"WAnt to go to sleep?”
"Take it easy, what's your hurry?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (74 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

Last Night was the night of the blue towers. A week before, the
towers had gl owed uniformy yellow as forty-two thousand students

sat beneath their desk | anps and studied for finals. The next night,
bl ue had repl aced yell ow here and there, as a few | ucky ones,
finished with their finals, switched on their TVs. This night, all eight
towers were studded with blue, and whol e patches of the Plex
flickered in unison with the popul ar shows The beer trucks were

busy all day | ong down at the access lot, rolling kegs up the ranps to
the Brew King in the Mall, whence they were dispersed in canvas

carts and two-wheel ers and Radio Flyers to roons and | ounges al

over the Plex. As night fell and the |last students cane screanming in
fromtheir finals, suitcases full of dope noved through the Miin
Entrance and were quickly fragmented and distributed throughout

the towers for quick conmbustion. By dinnertime the faucets ran cold
wat er only as thousands |ined up by the shower stalls, and the Caf
was a desert as nost students ate at restaurants or parties. After dark,
spotlights and | asers crisscrossed the walls as partying students
shone theminto other towers, and when the Big Weel sign blazed

into life, bands of Bi g-Weel —aorshiping Terrorists all over the

Pl ex | aunched a conmenorative firewrks barrage that sent echoes
crackling back and forth anong the towers |ike bumper pool balls,
punctuating the roar of the warring stereos.

By 10:00 the parties were just warnming up. At 10: 30 the runor
circulated that a special police squad sent by S. S. Krupp was touring
the Plex to bust up parties. At 11: 06 a keg was thrown from A24N

and expl oded on the Turnpi ke, backing up traffic for an hour with a
twel ve-car chai n-reaction smashup. By 11:30 forty students had been
admitted to the Infirmary with broken noses, split cheeks and severe
inebriation, and it was beginning to | ook as though the officia
estimate of one death from overintoxication and one from acci dent
mght be a little low The Rape/Assault/Crisis Line handl ed a cal
every fifteen m nutes.

Precisely at 11:40:00 an unknown, uninvited, very clunsy

student wal ked behi nd John Wesl ey Fenrick's chair at the big E31E
end- of - senester bash and tripped, spilling a strawberry nmalt all over
Fenrick's spiky blond hair.

John Wesley Fenrick was in the shower with very hot water

spraying onto his head to dissolve the sticky malt crud, dancing
around | oosely to a tune in his head and playing the air guitar. He
wonder ed whether the malt had been the work of Ephrai m Kl ein.

This, however, was inpossible; his new room and number were

unlisted and you couldn't foll ow people home in an el evator. The

only way for Klein to find himwas by a freak of chance, or by
bribing an adm nistration person with access to the conputer—very
unlikely. Besides, a malt on the head was a bush-league retaliation
even for a quiet little harpsichord-playing New Jersey fart like Klein,
consi dering what Fenrick had so brilliantly acconplished.

VWhat made it even greater was that the administration had

treated it like a hilarious college prank, a "concrete expression of
mal function in the cohabitant interaction, intended only as
nonvi ol ent enotional expression." Though they were after himto

pay Klein's cleaning bills, Fenrick's brother was a | awer and he
knew they woul dn't push it in court. Even if they did, shit, he was
going to be pulling down forty Kin six nonths! A small price for
triunph.

Wth a snarl of disgust, Fenrick dunped anot her dose of honey-

beer - al oe- grub-treebark shanmpoo on his hair, finding that the

tenaci ous malt substance still had not conme off. What's in this crap?
Fenrick thought. Fuck up your stomach,for sure.
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Thr oughout E Tower, scores of EphraimKlein's friends sat in

the great shiny mcrowave bat hroons watching the Channel 25 Late

Ni ght Eyewi tness |nstaAction Investi News. Even during the nost
ghastly stories this programsounded |ike an encounter session

among five recently cancel ed sitcomactors and devel opnental |y

di sabl ed hairdressers' nodels. The weather, well, it was just as bad,
but was relieved by its very bizarreness. The weat herman, a buffoon
who knew not hi ng about weather and didn't care, was named

Marvin DuZan the Wat herman and woul d broadcast in a negligee if

it boosted ratings; his other gimmck was to tell an abom nabl e joke
at the conclusion of each forecast. After the devastating punchline
was delivered, the picture of the guffaw ng pseudoneteorol ogi st and
his withing coll eagues woul d be replaced by an ani mated short in

whi ch a crazy-looking bird tried to snash a tortoise over the head
with a sl edgehanmer. At the |ast nonment the tortoise would creep
forward, causing the blow to rebound off his shell and crash back
into the craniumof the bird. The bird woul d then assune a gl azed
expression and vibrate around in circles, much like a chair in Klein's
room during the "Passacaglia and Fugue in C Mnor," finally to
collapse at the feet of the smling turtle, who would then peer slyly at
t he audi ence and wi ggle his eyebrow ridges.

During Marvin DuZan's forecast on Last N ght, EphraimKlein

was standing outside his ex-roonie's shower stall, watching a
portable TV and squirting Hyper Stik brand Hunonga-d ue into the
latch of the stall's door. He had turned down the vol une, of course,
and it seenmed just as well, since fromthe reactions of the

I nvesti News Stri ke Force (and the caneranmen, who were al ways

vi sible on the high-tech News Nexus set) it appeared that the joke
tonight was a real turd. As the camera zoomed in on the goonishly
beam ng face of Marvin DuZan, EphraimKlein's grip on the handles

of two nearby urinals tightened and his heart beat wildly, as did the
grips and the hearts of a small arny of friends and hastily recruited
deputies in nmany other E Tower bathroons. Bird and Tortoi se

appear ed, the hamer was brandi shed, and snash!

As the hammer rebounded on the bird' s head, scores of toilets

t hroughout E Tower were flushed, causing a vacuum so sharp that

pi pes bent and tore and snapped and cold water ceased to flow

There was a short pause, and then a bl oodcurdling scream emanat ed
fromFenrick's shower stall as clouds of |live steam burst out the top
After sone fruitless handl e-yanki ng and Pl exi gl ass-bangi ng, the
steam was followed by Fenrick hinself, who fell ungainly to the
floor with a crisp splat and shook his head in pain as EphraimKlein
escaped with his TV. In his haste Fenrick had | acerated his scalp on
the steel showerhead, and as he pawed at his face to clear away suds
and bl ood he was distantly conscious of a cold draft that irritated his
parboi l ed skin, and a faniliar chunka-chunka-chink that could be
heard above the sounds of gasping pipes and white water. Finally
prying one eye open, he looked into the wind to see it: the Go Big
Red Fan, complacently revolving in front of his stall, set on H and
still somewhat gray with cigar ash. Unfortunately for John Wesl ey
Fenrick, he did not soon enough see the puddl e of water which
surrounded him and which was rapi dly expanding toward The base

of the old and poorly insulated Fan.

This was al so quite an evening for E17S. Ever since joining the
Terrorists as the Flame Squad Faction, this all-nale w ng had
suffered fromthe stigna of being nere copies of the Big Wee

Men, Cowboys and Droogs of E13. Toni ght that was to change.

The Christnmas tree had been purchased three weeks ago, left in

a shower until the fireproofing compound was washed away, and

hung over a hot-air vent in the storage room it was now a | ovely
shade of incendiary brown. They took it up to E3 1, the top floor,
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sei zed an elevator, and stuffed the tree inside. Soneone pressed all
the buttons for floors 30 through 6 while others squirted lighter fluid
over the tree's dessicated boughs.

Only one match was required. The door slid shut just as the

snoke and flanmes began to billow forth, and with a cheer and a yel
the Flanme Squad Faction began to cel ebrate.

Twenty-four floors below, Virgil and | were having a few sl ow

ones in ny suite. | had no tinme for partying because | was preparing
for a long drive hone to Atlanta. Virgil happened to be wandering
the Plex that night, looking in on various people, and had paused for
a while at ny place. Things were pretty quiet—as they generally had
been since John Wesley Fenrick had | eft—and except for the

i nsistent and inevitable bass beat, the wi ng was peacef ul

The fire alarmrang just before mdnight. W cursed fluently and

| ooked out nmy door to see what was up. As faculty-in-residence

didn't have to scurry out for every bogus fire drill, but it seemed
prudent to check for snoke. The snpbke was heavy when we opened

the door, and we snelled the filthy odor of burning plastic. The
source of the flane was near ny room one of the elevators, which
had automatically stopped and opened once the fire al arm was

triggered. | put a rag over ny nouth and headed for the fire hose
down the hall. Meanwhile Virgil prepared to soak sone towels in ny
si nk.

Neither of us got any water. My fire hose valve just sucked air
and how ed.

"God Almghty," Virgil called through the snpoke. "Sonebody
pulled a Big Flush." He came out and joined the people running for

the fire stairs. "No 'vators during fires so Ill have to take the stairs.
I"ve got to get the parallel pipe systemworking."
"The what ?"

"Parall el pipes," said Virgil, skipping into the stairwell. "Hang
on! Find a keg! The architects weren't totally stupid!'" And he was
gone down the stairs.

I locked nmy door in case of looting and went off in search of a

keg. Naturally there was a superabundance that night, and with sone
hel p fromthe too-drunk-to-be-scared owners | hauled it to the | obby
and began to punp clouds of generic light into the flam ng

Christmas tree.

Casimr Radon was in Sharon's |ab, washing out a beaker. This

was merely the first step of the Project Spike glassware procedure,

whi ch invol ved attack by two different al cohols and three different
concentrated acid mxtures, but he was in no hurry. For him

Christmas had started the day before. Wth Virgil's help he could get
into this Iab throughout the vacation, and that neant plenty of tinme

to work on Project Spike, build the mass driver and suffer as he

t hought about Sar ah.

He was annoyed but not exasperated when the water stopped

flowing. There was a gulp in the tapstream followed by a hefty

KLONK as the faucet handle jerked itself fromhis grasp. The fl ow

of water stopped, and an omi nous gurgling, sucking noise cane from

the faucet, like an entire municipal water systemflushing its last. He
listened as the synmphony of hydraulic sound effects grew and spread

to the dozens of pipes lining the lab's ceiling, the knocks and gurgles
and hi sses weavi ng together as though the pipes were having a wild
Christmas party of their own. But Casimr was tired, and fairly
absent mi nded to boot, and he shrugged it off as yet another exanple

of the infinite variety of building and design defects in the Plex. The
distilled water tap still worked, so he used it. Despite the drudgery of
the task and his problenms with Sarah, Casimr wore a little snile on
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his | ong unshaven face. Project Spike had worked.

He had been sanpling Cafeteria food for three weeks, and unti

toni ght had cone up with nothing. Turkey Quiche, Beef Pot Pies,

Lefto Lasagne, Estonian Pasties, and even Deep-Fried Chicken

Li vers had drawn bl anks, and Casimr had begun to wonder whet her

it was a waste of time. Then cane Savory Meatl oaf N ght, an event

whi ch occurred every three weeks or so; despite the efforts of
advanced minds such as Virgil's, no one had ever discerned any
reliable pattern which night predict when this dish was to be served.
Today, of course, the last of the senmester, Savory Meatl oaf N ght

had struck and Casimr had craftily smuggled a slice out in his sock
(the Cafeteria exit guards could afford to take it easy on Savory
Meat | oaf Night).

Not nore than fifteen nminutes ago, as he had been irradiating

the next batch of rat poison, the conputer terninal had zipped into
life with the results of the analysis: high |levels of Carbon- 14! There
were rats in the neatl oaf!

That was a triunmph for Casimir. It seened likely to be a secret
triunmph, though. Sarah woul d never understand why he was doi ng

this. Casimr wasn't even sure he understood it hinself. S. S. Krupp
had funded his mass driver, so why should he wi sh to danage the

uni versity now? He suspected that Project Spike was sinply a
chal | enge, an opportunity to prove that he was clever and self-
sufficient in a sea of idiocy. He had acconplished that, but as a
political tactic it was still pretty dunmb. Sarah would certainly think
so.

Sarah had al so thought it was dunmb when he had decided to

work in the lab all night instead of going to Fantasy Island Nite. She
was right on that issue too, perhaps, but Casinir |oathed parties of al
sorts and woul d use any excuse to avoid one. Hence he was here on
the bottom of the Plex, washing out rat-liver scum while she was far
above, dancing in the clown costume she had shown hi m—probably

havi ng a wonderful time as handsome Terrorists salivated on her

He observed he was | eaning on the counter staring at the wall as
though it were a screen beanming himlive coverage of Sarah at the
party. Maybe he woul d | eave now, retaining a |lab coat as a costune,
and go up and surprise Sarabh.

Meanwhi |l e water was squirting out of the wall, forcing its way
through the cracks between the panels, running out from under the
baseboards and trickling through the grommets in the sides of
Casimr's tennis shoes. Abruptly brought back into the here and

now, he | ooked around hal f-dazed and started unpl uggi ng things and
nmovi ng themto higher ground. What the hell was happeni ng? A

broken pipe? He figured that if there was enough water pressure on
the 31st floor to run a fire hose, the pressure down here nust be
phenonenal . This was going to be a hell of a mess.

Water was now trickling through old nail holes high on the wall
Casimr covered the conputer termnal with plastic and then ran out
to search for B-nen. They were not here now, of course—probably
spreadi ng rat poi son or celebrating some Crotobaltislavonian radish
festival

Across from Sharon's |ab was a freight elevator closed off by a
manual | y operated door. Wen he | ooked through its little w ndow
Casinmir saw water falling down the shaft, and sparks spitting past.
He got insulated gloves fromthe | ab and haul ed the door open

Several gallons of pent-up water rushed past his ankles and fell into
t he bl ackness. From bel ow rose the-harsh wet odor of the sewers.

The sparks issued fromthe electrical control box on the shaft

wal | . Once Casimir was sure there was no danger of fire or

el ectrocution he left, |eaving the doors open so that water could drain
out of this bottomlevel of the Pl ex.
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Oh, God. The rat poison. It was only supposed to stay in the

radi ation source for a mnute at a tine! Casimr had put it in an hour
ago, then sinply forgotten about it once the results of the analysis
had cone in. The damn stuff nust be glowing in the dark. He

sl oshed back into the |ab.

Water poured and squirted fromthe walls and ceiling

everywhere he | ooked. He shielded his face from spray and wal ked
through a wall of water toward the neutron source, a garbage can ful
of paraffin with the plutoniumbutton at its center. Stopping to listen,
he sensed that the slow ticking noise which had been com ng from
one wall had sped up and was growi ng | ouder. He stood petrified as
it grewinto a runble, then a groan. then a screamand the wall
crashed open and a torrent rushed through the | ab. An adjacent
storage roomhad filled with water froma | arge broken pipe, and
Casimr was now knocked to the floor by a torrent of Fiberglass
panel s, al um num studs, and janitorial supplies. He rolled just in
time to see the neutron source, buoyed on the rush of water, bob

t hrough the doorway and across the hall.

Taking care not to be swept along, he nade his way to the shaft

and | ooked down. Al was dark, but fromfar bel ow, under the

wat erfall sound, he thought he heard a buzz, or a ringing: the sound
of an alarm Maybe his ears were ringing, and maybe it was a fire

al arm above. Nauseated, he returned to the lab, sat on a table and
awai ted the B-nen.

Fantasy Island Nite was turning out to be not such a bad thing

after all. Those Terrorists upstairs in their own | ounge were making a
| ot of noise, but those down here on 12 were maki ng an adnirabl e
effort to behave, per their agreement with the Airheads. Only this
agreenment had persuaded Sarah and Hyacinth to show up. It was
potentially interesting, it was nice to be sociable once in a while and
they could always leave if they didn't like it. Sarah wore a cl own
costunme. This was her way of making fun of the fantasy theme of the
party—ost Airheads came as beauty queens or vanps—and had

the extra advantage of making her totally unrecogni zable. Hyacinth
put together a smashing Fairy Godnother costume, as ajoke only

Sarah woul d get. Their plan was to drink so nuch it woul d becone
socially acceptable for themto dance together.

Wil e Sarah was working on the first stage of this plan she

began g a ot of attention fromthree Terrorists. These three—a
Cowboy, a Droog and a Commando—waere obvi ous jerks, each one

i ncensed that she would not reveal her nane, but as |ong as they
danced, fetched drinks and didn't try to converse they seened |ike
harm ess fun. After a while she got a little boogi ed out, and
withdrew fromthe action to | ook out over the city. Hyacinth had

gone to visit another party and was expected back soon

Time twi sted and she was no | onger at the party; she was

watching it froma place in her m nd where she had not been for

many years. She slid backward |like an air hockey puck until she was
hi gh up in one corner of the room The walls of the Plex fell away so
that she could see in all directions at once.

One of the picture wi ndows had been repl aced by a gate that

opened to the sky. The gate was gaily festooned wi th shining pul sing
color-blobs. Al the other party-goers had lined up in front of it. On
one side of the gate stood Mtzi, taking tickets; on the other, Ms.
Saritucci, checking off their names on a clipboard. Each Airhead-
Terrorist who passed through stepped out and sat down on a | ong
slippery-slide made of blue light, and squealed with delight as they
zoonmed earthward. Sarah could not see all the way to the slide's end,
but she could see that, below, the Death Vortex had turned into a
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whi rl pool of nulticolored fire. Forests and towns and families
whirl ed around and around before gurling down the center to

di sappear. The Vortex was ringed with hundreds of fire trucks whose
crews haltheartedly sprayed their tiny jets of water into its niddle.
When Sarah | ooked beyond the whirlpool she sawin its light a
shattered | andscape of rubble and corpses, where bawing dirty

peopl e scrabbl ed about aimessly and squinted into the fire-glow.
Not hi ng nore than dust, solitary bricks, cockroaches and jagged

gl ass was there, though Sarah's vision swooped across it for a
thousand miles and a thousand years.

Beyond its distant edge was a nonl andscape: a mlky white

vacuum where choki ng bl ack clouds of static grew, split, re-forned,
hurl ed t hensel ves agai nst one another, clashed with horrible dry

vi ol ence and abated to grow and formagain. Its slowness and its
dryness made it the nost awful thing Sarah had ever seen. Alter five
m |l ennia, when she thought she was entirely lost and crazy, she saw
a piece of broken glass. then a rivulet of blood. Follow ng them she
found herself in the terrible | andscape again, with the Plex on the
hori zon erupting like a vol cano. Blue beans of |ight shot fromits top
and wrapped around her and sucked her back through the air into the
bui I di ng. But she could no longer find herself there. She was no

I onger in the Lounge. The Lounge had been vacant for centuries and
only dust and yellowed party favors renmained. Follow ng footprints

in the dust she came to the hallway—-brightly lit, loud, ifiled with
shouting students and bats. She flew straight down the hail until four
dots at its end grew into four people and she could sl ow down and
follow them There were three nen: a Cowboy and a Conmmando

held the arms of a wonan dressed as a clown, hurrying her down the
hal |, while a Droog wal ked ahead of them carrying a paper punch

cup which glowed with a green light fromw thin. Sarah cl osed her
eyes to the gl ow and shook her head, and when she opened them

agai n she was the cl own-wonan—though she did not want to be

They were in an elevator filled with black water that rose and

crept warmy up Sarah's thighs. Swimming in the water were bad

hi dden thi ngs, so she kicked as well as she could. Her hands were
hel d up above her head by nmen ten feet high, lost in the glare of the
overhead |ight where it was too bright to | ook

Then they were on a floor that remi nded Sarah of the broken

| andscape. On the wall a giant nmouth was chew ng vi gorously,

drooling on the floor and smacking its disgusting lips. The nen
threw her through it and foll owed behind.

"I won't go down the slide," she protested, but they did not

really care. Inside all was red and blue; a neon beer enbl em burned
in the window and |icked her with its hot rays. There stood a giant in
a football costume who wore the head of Tiny, |eader of the
Terrorists.

"I's Dex here?" she said, nore out of habit than anything. It

woul d be like Dex to slip her some LSD. But then she knew this was

a stupid question. She felt the door being | ocked behind her and saw

the music turned up until it was purest ruby red, causing her body to
turn into fragile glass. To nove now would be to shatter and die.
"Handle with care," she nmurnured, "I'mglass now," but the

words just dribbled down the front of her costunme. They were

ri ppi ng her costune away. She squirned but felt herself cracking
horribly. The beer sign cast grotesque red and blue |ight on the
transparent flesh of her thighs.

She knew what was going to happen next. Sonehow her nind

connected it all in a straight line, before the idea was swept away by
the internal storm The worst thing in the world. She should have

gone down the slide

She nmade an effort of will. The sound and the |ight went away,
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it was spring; grass and flowers and blue sky were all around and she
was not about to be raped. She was eating raspberries on the banks
of a creek. Qut of curiosity she scratched at the air with her
fingernail. Red and blue rays stabbed out into her skin again, and
peeking all the way through for a nonent she could see that they

had not yet started.

No wonder; they were noving in slow notion. Sarah woul d

have to spend nmany hours waiting on the banks of the creek. She

drew back into the sunshine. Perhaps she could live here forever and
have a perfect life.

When she slept, she dreaned of those dry, unending wars in the

land of milky white. She knew it was all an illusion

She tore it away and cane back to the room She was not going

to sl eep through anything. She was not going to imagi ne anything
that didn't exist.

The sign was wavy and upside down now, reflected in a puddle

of water on the floor

A Terrorist was in the corner twisting a faucet handl e. Sarah

stood up. Tiny turned toward her and snashed her across the face.
She was on the floor again, and over there a Terrorist groped in the
scintillating ocean of red and blue for the sign's power cord.

He was screaming like an electric guitar now He was trying to
swimin the shallow | ake of blood and bile.

Sarah was thrown onto a bed. Her arns and legs flailed, and one

heel found a Terrorist's kneecap. The Droog got on top of her, and
because he was in slow notion she kicked himin the nuts. He curled
up on top of her and she | ooked through his hair at the ceiling, which
sputtered in the failing sign-light. Tiny was unwi nding a | ong piece
of rope and its thin tendrils floated around himlike black snpbke. She
rolled half out fromunder the Droog and curled into a fetal position
so he could not take her arns and |legs. As she did she peered down
through the transparent floor and saw the Airheads, plastered with
grot esque nmakeup, drinking LSD fromcrystal goblets and cheering.

But where was Hyaci nt h?

Hyacinth was standing in the doorway. An extrenely |oud

expl osi on seeped into her ears. Snoke filled the room catching the
hal lway |ight and form ng hundreds of 3-D inmages from Sarah's past
life.

Hyacinth's fairy godnother costune was changed, for now she

wor e heavy | eat her gloves over her white cloth gloves, and bul ky ear
protectors under her conical hat, and a pair of goggles beneath her
m | ky-white veil. In her hands she carried a giant revol ver. Sarah
knew t hat under her dress, Hyacinth was nmade of strong young oak-
wood.

Hyacinth took one step into the room and shrugged on the main

light switch. Tiny stood in the center, staring. The man who had
been swi nming on the floor was dead. Another clasped his knee and
screaned at the ceiling. Sarah laid her head down restfully and put
her hands on her ears.

Cones of fire were spurting fromthe front and back of

Hyacinth's gun and her hands were snapping rhythmcally up and

down. Tiny had his hands on his chest, and as he wal ked backward
toward the wi ndow the back of his football jersey bul ged and
fluttered like a | oose sail, darkness splashing away fromit. The

el ectrical cord was between his legs. His steps shortened and he fel
backward through the picture window. The cord and plug trail ed

sl ow y behind hi mand snapped out room and were gone. The noi se

was so i mense that Sarah heard nothing until nuch |ater. The

bl asts were synchronized with the nusic's beat:

WHAM WHAM VHAM VVHAM
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with each WHAM fol |l owed by a hi gh whine that shrieked

through until the next WHAM so that when Tiny was gone there
remained a terrible high tone that resonated between the walls of the
room far too loud for Sarah to stand, filling her awareness |like the
bl owi ng of the Last Trunpet and tormenting the injured Terrorists,
who cried out in it and wrapped their arns around their heads. The
Droog on, top of Sarah was pulled slowy away and Hyacinth

yanked Sarah to her feet. Sarah did not even nove her |egs as the
snoky doorway tw sted past her, the corridor walls with their Big
Weel s rolled on by, the landings of the fire stair rushed up toward
her from bl ackness and her soft bed drifted up to envel op her face.
Hyaci nth was above her, probing, rubbing, kissing her. She would

not stop until Sarah was well again.

Virgil used his nmaster key eight tinmes before attaining a dark,

st ai ned sub-subl evel of the Plex, where great water nmains fromthe
City entered fromthe depths and fed the gi ant punps that

pressuri zed the plunbi ng system over head.

In an uncharacteristic flash of foresightedness, the Plex's
architects made all owances for the certainty that, once in a while,
one group or another would flush hundreds of toilets sinultaneously
and damage the cold water system So they installed two parallel,

i ndependent systens of main pipes to feed the distribution systens
of the wings; to switch between them one need only cl ose one set of
val ves and open another. This Virgil acconplished by grunting and
straining at a fewred iron wheels. Satisfied that things were settling
back toward nornmal, he set out for Professor Sharon's old |ab to see
if Casimr Radon was still there.

* * *

The Conputing Center was not far away. Though it had many

roonms, its heart was a cavernous square space with white walls and a
white floor waxed to a thick gl ossy sheen. The white ceiling was
composed of square fluorescent |ight panels in a checkerboard

pattern. Practically all of the roomwas occupied by disc menory
units: brown-and-blue cubes, spaced in a grid to forma seem ngly

endl ess matrix of six-foot aisles. At the center of the roomwas an
open circle, and at the center of that area stood the Centra
Processing Unit of the Janus 64. A snooth triangular colum five

feet on a side and twelve feet high, it would have touched the ceiling
except that above was a circul ar opening about forty feet across,
encircled by a railing so that observers could stand and | ook into the
core of the Conputing Center.

Around the CPU were a few other | arge machi nes: secondary

computers to organi ze the tasks being fed to the Janus 64, array
processors, high-speed |aser printers, a central control panel and the
like. But closest of all was the Operator's Station, a single video
term nal, and toni ght the operator was Consuela Gorm high

priestess of MARS. She had volunteered to do the job on this night

of partying, when the only people still using the conputer in the

adj acent Termni nal Room were the goners, the hopel essly addicted
hackers who had nothing else to live for.

The only sounds were the whine of the refrigeration units, which

drew away the heat thrown off by the tightly packed conponents of

the Janus 64; the high humof the whirling menory discs, miltiplied

by hundreds; and the pitter-pat of Consuela's fingertips across the
keypad of the Operator's Station. She was hunkered down there,

staring hypnotized into the screen, and behind her Fred Fine stood
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thin and straight as the CPU itself. Tonight they were testing

Shekondar Mark V, their state-of-the-art Sewers & Serpents

simul ati on program Now, at a few mnutes before midnight, they

had worked out the few remai ni ng bugs and t hey stoodtransfixed as
their programdid exactly what it was supposed to.

"Looks like a routine adventure," nunbl ed Consuel a.

"But it looks |ike Shekondar m ght have generated a werewol f

colony in this party's vicinity. I'mseeing a |lot of indications of

| ycanthropic activity."

"You' d want plenty of silver arrows on this canpaign."”

"Wth this level of activity, you'd want a cleric specialized in

| ycant hropes, " scoffed Consuel a.

Fred Fine was perfectly aware of that. He was nerely making

conversation so Consuela would not realize he was thinking intently

about sonething, and try to beat himto the punch. Yes, the werewol f

col ony was obvious—+t was a | arge one, probably east-northeast in

the Mountains of Krang. Only | arge-scal e organi zation coul d

account for the lack of wolfsbane and garlic, which were usually

abundant in this biome. But Fred Fine was concerned with

observations on a far grander scal e. Though not hi ng was

catastrophically wong, sonething was very strange, and Fred Fine

found that he was covered with goosebunps. He tapped a foot ner-

vously and scanned t he descriptions scrolling past on the screen

"Listen for birds!" he hissed.

Consuel a ordered an Aural Stinuli Report, specifying Avians as

field of interest.

NO AVI AN SOUNDS DETECTABLE, said Shekondar Mark

V.

"Dam!" said Fred Fine. "Let's have the al chem st test one of

hi s magi cal substances—say, sone of the fire-starting fluid."

MAG CAL COVBUSTI BLES AND EXPLOSI VES FAIL TO

FUNCTI ON

"Uh-oh! Al characters jettison all nmagical itenms imediately!"

SMALL FI RES AND EXPLOSI ONS | N ALCHEM CAL SUB-

STANCES.

"Good. We'll get farther away."

LARCGE EXPLCSI ONS. NOXI QUS SMOKE. NO I NJURI ES

DUE TO W ND DI RECTI ON.

"Lucky! Forgot even to check for that. My character will try

turning on his pocket calculator."

ELECTRONI C DEVI CES FAI L TO FUNCTI ON.

"WAit a minute," said the astoni shed Consuela. "Wat is this? |

don't know of anything that can cause di sruption of magic and

technol ogy at the sane tinme! Sone kind of psionics, maybe?"

"I don't know. | don't know what it is.,, "W wote this thing.

We have to know what's init."

"Aural Stimuli Report, General. Quick!"

DEEP RUMBLI NG CONSI STENT W TH TEMBLOR OR

LARGE SUBTERRANEAN MOVEMENT.

"Can't be an earthquake. We'll head for solid rock, that should

protect us. Head uphill!"

MOVEMENT SPEED HALVED BY TEMBLOR ROCK

QUTCROPPI NG REACHED I N SI X TURNS. EXTREMELY

LOUD HI SSI NG GASEOQUS ODOR. GROUND BECOMES

WARM

"It's alnost like a Dragon," said Consuela in a constricted,

terrified voice, "but fromdown in the earth."

"God! | can't think of what the hell this is!"

ONE HUNDRED METERS TO YOUR NORTH EARTH

BULGES UPWARD. BULGE IS FI FTY METERS I N

DI AMETER
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AND RI SI NG QUI CKLY. EARTH CRACKS OPEN AND

YQU

SEE A GLI STENI NG SURFACE. .

The term nal went blank. From just behind them cane a viol ent

scream |like a buzzsaw wenching to a stop in a concrete block. They
knew it though they had never heard it before; it was the sound of a
disc unit dying, the sound nmade when the power was cut off and the
automatic readers (simlar to the tone-arns of phonographs) sank
into, and shredded, the hysterically spinning magnetic discs. It was
to them what the snapping of a horse's leg is to a jockey, and when
they spun around they were astonished and horrified to see a curtain
of water pouring onto the floor fromthe circul ar wal kway overhead.
Not nore than a dozen feet fromthe base of the Janus 64, the ring
was spreadi ng i nward

"Hey, Fred 'n' Con!" soneone yelled. At one end of the room

at the wi ndow that | ooked out into the Termi nal Room an

over wei ght bl ond- bearded hacker squinted at them "Wat's going

on? System probl ens? Oh, Jeeeezus!"”

He turned to his conrades in the Term nal Room scream ng,

"Head crash! Head crash! Water on the brain!" Soon two dozen

hackers had vaulted through the window into the Center and were
sprinting down the aisles as fast as their atrophied | egs could carry
them the men stripping off their shirts as they ran

Anot her disc drive shorted out and sizzled to destruction.

Abruptly Fred Fine spun and grabbed the Operator's Key-chain, then
ran through the circular waterfall toward another wall of the Center,
shouting for people to follow him

I n seconds he had snapped open the door to the storage room

where tons of accordion-fold conputer paper were stored in boxes.

As sone of the hackers did their best to sweep water away fromthe
base of the Janus 64, the rest forned a line fromthe storage roomto
the central circle. The boxes were passed down the line as quickly as
possible, slit open with Fred Fine's authentic Cvil War bayonet and
their contents dunped out as big green-and-white cubes inside the
deadly water-ring. Though it did not entirely stemthe flow, the
paper absorbed what It did not dam Soon all space between the
waterfall and the CPU was covered with at |east two feet of soggy
conput er paper. Meanwhil e, Consuela had shut down all the disc
drives.

The danger was past. Fred Fine, still palpitating, noticed a snall
waterfall in the corner of the storage room Flicking on the lights for
the first tinme, he clanbered over the stacked boxes to check it out.
In the corner, three pipes about ten inches in dianeter ran from
floor to ceiling. One was swathed in the insulation used for hot water
pi pes. Water was runni ng down one of the bare pipes; higher up

above the ceiling, it nust be |eaking heavily. Fred Fine put his hand
on the third pipe and found that it was neither hot nor cool, and did
not seemto be carrying a current. A firehose supply pipe? No, they
were supposed to be bright red. He puzzled over it, rubbing his hand
over the long thin whiskers that straggled down his cheeks when he
had been conputing for a week or nore.

As he watched, the hiss of running water | owered and di ed away

and a few seconds later the | eak from above was stemred. There

was the KLONK of an air hamrer in a pipe. Fred Fine put his hand

on the nystery pipe, and began to feel the gentle vibration of
runni ng wat er underneath, and a sensation of cool ness spreadi ng out
fromthe interior.

The hackers saw hi mwandering slowy toward the Janus, which

rose like an ancient glyph fromthe tunbl ed, sodden bl ocks of paper
He had a distant | ook, and was consuned in thought.
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"These are the End Ti nes,
draws to a close."
He was no weirder than they were, so they ignored him

he was heard to say. "The Age

Tiny landed on a burning sofa not far fromny w ndow. The

i mpact forced rmuch excess lighter fluid out of the foam cushi ons and
created a burst of flane whose origin we did not know until |ater
Once the water had cone back on, and we had soaked the el evator

and the Christnmas tree, we ainmed the fire hose out ny |iving-room

wi ndow and drenched the heap of dimy burning furniture that was

Tiny the Terrorist's funeral pyre. It was a few m nutes past m dni ght,
the second strangest mdnight | have ever known, and ny first

senester at the Big U was at an end.

--January- -

The fog of war was real down here. The knee-deep glomon the

tunnel floor exhaled it in sheets and columms, never disturbed by a
clean wind or a breath of dryness. Through its darkness noved a
flickering cloud of light, and at the center walked a tall thin figure
wi t h headphones sprouting |l ong antennae. He carried an ei ght-foot

wi zard's staff in one hand, a Loyal Order of Cal edoni an Conrades
cerenonial sword in the other, and wore hip waders, a raincoat, and

a gas mask. His headl anp's beam struck the fog in front of his eyes
and stopped dead, limting his visibility to what he could see through
occasional holes in the atnosphere. Fromthe twin filters of his gas
mask cane | abored hissing sighs as he panted with an effort of

wadi ng t hrough the nuck.

"I've come to the intersection of the Tunnel of Goblins and the

Tunnel of Dragon Bl ood," he announced. "This is ny turnaround

point and I will now return to rendezvous with Zi ppy the Dwarf,

Lord Flail and the Wiite Priest in the Hall of the lIdols of Zarzang-
Zed." True to his word, Klystron the Inpaler |aboriously reversed
direction by gripping his staff and making a five-point turn, then
paused for a rest.

A voi ce crackled fromhis headphones, a lush, tense introvert's

voi ce made tinny by the poor transm ssion quality.

"Roger, Klystron the Inpaler, This is Liaison. Please hold."

There was a brief silence, but the flickering of her fingers on the
conmput er keys up there, and her ruffling of papers, kept her voice-
operated m ke open. She snickered, unaware that Klystron, Zippy,
Flail and the Wiite Priest could hear her. "Ch ho," she gl oated,
you in for trouble now You don't hear anything yet." More fingers

on the keyboard. Klystron concluded that Shekondar had generated a
monster with many statistics and at | east three attack nodes, a
monster with which Consuela was not entirely famliar. Perhaps, for
once, a worthy opponent.

Klystron the Inpaler drew his mask down to dangle on his

chest. Taking care not to breathe through his nose, he brought out his
wi neski n, opened the plastic spigot and shot a |long stream of warm
Tab onto his tongue. God, it stank down here. But Klystron could

deal with far worse. Anything was better than doing this in a safe
light place, like the D & D players, and never experiencing the
darkness, claustrophobia and terror of reality.

are

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (85 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

Li ai son was ready. "Klystron the Inpaler, known to' -his allies

as the Heroic, High Lord of Plexor, Mage of the CeePeeYu and

Tamer of the Purple Worm of Longtunnel, is attacked by the

ELECTRI C M CROMVE LI ZARD OF QUI ZZYXAR! " She

nearly shrieked the last part of this, as frenzied as a priestess during a
solar eclipse. "You are not surprised, you have one turn to prepare
def ense. Statenent of intent, please.”

Kl ystron corked the wineskin with his thunb and let it drop to

his side, sliding the mask back over his face. So, it was the electric
m crowave |izard of Quizzyxar. Consuela's reaction had hinted it

was sonething big. He was ready.

"As you will recall, | took an anti-nicrowave potion six nonths

ago, before the Siege of Dud, and that has not worn off yet. As he
will probably attack with microwaves first, this gives nme an extra
turn. | begin by flipping dowmm the visor on ny Hel m of Courage. Is
he chargi ng?"

"No. She's advancing slowy."

"I stand ny ground on the left side of the tunnel and fire a
freeze-blast fromny Staff of Cold." He wheeled his staff into
firingposition as though it were a SAM 7 shoul der-fired antiaircraft
nm ssile launcher and his body shook with imagined recoil as he
CHOONGed a coupl e of sound effects into the nike.

But why had Consuel a specified the lizard was a she? Wth

Conseula it could not have been a nere Freudian slip.

"Ckay," Con said slowy, typing in Klystron's actions, "your
freeze-bl ast strikes honme, hitting her in the left head. It has no effect.
The lizard' s mcrowave bl ast does not hurt you but expl odes your

wi neski n, causing you two points of concussion danage. |t continues
to advance at a wal k. "

"Touché. " So nuch for Tab

"Li ai son, do we know about this yet?" It was Lord Flail

Li ai son asked Shekondar. "Yes. The lizard nmakes a | ot of noise

and you hear it."

"Ckay!" cried Lord Flail. "W'll proceed at top speed toward

the nel ee.™

"Me too," added Zippy the Dwarf.

"I't'Il take us forever to get there," said the Wite Priest, who did
not seemto be very far into his character. "W're at |east a thousand
feet away."

Klystron the Inpal er took advantage of these negotiations to do

sonme planning. Qoviously the fenal e type was i mmune to col d—

hi ghly obnoxious to the nale type.

"I'n my quiver | have a fire arrow which | took fromthe dying
Elf-Lord during that one tinme when we space-warped into Mddle

Earth. I'Il fire that. Wiich head is it |eading with?"

"Left."

"Then | aimfor the right head."

"The arrow finds its mark and burns fiercely," announced

Consuela with relish. "The lizard bites you on your left arm which is
now usel ess until the White Priest can heal it. Wiile you switch back
to your sword it claws you with a tentacle! claw appendage, doing

five points of damage to your chest. The claw is poisoned but. . . you
make your saving throw "

"Good. I'lIl take a swi pe at the appendage as it attacks."

"You mss."

"Ckay, I'lIl make for the right head."

"The lizard has succeeded in clawing the fire arrow out of its

hide. Now it nakes a right tongue strike, sticking you, and begins
drawing you into its nmouth. WIlIl you attack the tongue, or parry the
poi son cl aw attacks?"

Klystron considered it. This was a hell of a situation. As a | ast
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resort he could use a wish fromhis w shing sword, but that could be
ri sky, especially with Consuel a.

"I will defend nyself fromthe claws, and deal with the nouth

when | get to it. I've been swall owed before."

"You parry three sw pes. But now you are just inside the nouth

and it is exhaling poison gas, and you have | ost half your strength."
"Ch, all right,"” said Klystron in disgust. "I'Il nmake a wi sh on ny
wi shing sword. "Il say..

"Wait a minute!" cane the fem nine squeal of Zi ppy the Dwarf.

"l just spotted him™"

Snapping to attention, Kl ystron scanned the surroundi ng m st

with the beam of his headl anp and pi cked out Zippy's red chest
waders. "Confirmcontact with Zippy the Dnarf. Estimated range ten
meters."

"In that case," observed Consuela, "she is right behind the

lizard. Your action, Zppy?"

"Three double fireballs fromny fireball-shooting tiara."

"l duck," said Klystron hastily. Shekondar was just clever

enough to generate an accidental hit on him He sighed in relief and
his pul se becane | eaden. It was going to be fine.

"Al'l fireballs strike in abdom nal area. Lizard is now in bad

shape and noving slowy."

"I cut nyself |oose fromthe tongue."

"Done. "

"Two nore fireballs in the right head."

"As soon as |'mout of the way, that is."

"Ckay. The lizard dies, Congratul ations, people. That's ten

t housand experience points apiece."

Klystron and Zi ppy joi ned up, edging together against the tunne
wal |l to avoid the imaginary lizard corpse spraw ed between them
They shook hands robustly, though Kl ystron had sonme reservations
about being saved by a femal e dwarf,

"Good goi ng, guys!" shouted Lord Flail, overloading his nmke.

"Yeah. Wy to go," the Wiite Priest added glumy.

"Flail and Priest, give estimated distance fromus." Klystron was
concerned; those two were the weakest nenbers, even when they

were together, and now that one nonster had been noisily elimnated
others were sure to converge on the area to clean up

"To be frank, I'mnot sure," answered the Wite Priest. "I kind

of thought we'd be getting to an intersection near you by now, but
apparently not. The | ayout of these tunnels isn't what | saw on the
Pl ex bl ueprints.™

Klystron winced at this gross violation of gane ethics and
exchanged exasperated gl ances with Zi ppy. "You nean that the

secret map you found was incorrect,” he said. "Well, don't continue
if youre lost. W will proceed in the direction of the Sepul chre of
Kel dor and hope to neet you there." He and Zi ppy plugged off down

t he tunnel

They wandered for ten m nutes | ooking for one another, and

every sixty seconds Liaison had them stop whil e Shekondar checked
for prowing nonsters. Shortly, Kl ystron overheard an exchange
between the Priest and the Lord, who apparently had renoved their
masks to talk.

"Take it easy! It doesn't take very long, you know, " said the
White Priest. "I'Il be right back. Stay here."

"I don't think we should separate, Your Holiness," pleaded Lord
Flail. "Not after a nelee that'll attract other nonsters."

Klystron turned up the gain on his mke and shouted, "He's
right! Don't split up,"” in hopes that they would hear it without
ear phones.
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The Priest and Lord Flail conversed inaudibly for a few seconds.

Then Flail canme back on, having apparently replaced his nmask. "Uh
this is to notify Shekondar that the Wiite Priest has gone aside," he
sai d, using the code phrase for taking a | eak. Klystron chuckl ed.

A few seconds | ater canme another prow ing nonster check

Everyone tensed and waited for Shekondar's decree.

"Ckay," said Liaison triunphantly, "we've got a nonster, Lord

Flail, now solo, is attacked by. . . giant sewer rats! There are twelve of
them and they take him by surprise.”
"Well listen for his battle cry and try to locate himthat way,"

announced Kiystron i mrediately, and pulled his headphones down

to listen. Oddly, Flail had not responded.

"Statenent of intent! Mve it!" snapped Consuel a.

But no statenment of intent was forthconming fromFlail. |nstead,

a ghastly series of sound effects was transnitted through his nike.
First cane a whoosh of surprise, followed by a short pause, and
some confused interjections. Then nothing was heard for a few
seconds save ragged panting; and then cane a |ong, |oud scream

whi ch obliged themto turn down the vol ume. The scream ng
continued, swanping the others' efforts to nake thensel ves heard
on the I|ine.

Finally Consuel a's voice canme through, angry and hurt. "You're
junping the gun. The nelee hasn't started yet." But Lord Flail was
no | onger screaning, and the only sounds com ng over his m ke

were an occasional scraping and shuffling m xed with odd squeal s
that m ght have been radio trouble.

Kl ystron and Zi ppy, headphones down, could hear the screans
echoi ng down the tunnel a second after they cane in on the radio.
Flail's plan was cl ear; he was naking a god-awful ot of noise to
assi st the better fighters in tracking himdown. A good plan for a
character with a fighting level of three and a courage/ psychostability
i ndex of only eight, but it was a little overdone.

The odd noi ses continued for several mnutes as they tranped
toward the scene of the nelee, which was in a higher tunnel with a
much drier floor.

Ahead of them Flail's headl anp cast an unmoving yel | ow

blotch on the ceiling. On the fringes of that cone of |ight noved
great swift shadows. Klystron sl owed down and drew his sword

Zi ppy had dropped back several feet. "Making final approach to
Flail's location," Klystron nunbled, edging forward, falling
unconsciously into the squatting stance of the sabre fighter. At the
end of his lanmp's beam he could see quickly noving gray and brown
fur, and bl ood.

"At your approach the rats get scared and flee," said Consuel a,
franticly typing, "though not wi thout persuasion."

He coul d see themclearly now They were dogs, |ike German
shepherds, though rather fat, and they had long, |long bare tails. And
round ears. And pointy quivering snouts. GCh, ny God.

Several scurried away, sone stood their ground staring at his

headl anp with beady black and red eyes, and one rushed him
Reacting frantically he split the top of its skull with a blow of the
dull sword. The rest of the giant sewer rats turned and ran squealing
down the tunnel. Lord Flail was not going anywhere, and what

remai ned of him as battle-hardened as Klystron was, was too

di sgusting to | ook at.

"You are too late," said Consuela. "Lord Flail has been gnawed

to death by the giant sewer rats."

"I know," said Klystron. Hearing nothing from Zi ppy, he turned
around to see her sitting there staring dunbly at the corpse. "Uh,
request permission to tenporarily | eave character."

"Granted. What's going on down there?"
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"Consuela, this is Fred. It's Steve. Steven has been, uh, |

supposed you could say, uh, eaten, by a bunch of." Fred Fine

st epped forward and swept his beam over the brained aninmal at his
feet. "By giant sewer rats."

"Ch, golly!" said Zippy. "Wiat about Virgil? He went off to go
tinkle!"

"Jeez," said Fred Fine, and started | ooking around for footprints.
"Liaison, Wiite Priest is solo in unknown |ocation."

The twel ve giant sewer rats had run right past the Wite Priest

and ignored him He was standing with his chest waders around his
thighs, relieving hinself onto a decaying toilet paper core, when the
mass of squealing rodent fervor had hurtled out of the fog, parted
down the mddle to pass aroung him rejoined behind, their long tails
| ashing inquisitively around his knees, and shot onward toward their
rendezvous with Lord Flail

He stood there al nost absentm ndedly and finished his task,

staring into the swirling lights in front of his face, breathing deeply
and t hinking. Then the scream ng started, and he pulled up his

waders and got hinself together, unslinging the Sceptre of Cosnic
Force fromits handy shoul der strap and brandishing it. Fred Fine

and Consuel a had insisted he bring al ong convincing props, so he

had manufactured the Sceptre, an iron re-rod w apped in al um num
foil, topped with a xenon flash tube in a nmassive glass ball that was
wired to a power supply in the handl e. Wen they had nustered for

the expedition, he had switched off the Iights and "convi nced" them
by turning it on and bouncing a few expl osive purple flashes off their
unprepared retinas. After he had explained the circuitry to Fred Fine,
they entered character and descended a long spiral stair into the
tunnels. In the ensuing three hours the Wite Priest had used the
Sceptre of Cosmic Force to blind, disorient and paral yze three wonp
rats, a sanurai, a balrog, Darth Vader and a Libyan hit squad.

He began to slog back toward Steven, and the scream ng ended.

Either the rats had left or Steven was dead or soneone had hel ped

the poor bastard out. Tranping down the tunnel, his |anp beam
boundi ng over the discarded fem nine-hygi ene products, condons,
shanpoo-bottle Iids and Twi nkie wappers, Virgil tried to decide

whet her this was really happening or was sinply part of the gane.

The tunnels and the chanting of Consuela had made a few i nroads on
his sense of reality, and now he was not so sure he had seen those
rats. The screans, however, had not sounded |ike the dramaturgica

i mprovi sations of an escapist Information Systens nmjor.

He stopped. The rats were com ng back! He | ooked around for a

| adder, or something to clinmb up on, but the walls of the tunnel were
snmooth and featureless. He turned and ran as quickly as he could in
the heavy rubberized | eggi ngs, soon discarding the gas nask and
headphones so he could take deep breaths of the fetid anmoni a-

ridden air.

The rats were gaining on him Virgil searched his nenory,

trying to visualize where this tunnel was and where it branched off;
if he were right, there were no branches at all—+t was a dead end.

But the blueprints had been wong before.

A branch? He swept the left wall with his |anp, and discerned a

dark patch ten paces ahead. He namde for it. The rats were |lunging for
his ankles. He kept his left hand on the wall as he ran, flailing with
the Sceptre in his right. Then his left hand abruptly felt air and he
dove in that direction, tripping over his own feet and falling on his
side within the branch tunnel

A rat was on top of himbefore he had conme to rest, and he stood

up wildly, using his body to throw the screani ng beast agai nst the
wal | . Grabbing the Sceptre in both hands he swng it |ike a scythe
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What ever else it was, it was first and forenost a rod with a heavy

gl obe at one end, a fine mace.

Virgil stood with his back to the wall, kicking alternately with

his feet Iike a Crotobaltislavonian folk dancer to shake off the bites
of the rats, lashing out with the Sceptre at the sanme tine. He was
then blinded as his hand touched the toggle switch that activated the
powerful flasher at the end. He cringed and | ooked away, and at the
same time the rats fell back squealing. He shook sweat and
condensation fromhis eyes, snapped his wet hair back and waved

the Sceptre around at arns' |ength, surveying his opponents in the
exploding light. They were gathered around himin a semcircle,

about ten feet away, and with every flash their fur glistened for an
instant and their eyeballs sparked |ike distant brakelights. They were
hi ssing and nuttering to one another now, their nunber constantly
growi ng, watching with inplacable hostility—but none dared

appr oach.

Continuing to wave the Sceptre of Cosmic Force, Virgil felt

down with his other hand to the butt of the weapon, where he had
installed a dial to adjust the speed of the flashing. Turning it
carefully up and down, he found that as the flashes becane | ess
frequent, the circle tightened around hi munani nously so that he

must frantically spin the dial up to a higher frequency. At this the
rats reacted in pain arid backed away in the flickering light in stop-
action. Now Virgil's vision was conposed of a succession of stil

i mges, each slightly different fromthe last, and all he saw was rats.
dozens of rats, and each shining purple rat-inmage was fixed
permanently into his perfect nmenory until he could renmenber little

el se. Encouraged by their fear, he grasped the knob again and sped

up the flasher, until suddenly they reached sone breaki ng-point; then
they dissolved into perfect chaotic frenzy and turned upon one
another with hysterical ferocity, charging lustily together into a great
stop-action nelee at the tunnel intersection. Bew |l dered and

di sgusted, Virgil closed his eyes to shut it out, so that all he saw was
the red veins in his eyelids junping out repeatedly against a yell ow
pi nk background.

Some of the rats were colliding with his legs. He | owered the

Sceptre so that the flasher was between his ankles, and, guiding

hi nsel f by sound and touch, noved away fromthe obstructed

i ntersection and down the unnapped passageway. He opened his

eyes and began to run, holding the flasher out in front of himlike a
blind man's cane. Fromtinme to tinme he encountered a rat who had
approached the source of the sound and fury and then gone into
convul si ons upon encountering the sprinting electronics technician
with his Sceptre. Soon, though, there were no nore rats, and he
turned it off.

Sonet hi ng was tugging at his belt. Feeling cautiously, he found

that it was the power cord of the headl anp, which had been knocked
of f his head and had been bounci ng al ong behi nd hi mever since. He
found that the lens, once he had wiped crud fromit, cast an
intermittent |ight—a connection was weakened sonewher e—that

did, however, enable himto see.

Thi s unmapped tunnel was relatively narrow Its ceiling, to his
shock, was thick with bats, while its floor was clean of the stinking
glom that covered nost of the tunnels in varying depths. |nstead
there was a thin layer of sliny fluid and fuzzy white bat guano

whi ch stank but did not hinder. This was probably a good sign; the
passage nust | ead sonewhere. He noted the position of the Sceptre's
dial that had caused the rats to blow their stacks, then slung the
weapon over his shoul der and continued down the passage, his feet
curiously light and free in the absence of deep sl udge.

Before I ong he discerned a light at the end of the tunnel. He
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broke into a jog, and soon he could see it clearly, about a hundred
and fifty feet away: a region at the end of the passage that was cl ean
and white and fluorescently lit. Nothing in the blueprints
corresponded to this.

He was still at |east a hundred feet away when a pair of sliding
doors on the right wall at the very end of the tunnel slid open. He
stopped, sank to a squat against the tunnel wall and then lay on his
stomach as he heard shouti ng.

"Ho! Heeeeyah! G tska!" Mking these and sim|ar noises, three

B- nen peeked out the door and up the passageway, then energed,
carryi ng weapons—not just pistols, but small machi ne guns. Two of
them assunmed a kneeling position on the floor, facing up the tunnel,
and their | eader, an enornous B-man forenman named Magrov, stood
behi nd t hem and si ghted down the tunnel through the bulky infrared
sight of his weapon. About hal fway between Virgil and the B-nen, a
giant rat had turned and was scuttling toward Virgil. There was a
roar and a flickering light not unlike that of Virgil's Sceptre, and two
dozen automatic rounds dissolved the rat into a |long streak on the
floor. Magrov shone a powerful flashlight over the weckage of the
rodent, but apparently Virgil was too small, distant and filthy to be
noti ced. Magrov belched loudly in a traditional Croto expression of
prof ound di sgust, and the other two nurnmured their agreenent. He
signal ed to whoever was waiting beyond the sliding doors.

A large netal cylinder about a foot and a half in diameter and

six feet long, strapped to a heavy four-wheeled cart, was carefully
pushed si deways into the passage. Magrov wal ked to a box on the

wal | , punched a button with the barrel of his weapon and spoke.
"Control, Magrov once again. W have put it in normal place |like
usual , and today only one of those goddamm pink-tail ed ones, you
know. We taking off now. | guess we be back in a few hours."

"That's an A-OK. All clear to reascend, team" cane the

unaccent ed answer fromthe box. The B-nen wal ked t hrough the

sliding doors, which closed behind them and Virgil was barely able
to make out a hum whi ch sounded |ike an el evator

After a few seconds, the end wall of the tunnel parted slowy

and Virgil sawthat it wasn't the end at all, it was a pair of thick steel
slabs that retracted into the floor and ceiling. Beyond the doors was a
|large room brightly lit, containing several nmen wal king around in
what | ooked like bright yellow rainsuits and | ong | oose hoods with

bl ack plastic wi ndows over the eyes. Three of these figures energed
and quickly slid cart and cylinder through the doors while two others
stood guard with submachi ne guns. Then all retreated behind the
doors, and the steel slabs slid back together and seal ed the tunnel
He remai ned notionless for a few m nutes nore, and noticed

sonme other things: wall-nmounted TV caneras that incessantly

swi vel ed back and forth on power ginbals; chem cal odors that

wafted down the tunnel after the doors were closed; and the nmany
gnawed and broken rat bones scattered across the nearby floor. Then
Virgil Gabrielsen concluded that the wisest thing to do was to go
back and ness with the giant rats.

Several days into the second senester, the Administration

finally told the truth about the Library, and allowed the nedia in to
phot ograph the ranks upon ranks of card catal og cabinets with their
totally enpty drawers.

The perpetrators had done it on Christmas Day. The Pl ex had

been nearly deserted, its entrance guarded by a single guard at a
turnstile. At eight in the norning, ten rather young- and hairy-

| ooking fellows in B-man unifornms had arrived and haltingly

expl ai ned that as Crotobaltislavonians they followed the Julian
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cal endar, and had al ready cel ebrated Christmas. Could they not

conme in to perform needed plunbing repairs, and earn quadruple
overtinme for working on Christnas Day? The skeptical guard |et
themin anyway; if he could not trust the janitors, whom could he
trust?

As reconstructed by the police, the burglars had gathered in the
card catalog area all the canvas carts they could find. They had taken
these through the catal og, pulling the |ock-pins fromeach drawer
and dunping the contents into the carts. The Library's 4.8 nillion
vol umes were catal ogued in 12,000 drawers of three-by-five cards,
and a sinple cal culation denmonstrated that all of these cards could
be fitted into a dozen canvas carts by anyone not overly fastidious
about keeping themin perfect order. The carts had been taken via
freight elevator to the | oadi ng docks and wheel ed onto a rented
truck, which according to the rental agency had now di sappeared. Its
borrower, a M. Friedrich Engels, had failed to list a correct address
and phone nunber and proved difficult to track dowmn. The only

unt ouched drawer was nunber

11375, STALIN, JOSEPH to STALLBAUM JOHANN GOTT-

FRI ED.

The Library turned to the conmputer system During the previous

five years, a sweatshop of catal ogers had begun to transfer the
catalog into a conputer system and the Admi nistration hoped that
ten percent of the catalog could be salvaged in this way. |nstead they
found that a terrible conputer mal function had nmunched through the
catalog recently, erasing call nunbers and nain entries and repl acing
them wi t h knock-knock jokes, Burna-Shave ditties and tracts on the
sexual characteristics of the Conputing Center senior staff.

The situation was not hopeless; at any rate, it did not deteriorate
at first. The books were still arranged in a rational order. This
changed when peopl e began hol di ng books host age.

A Master's Candidate in Journalismhad a few books she used

over and over again. After the |loss of the catal og she found t hem by
menory, carried themto another part of the Library, and cached
them behind twel ve feet of bound back issues of the Nepal ese

Journal of Bhutaruan Studies. A library enpl oyee from

Phot odupl i cati on then happened to take down a vol ume of Ut ah
Revi ew of Theoretical Astrocosnol ogy, shelved back-to-back with
NJBS, and detected the cache. She noved it to another place in the
Li brary, dunping it behind a fifty-volume facsimile edition of the

| edgers of the Brisbane/ Surabaya Steam Packet Co. Ltd., which had
been published in 1893 and whose pages had not yet been cut. She
then left a sign on the Library bulletin board saying that if the user of
such- and- such books wanted to know where they were, he or she

could put fifty dollars in the former stash, and she, the enpl oyee,
would leave in its place the new |l ocation. Several thousand peopl e
saw this note and the scamwas witten up in the Monopl ex Mnitor;

it was so obviously a good idea that it rapidly became a | arge

busi ness. Sone people took only a few vol unes, others hundreds,

but in all cases the technique was basically the sane, and soon extra
bulletin board capability was added outside the entrance to the

Li brary bloc. O course, this practice had been possible before the
| oss of the card catal og, but that event seened to change everyone's
scrupl es about the Library. The central keying system was gone;

what difference did it nmake?

Free enterprise hel ped take up the slack, as students hired

t hensel ves out as book-snoopers. The usel ess card catal og area took
on the senbl ance of a bazaar, each counter occupied by one or two
busi nesses with signs identifying their rates and services. The
psychi ¢ book-snoopers stol e and hid books, then—laimng to use
psychi ¢ power s—showed spectacul ar efficiency in |locating them
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The psychics soon eclipsed the businesses of their nonspiritua

coll eagues. In order to seem as nysterious as possible, the psychics
engaged in inpressive rituals; one day, working al one on the top
floor, I was surprised to see Professor Eneritus Hunphrey Batstone
Forthcoming |V being | ed blindfol ded through the stacks by a

| eotarded witch swinging a censer

Every week the peopl e who had stolen the card catal og woul d

take a card and mail it to the Library. The conditions of ransom as
expressed on these cards in a cranped hand, were that: (1) S. S
Krupp and the Trustees nust be purged; (2) the Megaversity nust

have open adm ssions and no room board or tuition fees; (3) the

Pl ex nmust becone a free zone with no laws or authority; (4) the
Megaversity must withdraw all investnents in firns doi ng business

in South Africa, firns doing business with firns doing business in
South Africa and firns doing business with firns doi ng busi ness

with firns doing business in South Africa; (5) recognize the PLO
and t he baby seals.

S. S. Krupp observed that card catal ogs, a recent invention, had

not existed at the Library of Al exandria, and though he woul d have
preferred, ceteris paribus, to have the catal og, we didn't have one
now, that was too bad, and we were going to have to nake do. There
was di ssent and profound shock over his position, and righteous
editorials in the Munitor, but after a week or two nobst people

deci ded that, though Krupp was an asshole, there wasn't any point in
ar gui ng.

"Wl cone and thanks for coming to the mass driver denon-

stration." Casimr Radon swall owed sone water and strai ghtened his
gl aci er gl asses. "The physics majors' organization Neutrino has put a
ot of time and work into this device, nuch of it over the Christnmas
holiday, and we think it is a good exanple of what can be done with
activities noney used constructively. God dam it!"

He was cursing at the | oudness of his Plex neighbor, Dex

Fresser, whose stereo was an el ectronic signal processor of industria
power. For once Casimr did not restrain hinself; he was so nervous
over the upcom ng denonstration that he failed to consider the dire
enbarrassnent, social rejection and personal danger involved in
goi ng next door to ask this jerk-off to turn down his music. He was
poundi ng on Dex Fresser's door before his mnd knew what his body
was doi ng, and for a noment he hoped his knocks had been drowned

out by the bass beats exploding fromFresser's eighteen-inch

woof ers. But the door opened, and there was Dex Fresser, | ooking
compl etely disoriented,

"Coul d you turn that down?" asked Casimr. Fresser, becom ng

aware of his presence, |ooked Casimr over fromhead to foot. "It
kind of disturbs ne," Casinmr added apol ogetically.

Fresser thought it over. "But you re not even there that much, so
how can it disturb you?" He then peered oddly into Casimr's face,
as though the goggl e-eyed Radon were the captain of a ship froma
mrror Earth on the other side of the sun, which was pretty nuch
what he was thinking. Chagrined, Casinmir ground his teeth very

| oudly, generating so much heat that they becane white hot and

gl owed pinkly through his cheeks. He then receded off into infinity
like a starship making the junmp into hyperspace, then canme around
behi nd Fresser again in such a way as to nake it appear (due to the
mrror effect) that he was actually com ng fromthe sane direction in
whi ch he'd gone. Just as he arrived back in the doorway two years

| ater, the space warp snapped shut behind him but at the |ast
monent Dex Fresser gl anced through it, and saw | ovely purple fields
filled with flowers, chanting Brazilians, |eaky green ball point pens
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and t housands of enpty tea boxes. He wanted very nuch to visit that
pl ace.

"Well, it does disturb me when | do happen to be in nmy room

See how that works?" The man who was running this tape, a |anky
green tennis shoe with bad acne and an el ephant's trunk tied in a
doubl e W ndsor knot around his waist, stopped the tape and ran it
back to Fresser's previous reply.

"But you're not even there that nuch, so how can it disturb

you?" As Fresser finished this, Casimr did exactly what he had done
|last tine, except this tine the purple fields were being cluster-
bonbed by flying garages. The space warp closed off just in time to

| et a piece of shrapnel through. It zooned over Casinir's shoul der
and enbedded itself in the wall, and Fresser recognized it as a
Pershing 2 mssile.

"Right," said Casinmir, now speaking through a sousaphone

around his shoul der, which bonbarded Dex Fresser with white |aser
rays. "I know. But you see when | amin ny room| prefer not to be

di sturbed. That's the whole point."

Fresser suddenly realized that the Pershing 2 was actually the

left front quarter-panel of a '57 Buick that he had seen abandoned on
a street in Evanston on July 28, 1984, and that Casimir was actually
John D. Rockefeller. "How can you be so goddamm sel fish, man?

Don't you know how many peopl e you've killed?" And he sl amred

t he door shut, knowi ng that the shock would cause the piece of the
Buick to fall on Rockefeller's head; since it was antimatter, nothing
woul d be left afterward.

The confrontation had worked out as badly as Casinir had

feared. He went back to his room heart pounding irrationally, so
upset that he did not practice his speech at all

The | ack of rehearsal did not matter, as the only audience in
Sharon's | ab was the Neutrino nenmbership, Virgil, Sarah, a

phot ographer fromthe Mrtoplex Mnitor and |I. Toward the end of

the speech, though, S. S. Krupp walked in with an officia

phot ographer and a snall, neek-Iooking ol der man, causing Casimr

to whip off his glasses in agitation and destroying any trace of
calmess in his manner. Finally he nmunbl ed something to the effect
that it was too bad Krupp had cone in so |ate, seeing as how the best
part of this introduction was over, and concluded that we should stop
j abbering and have a | ook at this thing.

The nmass driver was four neters long, built atop a pair of sturdy
tables bolted together. It was nothing nore than a pair of |ong
straight parallel guides, each horseshoe-shaped in cross-section, the
prongs of the horseshoes pointed toward each other with a narrow

gap in between. The bucket, which would carry the payl oad, was

| ozenge-shaped in cross-section and alnost filled the oval tunne
created by the two guides. Mst of the bucket was enpty payl oad
space, but its outer jacket was of a special alloy supercooled by
liquid heliumso that it becanme a perfect superconducting

el ectromagnet. This feature, conbined with a force field generated in
the two rails, suspended the bucket on a frictionless magnetic
cushion. Electromagnets in the rails, artfully wound by Virgil

provi ded the accel eration, "kicking" the bucket and its contents from
one end of the mass driver to the other

Casimr relaxed visibly as he began pointing out the technica
details. Wth long netal tongs he reached into a giant thernos flask
and pull ed out the supercold bucket, which was about the size of two
beer cans side by side. He slid it into the breech of the mass driver
As it began to soak up warnth fromthe room a cascade of frigid
white helium poured froma vent on its back and spilled to the floor
Krupp stood cl ose by and asked questions. "Wat's the wei ght

of the slug?"
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"This," said Casinmr, picking up a solid brass cylinder fromthe
table, "is a one-kilogrammass. That's pretty small, but—

"No, it isn't." Krupp |ooked over at his friend, who raised his
eyebrows and nodded. "Nothing small about it."

Casimr smled weakly and nodded in thanks. Krupp conti nued,
"What's the nuzzle velocity?"

Here Casinmir | ooked sheepish and shifted nervously, |ooking at
his Neutrino friends.

"Ch," said Krupp, sounding |et down, "not so fast, eh?"

"Ch, no no no. Don't get ne wong. The final velocity isn't
bad." At this the Neutrino nmenbers clapped their hands over their

mout hs and stifled shrieks and | aughs. "I was just going to let you
see that for yourselves instead of throwing a | ot of nunbers at you."
"Well, that's fine!" said Krupp, sounding nore sangui ne. "Don't

let us laynmen interfere with your schedule. |I'msorry. Just go right

ahead." He stepped back and crossed his arms as though planning to
shut up for hours.

Casimr gave the enpty bucket a tap and there were oohs and

aahs as it floated smoothly and quietly down the rails, bounced off a
stop at the end and floated back with no change in speed. He
reinserted the one-kil ogrambrass cylinder. "Now let's try it. As you
can see we have a nonmentum absorber set up at the other end of the

I ab. "

The "nomentum absorber” was ten squares of 3/8-inch pl ywood

held parallel in a franme, spaced two inches apart to forma sandw ch
a couple of feet long. This was securely braced against the wall of
the lab at the sane |evel as the nass driver. had assunmed that the

i ntended target was a wastebasket floor beneath the "nuzzle" of the
machi ne, but now realized that Casimr was expecting the weight to
fly about twenty feet without |osing any altitude. "I suggest you al
stand back in case sonething goes wong," said Casimr, and feeling
somewhat al arnmed | stood way back and suggested that Sarah do
likewise. Casimr made a |ast check of the circuitry, then hit a big
red button.

The sound was a whizz followed by a rapid series of staccato

expl osions. It could be witten as:

ZZ| KKH

where the entire sound takes about a quarter of a second. None

of us really saw anything. Casinmr was already running toward the
nmonent um absorber. Wien we got there, we.saw that the first five

| ayers of plywood had perfectly clean round hol es punched through
them two nore had nessy holes, and the next |ayer had buckled, the
brass cylinder wedged in place at its bottom Casimr pulled out the
payl oad with tongs and dropped it into an asbestos mtt he had
donned. "It's pretty hot after all those collisions," he explained.
Everyone but Casimr was electrified. Even the Neutrino

observers, who had seen it before, were awed, and | aughed
hysterically fromtinme to tine. Sarah | ooked as though whatever

di strust she had ever had in technol ogy had been dramatically
confirmed. | stared at Casimr, realizing how smart he was. Virgi
left, smling. Krupp's little friend paced between nass driver and
target, hands cl asped behind back, a wide snmle nestled in his silver-
brown beard, while Krupp hinmsel f was astoni shed.

"Jesus H Christ!" he yelled, fingering the holes. "That is the
dammedest thing |'ve ever seen. Good |ord, boy, how did you rmake

t hi s?"

Casimr seened at a loss. "It's all done from Sharon's plans," he
said blankly. "He did all the magnetic fieldwork. | just plugged in
the arithmetic. The rest of it was nmachi ne-shop work. Not hing
conplicated about the nachine."

file:/lIF|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (95 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:46 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

"Does it have to be this powerful ?" | said. "Don't get me w ong.
I"minmpressed as hell. Wuldn't it have been a little easier to nake a
sl ower one?"

"Well, sure, but not as useful," said Casimr. "The technica

chal I enges only show up when you neke it fast enough to be used

for its practical purpose—which is to shoot payl oads of ore and

m nerals fromthe lunar surface to an orbital processing station. For a
| owvel ocity one we could' ve used air cushions instead of nagnetic
fields to float the bucket but there's no challenge in that."
"What's the nuzzle velocity?" asked Krupp's guest, who had
appeared next to ne. He spoke quietly and quickly in an Australian
accent. Wen | | ooked down at him | realized he was Oswal d
Hei m i ch, Chairman of the Board of Trustees of American
Megaversity and one of the richest nmen in the city —the founder of
Hei m i ch Freedom I ndustries a huge de fense contractor. Casimr
obviously didn't know who he was.

"The final velocity of the bucket is one hundred neters per

second, or about two hundred twenty niles per hour."

"And how coul d you boost that?"

"Boost it?" Casimir |looked at him startled. "Well, for nore
velocity you could build another just like this—= "Yes, and put them
together. | know. They're interconnectible. But how could you

i ncrease the acceleration of this device?"

"Well, that gets you into some big technical problens. You'd

need expensive electronic gear with the ability to kick out huge
pul ses of power very quickly. G ant capacitors could do it, or a
speci ali zed power supply.”

Heimich followed all this, nodding incessantly. "Or a generator
that gets its power froma controlled explosion."

Casimr smled. "It's funny you should nmention that. Sone

peopl e are specul ating about building small portable mass drivers
with exactly that type of power supply—a chem cal expl osi on—and
using themto throw explosive shells and so on. That's what is
cal |l ed—=

"Arailgun. Precisely."

Things began to fall into place for Casinir. "Ch. | see. So you
want to know if | could build-basically a railgun."

"Sure. Sure," said Heimich in an aggressive, glinting voice.
"What's research without practical applications?"

The question hung in the air. Krupp took over, soundi ng nuch
calmer. "You see, Casimr, in order to continue with this research—
and you are off to an exceptionally fine start—you will need outside
funding on a larger scale. Now, as good an idea as lunar nining is,
no one is ever going to fund that kind of research. But rail guns—
whet her you like it or not, they have very i medi ate significance

that can really pull in the grants. I'mnerely pointing out that in
today's clinmate relating your work to defense is the best way to ob-
tain funding. And | inagine that if you wanted to set up a specialized

I ab here to advance this kind of work, you might be able to get all
the funding you' d want."

Casimr | ooked down at the shattered plywood in consternation

"I don't need an answer now. But give it sone careful thought,

son. There's no reason for you to be stuck in silly-ass classes if you
can do this kind of work. Call me anytinme you |ike." He shook
Casimr's hand, Heimich nade a brief smling spastic bow, and they
wal ked out together.

--February--

Sarah quit the Presidency of the Student Government on the first
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of January. At the nmass-driver denpnstration, S. S. Krupp had
sinply ignored her, which was fine by Sarah as she had no desire to
give the nan a point-by-point expl anation

As for the death of Tiny, here the other shoe never dropped,

t hough Sarah and Hyacinth kept waiting. His body was in especially
poor condition when found, and the bullet holes night not have been
detected even if soneone had thought to | ook for them The City
police nade a rare Plex visit and | ooked at the broken w ndow and
the el ectrocuted man on the floor, but apparently the Terrorists had
cl eaned up any bl ood or other evidence of conflict; in short, they
made it all look like a conpletely deranged drunken fuck-up, an
archetype faniliar to the Cty cops.

The Terrorists wanted their own revenge. None of them had a
coherent idea of what had happened. Even the two surviving

wi tnesses had dim traumatized nenories of the event and coul d

only say it had sonething to do with a wonan dressed as a cl own.

As soon as | heard that the Tetrorists were | ooking for soneone
called Cown Wman, | invited her over and we had a chat. | knew
what her costune had been. Though she understood why | was

curious, she suddenly adopted a sad, cold reserve | had never seen in
her before.

"Som~. really terrible things happened that night. But |'m!
Hyacinth i s saf e—ekay? And we've been making plans to stay that
way. "

"Fine. | just—

"I know. 1'd love to tell you nore. I'mdying to. But I won't,
because you have sone official responsibilities and you're the kind
of person who carries themout, and know ng anythi ng woul d be a
burden for you. You'd try to hel p—but that's sonmething you can't

do. Can you understand that?"

| was a little scared by her lone strength. Mre, | was stunned
that she was protecting ne. Finally | shrugged and said, "Sounds as
t hough you know what you're doing," because that was how it

sounded.

"This has a lot to do with your resigning the Presidency?"
continued. Sarah was a little annoyed by ny di pl omacy, for the sane
reason S. S. Krupp woul d have been

"Bud, | don't need sone terrific reason for resigning. If I'm
spending tine on a useless job | don't like, and | find there are better
things to do with that tinme, then | ought to resign." | nodded

contritely, and for the first time she was rel axed enough to | augh
On her way out she gave nme a long platonic hug, and | stil
remenber it when | feel in need of warnth.

They got the wadi ng pool and the garden hose on a two-hour

bus ride to a suburban K-Mart. Hyacinth inflated it in the mddle of
Sarah's room whil e Sarah ran the hose down the hall to the bathroom
to pipe in hot water. Once the pool was acceptably full and foany,
they retrieved the hose, |ocked the door and seal ed off all w ndows
wi th newspaper and all cracks around the door with towels and tape.
They lit a few candl es but bl ew nost of them out when their eyes

adj usted. The nmagnum of chanpagne was buried in ice, the water

was hot, the night was young. Hyacinth's .44 was very intrusive, and
so Sarah filed it under G for Gun and they had a good | augh

Around 4:00 in the norning, to Sarah's satisfaction, Hyacinth

passed out. Sarah allowed herself to do likewi se for a while. Then
she dragged Hyacinth out onto the rug, dried her and hoisted her into
bed. They slept until 4:32 in the afternoon. Sleet was ticking against
the wi ndow. Hyacinth cut a slit in the wi ndow screen and they fed

the hose outside and siphoned all the bathwater out of the pool and
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down the side of the Plex. They ate all of Sarah's nother's banana
bread, thirty-two Chips Ahoys, three bow s of Captain Crunch, a pint
of strawberry ice cream and drank a great deal of water. They then
gave each ot her backrubs and went to sl eep again.

"Keeping ny .38 clean is a pain in the ass," said Sarah at one
point. "It picks up a lot of crud in ny backpack pocket."

"That's one reason to carry a single-action," said Hyacinth.

"Less to go wong if it's dirty."

Along time later, Sarah added, "This is pretty macho. Tal ki ng
about our guns."

"l suppose it's true that they're macho. But they are al so guns.

In fact, they're primarily guns."

"True."

They al so di scussed killing people, which had becone an

i mportant subject with themrecently.

"Sonmetinmes there isn't any choice," Sarah said to Hyacinth, as
Hyacinth cried calmy into her shoul der. "You know, Constantine
puni shed rapi sts by pouring molten | ead down their throats. That was
a preneditated, organized puni shnent. Wat you did was on the spur
of the monent."

"Yeah. Putting on protective clothes, |oading nmy gun, tracking
them down and bl owi ng one away was really on the spur of the
nonent . "

"Au | can say is that if anyone ever deserved it, he did."

Three Terrorists anbl ed down the hall past Sarah's door,

chanting "Death to C own Wnan!"

"Ckay, fine," said Hyacinth, and stopped crying. "G anted. |

can't worry about it forever. But sooner or later they're going to
figure out who G own Wrnan is. Then there'll be even nore

vi ol ence. "

"Better themto be violent against us," said Sarah, "than agai nst
peopl e who don't even understand what violence is."

Sarah was busy taking care of herself that senester. This nade

nmore sense than what the rest of us were doing, but it did not nake
for an eventful life. At the sane tine, a very different Anerican
Megaversity student was fighting the sane battle Sarah had just

won. This student lost. The tale of his losing is nelancholy but nuch
nmore interesting.

Every detail was inportant in assessing the situation, in
determning just how close to the brink Plexor was! The obvious
things, the frequent transitions fromthe Technol ogi cal universe to
the Magi cal universe, those were child's play to detect; but the
evi dence of inpendi ng Breakdown was to be found only in the

m nuti ae. The extra col d-water pipe; that was significant. Wat had
suddenly caused such a leak to be sprung in the plunbing of Plexor,
whi ch had functioned flawl essly for a thousand years? And what
power ful benign hand had nade the switch fromone pipe to the

ot her ? What prophecy was to be found in the conming of the Thing of
the Earth in the test run of Shekondar? Was sone great happening at
hand? One could not be sure; the answer nust be nested anong
subtleties. So this one spent nany days wandering like a | one

t haumat urge through the corridors of the Plex, watching and
observing, ignoring the classes and | ectures that had becone so
trivial.

Wth the hel p of an obsequi ous MARS |i eutenant he was

all owed to inspect the |aboratory of the secret rail gun experinents.
Here he found advanced specialized power supplies fromHeinlich
Freedom I ndustries. The lieutenant, a Neutrino nenber of four
years' standi ng, hooked the output of one power supply to an
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osci |l oscope and showed hi mthe very high and sharp spi ke of

current it could punch out—precisely the inpul ses a superfast nass
driver would need to keep its payl oad accel erating explosively right
up to the end. This one also observed a test of a new el ectronmagnet.
It was nmuch larger than those used for the first nass driver, wound
with miles of hair-thin copper wire and cooled by antifreeze-filled
tubes. A short piece of rail had been nmade to test the nagnet. It was
equi pped with a bucket designed to carry a payload ten centineters
across! This one watched as a violent invisible kick fromthe nagnet
wr enched the bucket to high velocity and slammed it to the cushion
at the rail's end; the heavy payload shot out, booned into a tarp
suspended about five feet away, and fell into a box of foamrubber
scraps. It was the sane pattern he saw everywhere. A peaceful |unar
nm ni ng devi ce had, under the influence of Shekondar the Fearsone,

met anor phosed into a potent weapon of great value to the forces of
Good.

He gave the lieutenant a battlefield pronotion to Captain. He

wanted to stay and continue to watch, but it had been a |ong day; he
was tired, and for a nonment his nmind seened to stop entirely as he
stood by the exit.

Then came again the creeping sense of Leakage, inpossible to

i gnore; his head snapped up and to the right, and, speaking across the
di mensi onal barrier, Klystron the Inpaler told himto go to dinner.

Klystron the Inpaler was only Klystron the | npal er when he

was in a Magical universe. The rest of the tinme he was Chris the
Systens Programmer—a brilliant, dashing, young, handsone

term nal jockey considered to be the best systens man on the giant

sel f-cont ai ned uni verse-hoppi ng colony, Plexor. Fromtinme to tine

Pl exor woul d pass through the Central Bifurcation, a giant space
warp, and enter a Magical universe, fundanentally altering all
aspects of reality. Though the structure of Plexor itself underwent
little change at these tines, everything therein was converted to its
magi cal , pretechnol ogi cal anal og. Guns becane swords, freshnen

becane how i ng savages, Tinme namgazi ne becane a hand-|ettered
vellumtome and Chris the Systens Progranmer—well, brilliant

peopl e i ke himbecane sorcerers, swordspeopl e and heroes. The
smarter they were—the greater their stature in the Technol ogi ca

uni verse—the nore dazzling was their swordplay and the nore
penetrating their spells. Needless to say, Klystron the Inpaler was a
very great hero-swordsman-magi ci an i ndeed

O course, Plexorians tended to be that way to begin with. Only

the nost advanced had been adm tted when Pl exor was begun, and it

was natural that their distant offspring today should tend toward the
exceptional. O those |ucky enough to be selected for Plexor, only
the nost adaptabl e had any stomach for the |ife once they got there
and, every nonth or so, found their waterbeds netanorphosing into
heaps of bearskins. Klystron/Chris liked to think of the place as a
pressure cooker for the advancenent of hunanity.

But even the nobst perfect nachine could not be insulated from

the frailty and stupidity of the human mind. In the early days of

Pl exor every inhabitant had understood the Central Bifurcation, had
respected the distinction between technol ogy and nagi ¢, and had

shown enough discipline to ensure that division. Wthin the past
several generations, though, ignorance had cone to this perfect place
and Breakdown had begun. Recent generations of Plexorians |acked

the ent husiasm and commtnent of their forebears and di spl ayed

i gnorance which was often shocking; recently it had becone

common to suppose that Plexor was not a free-drifting edo-

soci osystemat all, that it was in fact a planetoidal structure bound to
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a particular universe. Cccasionally, it was true, Plexor would
materialize on the ground, in a giant city or a barbarian kingdom Its
makers, a @uild of sorcerers and nmgicians operating in separate

uni verses through the nediation of Keldor, had created it to be self-
sufficient and life-supporting in any habitat, with a nuclear fue
source that would last forever. But to believe that one particul ar
worl d was al ways out there was a blindness to reality so severe that
it anbunted to rank prinmitivismamdst this sophisticated col ony of
technocrats. It was, in a word, Breakdown—a blurring of the
boundary—and such was the delicacy of that boundary between the

uni verses that nere ignorance of its existence, nmere Breakdown-

ori ented thinking and Breakdown- conduci ve behavi or, was sufficient
to open small Leaks between Magi ¢ and Technol ogy, to generate an
unholy M xture of the two opposites. It was the duty of the
remai ni ng guardi ans of the Elder Know edge. such as

Klystron/ Chris, to expurgate such nixtures and restore the erstwhile
purity of the two existences of Pl exor

In just the past few weeks the Leaks had becone rents, the

M xt ure ubi quitous. Now Barbarians sat at conputer termnals in the
Conputing Center unabashed, pathetically trying, in broad daylight,
to run prograns that were so riddled with bugs the damm things

woul dn't even conpile, their recent kills stretched out bl eeding
between their feet awaiting the spit. Gant rats from anot her plane of
exi stence roanmed free through the sewers of the nighty

technol ogi cal civilization, and everywhere Chris the Systens

Anal yst found dirt and marrow sucked bones on the floor, broken
light fixtures, graffiti, noise, ignorance. He watched these happen-
ings, not yet willing to believe in what they portended, and soon
devel oped a sixth sense for detecting Leakage. That was in and of
itself a case of Mxture; in a Technol ogi cal universe, sixth senses
were scientifically inpossible. H's newintuition was a sign of the
Leakage of the powers of Klystron the Inpaler into a universe where
they did not belong. In recognition of this, and to protect hinself
fromthe ignorant, Klystron/Chris had thought it wi se to adopt the

i nformal code nanme of Fred Fine.

He had deni ed what was coming for too long. Despite his

suprene intelligence he was hesitant to accept the hugeness of his
own personal inportance

Until the day of the food fight: on that day he came to

under stand the sonber future of Plexor and of hinself.

I't happened during dinner. To nost of those in the Cafeteria it

was just a food fight, but to "Fred Fine" it was nmuch nore
significant, a prelimnary skirm sh to the upconing war, a byte of
strategic data to be thoughtfully digested.

He had been contenpl ating an abstract type of program

structure, absently shuffling the namel ess protein-starch substance
fromtray to nouth, when a sense of strangeness had verged on his
awar eness and di spersed his thoughts. As he | ooked up and becane
alert, he also became aware that (a) the food was terrible; (b) the Caf
was crowded and noi sy; and (c) Leakage was all around. H's mind

now as alert as that of Kl ystron before a nelee, he scanned the
Cafeteria fromhis secure corner (one of only four corners in the
Cafeteria and therefore highly prized), stuffing his conmputer printout
securely into his big |ocking briefcase. Though his gaze traversed
hundreds of faces in a few seconds, sonmething allowed himto fix his
attention on a certain few eight or ten, with long hair and eccentric
clothing, who were clearly |ooking at one another and not at the
gal l ons of food heaped on their Fiberglass trays. The sixth sense of
Klystron enabled Chris to glean fromthe whirl of people a deeply

hi dden pattern he knew to be significant.

He stood up in the corner, nmenorizing the |ocations of those he
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had found, and switched to | ong-range scan, assisting hinmself by
following their own tense stares. Hi s eyes flicked down to the
readout of his digital cal cu-chronograph and he noted that it was just
seconds before 6:00. Inpatiently he polled his subjects and noted
that they were now all |ooking toward one place: a mlk dispenser
near the center of the Cafeteria, where an exceptionally tall burnout
stood with a small black box in his hand!

There was a sharp blue flash that made the ceiling gl ow

briefly—the bl ack box was an el ectronic flash unit—and all hel

broke | oose. Mssiles of all shapes and col ors whizzed through his
field of vision and spl at hunked starchily against tables, pillars and
bodi es. Ami d sudden screaming an entire long table was flipped

over, causing a hundredwei ght of manicotti and French fries to slide
into the laps of the unfortunates on the wrong side. Seeing the
perpetrators break and dissolve into the mlling dinnertine crowd,
the victins could only respond by slinging handful s of steamn ng
ricotta at their disappearing backsides. At this first outbreak of noise
and action the Cafeteria quieted for a nonent, as all turned toward
the di sturbance. Then, seeing food flying past their own heads, nost
of the spectators united in bedlam The Terrorist sections seened to
have been expecting this and joined in with beer-comercia

rowdi ness. Several tables of well-dressed young wonen ran
frantically for the exits, in npbst cases too slowy to prevent the
rui nation of hundreds of dollars' worth of clothes a head. Mny
col l apsed squalling into the arns of their patron Terrori st

organi zations. The Droogs opened a m |k nmachine, pulled out a

heavy poly-bag of Skimand slung it into the mdst of what had been
an informal gathering of Classics majors, with explosive results.

Al'l was observed intently by Klystron/Chris, who stood calm

and notionless in his corner holding his briefcase as a shield.
Though the progress of the fight was interesting to watch, it was
hardly as inportant as the behavior of the instigators and the
reactions of the Cafeteria staff.

O the instigating organi zation, sonme were obliged to flee
imediately in order to protect thenselves. These were the agents
provocateurs, the table-tippers and tray-slingers, whose part was

al ready played. The renai nder were observers, and they stood in
carefully planned stations around the walls of the Cafeteria and

wat ched, much as Chris did. Some snapped pictures with cheap

carer as.

Thi s picture-taking began in earnest when, after about fifteen
seconds, the reactive strike began. The cooks and servers had
instantly leapt to block the doors of the serving bays, which in these
circunstances had the sane val ue as amunition dunps. Pairs of the

| arger nmal e cooks now charged out and drew shut the folding

di viders which partitioned the Cafeteria into twenty-four sections.
Meanwhi l e, forty-eight nore senior Cafeteria personnel and guards
fanned out in organized fashion, clothed in ponchos and facenasks.

In each section, one of themleapt up on a table with a negaphone to
screamri ght eousness at the students, while his partner confronted
particularly active types. Klystron/Chris's view of the fight was
abruptly reduced to what he could see in his own small section.

Anmong ot her things he saw eight of the Roy G Biv Terrori st

Group overturn the table on which the local official stood, sending
hi m spl ayi ng on hands and knees across the slick of grease and
tomat o sauce on the floor. His partner skidded after him and
swiveled to protect their backs fromthe Terrorists, who had huddl ed
and were nunbling nenacingly. For the first time Klystron/Chris

felt the hysterical half-sick excitenment of approaching violence, and
he began to edge along the wall toward a nore strategically sound
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posi tion.

One of the Terrorists went to the corner where the sliding

partitions intersected, blocking the only route of escape. The nmen in
the room noved away uneasily; the wonen pressed thensel ves

agai nst the wall and sat on the floor and tried to get invisible. Then
the Roy G Biv men broke; two went for the still-standing official,
one for the man who was just staggering to his feet with the dented
megaphone. Abruptly, Klystron/ Chris stepped forward, took from

his briefcase a small weapon and pulled the trigger. The weapon was

a flash gun, a device for making an explosively intense flash of |ight
that blinded attackers. Everyone in front of the weapon froze. As
they were putting their hands to their eyes, he pulled out his Cvi
War bayonet, janmmed it into a fold in the sliding partition and pulled
it down to open a six-foot rent. He led the tactical retreat to the
adj oi ni ng section, which was conparatively under control

The officials here were not amused. A stocky m ddl e-aged man

in a brown suit stonped toward Klystron/Chris with death in his eye.
He was stopped by a chorus of protest fromthe refugees, who nmade

it clear that the real troubl enakers were back there. And that was
how Kl ystron/ Chri s avoi ded having any of these seriously M xed

of ficials discover his informal code nane.

But what was the strategic significance?

He knew it had been done by Barbarians. Despite the carefully

tail ored nodern clothes they used to hide their stooping forns and
overly long arns, he recognized their true nature fromthe ropy scars
runni ng along their heavy overhangi ng brows and the garl ands of
rodent skulls they wore around their necks. Had it not been for the
camer anen, he woul d have concl uded that this was nothing nore

than a purposel ess di splay of the savages' contenpt for order. But

t he phot ographers made it clear that this riot had been a

reconnai ssance-in-force, directed by an advanced strategic mnd with
an crest in the Cafeteria's defenses. And that, in turn, inplied an
upcom ng offensive centered on the Cafeteria itself. O course! In
here was enough grub to feed a good-sized conmando force for

years, if rationed properly; it would therefore be a prinme objective
for insurrectionists planning to seize and hold | arge portions of

Pl exor. But why? Who was behind it? And how did it connect with

the ot her harbi ngers of catastrophe?

Once upon a time, a mathematically inclined friend of Sarah's,

one Casimr Radon, had estimated that her chances of running into a
fellow Airhead at dinner were no better than about one in twenty. As
usual he was not trying to be annoying or nerdish, but neverthel ess
Sarah wi shed for a nore satisfying explanation of why she coul d get
no relief fromher dammed nei ghbors. One in twenty was optimstic.

At times she thought that they were planting spies in her path to take
down statistics on how many behavi oral standards she broke, or to
drive her crazy by asking why she had really resigned the

Presi dency.

She was annoyed but not surprised to find herself eating dinner

with Mari Meegan, Mari's second cousin and Toni one night.

Rel axed from a racquetball ganme, she made no effort to scan her
route through the Caf for telltale ski masks. So as she danced and
si deslipped her way toward what | ooked |ike an open table, she was
bl i ndsided by a charm ng squeal fromright next to her. "Sarah!" Too
sl ow even to think of pretending not to hear, she | ooked down to see
the three col or-coordi nated ski nasks | ooki ng back at her
expectantly. She despised them and never wanted to see them again,
ever, but she also knew there was value in follow ng social nornms,
once in a while, to forestall hatred and God knows what ki nds of
retribution. The last thing she wanted was to be connected with
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Cl owmn Wman. So she sniled and sat down. It was not going to be a
great neal, but Sarah's conversation support system was working

wel | enough to get her at |east through the sal ad.

The ski masks had becone very popul ar since the beginning of

second senester, having proved spectacularly successful during fire
drills. The Airheads found that they could pull themon at the first
ringing of the bell and make it downstairs before all the bars filled
up, and when they returned to their roonms they did not have to
renove any nekeup before going back to bed. Then one sartorially
daring Airhead had worn her ski mask to a 9:00 class one January
nmor ni ng, and pronounced it worthwhile, and other Airheads had

begun to experinent with the concept. The |l ess wealthy found that
ski masks saved heaps of nobney on cosnetics and hair care, and
everyone was inpressed with their conveni ence, ease of cleaning

and unlinmited mx-'n'"-match color coordination possibilities.

Bl ousy, anorphous dresses had al so becone the style; why wear

sonet hing tight and unconfortabl e when no one knew who you

wer e?

Talking to Mari, N cci and Toni was not that bad, of course, but
Sarah felt unusually refreshed and cl ean, was having one of her
favorite dinners, was going to a concert with Hyacinth that night and
had hoped to nake it a perfect day. Wrse than talking to them was
having to smile and nod at the stream of col ogned and bl owdri ed
Terrorists who came up behind the Airheads in their strange bandy
macho wal k, homing in on those ski nasks |ike heat-seeking m s-
siles on a house fire. Several sneaked up behind Mari and the others
to goose themwhile they ate. Sarah knew that they did not want to
be warned, so she nerely rolled her nanicotti around in her nouth
and stared norosely over Mari's shoul der as the young bucks crept
forward with exaggerated stealth and twitching fingers. So | ong as
these people continued to | ead segregated |ives, she knew, it was
necessary to do such things in order to have any contact with
menbers of the other sex. They at |east had nmore style than the
freshman Terrorists, who generally started conversations by

dunpi ng beverages over the heads of freshman wonen. So there

were many breaks in the conversation while Terrorist fingers probed
deep into Airhead tenderloins and the requisite scream ng and
giggling foll owed.

Notwi t hstanding this, "the gals" did nmanage to have a

conversation about their majors. Sarah was majoring in English.

Marl had a cousin who majored in English too, and who had net a
very nice Business student doing it. Man was nmjoring in Hobbies
Educati on. Toni was Undecided. N cci was in Sociology at another
school .

And then the food fight.

Bet ween t he opening salvo and the nonent when their table

was protectively ringed by Terrorists, the others were quite dignified
and hardly nmoved. Sarah sat still nonmentarily, then cane to her
senses and slipped under the table. Fromthis point of view she saw
many pairs of corduroy, khaki, designer jean and chino pantlegs
around the table, and saw too the folding partitions slide across.
Once the partitions were closed she energed, nostly because

she wanted to see who owned the brown pol yester |egs that had been
danci ng around the roomin such agitation. The Terrorists grabbed
her arms solicitously and haul ed her to her feet, wanting to know if
she had | ost her ski mask in "all the action.”

The nman in the brown three-piecer was none other than

Bar t hol onew (Wonbat) Forksplit, Dean of Dining Services, who

had been pronoted to Dean Emeritus after his recovery fromthe
nacho tortilla chip shard that had passed through his brain. No one
knew where he canme from-i bet? Kurdi stan? Abyssi ni a?
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Circassia? Since the accident, he had becone known as Wynbat the

Mar auder to his victins, nostly inconsiderate dorks who had broken
Caf rules only to find this nman gripping themin an old Bosnian or
Tunisian nmartial arts hold that shorted out the major neridians of
their nervous system and shouting at themin a percussive accent
that crackled Iike fat ground beef on a red-hot steamgriddle. Sone
accused him of using the accident as an excuse to act |ike a madnman,
but no one doubted that he was pissed off.

When he saw the ex-President hal f-dragged fromunder a table

by the beami ng Terrorists, Forksplit released the knee of his current
vi ctimand speed-skated across the stained |linoleumtoward her, his

t omat o- sauce—spattered arns outstretched as if in supplication

Sarah pulled her arns free and backed up a step, but he stopped short
of enbracing her and cried, "Sarah! You, here? Indicates this that
you are part of these—these asshole Terrorists? Please say no!" He
stared piteously into her eyes, the little white scar on his forehead
standi ng out vividly against his nmurderously flushed face. Sarah
swal | owed and gl anced around the room conscious of many sk

masks and Terrorists | ooking at her

"Ch, not really, | was just over here at another table. These guys
were just helping ne up. This is a real shane. | hope the B-nen

don't go on strike now. "

A |l ook of agony cane over Winbat the Marauder's face at the

mere mention of this idea, and he backed up, pirouetted and paced
around their Cafeteria subdivision directing a soliloquy of anger and
frustration at Sarah. "I joost—+ don't know what the hell to do. | do
everything in the world to deliver fine service. This is good food! No
one believes that. They go off to other places and eat, cone back and
say, 'Yes M. Forksplit |let nme shake your hand your food is so

good!! Best | have ever eaten!' But do these idiots understand? No,
they throw barbells through the ceiling! Al they can do with good
food is throwit, like it is being a sports inplenent or sonething.
You! "

Forksplit sprinted toward a tall thin fellow who had just slit one

of the sliding partitions alnpst in half with a bayonet and pl unged
through, pulling a briefcase behind him Under his armthis nman
carried a pistol-shaped flashlight, which he tried to pull out; but
before Forksplit was able to reach him several nore people

expl oded through the slit, pointing back and conpl ai ni ng about hi gh
rudeness levels in the next room Wth a bl oodcurdling battle cry
Forksplit flung his body through the breach and into the next
conpartment, where nuch | oud snmashing and yelling commenced

Man turned to Sarah, a big smle visible through her nouth-

hol e. "That was very nice of you, Sarah. It was sweet to think about
Dean Forksplit's feelings."
"He put me in a hell of a spot,'

sai d Sarah, who was | ooki ng at

Fred Fine and his |ight-gun and his bayonet. "I nean, what was |
supposed to say?"
Man did not follow, and |aughed. "It was neat the way you

didn't say sonething bad about the Terrorists just on his account."”
Fred Fine was stashing his arnmanents in his briefcase and

staring at them Sarah concluded that he had just conme over to
eavesdrop on their conversation and | ook at their secondary sex
characteristics.

"Di plomatic? There's nothing | could say, Man, that could be

nasty enough to describe those assholes, and the sooner you realize
that the better off youll be."

"Ch, no, Sarah. That's not true. The Terrorists are nice guys,
really."

"They are assholes.”
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"But they're nice. You said so yourself at Fantasy Island Nite,
renenber? You should get to know sone of them"

Sarah nearly snapped that she had al nbst gotten to know sone

of themquite well on Fantasy Island Nite, but held her tongue,
suddenl y apprehensive. Had she said that on Fantasy Island Nite?

And had Mar! known who she was? "Man, it is possible to be nice

and be an asshole at the same tinme. N nety-nine percent of all people
are nice. Not very nany are decent."

"Wl |, sonetinmes you don't seemterribly nice."

"Well, | don't wish to be nice. | don't care about nice. |'ve got
nmore inmportant things on ny mind, |ike happiness."

"l don't understand you, Sarah. | like you so much, but | just

don't understand you." Man backed away a coupl e of paces on her

spi kes, gazing coolly at Sarah through her eye-holes. "Sometines |
get the feeling you' re nothing but a clown." She stood and wat ched
Sarah triunmphantly.

DEATH TO CLOMN WOVAN! hung before Sarah's eyes. A

knifing chill struck her and she was suddenly nauseated and

I i ght headed. She sat down on a table, assisted needlessly by Fred

Fi ne.

"Youll be fine," he said confidently. "Just routine shock. Lie

back here and we'll take care of you." He began naking a clear

space for her on the table.

Sonehow, Sarah had rmanaged to unzip the back pocket of her

knapsack and wap her fingers around the concealed grip of the

revol ver. Shocked, she forced herself to relax and think clearly. To
scare the hell out of Mari was easy enough, after what had happened
to Tiny, but could she afford to nake such a display here and now?
Qoviously not. Mari continued to glint at her, apparently expecting a
dramati c confession.

Finally Sarah just started to talk, nmaking it up as she went al ong.
"Ckay, Man, look, I'Il tell you the truth. Actually | like those
Terrorists and |'ve always thought this one guy was real cute, you
know?" Mari's eyes wi dened at this and she stepped in very cl ose,
ready to share the secret. Fred Fine put his hand on Sarah's shoul der
"M ss Johnson, it would be best for you to lie down until you're
feeling steadier." Sarah ignored him

"But the thing is that my father, uh, is a private investigator. He
used to be a chopper pilot for a Mafia kingpi n-he's a Vietnam

vet —but then he decided to go into private-eye work and use the

i nsi de knowl edge he'd gotten to fight the Mob on its own terns.

This Terrorist that | like is actually a prince—he bel ongs to one of
t hose European houses—but he is a rebel by nature and he deci ded

to change his identity and live in the U S. and work his way to
success using his own talent and good | ooks and |ikabl e, open
approach to everything. His father is rich and is heavily into the oi
busi ness, and also in drug snuggling, so he's got |ots of Mb
connections. Wll, when his father found out | was going with this
Terrorist he was afraid |'d get vital Mob information and give it to
my father, who could organize a major sting operation. So they
decided to kill me. But his father's mistress, who is a doubl e agent
with the KGB and is al so an English baroness by birth, though she
was cheated out of her inheritance—anyway, she got wind of it and
warned us. That's why | dressed up in the clown costune—so the hit
men woul dn't recognize ne."

"Some cases of shock can result in delirium" suggested Fred

Fine. "This can be serious if not properly treated."

Mari was astoni shed, fromwhat Sarah could see through the

mask. "So this boy and | were going to elope that night in our
costunmes, but when we went up to his roomto get his things, the hit
men were there. But just then the other Terrorists rushed in to save
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us, and that's how Tiny got shot. Then ny father showed up! And he

has a secret plan to help us. But it all depends on us pretending that |
actually shot Tiny. Now that you know you can't talk about it to
anyone or you mght be killed. In the meantine, |'m protecting

myself with this." She tipped the knapsack toward Man and showed

her the .38. Fred Fine, |ooking over her shoul der, saw it too and

st epped back sharply.

Al'l doubt was blown clear fromMari's mind. She gasped and

stunbl ed back a couple of steps, hand to breast. Fred Fine, keeping
one nervous eye on Sarah, strode over to Mari and put his hand

lightly on her shoul der.

"You'll be just fine, ma'am Just a routine case of shock. Maybe

you should lie down for a bit." But this had attracted the attention of
the Terrorists. Seeing that Mari and Sarah's gal -to-gal chat was
finished, they closed in helpfully around Mari and assisted her to a
reclining position. Fred Fine was shoul dered out of the way but

persi sted on the edges of the group, giving advice on the treatnent of
shock.

Sarah left. Fred Fine watched her with sonething akin to awe.

--March- -

The soci al |ounge of D24E had picture w ndows that | ooked out

over the Death Vortex, over the puddl e-stained pea-gravel roofs of

the ghetto brownstones beyond it, across a trolley terninus webbed
over with black power cables, and into a sleazy old conmercia

square often visited by AM students suffering from Pl ex Fever and

| acking the wheels to go farther. Since the raising of the Plex with its
clean, trendy stores, and the decay of the adjacent nei ghborhood, the
square had degenerated neteorically and becone a chaotic

intersection lined with dangerous di scos, greasy spoons, tiny

weedl i ke busi nesses, fast-food joints with arned guards and vacant
bui |l di ngs covered with acres of graffiti-festooned pl ywood and
smelling of rats and derelicts' urine. The home office of the Big
Wheel Petrol eum Corporation had noved out sone years ago to a

Sunbelt location. It had retai ned ownership of its old twelve-story

of fice building, and on its roof, thrust into the heavens on a dirty
web of steel and wooden beans, the Big Weel sign continued to

beam out its pulsating nessage to everyone within five niles every
evening. One of the five |argest neon signs ever built, it was doubl e-
sided and square, a great block of |ovely saturated cherry red with a
t wel ve- spoked wagon wheel of azure and blinding white rotating
eternally in the nmiddle, underscored by heavy block letters saying
Bl G WHEEL that changed, letter by letter, fromwhite to blue and

back again, once every two revolutions. Despite the fact that the only
things the corporation still owned in this area were eight gas stations,
the building and the sign, sone traditionalist in the corporate

hi erarchy nade sure that the sign was perfectly maintained and that

it went on every evening.

During the daytinme the Big Wweel sign |ooked nore or less |ike

a billboard, unless you | ooked closely enough to catch the glinting of
the mles of glass tubing bracketed to its surface. As night fell on the
city, though, sone nysterious hand, autonatic or human, woul d

throw the switch. Lights would dimfor miles around and

anchornen's faces would bend as enough electricity to power Fargo

at dinnertinme was sent gl ow ng and incandesci ng through the gl ass
tracery to beamout the Big Wieel nessage to the city. This was a
particularly inpressive sight fromthe social |ounges on the east side
of the Plex, because the sign was |less than a quarter nile away and
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stood as the only structure between it and the horizon. On cloudl ess
ni ghts, when the sky over the water was deep violet and the stars had
not yet appeared, the Big Wweel sign as seen fromthe Plex woul d
first glow orange as its tubes caught the Iight of the sunset. Then the
sun woul d set, and the sign would sit, a dull inert square against the
heavens, and the headlights of the cars bel ow would flicker on and
the weak lights of the discos and the diners would cone to life Just
when the sign was growing difficult to make out, the switch woul d

be thrown and the Big Wheel would blaze out of the East |ike the

face of God, causing thousands of scholarly heads to snap around

and thousands of conversations to stop for a nmoment. Although Pl ex
peopl e had few opportunities to purchase gasoline, and many di d not
even know what the sign was advertising, it had becone the enblem

of a university w thout enblenms and was universally admred. Art
students created series of paintings called, for exanple, "Thirty-eight
views of the Big Wweel sign," the Terrorists adopted it as their
synbol and its illumination was used as the starting point for many
parties. Even during the worst years of the energy crisis, practically
no one at AM had protested agai nst the idea of nightly beam ng

t housands of red-white-and-blue kilowatt-hours out into deep space
while a hundred feet below derelicts lost their linbs to the cold.
The sunmmt conference, the Meeting of Hearers, the Concl ave

of the Terrorist Superstars, was therefore held in the D24E | ounge
around sunset. About a dozen figures fromvarious Terrorist factions
came, including eight stereo hearers, two Big Weel hearers, a

| aundry-machi ne hearer and a TV test-pattern hearer

Hudson Rayburn, Tiny's successor, got there last, and did not

have a chair. So he went to the nearest room and wal ked in without
knocki ng. The inhabitant was seated cross-|egged on the bed,

snoking a fluorescent red plastic bong and staring into a col or-bar
test pattern on a 21-inch TV. This was the wing of the TV test-
pattern hearers, a variation which Rayburn's group found

questi onabl e. There were sone things you could say about test
patterns, though.

"The entire spectrum" observed Hudson Rayburn.

"Hail Roy G Biv," quoth the hearer in his floor's ritual greeting.
Rayburn grabbed a chair, causing the toaster oven it was supporting
to slide off onto the bed. "I nust have this chair," he said.

The hearer cocked his head and was notionl ess for severa

seconds, then spoke in a good-natured nonotone. "Roy G Biv speaks
with the voice of Ward C eaver, a voice of great power. Yes. You

are to take the chair. You are to bring it back, or I will not have a
pl ace for putting my toaster oven."

"I will bring it back," answered Rayburn, and carried it out.

The hosts of the neeting had set up a big projection TV on one

wal | of the Iounge, and the representatives of the Roy G Biv faction
stared at the test pattern. One of them tonight's enctee, spoke to the
assenbl ed Terrorists, glancing at the screen and pausing fromtine

to tine.

"The problemwith the stereo-hearers is that everybody has

stereos and so there are many different voices saying different
things, and that is bad, because they cannot act together. Only a few
have col or TV5 that can show Roy G Biv, and only sone have cabl e,
which carries Roy G Biv on Channel 34 all the tine, so we are
unified."

"But there is only one Big Weel. It is the nost unified of all,"
observed Hudson Rayburn, staring out at the Big Weel, glinting
orange in the setting sun.

There was silence for a minute or so. A stereo-hearer, holding a

| arge ghetto blaster on his |ap, spoke up. "Ah, but it can be seen from
many wi ndows. So it's no better at all."
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"The same is true of the stereo,"” said a | aundry-nachi ne hearer

"But there is only one dryer, the Seritech Super Bi g-Wndow 1500 in
Laundry, which is nunbered twenty-three and catches the reflection

of the Astro-Nuke video gane, and only a few can see it at a tineg,
and | think it told me just the other day how we could steal it."

"So what ?" said Hudson Rayburn. "The dryer is just alittle

cousin of the Big Wweel. The Big Weel is the Father of al

Speakers. Two years ago, before there were any hearers, Fred and

| Fred was the founder of the WIld and Crazy Guys, he is now a

bond anal yst—we sat in our |ounge during a power blackout and

snoked much fine peyote. And we | ooked out over the city and it

was totally dark except for a few headlights. And then the power

came back on, like with no warni ng, out of nowhere, just |like that,
and instantly, the streets, buildings, signs, everything, were there,
and there is the Big Wieel hanging in space and god it just freaked
our brains and we just sat there going 'Wooo!' and just being

bl omn away and stuff! And then Big Weel spoke to ne! He spoke

in the voice of Hannibal Smth on the A-Team and said, 'Son, you
shoul d cone out here every tinme there is a blackout. This is fun. And
if you buy some nore of that peyote, you'll have nore when you run
out of what you have. Your fly is open and you should wite to your
nmot her, and | suggest that you drop that pre-cal culus course before it
saps your GPA and knocks you out of the running for |aw school.

And it was all exactly right! | did just what he said, he's been talking
to ne and ny friends ever since, and he's always given great advice.
Any ot her Speakers are just related to the Big Weel."

There was another mnute or two of silence. A stereo cult

menber finally said, "I just heard ny favorite deejay from

Youngst own. He says what we need is one hearer who can hear al

the different speakers, who we can follow."

"Stop! The tinme cones!" cried Hudson Rayburn. He ran to the

wi ndow and knelt, putting his elbows on the sill and clasping his
hands. Just as he cane to rest, the Big Wweel sign blazed out of the
violet sky like a neutron bonb, its light mxing with that of Roy G
Biv to make the | ounge gl ow with unnatural colors. There was a

m nute or two of stillness, and then several people spoke at once.
"Sonmeone' s comng."

"Qur |eader is here."

"Let's see what this guy has to say."

Everyone now heard footsteps and a rhythm c sl appi ng sound.

The door opened and a tall thin scruffy figure strode in confidently.
In one hand he was lugging a |large old blue wi ndow fan which had a
Go Big Red sticker stuck to its side. The grilles had been renoved,
exposi ng the bl ades, which had been painted bright colors, and as the
man wal ked, the power cord sl apped agai nst the bl ades, mmking the
sound that had alerted them Wordlessly, he wal ked to the front of
the group, put the fan up on the wi ndowsill, drew the shades behi nd
it to close off the view of the Big Weel, and plugged it in. Another
person had shut off Roy G Biv, and soon the roomwas nostly dark,
inspiring a sleeping bat to wake up and flit around.

Once the fan was plugged in, they saw that its inside walls had

been Iined with deep purple black-1ight tubes, which caused the paint
on the blades to glow fluorescently.

"Lo!" said the scruffy man, and rotated the fan's control to LO

The gl owi ng bl ades began to spin and a light breeze blewinto their
faces. Those few who still bore stereos set themon the floor, and all
stared mesnerized into the Fan

"My nane is Dex Fresser," said the new guy. "I amto tell you
my story. Last senester, before Christmas break, | was at a big party
on E31E. | was there to drink and snoke and stare down into the Big
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Wheel , which spoke to nme regularly. At about m dnight, Big Wee

spoke in the voice of the alien comander on ny favorite video

ganme. 'Better go pee before you lose it,' is what he said. So | went to
pee. As | was standing in the bathroom peeing, the after-imge of

Bi g Weel continued to hang in front of ne, spinning on the wal

over the urinal

"I heard a noise and | ooked over toward the showers. There was

a naked man with blood conming fromhis head. He was fl opping

around in the water. There was much steam but the Go Big Red Fan

bl ew t he st eam away, creeping toward hi mand nmaki ng snmoke and

sparks of power. The alien commander spoke again, because | didn't
know what to do. 'You'd better finish what you're doing,' it said, so
I finished. Then | | ooked at the Fan again and the afterinage of the
Bi g Wieel and the Fan becane one in ny sight and | knew that the

Fan was the incarnation of the Big Wiweel, cone to lead us. | started
for it, but it said, '"Better unplug nme first. | could kill you, as | killed
this guy. He used to be ny priest but he was too i ndependent.' So |
unplugged Little Weel and picked it up

"It said, 'Get me out of here. | am snoking and the firenen wll

think I set off the alarm' Yes, the fire alarmwas ringing. So | took
Little Wieel away and nodified it as it told me, and today it told ne
| amto be your |eader. Join me or your voices will becone silent."
They had all listened spellbound, and when he was done, they

junped up with cheers and whoops. Dex Fresser bowed, smling,

and then, hearing a conmand, whirled around. The Fan had al nost

crept its way off the windowsill, and he saved it with a swoop of the
hand.

In the mddle of the nonth, as the ridges of packed grey snow

around the Plex were beginning to settle and nelt, negotiations

bet ween the admi ni stration and the MegaUnion froze solid and all B-
men, professors, cletical workers and librarians went on strike.

To detail the politics and posturings that led to this is nothing
I"d like to do. Let's just say that when negotiations had begun six
nmont hs before, the Union had sworn in the names of God, Death and
the Four Horsenmen of the Apocal ypse that unless granted a number

of wild, vast demands they would all performhara-kiri in President
Krupp's bedroom The adm nistration negotiators had replied that

bef ore approaching to within a nile of the bargaining table they
woul d prefer to drink gasoline, drop their grandchildren into

vol canoes, convert the operation into a pasta factory and nove it to
Spokane.

Not hi ng unusual so far; all assumed that they would com

promi se fromthose positions. Al except for the B-nen, that is. After
some mnor conpronising on both sides, the Crotobaltislavonian

bl oc, whi ch was nunerous enough to control the Union, apparently
decided to stand their ground. As the clock ticked to within thirty
m nutes of the deadline, the Admi nistration people just stared at
them while the other MegaUni on people watched with sweaty

lunatic grins, waiting for the B-nen to show signs of reason. But no.
Krupp cane on the tube and said that American Megaversity

could not afford its union, and that there was no choice but to let the
stri ke proceed. The corridors vibrated with whoopi ng and danci ng

for a few hours, and the strike was on.

As the second senester |urched and staggered onward, | noted

that ny friends had a greater tendency to drop by ny suite at odd
times, insist they didn't want to bother ne and sit around reading old
magazi nes, examining ny plants, |eafing through cookbooks and so

on. My suite was not exactly Gandma's house, but it had becone
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the closest thing they had to a hone. After the strike began, | saw
even nore of them Living in the Plex was tol erable when you coul d
stay busy with school and keep rem nding yourself that you were
just a student, but it was a slough of despond when your purpose in
life was to wait for May.

| threw a strike party for them Sarah, Casimr, Hyacinth, Virgil
and Ephrai m nade up the guest list, and Fred Fi ne happened to stop
by so that he could watch a Dr. Who rerun on ny TV. We all knew
that Fred Fine was weird, but at this point only Virgil knew how
weird. Only Virgil knew that an S & S player had died in the sewers
during one of Fred Fine's ganmes, and that the young nerd-lord had
sinmply disregarded it. The late Steven WIlson was still a M ssing
Person as far as the authorities were concerned.

Ephraim Kl ein was just as odd in his owmn way. W knew t hat

his hated ex-roommate had died of a freak heart attack on the night
of the Big Flush, but we didn't know Ephrai m had anything to do
with it. We were not alarnmed by his strange personality because it
was useful in parties—he would allow no conversation to flag or fail.
Virgil sat in a corner, sipping Jack Daniels serenely and staring
through the floor. Casimir stayed near Sarah, who stayed near
Hyacinth. Ot her people stopped in fromtine to tine, but |I haven't
witten theminto the follow ng transcript—-which has been
rearranged and guessed at quite a bit anyway.

HYACI NTH. The strike will get rid of Krupp. After that every-
thing will be fine.

EPHRAI M How can you say that! You think the problemw th

this place is just S. S. Krupp?

BUD. Sarah, how s your forest com ng al ong?

EPHRAI M Everywhere you | ook you see the society com ng

apart. How do you blame S. S. Krupp alone for that?

SARAH. | haven't done much with it lately. It's just nice to have
it there.

CASIMR Do you really think the place is getting worse? | think
you're just seeing it nmore clearly now that classes are shut down.
HYACI NTH. You were in Professor Sharon's office during the

pi ano incident, weren't you?

FRED FI NE. What do you propose we do, Ephrainf

EPHRAIM Blow it up.

CASIM R Yeah, | was right there.

HYACI NTH. So for you this place has seened terrible right from
the begi nning. You' ve got a different perspective.

SARAH. Ephraim Wat do you nean? How would it hel p any-

thing to blow up the Big U?

EPHRAIM | didn't say it would help, | said it would prevent
further deterioration.

SARAH. \What could be nore deteriorated than a destroyed Pl ex?
EPHRAI M Not hing! Get it?

SARAH. You do have a point. This building, and the bureaucracy
here, can drive people crazy—divorce themfromreality so they
don't know what to do. Sonehow the Plex has to go. But | don't
think it should be bl own up.

FRED FI NE. Have you ever conputed the expl osive power nec-
essary to destabilize the Pl ex?

EPHRAIM O course not!

CASIMR He's talking to ne. No, | haven't.

HYACINTH. Is that nerd as infatuated with you as he | ooks?
SARAH. Unh.. . you nean Fred Fine?

HYACI NTH. Yeah.

SARAH. | think so. Please, it's too disgusting.

HYACI NTH. No shit.
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FRED FINE. | have conputed where to place the charges

CASIMR It'd be a very conplicated setup, wouldn't it? Lots of

ti med detonations?

BUD (drunk). So do you think that the decay of the society is
actually built into the actual building itself?

SARAH. The reason he likes nme is because he knows | carry a

gun. He saw it in the Caf.

EPHRAIM O course! How el se can you explain all this? It's too
big and it's too uniform Every room every wing is just the sanme as
the others. It's a giant sensory deprivation experinment.

HYACI NTH. A |l ot of those science-fiction types have bi g sexua
hangups. You ever |ook at a science-fiction nagazine? Al these
woren in brass bras with whips and chains and so on—

domi natrices. But the nen who read that stuff don't even knowit.
EPHRAIM Did you know that whenever | play anything in the

key of C, the entire Wng vibrates?

FRED FINE. This one worked out the details fromthe bl ueprints.

Al'l you need is to find the | oad-bearing columms and nake sone
sinmpl e cal cul ati ons.

EPHRAI M Hey! Casimr!

CASIM R Yeah?

SARAH. What's scary is that all of these fucked-up people, who
have problenms and don't even know it, are going to go out and nake
thirty thousand dollars a year and be inportant. Wll all be clerk-
typi sts.

EPHRAIM You're in physics. Wat's the frequency of a | ow C?

Li ke in a sixty-four-foot organ pipe?

CASIMR Hell, | don't know. That's nusic theory.

EPHRAI M Shit. Hey, Bud, you got a tape neasure?

CASIMR |'d like to take music theory sonetinme. One of ny

prof essors has interesting things to say about the simlarity between
the way organ pipes are controlled by keys and stops, and the way
random access nmenory bits are read by conputers.

BUD. |'ve got an eight-footer

FRED FINE. This one doesn't listen to that nmuch nmusic. It would

be pleasant to have tinme for the luxuries of life. In some D& D
scenari os, nusicians are given nagical abilities. Einstein and Planck
used to play violin sonatas together

EPHRAI M We have to neasure the I ength of the hallways!

The conversation split up into three parts. Ephraimand | went

out to measure the hallway. Hyacinth was struck by a craving for
Oreos and repaired to the kitchen with a fierce determ nation that
none dared question. Casimr followed her. Sarah, Fred Fine and
Virgil stayed in the living room

FRED FI NE. What's your nmmjor?

SARAH. Engl i sh.

FRED FINE. Ah, very interesting. This one thought you were in
Forestry.

SARAH. \Wy?

FRED FINE. Didn't host nmention your forest?

SARAH. That's different. It's what | painted on ny wall.

FRED FINE. Vell, well, well. Alittle illegal room painting, eh?
Don't worry, | wouldn't report you. Is this part of an other-world
scenari o, by any chance?

SARAH. Hell, no, it's for the opposite. Look, this place is already
an other-world scenario.

FRED FINE. No. That's where you're wong. This is reality. It is

a sel f-sustaining ecosoci osystem powered by inter-universe warp
generators

file:/l/F|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (111 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

(There is a long silence.)

VIRG L. Fred, what did you think of Merriam s Math Physics
course?

(There is another long silence.)

FRED FINE. Well. Very good. Fascinating. | would recomend

it.

SARAH. \Were's the bathroon?

FRED FINE. Ever had to pull that pepper grinder of yours on one
of those Terrorist guys?

SARAH. Maybe we can discuss it sone other tine.

FRED FINE. 1'd recomrend nore in the way of a |arge-gauge
shot gun.
SARAH. 1'11l be back.

FRED FINE. OF course, in a magical universe it would turn into a
t wo- handed broadsword, which would be difficult for a petite type to
wi el d.

Meanwhi |l e Casinmir and Hyacinth talked in the kitchen. They

had nmet once before, when they had stopped by ny suite on the
sanme evening; they didn't know each other well, but Casinmr had
heard enough to suspect that she was not particularly heterosexual
She knew a fair anobunt about himthrough Sarah

HYACI NTH. You want sone Oreos too?

CASIM R No, not really. Thanks.

HYACI NTH. Did you want to tal k about somnething?

CASIM R How did you know?

HYACI NTH (scraping Oreo filling with front teeth). Well, sone-
times sone things are easy to figure out.

CASIMR Well, I'mreally worried about Sarah. | think there's
sonet hing wong with her. It's really strange that she resigned as
Presi dent when she was doing so well. And ever since then, she's

been kind of hard to get along with.

HYACI NTH. Ki nd of bitchy?

CASIM R Yeah, that's it.

HYACI NTH. | don't think she's bitchy at all. | think she's just got

a lot on her mind, and all her good friends have to be patient wth her
whil e she works it out.

CASIMR Ch, yeah, | agree. What | was thinking—well, this is

none of my busi ness.

HYACI NTH. What ?

CASIMR Oh, last senester | figured out that she was dating

some ot her guy, you know? Though she wouldn't tell me anything
about him Did she have sonme kind of a breakup that's been painfu
for her?

HYACI NTH. No, no, she and her |over are getting al ong won-
derfully. But |I'msure she'd appreciate knowi ng how concerned you
are.

(Long silence.)

HYACI NTH (sl inging one armaround Casimir's wai st, feeding

Oeo into his mouth with other hand). Hey, it feels terrible, doesn't
it? Look, Casimir, she likes you a hell of alot. | mean it. And she
hates to put you through this kind of pain—er she w shes you

woul dn't put yourself through it. She thinks you're terrific.

CASI M R (bl ubbering).Wll what the hell does it take? Al she
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does is say |I'mwonderful. Am | unattractive? Ch, | forgot. Sorry,
I've never talked to a, ah...

HYACI NTH. You can say it.

CASI M R Lesbi an. Thanks.

HYACI NTH. You' re wel cone.

CASIM R Wiy can she | ook at one guy and say, "He's a friend,"
and | ook at this other guy and say, "He's a | over?"

HYACI NTH. Instinct. There's no way you can go agai nst her
instincts, Casinir, don't even think about it. As for you, | think
you' re kind of attractive, but then, |I'ma dyke.

CASIMR Geat. The only wonan in the world, besides ny

nmot her, who thinks |I'mgood | ooking is a | esbhian

HYACI NTH. Don't think about it. You're hurting yourself.

CASIMR God, I'msorry to dunp this on you. | don't even

know you.

HYACINTH. It's a lot easier to talk when you don't have to worry
about the sexual thing, isn't it?

CASIMR That's for sure. Good thing |'ve got ny sungl asses, no
one can tell |'ve been crying.

HYACI NTH. Let's talk nmore later. W' ve abandoned Sarah with

Fred Fine, you know.

CASIM R Shit.

Casimr pulled hinself together and they went back to the living
room Shortly, Ephraimand | returned fromthe hallway wth our
announcenent .

BUD. Isn't it interesting how the al cohol goes to your head when
you get up and start noving around?

EPHRAI M The hal Il way on each side of each wing is a hundred
twenty-eight feet and a few inches long. But the fire doors in the
mddle cut it exactly in hal f—sixty-four feet!

BUD. And three inches.

EPHRAIM So they resonate at |ow C

FRED FINE. Very interesting.

VIRG@ L. Casimr, when are you going to stop playing mum about

Proj ect Spi ke?

CASIM R Wat? Don't talk about that!

SARAH. What's Project Spike?

CASIM R Nothing nmuch. | was playing with rats.

FRED FI NE. What does this one hear about rats?

VIRG L. Casimr was trying to prove the existence of rat parts or
droppings in the Cafeteria food through a radi oactive tracer system
He cane up with sone very interesting results. But he's naturally
shy, so he hasn't nentioned themto anyone.

CASIM R The results were screwed up! Anyone can see that.

VIRG L. No way. They weren't random enough to be consi dered

as errors. Your results indicated a far higher level of Carbon-14 in
the food than coul d be possible, because they could never eat that
much poi son. Right?

CASIMR Right. And they had other isotopes that couldn't

possibly be in the rat poison, such as Cesium 137. The entire thing
was screwed up.

FRED FINE. How | arge are the rats in question?

CASIMR ©Ch, pretty nuch your average rats, | guess

FRED FINE. But they are not—they were normal ? Like this?

CASIM R About |ike that, yeah. Wat did you expect?

VIRG L. Have you anal yzed any other rats since Christnmas?
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CASIM R Yeah. Dam it.

VIRG L. And they were just as contani nated

CASIM R Mre so. Because of what! did,

SARAH. What's wong, Casimr?

CASIMR Well, | sort of lost sonme plutoniumdown an el evat or

shaft in the Big Flush.

(Ephrairn gives a strange hysterical |augh.)

FRED FINE. God. You've created a race of giant rats, Casimr.

G ant rats the size of Dobernans

BUD. G ant rats?

HYACI NTH. G ant rats?

BUD. Virgil, explain everything to us, okay?

VIRGL. | amsure that there are giant rats in the sewer tunnels
beneath the Plex. | amsure that they're scared of strobe lights, and
that strobes flashing faster than about sixteen per second drive them
crazy. This may be related to the frequency of nuzzle flashes
produced by certain automatic weapons, but that's just a hypothesis.

I know that there are organi zed activities going on at a place in the
tunnel s that are of a secret, highly technol ogi cal, heavily guarded
nature. As for the rats, | assunme they were created by nutation from
hi gh | evel s of background radiation. This included Strontium 90 and
Cesium 137 and possibly an iodine isotope. The source of the radia-
tion could possibly have been what Casimr |ost down the el evator
shaft, but | suspect it has nore to do with this secret activity. In any
case, we now have a responsibility. W need to discover the source

of the radioactivity, look for ways to control the rats and, if possible,

divine the nature of the secret activity. | have a plan of attack worked
up, but 1'Il need help. | need people famliar with the tunnels, |ike
Fred; people who know how to use guns—we have sone here; big

peopl e in good physical condition, |ike Bud; people who understand

the science, like Casimr; and maybe even soneone who knows al

about Renote Sensing, such as Professor Bud agai n.

An advantage of the Plex was that it taught you to accept any

wei rdness inmmedi ately. W did not question Virgil. He nenorized a
list of equi pment he'd have to scrounge for us, and Hyacinth grilled
us until we had settled on March 31 as our expedition date. Fred Fine
sai d he knew where he could get authentic dundunms for our guns,

and tried to tell us that the best way to kill a rat was with a sword,
giving a | engthy denonstration until Virgil told himto sit down.

Once we had nobilized into an amateur comrando team we found

that our partying spirit was spent, and soon we were all home trying
vainly to sl eep.

The strike itself has been studied and anal yzed to death, so I'm
spared witing a full account. For the nost part the picketers stayed
within the Plex. Their intent was to hanper activities inside the Plex,
not to seal it off, and they feared that once they went outside, S. S
Krupp woul d not | et them back in again.

Sone protesters did work the entrances, though. A dele-
gation of B-nmen and professors set up an informational picket at the
Main Entrance, and another two dozen established a line to bar
access to the | oadi ng docks. Mst of these were Crotobaltislavonians
who paraded tirelessly in their heavy wool coats and big fur hats;
with them were some bl ack and Hi spani c workers, dressed nore
conventionally, and three political science professors, each wearing
hi gh-tech natural -tone synthetic-insul ated expedition parkas com
put er-desi gned to keep the body dry while allowi ng perspiration to
pass out. Modst of the workers sported yell ow or orange work gl oves,
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but the professors opted for warm | cel andic wool nittens,

presumably to keep their fingers supple in case they had to take

not es.

The picket's first test cane at 8:05 A M, when the norning

garbage truck convoy arrived. The trucks turned around and left with
no trouble. Forcing garbage to build up inside the Plex seened likely
to make the administration nore openninded. Therefore the only

thing allowed to | eave the Pl ex was the hazardous chem cal waste
fromthe laboratories; run-of-the-mill trash could only be taken out if
the administration and Trustees hauled it away in their Cadill acs.
Alittle later, a refrigerated doubl e-bottom sem cruised up, fresh
and steaming froma two-day, 1500-mile trek fromlowa, |oaded

wi th enough rock-frozen beef to supply Anerican Megaversity for

two days. This was out of the question, as the people working in the
Cafeteria now were all scabs. The political science professors failed
to notice that their conrades had all dropped way back and split up
intolittle groups and put their signs on the ground. They wal ked to-
ward the seni, waving their arnms over their heads and nmotioning it
back, and finally the enornmous gl eam ng nmachi ne sighed and

sl owed. An anarcho-Trotskyite with blowdried hair and a thin bl ond
must ache stepped up to the driver's side and squinted way up above
his head at a size 25 black | eather glove holding a huge chai ned
rawhi de wal | et which had been opened to reveal a Teansters card.

The truck driver said nothing. The professor started to explain that
this was a picket line, then paused to read the Teansters card. Step-
ping back a little and craning his neck, he could see only bl ack
greased-back hair and the left lens of a pair of mirror sungl asses.

"Great!" said the professor. "Jad to see you're in solidarity

with the rest of us workers. Can you get out of here with no problem
or shall | direct you?" He smled at the left-hand | ens of the driver's
sungl asses, trying to nake it a tough smile, not a cultured pansyish
sml e.

"You AFL-CI Q" runbled the trucker, sounding |like a rough spot

inthe idle of the great diesel. "Me Teansters. |I'mlate."

The professor admired the no-nonsense speech of the common

peopl e, but sensed that he was failing to pick up on some nessage
the trucker was trying to send him He | ooked around for another

wor ker who m ght be able to understand, but saw that the only

peopl e wi thin shotgun-blast range of the truck had Ph.D.'s. O these,
one was jogging up to the truck with an inpatient |ook on his face.
He was a slightly gray-tinged man in his early forties, who in
consultation with his orthopedi st had determ ned that the running
gait least damaging to his knees was a shufflingnotion with the arns
down to the sides. Thus he approached the truck. "Turn it around,
buster, this is a strike. You're crossing a picket line."

There was another runble fromthe truck wi ndow This sounded

more |ike laughter than words. The trucker withdrew his hand for a
monent, then swung it back out like a wecking ball. Bal anced on

the tip of his index finger was a quarter. "See this?" said the trucker.

"Yeah," said the professors in unison

"This is a quarter. | put it in that pay phone and there's blood on
the sidewal ks. "

The professors | ooked at each other, and at the third professor,
who had stopped in his space-age hiking-boot tracks.

They all retreated to the other end of the lot for a discussion of
theory and praxis as the truck eased up to the |oadi ng dock. They
wat ched the trucker carry his two-hundred pound steer pieces into
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t he war ehouse, then concluded that a policy decision should be nade
at a higher level. The real target of this picket ought to be the scabs
wor ki ng the warehouse and Cafeteria. Al the Crotobaltislavonians

had gone inside, and the professors, finding thenselves in an enpty
lot with only the remains of a few dozen steers to keep them

conpany, decided to re-deploy inside the Plex.

There things were noisier. People who never engage in violence

are quick to talk about it, especially when the people they are
arguing with are elderly G eek professors unlikely to be carrying tire
chains or knives. O course, the Geek professors, who tried to
engage the picketers in Socratic dialogue as they broke the picket
lines, were not subject to nmuch nore than occasi onal pushing.

Anong younger acadenics there were genuine fights. A nonetari st

from Connecticut finally came to blows with an Al gerian Moi st

wi th whom he' d been trading scathing articles ever since they had
shared an office as grad students. This fight turned out to be of the
tedi ous kind held by |ibidinous orthodontists' sons at suburban video
arcades. The nonetarist tried to break through the Iine around the
Econom cs bl oc, just happening to attack that part of the |ine where
the Maoi st was standing. After sonme pushing the nonetarist fel

down with the Al gerian on top of him They got up and the

nmonetari st m ssed with some roundhouse kicks taken from an

aer obi ¢ dance routine. The Moi st whi pped off his designer belt and
began to whirl the buckle around his head as though it were
dangerous. The nonetarist watched indecisively, then ran up and

stuck out his armso that the belt wapped around it. As he had his
eyes closed, he did not know where he was goi ng, but as though

gui ded by sone invisible hand he rammed into the Al gerian's belly
with his head and they fell onto a stack of picket signs and received
m nor injuries. The Al gerian grabbed the nonetarist's Adam Snith

tie and tried to strangle him but the latter's gold collar pin prevented
the knot fromtightening. He grabbed the Muoist's all-natural-fiber
eart htone sl acks and yanked them down to midthigh, occasioning a
strange cry from his opponent, who renoved one hand fromthe

Adam Snith tie to prevent the | oss of further garnents; the

monet ari st grasped the Al gerian's pinkie and yanked the other hand
free. Finding that they had nade their way to the opposite side of the
pi cket |ine, he got up and skipped away, though the Maoi st hooked

his foot with a picket sign and hi ndered hi m consi derably.

Students wanting to attend classes in the ROTC bl oc found that

they need only assune fake kung fu positions and the skinny pale
fanatics there woul d get out of their way. O herw se, students going
to classes taught by nonuni on professors worried only about verba
abuse. Unl ess they were aggressively obnoxious, |ike Ephraim

Klein, they were in no physical peril. Ephraimwent out of his way to
cross picket lines, and unl eashed nany awe-inspiring insults he had
apparently been saving up for years. Fortunately for himhe spent

most of his time around the Phil osophy bl oc, where the few

pi cketing professors devoted nobst of their tinme to snoking
cigarettes, exchanging dirty jokes and discussi ng basket bal |

The entrance to the Cafeteria was a ness. The MegaUni on coul d

never agree on what to do about it, because to allow students inside
was to support S. S. Krupp's scab |abor, and to block the place off
was to starve the students. Depriving the students of neals they had
already paid for was no way to make friends. Finally the students
were encouraged to prepare their own neals as a gesture of support.
In an attenpt at plausibility, some efforts were mounted to steal food
from Caf warehouses, but to no avail. The radicals advocated con-
quering the kitchen by main force, but all entrances were guarded by
private guards with cudgels, dark glasses and om nous bul ges. The
radi cal s therefore used aerial bonbardnment, hurling things fromthe
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towers in hopes that they would crash through Tar City and into the
ki tchens. This was haphazard, though, and noderate MegaUni on

menbers opposed it violently; as a result, students who persisted in
dining at the Caf were given nerely verbal abuse. As for the scabs

t hensel ves, they were determ ned-1 ooking people, and activists
attenpting to show themthe error of their ways tried not to raise
their voices or to nake any fast noves.

Then, seven days into the strike, it really happened: what the

uni on had never dreaned of, what |, sitting in nmy suite reading the
papers and plunging into a bitter skepticism had been awaiting with
a sort of sardonic patience. The Board of Trustees announced that
Ameri can Megaversity was shutting down for this year, that credit
woul d be granted for unfinished courses and that an early graduation

cerenony would take place in md-April. Everyone was to be out of
the Plex by the end of WMarch.
"Well," said S. S. Krupp on the tube, "I don't know what all the

confusion's about. Seens to nme we are being quite straightforward.

We can't afford our faculty and workers. W can't neet our

commtnment to our students for this senester. About all we can do is
clean the place out, hire sone new faculty, re-enroll and get going
again. God knows there are enough tal ented acadenics out there

who need jobs. So we're asking all those people in the Plex to clear
out as soon as they can.”

The infinite self-proclainmed cleverness of the students enabl ed
themto dismss it as a fabulous lie and a hamfisted maneuver. Once
this opinion was forned by the few, it was inpossible for the many

to di sagree, because to believe Krupp was to proclai myourself a
dupe. Few students therefore planned to | eave; those who did found

it perilous.

The Terrorists had decided that |eaving the Plex was too unusua

an idea to go unchall enged, and the Big Weel backed themup on it.
So the U-Haul s and Jartrans stacked up in the access | ot began to
suffer dents, then craters, then cave-ins, as golf balls, chairs, bricks,
barbel |l weights and fl am ng newspaper bundl es zi nged out of the
snobggy norning sky at their terminal velocities and inpacted on

their shiny tops. Fewrental firns in the Cty had |lent vehicles to
students in the first place; those that did quickly changed their
policies, and became dour and pitil ess as desperate sophonores
paraded before their reception desks wavi ng wads of cash and Mom
and-Dad's credit cards.

The Pl exodus, as it was dubbed by local nedia, dwindled to a

dri bbl e of individual escapes in which students would sprint fromthe
cover of the Main Entrance carrying whatever they could hold in

their arns and dive into the back seats of cars idling by on the edge
of the Parkway, cars which then would scurry off as fast as their
meager four cylinders could drag them before the projectiles hurled
fromthe towers above had had tine to find their targets.

I had seen enough of Krupp to know that the nman neant what he

said. | also had seen enough of the Plex to know that no redenption
was possible for the place—no last-mnute injection of reason could
save this patient fromits overdose of LSD and nor phi ne.

Lucy agreed with nme. You may vaguely renenber her as

Hyacinth's roommate. Lucy and | hit it off pretty well, especially as
March went on. The shocks and chaos that took everyone el se by
surprise were just what we had been expecting, and both of us were
surprised that our friends hadn't foreseen it. O course our
perspectives were different fromtheirs; we both had slaves for great-
grandparents and the academc world was foreign to our

backgrounds. Through decades of work our families had put us into

uni versities because that was the place to be; when we finally
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arrived, we found we were just intinme to witness the end result of
years of dry rot. No surprise that things | ooked different to us.
Lucy and | began making | ong tours of the Plex to see what

further deterioration had taken place. By this tinme the Terrorists
out nunmbered their woul d-be victins. The notion that the strike m ght
be resolved restrained themfor a while, but then came the pervasive
sense that the Big U was dead and the runor that it had al ready been
slated for denolition. Obviously there was no point in maintaining
the place if destruction |ooned, so all the Terrorists had to worry
about were the adninistration guards.

The Seritech Super Bi g- Wndow 1500 in Laundry soon

di sappeared, carted off by its worshipers. Unfortunately the nmachine
didn't work on their wing, which | acked 240-volt outlets. Using easy
step-by-step instructions provided by its voice, they tore open the
back and arranged a way of rotating it by hand whenever they

needed to know what to nmke for dinner or what to watch on TW.

In those last days of March it was difficult to nmake sense of
anything. It was hinted that the union was splitting up, that the
faculty had becone exasperated by the inplacable
Crotobal ti sl avoni ans and pl anned to nake a separate peace with the
Trustees. This caused further infighting within the decaying
MegaUni on and added to the confusion. Electricity and water were
shut off, then back on again; students on the higher floors began to
throw t heir garbage down the open el evator shafts, and fire alarns
rang al nbost continuously until they were wecked by infuriated
residents. But we thought obsessively about Virgil's reference to
secret activities in the sewers and devel oped the paranoid i dea that
everything around us was strictly superficial and based on a much
deeper stratumof intrigue. It's hard enough to foll ow events such as
these without having to keep the mind open for possible conspiracies
and secrets behind every nove. This uncertainty nmade it inpossible
for us to formany focused picture of the tapestry of events, and we
becane inpatient for Saturday night, tired of having to withhold
judgrment until we knew all the facts. What had been conceived as an
al nost recreational visit to the Land of the Rats had becone, in our
m nds, the search for the central fact of Anerican Megaversity.

A hoarse conmand was shouted, and a dozen portabl e | anps

shone out at once. Forty officers of MARS found thenselves in a
round | ow ceilinged chanber that served as the intersection of two
sewer mains. They stood at ease around the walls as Fred Fine, in the
center, delivered his statement.

"We've never reveal ed the existence of this area before. It's our
only Level Four Security Zone | arge enough for nass debriefings.
"Al'l of you have been in MARS for at |east three years and have
performed well. Most of you didn't understand why we incl uded
physical fitness standards as part of our pronotion system Things
got alittle clearer when we introduced you to live-action gam ng.
Now, this—this is the hard part to explain."

Al'l watched respectfully as he stared at the ceiling. Finally he
resuned his address, though his voice had becone as harsh and | oud
as that of a barbarian warlord addressing his | egions. The officers
now began to concentrate; the gane had begun, they nust enter
character.

"You know about the Central Bifurcation that separates Mgic

and Technol ogy. Sone of you have probably noticed that lately
Leakage has been very bad. Well, |I've got tough news. It's going to
get a lot worse. W are approaching the nost critical period in the
history of Plexor. If we do what needs to be done, we can stop
Leakage for all tine and enter an eternal golden age. If we fail, the
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Leakage will become like a flood of water from a broken pipe.

M xture will be everywhere, Purification will be inpossible, and
medi ocrity will cover the universes for all tine Iike a dark cl oud.
Pl exor will becone a degenerate, pre-warp-drive society.

"That's right. The responsibility for this universe-wide task falls
on our shoulders. W are the chosen band of warriors and heroes
called for in the prophecies of Mgic-Plexor, foretold by JANUS 64
itself. That means you'll need a crash course on Plexor and how it
works. That's why we're here.

"Consuel a, known in Magic-Pl exor as the H gh Priestess

Councilla, is a top-notch programer in Techno-Pl exor. She
therefore knows all there is to know about the Two Faces of
Shekondar. Councilla, over to you."

"CGood evening," cane the voice fromFred Fine's big old

vacuumt ube radi o receiver. She sounded very cal mand soft, as

t hough drugged. "This is Councilla, Hi gh Priestess of Shekondar the
Fearsonme, King of Two Faces. Prepare your ninds for the Awful
Secrets.

"Pl exor was created by the GQuild, a team consisting half of
Technol ogi sts and half of Sorcerers who operated in separate

uni verses through the devices of Keldor, the astral dem god whose
brai n hem spheres existed on either side of the Centrl Bifurcation
Under Kel dor's gui dance the colony of Plexor was created: a self-
cont ai ned ecosystem capabl e of functioning in any environnment,
drawi ng energy and raw nmaterials fromany source, and resisting any
magi cal or technol ogi cal attack. Wen Plexor was conpleted, it was
popul ated by selecting the best and the brightest fromall the
Thousand Gal axi es and conparing themin a great tournanment. The
field of conpetition was split down the mddle by the Centra

Bi furcation, and on one side the contestants fought with swords and
sorcery, while on the other they vied in tests of intellectual skill. The
chanpions were inputted to Plexor; we are their output.

"The Guild had to place an overseer over Plexor. It nust be the
Operating Systemfor the Technol ogi cal side, and the Prime Deity
for the Magic side, and in Plexor it nust be omiscient and all-
powerful. Thus, the Guild generated Shekondar the

Fear some/ JANUS 64, the Organismthat inhabits and controls the
colony. The creation of this systemtook twice as long as the
bui Il ding of Plexor itself, and in the end Kel dor died, his mnd
over| oaded by nassive transfers of data from one hemi sphere to the
other, the Boundary within his nind destroyed and the contents

M xed hopel essly. But out of his death cane the King of Two Faced,
that which in Techno-Plexor is JANUS 64 and in Mgic Pl exor,
Shekondar the Fearsone.

"Though the | ast menmber of the Guild died two thousand years

ago, nost Pl exorians have revered the King of Two Faces. But in
these dark days, at the close of this age, those who know t he story of
Shekondar/ JANUS 64 are very few. W who have kept the flane

alive have trained your bodies and mnds to accept this
responsibility. Today, our efforts output in batch. Fromthis room
will march the Grand Arny celebrated in the propheci es and songs

of Magi c- Pl exor, whose coning has been foretold even in the

seem ngly random errors of JANUS 64; the band of heroes which

wi Il debug Plexor, which will fight Mxture in the approaching
crisis. And for those of you who have failed to detect M xture, who
scof f that Magic nmight have crossed the Central Bifurcation

Behol d! "
The |isteners had now al |l owed t hensel ves to sink deep into their

characters, and Councilla's words had begun to nesnerize them

file:/l/F|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (119 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

Though a few had grinned at the silliness spewing out of the big
speakers, the oppressive seriousness and magi cal unity that filled this
dank chanber had sil enced them soon, cut off fromthe nornal

worl d, they began to doubt thenselves, and heeded the Priestess. As
she built to a clinmax and reveal ed the nost profound secrets of

Pl exor, many began to sweat and tingle, fidgeting with terrified en-
ergy. Wen she cried, "Behold!" the spell was bound up in a word.
The room becane silent with fear as all wondered what denonic
denmonstrati on she had conjured up.

A sssh! was heard, and it aval anched into a | oud, general hiss.

When that sound died away, it was easy to hear a soft, cacophonous
noi se, a junble of sharp high tones that sounded |ike a distant kazoo
band. The sound seened to conme from one of the tunnels, though
echoes made it hard to tell which one. It was approaching quickly.
Suddenly and rapidly, everyone cleared away fromthe four tunne
openi ngs and pl astered against the walls. Only when all the others
had found pl aces did Klystron the Inpaler nove. He wal ked calmy
through the center of the room |eaving the radio receiver and
speakers in the niddl e, and found hinself a place in front of a
hushed squadron of swordsmen. The roar swelled to a scream a bat
the size of an eagle punped out of a tunnel, took a fast turn around
the room sending many of the men to their knees, then plunged

deci sively into another passage. As the roar exploded into the open,
in the garish artificial light the Gand Arny saw a swarm of
enornous fat brown-grey lash-tailed bright-eyed screami ng frothing
rats vonmit fromthe tunnel, veer through the mddle of the roomand
conpress itself into the opening through which the giant bat had
flown. Some of them snmashed headl ong into the old boxy radio,
sending it sprawing across the floor, and before it had come to rest,
five rats had parted fromthe stream and denolished it, scything their
huge gl eanming rodent teeth through the plywood case as though it
were an orange peel, prying the apparatus apart, nmunching into its
gl ass-and-netal innards with insane passion. Their frenzy lasted for
several seconds; their brothers had all gone; and they enitted

pi ercing shrieks and scuttled off into the tunnel, one trailing behind a
streak of twisted wire and netal.

Most everyone save Klystron sat on the floor in a fetal position,
arnms crossed over faces, though sonme had drawn swords or cl ubs,
prepared to fight it out. None noved for two minutes, |est they draw
anot her attack. Wen the warriors began to show life again, they
moved with violent trenbling and nauseated di zzi ness and the nost
perfect silence they could attain. No one strayed fromthe safety of
the walls except for Klystron the Inpaler/Chris the Systens
Progranmmer, who paced to a spot where a thousand rat footprints

had stonped a curving highway into the thin sludge. Hardly anyone
here, he knew, had been convinced of the Central Bifurcation, much

| ess of the danger of M xture. That was understandabl e, given the
badly M xed environment which had twi sted their m nds.
Klystron/Chris had done all he could to counter such base thinking,
but the rise of the giant rats, and careful preparation by him and
Councilla and Chip Di xon, had provided proof.

He let themthink it over. It was not an easy thing, facing up to
one's own inportance; even he had found it difficult. Finally he
spoke out in a clear and firmvoice, and every head in the room
shapped around to pay due respect to their |eader

"Do | have a Grand Army?"

The nunbl ed chorus sounded prom sing. Kl ystron snapped his

sword fromits scabbard and held it on high, making sure to avoid

el ectrical cables. "All hail Shekondar the Fearsone!" he trunpeted.
Swor ds, knives, chains and clubs crashed out all around and

glinted in the mist. "Al hail Shekondar the Fearsome!" roared the
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arnmy inreply, and four tinmes it was answered by echoes fromthe
tunnels. Klystron/Chris listened to it resonate, then spoke with coo
resolve: "It is time to begin the Final Preparations."”

An advantage of living in a decaying civilization was that

nobody really cared if you chose to roamthe corridors | aden with
arnfuls of chest waders, flashlights, electrical equipment and
weaponry. W did receive alarned scrutiny fromsonme, and boozy
inquiries fromfriendly Terrorists, but were never in danger fromthe
authorities. Athirty-mnute trek through the deepeni ng chaos of the
Plex took us to the Burrows, which were still inhabited by people
devoted to such peaceful pursuits as gaming, conputer

programm ng, research and Star Trek reruns.

From here a freight elevator took us to the | owest sublevel,

where Fred Fine | ed us through dingy hallways plastered with photos
of nude Crotobaltislavonian princesses until we cane to a | arge room
filled with plunmbing. Fromhere, Virgil used his master key to let us
into a smaller room fromwhich a narrow spiral staircase led into the
dept hs.

"I go first," said Virgil quietly, "with the Sceptre. Hyacinth
follows with her .44. Bud follows her with the heavy gl oves, then
Sarah and Casimr with the backpacks, and Fred in the rear with his
si xt een- gauge. No noi se."

After one or two turns of the stair we had to switch on our

headl anmps. The trip down was | ong and tense, and we seened to

make a hell aci ous racket on the echoing netal treads. | kept ny

beam on the bl azi ng white-gold beacon of Virgil's hair and |i stened
to the breathing and the footsteps behind ne. The air had a harsh
damp snell that told me | was sucking in billions of m crobes of al
descriptions with each breath. Toward the bottom we slipped on our
gas masks, and | found | was breathing nmuch faster than | needed to.
The rats were waiting a full fifty feet above the bottom One had

his mouth cl anped over Virgil's |Iower |eg before he had sw tched

on the Sceptre of Cosmic Force. The flashing drove away the rest of
the rats, who tunbled angrily down the stair on top of one another,
but the first beast nerely clanped down harder and hung on, '!oo
spazzed out to move. Fortunately, Hyacinth did not try to shoot it on
the spot. | slipped past, flexed ny big el bowl|ength padded gl oves,
and did battle with the rat. The rodent teeth had not penetrated the
soccer shinguards Virgil wore beneath his waders, so | took my tinme,
rel axi ng and squatting down to ook into the animal's gl owering
white-rimred eye. His bared chisel teeth, a few inches |ong and an
inch wide, flickered purple-yellow with each flash of the strobe
Havi ng sliced through Virgil's waders to expose the colorful plastic
shinguard, the rat nowtried to gnaw its way through the obstacle
without letting go. | did not have the strength to pull its nouth open.
"A CGerman shepherd can exert hundreds of pounds ofjaw

force," said Fred Fine, standing above and peering over Casimr's
shoul der with scientific cool ness.

The rat was not inpressed by any of this.

"Let's go for a clean kill," suggested its victimwith a trace of
strain, "and then we'l|l have our sanple.”

| bashed in the back of its head with an oaken leg | had
foresightedly unscrewed fromny kitchen table for the occasion. The
rat just barely fit into a |large heavy-duty |leaf bag; Virgil twist-tied it
shut and we left it there.

And so into the tunnels. The sewers were unusually fluid that

ni ght as thousands of cubic feet of beer nade its traditional way
through the digestive tracks of the degenerates upstairs and into the
sanitary system Hence we stuck to the catwal ks al ong the sides of
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the larger tunnels—as did the rats. The Sceptre was hard on our eyes,
so Virgil waited until they were perilously close before switching it
on and driving themin squalling bunches into the stream bel ow. W
did not have to use the guns, though Fred Fine insisted on shooting
his flash gun at a rat to see howthey liked it. Not at all, as it
happened, and Fred Fine pronounced it "very interesting."

Casimr said, "Wwere did ny radi oactive source fall to? Are we

goi ng anywhere near there?"

"Good point," said Fred Fine. "Let's steer clear of that. Don't

want bl asted 'nads."

"I know where it went, but it's not there now," said Virgil. "The
rats ate everything. Sone rat obviously got a free supprise in with
his paraffin, but | don't know where he ended up.

Fred Fine began to point out |andmarks: where he had left the

corpse of the Mcrowave Lizard, long since eaten by' you know

what; where Steven WIson had experienced his |ast and bi ggest
surprise; the tunnel that led to the Sepul chre of Keldor. His voice
al ternated between the pseudo-scientific dynano hum of Fred Fine

and the guttural baritone of the war hero. W had heard this stuff
fromhimfor a couple of weeks now, but down in the tunnels it

really started to perturb us. Mst people, on listening to a string of
nonsense, will tend to doubt their own sanity before they realize that
the person who is jabbering at themis really the one with the
damaged brain. That night, tranping through offal, attacking giant
rats with a strobe light and listening to the bizarre nenoirs of
Klystron, nost of us were independently wonderi ng whether or not

we were crazy. So when we asked Fred Fine for explanations, it was
not because we wanted to hear nore Klystron stories (as he

assuned); it was because we wanted to get an idea of what other
peopl e were thinking. W were quickly able to realize that the world
was i ndeed okay, that Fred Fine was bonkers and we were fine.
Hundreds of cracked and gnawed bones littered one intersection,

and Virgil identified it as where he had discovered the usefu
properties of the Sceptre. This area was high and dry, as these things
went, and many rats lurked about. Virgil switched the Sceptre on for
good, forcing themback to the edge of the dark, where they
chattered and flashed their red eyes. Hyacinth stuffed wads of cotton
in her ears, apparently in case of a shootout.

"Let's set up the 'scope," Virgil suggested. Casinmir swung off

his pack and withdrew a heavily padded box, from which he took a
smal | portable oscill oscope. This device had a tiny TV screen which
woul d di splay sound patterns picked up by a shotgun m crophone

which was also in the pack. As the 'scope warned up, Casimr

pl ugged the m crophone cord into a socket on its front. A thin

| um nous green line traced across the mddl e of the screen

Virgil aimed the m ke down the main passageway and turned it

on. The line on the screen split into a chaotic tangle of dimgreen
static. Casinir played with various knobs, and quickly the wld
flailing of the signal was conpressed into a pattern of random vi bes
scranbling across the screen. "Wiite noise," said Fred Fine. "Static
to you laynen."

"Keep an eye on it," said Virgil, and pointed the m ke down the
smal | er side tunnel. The white noise was abruptly replaced by nearly
vertical lines marching across the screen. Casimr conpressed the
signal down again, and we saw that it was nothing nore than a single
stationary sine wave, slightly unruly but basically stable.

"Very interesting," said Fred Fine.

"What' s goi ng on?" Sarah asked.

"This is a continuous ultrasonic tone," said Virgil. "It's like an
unceasi ng dog whistle. It cones fromsone artificial source down

that tunnel. You see, when | point the mke in nost directions we get
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white noise, which is normal. But this is a loud sound at a single
pitch. To the rats it would sound |ike a drawn-out note on an organ
That explains why they cluster in this particular area; it's nusic to
their ears, though it's very sinple nusic. In fact, it's nonotonous."
"How did you know to | ook for this?" asked Sarah

Virgil shrugged. "It was plausible that an installation as nodern

and carefully guarded as the one I saw woul d have sone kind of
ultrasonic alarmsystem |It's pretty standard."”

"Very interesting," said Fred Fine.

"It's like sonar. Anything that disturbs the echo, within a certain
range, sets off the alarm Here's the question: why don't the rats set
it off?"

"Sonme kind of barrier keeps themaway," said Casimr

"I agree. But | didn't see any barrier. Wen | was here before,

they could run right up to the door—they had to be fought off with
machi ne guns. Thay nmust have put up a barrier since | was |ast down
here. What that means to us is this: we can go as far as the barrier,
what ever it may be, without any fear of setting off the alarm
system "

We noved down the tunnel in a flying wedge, making use of

table leg, Sceptre and sword as necessary. Soon we arrived at the
barrier, which turned out to be insubstantial but difficult to mss: a
franme of angle-irons wel ded together along the walls and ceiling,
hung wi th dozens of small, brilliant spotlights. At this point, any rat
would find itself bathed in blinding Iight and turn back in terror and
pai n. Beyond this wall of light there was only a single line of
footpri nts—human—n the bat guano. "Soneone's been changi ng

the light bulbs," concluded Sarah

The fifty feet of corridor preceding the light-wall were littered

al nost knee-deep in glittering scraps of tinfoil and other bright

obj ects, including the remains of Fred Fine's radio.

"This is their hangout,"” said Hyacinth. "They nust |ike the

music. "

"They want to nake a nice, juicy nmeal out of whoever changes

those light bul bs," suggested Fred Fine.

Sarah's pack contained a tripod and a pair of fine binocul ars.

Once we had set these up in the mddle of the tunnel we could see

the heavy doors, TV caneras, lights and so on at the tunnel's end. As
we took turns | ooking and speculating, Virgil set up a Geiger counter
from Sarah's pack.

"Normally a Geiger counter would just pick up a |ot of

background and cosm c radi ati on and anyt hi ng neani ngful woul d be
drowned out. But we're so well shielded in these tunnels that the
only thing getting to us should be a few very powerful cosmc rays,
and neutrinos, which this won't pick up anyway." The Gei ger

counter began to click, perhaps once every four seconds.

Sarah had the best eyes; she sat crosslegged on the | ayers of foi

and gazed into the binoculars. "In a few m nutes a hazardous waste

pi ckup is schedul ed for the | oading dock upstairs,” said Virgil
checking his watch. "My theory is that, in addition to taking

hazar dous wastes out of the Plex, those trucks have been bringing
sonet hing even nore hazardous into the Plex, and down into this
tunnel . "

VW waited.

"Ckay," said Sarah, "Elevator door opening on the right."

We all heard it.

"Long netal cylinder thingie on a cart. Now the end of the

tunnel is opening up—big doors, like jaws. Now sonme guys in
yellow are rolling the cylinder into a | arge room back there."
The Geiger counter shouted. | |ooked at Casimr
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"Skip your next chest X-ray," he said. "If this place is what it

| ooks like, it's just lodine-131. Half-life of eight days. It'Il end up in
your thyroid, which you don't really need anyway."

"I"'mpretty fond of my thyroid," said Hyacinth. "It nade nme big

and strong."

"Doors closing," said Sarah over the chatter of us and the

Gei ger counter. "Elevator's gone. Al doors closed now "

"Wel Il Congratulations, Virgil," said Fred Fine, shaking his

hand. "You've discovered the only permanent high-Ilevel radioactive
wast e di sposal facility in the United States."

Most of us didn't have anything to say about it. W nmainly

wanted to get back hone.

"Fascinating, brilliant," continued Fred Fine, as we headed

back. "In today's conpetitive higher education nmarket, there has to
be some way for universities to support thensel ves. What better way
than to enter lucrative high-technol ogy sectors?"

"Don't have to grovel for the alumi anynore," said Sarah

"You really think universities should be garbage dunps for the

wor st by-products of civilization?" asked Hyacinth.

"I't's not such a bad idea, in a way," said Casimr. "Better the

uni versities than anyone el se. Oxford, Heidel berg, Paris, all those
pl aces have | asted for centuries |onger than any governnment. Only
the Church has lasted | onger, and the Vatican doesn't need the
noney. "

We paused for a rest in the spiral staircase, near our rat body.
Casimr, Fred Fine and Virgil went back down to the bottomfor an
experinent. Virgil had brought an ultrasonic tone generator with
him and they used it to prove—very conclusively—that the rats

| oved the ultrasound as nmuch as they hated the strobe. They ran back
upstairs, Sceptre flashing, and | slung the rat over ny shoul der and
we all proceeded up the stairs as fast as our lungs would allow.
The di ssection of the rat was nost informal. We did it in the

sink of Professor Sharon's old |ab, amid the pieces of the railgun
Fred Fine laid into the thorax with a kitchen knife and a singl e-
edged razor. W were quick and crude; only Casimir had seen the
inside of a rat before. The skin peel ed back easily along with thick
pink layers of fat, and we |ooked at the intestines that coul d di gest
such amazing nmeals. Casinir scrounged a pair of heavy tin snips and
used themto cut the breastbone in half so we could get under the
ri bcage. | shoved nmy hands between the hal ves of the breastbone and
pul led as hard as | could, and finally with a crack and a spray of
bl ood one side snapped open |ike a stubborn cabi net door and we

| ooked at the lungs and vital organs. The heart was not inmredi ately
vi si bl e.

"Maybe it's hidden under this organ here," suggested Fred Fine,
pointing to sonething between the |ungs.

"That's not an organ," said Casimr. "It's an intersection of
several major vessels."

"So where's the heart?" asked Hyacinth, just beginning to get

i nterested.

"Those mmj or vessels are the ones that ought to go into, and

come out of, the heart," said Casinmir uncertainly. He reached down
and slid his hand under the bundl e of vessels, and pulling it up and
asi de, reveal ed—ot hi ng.

"Holy Mother of God," he whispered. "This ani mal doesn't

have a heart."

Qur own thunped violently. For a long tinme we were frozen,

di sturbed beyond reason; then a piercing beep emanated from Fred

Fi ne and we junped and gasped angrily.

Unconcerned, he pressed a button on his digital calcul a-

tor/watch, halting the beep. "Sorry. That's ny watch alarm"
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W | ooked at him he |ooked at his watch, We were all

sweat i ng.

"l set it to go off like that at mdnight, the beginning of Apri
first, every year. It's sort of a warning, so that this one renenbers,
hey, April Fools' Day, anything could happen now. "

--April--
Wil e we sewer-slogged, El 3S held a giant party in honor of
Bi g Weel. It was conceived as your basic form ess beer bl owout,

but the ever-spunky Airheads had insisted upon a thenme: G eat
Partiers of the Past. The nmjor styles in evidence were Disco,
Sixties, Fifties and Toga. A team of sturdy Terrorists had | ugged
Dex Fresser's stereo up to the social |ounge, which was the center of
Di sco activity. A darkened room down the hail featured a Sixties
party, at which participants roughed up their perns, wore T-shirts,
snoked nore dope than usual and said "groovy" at the drop of a hat.
The study | ounge was Fifties headquarters, and was identical to al
the other Fifties parties which had been held since about 1963 by
peopl e who didn't know anything about the Fifties. The Toga peopl e
were forced to adopt a wandering, nomadi c partying existence; they
had no authentic toga nusic to boogie to, though soneone did
experinment by playing an el ectronic version of the "1812 Overture"
at full blast. Mstly these people just stood sheepishly in the
hal | ways, draped in their designer bedsheets, clutching cups of beer
and yelling "toga!" fromtine to tine.

The Disco |ounge was filled with wonen in lollipop plastic

dresses and thick netallic lipstick under ski nmasks, and heavily
scented young nen in pastel three-piecers and shiny hardware-| aden
shoes. The snell was deafening, and when the doors were open,

excess music spilled out and filled nearby roons to their corners.
These partiers were a generation whose youth had been stol en. They
had prepared all through their adol escence for the day when they
could go to college and attend real discos, adult discos where they
had al cohol and sex partners you could take home with no pay-rental
hassl es. Their hopes had been dashed in the early eighties when

Di sco had fl aned out sonewhere over New Jersey, |like a fanous
dirigible. But the nostalgic air here nade them feel young again. Dex
Fresser even showed up in a white three-piecer and took severa
opportunities to boogie right down to the ground with shapely
femal es in clingy synthetic waps.

On the windowsill, the Go Big Red Fan, held in place with

bricks, spun and glowed in its self-nade halo of black |ight.
Overhead, a mirrored ball cast revolving dots of light on the walls,
and nore stoned or inmmginative dancers could inmagine that thwy

were actually standing inside a giant Big Weel. Woooo! The

pi cture wi ndows were covered with newspaper, as the panes had

| ong since been snmashed and the curtains | ong since burned.

After Dex Fresser had consuned sixteen hits of acid (his

supplier had never really grasped the idea of powers of twd), five
bongl oads of hashish rolled in nescaline, a square of peyote Jell-Q
a lude, four tracks, a small handful of street-1egal caffeine pep pills,
twel ve tabl espoons of cough syrup, half a can of generic light w ne
and a pack of Gaulois cigarettes, he began to toy with a strobe |ight
that was being used to establish the Disco atnpbsphere. He turned it
up faster and faster until the | ounge was wacked with delighted
freakedout screans and the dancers had begun to hop randomy and
smash into one another, as though they had been tine-warped into
Punk. Meanwhil e, what passed for Dex's m nd wandered over to the
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Go Big Red Fan, and though the tine-warp effect was really bl ow ng
his tubes, he thought the fan m ght be slow ng down; continuing to
turn up the strobe, he was able to nmake the Little Weel stop

revol ving altogether—either that, or time itself had come to a halt!
Dex spazzed out to the nmax. All becane quiet as the propulsion
reactors of a passing Sirian space cruiser danped out his stereo (the
DJ had turned down the volune), and all heard Dex announce that at

m dni ght Bi g Wheel would say sonething very inportant to him He

rel axed, the music was cranked back up, the strobe light hurled out a
near by wi ndow and the Fan began to rotate again.

M dni ght could hardly come soon enough. The partiers packed

into the social |lounge, sitting in rows facing the wi ndow. Dex
Fresser stood before the shrouded wi ndow with his back to the

crowd, and priests stood ready to tear the papers away. A few

m nutes before nmidnight, the DJ put on "Stairway to Heaven," tined
so that the high-energy sonic blast section would begin at 12:00
shar p.

The newspapers ripped apart, the red-white-and-blue power

beans of Big Weel exploded into the room and the heavy beat of

the rock and roll made their thoraxes boomlike enpty kegs.

But Dex Fresser was inpressively still. He stared into the naked
face of the Big Wieel for fifteen minutes before he noved a nuscle.
Then he relayed the nessage to the huddl ed students.

Speaki ng through a m ke hooked to his stereo, he sounded | oud

and quadraphoni c. "Tonight the Big Weel has plans for us, nan.

We're going to have a fucking war." The Terrorists cheered and
whooped and the Airheads oohed and aahed. "The outside people,

who are all hearing-inpaired to the voice of Big Weel and Roy G

Biv and our other |eaders, will cone tonorrow to the Plex with guns
to kill us. They want to put short-range tactical nuclear weapons on
the roof of D Tower in order to threaten Big Weel and rmake hi mdo
as they wish.

"W have friends, though, like Astarte, the Goddess, who is the
sister of Big Weel and who is going to |ike help us out and stuff.
The Terrorists and the SUB will cooperate just |ike Big Weel and
Astarte do. Also, the B-nen are our friends too.

"We've got shitloads of really powerful enenies, says Big

Wheel . Like the Administration and the Tenple of Unlinited

Godhead and a bunch of nerds and sone other people. W have to

kill all of them

"This is going to take cooperation and we have to have perfect
loyalty fromeveryone. See, even if you think you have friends

anobng our enemes, you're wong, because Big Weel decides who

our friends are, and if he says they're your enem es, they're your
enemies, just like that. Everything' s very sinple with Bi g Weel,
that's how you can be sure he's telling the truth. So we've got to join
together now and there can't be any secrets and we can't cover up
for our enenies or have nercy for them"

Mari Meegan, sitting in the front row, |egs tucked denurely to

the side, listened intensely, eyes slitted and |ips parted as she thought
about how this applied to her.

At this point a few people cane to their senses and nade a run

for it. One of these, a none-too-bright advisee of mne who had been
going along for the good tinmes, realized that these people were nuts,
sprinted to the nearest fire stair, and escaped unharned, later to tel
me this story. What happened after his exit is vague; apparently,
Yl | as Freedperson, Hi gh Priestess of Astarte, showed up, and the

| eaders of the SUB and of the Terrorists did a | ot of planning and
organi zing in those next few hours.

By contrast, Bert N x celebrated the evening by incinerating

file:/l/F|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (126 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

hinself in a storage roomon C22W He had been using it as a

hi deout for sonme tinme, and had gotten along well with the students,
except for one problem Bert N x's obsession with collecting
garbage. It was partly a practical habit, as he got nost of his food
and clothing fromthe trash. Far beyond that, however, he could not
bring himself to throw out anything, and so in his little roons
scattered around the Pl ex the garbage was packed in to the ceiling,
leaving only a little aisle to the door. Qut of gratitude to his
protectors, Bert Nix stuffed oily rags under the doors to seal the odor
in.

This sufficed until the evening of March 31, when he happened

to open the door while a fastidious student from Saskatoon was
wal ki ng by. She watched as half a dozen cockroaches over three

i nches long | unbered out between the derelict's bare feet and
approached her, waving their antennae affably. No Airhead, she
stonped themto splinters and called Security on the nearest

tel ephone. Between then and the time they arrived five hours |ater,
however, the fire started. It could have been spontaneous
conmbustion, it could have been the heating system or a suicida
whi m or wayward cigarette fromBert N x. In any event, the room
becane a tightly seal ed furnace, and when the flanes had died, al
that renmai ned were a charred corpse in the aisle and drifts of
cockroach bodies piled up in front of the door.

At the northern corner of the Plex's east wall, north of the Ml

| oadi ng docks, the docks for student use, the mail, Cafeteria, genera
supply, Burrows and wi de-load docks was the Refuse Area. Six

| oadi ng docks opened on an enornpbus roomw th six giant trash
conpactors and six great steel chutes which expelled tons of garbage
fromtheir foul, stained sphincters every few mnutes. Wen there
wasn't a strike on, the conpactors would grind away around the

clock and a great truck would be at one dock or another at any given
time, bringing back an enpty container and hauling off a full one.
North of the Refuse Area, in the very corner of the Flex, was the
Hazardous Waste Area with its steel doors and expl osi on- proof

wal | s. When scientists produced any waste that was renotely
hazardous, they would seal it into an orange contai ner, mark down

its contents and take it to the Refuse Area, where they coul d deposit
it in achute that led into the HM. |If the container was too large for
this, they could sinply leave it on a dolly by the door, and the
specially trained B-men woul d then wheel it through when it was

time for a pickup. When the Hazardous Waste truck arrived, three
times a day, all the containers were then |oaded into its arnor-plated
back and haul ed away. This was usually done in the dead of night, to
| essen the danger of traffic accidents. So extraordinary was this

di sposal systemthat Anerican Megaversity had won awards from
environnmental groups and acclaimfrom scientists.

At 4:30 on the norning of April 1, when | should have been

drinking or sleeping, | was sitting in ny suite staring at the

tel ephone. Virgil Gabrielsen, even nore anbitious, was sitting by

the door to the HMA in a huge orange crate about the shape of a

t el ephone booth. "HANDLE W TH EXTREME CARE," its | abe

read, "CONTAINS UN VERSAL SOLVENT. DO NOT PUT ON

SIDE OR EXPLOSI ON WLL RESULT." The sane concepts were

repeat ed by neans of ideograns which we had hastily painted on the
sides, showing a Crotobaltislavonian stick figure being blown to bits
after putting the crate on its side. Instructions to tel ephone Dr.
Redfiel d, and giving ny tel ephone nunber, were added in severa

pl aces.

"The nuke waste has to be coming in through the HMW " Virgi
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had insisted, as he and | and the disenbowel ed rat relaxed in
Sharon's lab. "I counted ny steps down there in the tunnels. As far
as | can tell, that elevator shaft should go right up into the northeast
corner of the building. The HM is | ocked and al armed within an

inch of its life, but I know how to get inside."

At quarter to five, the enornous Magrov and half a dozen ot her
Crotobal tislavoni ans entered the Refuse Area. As Virgil watched
through strategically placed peephol es, they began with sone

unusual procedures. First they opened the southernnpst of the six
metal doors to the Access Lot. Shortly after, an old van backed up to
this dock and threw open its rear doors. Two nen junped out into

the Refuse Area in protective clothing, gas masks dangling on their
chests, and exchanged hearty Scythian greetings with the B-nen.

Much equi prrent was now haul ed out of the van, including a |long

metal cylinder—an exact replica of a nuclear waste contai ner—and a
huge tri pod-mounted machi ne gun. Then canme nunerous snal |

machi ne guns, what appeared to be el ectronic equi prent and crates

of supplies. These were piled on a cart and wheel ed over to Virgil's
posi tion.

Virgil had realized by now that this was not a businessas-usua

day. At least the situation appealed to his sense of hunor.

The fake nuke waste cylinder opened |ike a casket and the two

gas- nasked nen clinbed in and |ay one atop the other. The others
handed t hem weapons and closed the lid. This cylinder was al so

pl aced next to Virgil. In the neantime, B-nen bolted the big gun's
tripod directly into the concrete floor at the |oading dock, apparently
having already drilled the holes in preparation. The weapon was
ainmed into the Access Lot, and | oaded and checked over with an
experienced air unusual anobng janitors.

Virgil's crate was the source of a I ong and enotional discussion

in Scythian. Cccasionally Magrov or one of the others woul d shout
sonet hi ng about tel efon while pounding on the crate with his index
finger.

"Hoy!" shouted a B-man back at the machine gun. Virgil saw a

glint of headlights outside. It was 4:59. A hellacious roar ensued as
the determned janitors sprayed several thousand rounds per mnute
out the door. Magrov cut off debate by seizing Virgil's crate and
wheeling it into the HMA

The gunfire was over before Virgil was all the way through the

door. Once the crate was stopped and he was able to get his bearings
again, he could see that he was in a sonmewhat smaller roomwith a
segnmented netal door in the outside wall and a | arge red rectangl e
painted in the niddle of the floor. A dozen or so bright orange waste
contai ners had been slid through the chute and were waiting on a
counter to be haul ed away.

My phone rang at 5:01

"Profyessor Rettfeelt? Sorry, getting you up early in nornink

Magrov here. You put hunbngous waste contai ner by HWA

correct?"

"Yes, that's correct. Universal Solvent. Very dangerous."

"Ees too tall for goink inside of vaste truck. Ve nust put on her
side."

"No! That's dangerous. You will be blown to little bits."

"Then what to do with it?"

"I''"l'l have to put it in a different container. You must leave it in
the HWA overnight. | will come to the Refuse Area tonorrow night,

at the tine of the next pickup, and get the crate and take it away."
"Good." Magrov hung up.

Back in the HWA, Magrov checked his watch, then turned and

shouted at a swiveling TV canera on the wall. "Ha! Those
profyessors! Say! Were is truck? Very | ate today."
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"Roger, team | eader, we read four mnutes late," said an Anglo

voi ce over a |oudspeaker. "Maybe some trouble with those strikers.
Hey! Let's cut the idle chitchat."

Finally the great steel door rolled open. Through one of his
peephol es, Virgil could see a hazardous waste truck backing into the
brilliantly lit, fenced-in area outside. He could also see a pair of half-
inch bullet holes through the outside rear-view mrror. The tiny

bl ack-and-white nonitors, he knew, would never pick up this detail.
Wien it had come to rest, the B-nen unl ocked the back with

Magrov's keys and pul |l ed open arnored doors to reveal a stainless
steel cylinder on a cart. This they rolled into the HM, placing it in
the mddle of the red rectangle on the floor

O her B-nen set about hauling the small orange containers into

the back of the truck and strapping them down. Magrov renoved

guns froma | ocked cabinet and distributed themto hinself and two
others. There three took up positions in the red area around the
cylinder. "Hokay, ready for little ride," said Magrov.

"Roger, team |l eader. Stand by." A deep hum and vibration

commenced. The nmen and the cylinder began to sink, and Virgi

could see that the red rectangle was actually an elevator platform
Wthin seconds only a black hol e renmi ned.

In five mnutes the platformreturned, with the B-nmen but

wi thout the cylinder. Displaying frank contenpt for safety

regul ations, the B-nmen began to snoke profusely.

The intercomcrackled alive. "Crotobaltislavonia aiwal" cane

the exhilarated shout.

"Crotobaltislavonia aiwa!" how ed the B-nen, leaping to their

feet. There was nmuch whoopee-naki ng and ci garette-throw ng, and
then they opened the door to the Refuse Area and carried in crate
after crate of supplies and put themon the elevator platform The
platform |aden with Crotobaltislavoni ans, guns and food, sank into
the earth once again, then returned in a few nminutes carrying nine
bl eedi ng bodies in yellow radiation suits.

Virgil had been expecting TV caneras. |f they had them down

in the tunnels, they nust have themupstairs in the HM. So after a
few minutes, when Virgil was sure that the B-nen were down there

for the long haul, he opened a snall panel in the side of his crate and
stuck out a long iron rod with a magnesiumtip. The inportant thing
about the magnesiumrod was that Virgil had just set it on fire, and
when magnesi um burns, it nakes an intolerably brilliant light. Virgi
soon squirmed out through the panel, a wel ding mask strapped over

his face. Even through the dark glass, everything in the room was
blindingly lit—ertainly bright enough to overload, or even burn out,
the tel evision caneras. Any camera turned his way woul d show

not hi ng but purest white. To nmake sure, he lit two nore nmagnesi um
rods and placed themon the floor around the room Satisfied that all
three canmeras were now blinded, he withdrew a can of spray paint
fromhis crate and used it to paint over their |enses. The m kes were
easy to find and he destroyed these sinply by shoving burning

magnesiumrods into them Then he called nme on the phone. "I was
right," he said, "lI'msafe, and you can go to sleep. But | ook out.
Trouble is brewing." Alas, | was already asl eep before he got to that
| ast part.

Whi | e the magnesi um rods burned thensel ves out, Virgi

clinmbed into the cab of the truck, where the corpses of its late drivers
had been stretched out on the floor. The Crotos' plan was daring and
their aimexcellent; they needed to penetrate the truck's arnored cab
and kill the occupants w thout w ping out the engine or the gas tank.
The driver's w ndow was splattered all over the seat, the door itself
deeply buckl ed and perforated by the thunb-sized shells. Virgil hit
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the ignition and drove it far enough out to wedge the electrical gates
open whil e | eaving enough space for other vehicles to pass.

Back in the Plex, he nade phone calls to several readym x

concrete conpanies. Returning to the Burrows, he found a cutting

torch and wheeled it back to the HWA. The red pl atform was

not hing nore than thick steel plate, and once he had gotten the torch
fired up and the red paint burned away, it cut |like butter

As he sliced a hole in the platform he revi ewed his reasoning:

1) Law i s opinion of guy with biggest gun

2) Bi ggest "gun" in U S. held by police and arned forces.

3) Hypot hesi s: soneone wants to break the |aw, or nore
generally, render U S. law null and void in a certain zone.

4) Thi s necessitates a bigger gun

5) Threat of contam nation of urban area with nucl ear waste
ought to fill the bill.

6) This provides a notive for taking over Nuke Dunp.

7) Crotobal ti sl avoni ans have taken over Nuke Dunp.

8) They either want to contam nate the city, or take over this
area—the Pl ex—by threat of sane.

9) Either we will all be poisoned, or else representatives of the

Peopl e's Free Soci al Existence Node of Crotobaltislavonia wll
dictate their owmn law to people in this area.

10) This does not sound very nice either way.

11) Maybe we can destroy their gun by blocking the possible

contam nation routes. The el evator would be their preferred route, as
it would provide direct access to the atnosphere.

A rough steel circle about two feet across pulled | oose and

dropped into the blackness. Virgil pulled back his nask and peered
down. The circle's edge was still red hot, and as it fell through the
bl ackness, he could see it spinning and dinminishing until it snashed
into the bottom The clang reached his ears a nonent |ater. Through
the hole he could snell the odor of the sewers and hear occasiona
argunents anong rats.

Hearing the whine of a down-shifting truck, he shut off the torch
and ran out into the Access Lot. Virgil directed the cenent truck
through the jamred gate and up to the | oading dock. He directed the
driver to swing his chute around and dunp the entire load into the
freshly cut hole.

The driver was young, a philosophy Ph.D. only two years out of

the Big U He obviously knew Virgil was asking himto commit an
illegal act. "Gve nme a rational reason to dunp ny cenent down that
hol e, " he denmanded.

Virgil thought it over. "The reasons are very unusual, and if |

were to explain them you would only be justified in thinking | was

crazy."
"Wi ch doesn't give nme ny rational reason.”
"True," admitted Virgil. "However, let's not forget the con-

ventional view of craziness. Qur nedia are filled with i mages of the
crazy segnent of society as being an exceptionally dangerous,

unpredi ctabl e group. Look at Hi nckley! Watch any epi sode of T. J.
Hooker! So if you thought | was crazy, the reaction consistent with
your social training would be to do as | say in order to preserve your
own safety."”

"That would be true with your run-of-the-m !l truck driver," said
the truck driver after agonized contenplation, "who tends to be an
M A. in sociology or sonething. But | can't nake an excuse based

on failure to think independently of the media."

"True. Follow ne." Virgil wal ked across the HM, |eading the

truck driver over to the heavy door that led into the Refuse Area
Here he paused, allowing the truck driver to notice the long red

file:/l/F|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (130 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

streaks on the floor. Virgil then opened the door and pointed at the
ni ne bl oody corpses, which he had dragged there to get themoff the
platform "Having seen the renmains of several savagely nurdered
peopl e, you m ght conclude that nmy showing themto you so
dramatically constituted a nonverbal threat. You might then

deci de—= but the truck driver had al ready deci ded, and was runni ng
for the controls at the back of the truck. The concrete was down the
hole in no tine. The truck driver did not even wait to be given an
of ficial Anmerican Megaversity voucher

After that, trucks arrived every fifteen nminutes or so for the rest
of the norning. Subsequent truckers, seeing wet cenent slopped all
over the place, inpressed by Virgil's official vouchers, were nuch

| ess skeptical. By lunchtime, twenty truckl oads of cerment were piled
up behind the sliding doors at the bottomof the el evator shaft.

The first Refuse Area dock was still open. After blow ng the

crap out of the hazardous waste truck, the B-nen had haul ed the rea
radi oactive waste cylinder out and left it there in the doorway. Virgi
had the last driver bury the cylinder in cement where it sat. He
snoot hed out a flat place with his hand and i nscri bed: DANGER

H GH LEVEL RADI QACTI VE WASTE. TRESPASSERS W LL

BE STERI LI ZED. Hi s day's work was done.

Unbeknownst to anyone el se, the two nost inportant battles of

the war had al ready been fought. The Crotobaltislavoni ans had won
the first, and Virgil the second.

Once the actual war got started, things happened quickly. In

fact, between the tinme that S. S. Krupp and two of his associates and
I had got on an elevator and the tinme we escaped fromit, the
situation had changed conpl etely.

S. S. Krupp felt conpelled to visit E13S after its riot/party of the
ni ght before, sonewhat in the spirit of Jimmy Carter visiting Munt
Sai nt Helens. Naturally, as faculty-in-residence for E Tower, | was
asked to serve as tour guide. It was preferable to washi ng dung off
my boots, but only just.

Krupp arrived at the base of E Tower at 11:35 A M, fresh froma
tour of Bert Nix's cremation site. Considering the gruesone
circunstances, not to nention the journalists and the SUBbi e
screamng directly into his ear, he | ooked relaxed. Wth himwere
Hyman Hot chki ss, Dean of Student Life, and WI berforce (Tex)
Bracewi | I, Administrator of Student Health Services. Hyman | ooked
young, pale and ill. Tex had seen too nuch gonorrhea in too many
strange places to be shocked by anything. They were so civilized that
they viewed nmy Nunber 27 BILL'S BREWS softball jersey as

though it were a jacket and vest, and shook nmy hand as though | had
saved their famlies fromdeath sonetime in the distant past.

Here in the | obby the sixteen elevators and four fire stairs of E
Tower enptied together into a desert of vandalized furniture, charred
bull etin boards and overfl owi ng wast ebaskets. | didn't know about
events on E13S yet, and ny guests were doubtless still considering
the charred remains of Bert Nix, so we were not suspicious when
elevators 2, 4 and 1 remained frozen at the thirteenth floor for ten
m nutes. Only nunber 3 noved. When it got to us, it was packed

with students. Two got off, but the rest explained in dull voices that
they had m ssed their floor and were staying on for the return trip.
Therefore the journalists and protesters found no roomin the
conpartment; only the four of us could squeeze in.

This chumy group rode to the Terrorist-controlled ninth floor,

where everyone el se got off. As the doors slid shut, a burnout who
had just disenbarked turned around to say, "Sweet dreans, S. S
Krupp. "
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We started up again. "Shit!" said Krupp. "W've got a problem
Everyone get on the floor. Tex, you got your .44?"

O course he did. Much to the concern of the SUB, Tex was

massively arned at all tines, on the theory that you never knew
when degens ni ght conme and shoot up the clinic |ooking for purer

hi ghs. He was prepared to go out like a true AM adm nistrator
Dropping stiffly to the floor, he paused on his knees to whip a
hunongous revol ver out of his briefcase and hand it to Krupp

"Hope we don't have to shoot it out on thirteen," he said. W
agreed. Krupp tore from T Tex's briefcase a nedicine bottle, struggled
with the chil dproof cap, yanked out the cotton wad, tore it in half
and stuffed it into his ears. At this point | began to experience terror,
nmore of Krupp than of whatever he was planning to di smenber with
that howt zer.

W passed the twelfth floor and the elevator crashed to a stop

Above us, fromthe elevators still halted on thirteen, we heard
excited yelling.

"I get it." Krupp cocked the revolver and we all plugged our

ears as he pointed it at the ceiling,

The bull et v~porized the Iatch on the trap door and flipped the

door open as well. W saw |ight above us. Krupp's second shot

anni hilated the light in our car. | felt as though ny fingers had been
driven three inches deep into ny ears; ny eyelids fluttered in shock
and ny nose conpl ai ned of dense snoke. Krupp now stood up in the
darkness and fired the renmi ning three rounds through the trapdoor
Wth a sigh and a thunp, a corpse crashed into our roof.

At a great distance | heard Tex say, "Sep. Here's a speed

| oader." After sone clicking and cursing, Krupp fired two nore
rounds—the natives were getting restless—and tugged at my shirt,
"Leg up!" he shout ed.

| stood and nade a step of ny hands, and he used it to prope

hi nsel f through the trap door. Once he had scranbl ed through,

junped and dragged myself to the roof after him The only thing

was scared of was touching the corpse; other than that, one place
was as dangerous as another. Krupp, who did not share ny fear,
retrieved a revolver fromthe body and handed it to ne.

He began scaling the energency | adder on the shaft wall. Wen
he got to thirteen, he pounded the wall switch and the doors slid
open. Seeing himjunp through the aperture onto thirteen, | began to

follow himup the |l adder, not really thinking about what |'d do when
| arrived. The two adjacent elevators began to head down, and as

t heypassed, soneone on a roof fired off a wild shot in ny direction.
A trenmendous roar rang up and down the shaft. It came in three
bursts, and not until the third one did | realize it was machi ne-gun
fire. 1 had been dinly aware of it—Ch, that's a machi ne gun being
fired"—but it was not for a few nonents that | conprehended that
machi ne guns were in use at my institution of higher |earning. There
were al so three WHAM5, and then sil ence.

Taking this as a good sign, | dove through onto thirteen and | ay
there dazed, |ooking at an elevator |obby dotted with strings of

machi ne-gun fire and bl ood pools, tracked and smeared by hasty

tenni s-shoe footprints that converged on the two el evators.

| sat up timdly. Krupp went to the far side of a large pillar and
retrieved an assault rifle froma dead soldier. "See," he said,
pounding hollowy on the pillar with the butt of the rifle, "these
pillars are just for show Just a little girder in the niddle and the rest
is plaster and chicken wire. Don't want to hide behind them™

Judging fromthe bullet holes in the pillar and the unnmoving | egs and
feet on the other side, soneone had recently been in dire need of
Krupp's architectural know edge. "Can't believe they' re handi ng out

| oaded Kal ashni kovs to cretins |like that, whoever it is that's running
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this show," he grunbled. "These youths need ROTC training if
they're going to pack ordnance like this,"

"Maybe this is soneone's ROTC program™ | suggested, trying
to lighten the atnosphere. Krupp frowned. "Maybe this is sonmeone's
ROTC, " | shouted, renenbering the cotton. He nodded in deep

t hought. "Very good. Wat's your field again?"

"Renpt e sensing. Renobte sensing. |nvolves geography, geol ogy

and el ectrical engineering."

"I'mlistening," Krupp assured nme in the middle of nmy sentence,

as he walked to the two corners of the | obby to peer down the
hal | ways. "But you'll have to speak up," he added, squeezing off a
hal f-second bl ast at sonething. There was an answering bl ast,

muffled by the fire doors between the conbatants, but it apparently
went into the ceiling. |Inpressed, Krupp nodded.

"Well, we've got two basic tactical options here," he continued,
ejecting the old clip and inserting a fresh one taken fromthe dead
SUBbi e, "W can seize the wing, or retreat. Based on what we've

seen of these sandbox insurrectionists, | don't doubt we can stage a
takeover. The question is: is this wing a worthwhile strategic goal in
and of itself, or is nmy strong inclination to seize it singlehandedl y—
al nost, excuse nme—ust what we call a macho conpl ex these days?

Not that I'mtrying to draw us into psychobabble." He glared at ne,
one eyebrow rai sed contenpl atively.

"Depends on what kind of forces they have el sewhere."

"Well, you're saying it's easier to nmake tactical decisions when

one has nore perfect information, a sort of strategic context from
which to plan. That's a predictable attitude for a renote-sensing
man. The areal point of view comes naturally to a generalistic, |eft-
handed type |ike you." He nodded at ny revol ver, which | was

hol ding, naturally, in ny left hand. "But |acking that background,
we'll have to use a different nmethod of attack—dsing 'attack' in a
figurative sense now—and use the nore |linear way of thinking that
woul d suggest itself to, say, a right-handed | owlevel Catholic civi
engi neer. Fol | ow?"

"l suppose," | shouted, |ooking down the elevator shaft at Tex's
face, barely visible in the dimlight.

"For exanple," continued Krupp, "our friends bel ow, though we

must be concerned for them are irrelevant now. Presumably, the
students on this wing will do the rational thing and not attack us,
because to attack means coming into the halls and exposing
thensel ves to our fire. So we control entry and exit. If we | eave now,
we'll just have to retake it later. Secondly, this |obby fire stair here
ensures our safety; we can always escape. Third, our recent
denonstration should delay a reinforcenent action on their part.

What | figure is that if we nove al ong room by room disarm ng the
occupants, they'll be too scared by what happened to that guy in the
hall to try any funny stuff. Christ on fishhooks!" Krupp dove back
into the safety of the | obby as a barrage of fire ripped down the hall
blowing with it the remains of the fire doors. W made for the
stairway and began skittering down the steps as quickly as we coul d.
By the tinme we had descended three flights, the angry shouts of
Terrorists and SUBbi es were pursuing us. The shouters thensel ves
prudently renmai ned on their own | anding.

"We're okay unl ess they have sonething |like a hand grenade or

satchel charge they can drop down this central well," said Krupp
"Hold it right there, son! That's right! Keep those paws in the air!
Say, | know you."

We had surprised Casimr Radon on a landing. He nerely stared

at S. S. Krupp's AK-47, dunbfounded.

"Let's all hold onto our pants for a second and ask Casimr what
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he's up to," Krupp suggest ed.

"Well," said Casimr, taking off his glacier glasses to see us
better in the dimstairwell. "I was going to visit Sarah. Things are
getting pretty wild now, you know. | guess you do know," he

concl uded, |ooking again at the assault rifle.

"Physics problem" said Krupp, "how far does a hand grenade

fall in the seven seconds between handl e rel ease and boon?"

"Well, air resistance nakes that a toughie. It's pretty
asymmetrical, and it would probably tunble, which makes the
differential equation a son-of-a-bitch to solve. You' d have to use a
nunmerical nethod, like.."

"Estimate, son! Estimate!"

"Ei ght hundred feet."

"No problem But what if they counted to three? How far in four
seconds?"

"Sixteen tinmes four.two hundred fifty-six feet."

"If they count to five?"

"Two seconds...sixty-four feet."

"That's terrible. That's six stories. That would be about the sixth
floor, which is where we nmake the run into the |obby. Do you think
they'd be dunb enough to pull the pin and count to five?"

"Not with a Soviet grenade."

"Good point."

"If 1"'mnot mstaken, sir," said Casimr, "they all have inpact
fuses on themanyway. So it'd go off on six in any case."

"Ch. Well.what the hell?" said Krupp, and started to run down

the stairs again.

"Wait!" | said. Krupp stopped on the next l|landing. "You don't

want to go up there," | told Casimr

"Yeah. If you think it's wild down there, you should see

thirteen. It's wilder than a cat on fire, thirteen. Those people are
irrational ," said Krupp.

"Are you going to stop ne by force?" asked Casimr

"Wel |, anyone traveling with S. S. Krupp today is a prine

target, so | couldn't justify that," said Krupp

"Then I'mgoing," said Casimr, and resuned his clinb.

"Let's get a nove on. Let's build up a good head of steam here

so we can charge right through the danger zone at the bottom | think
the twenty-third psalmis in order."

Reluctantly, | left Casimr to his own dreans and we began to

charge down the steps side by side, crossing paths at each turn,
listening upward. | saw a 7 painted on the wall. W were practically
diving down the last flight when | heard soneone yell "Five!" W
were on the level now, sprinting for a door with a small rectangul ar
wi ndow and a sign reading E

TOMER MAI N LOBBY

"Did he say five, or fire?" Krupp wondered as we neared the

door. W punched it open together and were in the | obby. And there,
waiting for us, were three Crotobaltislavonians with UZl s.

"Professionals, | see," said Krupp. He had gone through on the

hi nged side of the door and now pushed it all the way around so that

it was flat against the | obby wall, where he | eaned against it. Back in
the stairwell there was a series of nmetallic clanks, |ike sonething
heavy bouncing off an iron pipe. Having seen many TV shows

i nvol ving foreigners with submachine guns, | had already raised ny
hands; | now took the opportunity to clap them over ny ears.

Krump. Bits of fire shot out the door at incredible speed. The
three janitors just seened to nelt and soften, sagging to the floor
qui etly.

"I't worked," said Krupp, sounding drunken and amazed. Trying
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to wal k around, | found that the concussion had scranbled mny inner
ear; stars shot around like tracer bullets. | went to a wall phone,
di al ed Lucy and Hyacinth's nunber, and listened to it ring.

At each ring ny head cleared a bit. They were not answeri ng.

Had the Terrorists taken twelve? | redialed; no answer. After eight
rings | lost my mind, gripped the handset that had wi thstood untold
vandalismattenpts and jerked it out by its roots. | grabbed its
shattered wires and swung it into the wall |ike a nace, |udicrously
enraged, and began to stunbl e back toward the stairway.

"Hate to bust in, but we've got to stop porch-setting here,"
shouted Krupp fromthe | obby entryway. He lay on the floor with the
AK-47 pointed down the hall.

"What about these B-nmen?"

"They' Il keep."

"I"'mnot leaving. My friends are up on twelve. Hey, |ook. These

men are in pain okay? |'mgoing to tell their friends upstairs they've
got wounded down here."

"Could do that," said Krupp, "but Casimr's in the stair well, If
they conme down this way, he'll be like a hoppity toad in a snake
st anpede. "

For the first tine, we heard shouting and shooting fromthe nmain
hal l way which led to the Cafeteria. "Don't | ook forward to fighting
my way through whatever that sounds |ike," said Krupp

"Shit. Shit in a browmn bag. Geat fucking ghost of Rommel,"

said. "That thing is a tank."

I ndeed, a small tank was approaching our |ocation. W

retreated.

For Fred Fine too it was a hell of a day. He was physically

burned out to begin with. The Gand Arny of Shekondar the

Fearsone had stood at yellow alert for two days, and he had worked
like an android the whole tine, directing the stockpiling of supplies
and material in the nobst secure regions of Plexor. Kl ystron may have
been a haughty swordsman who reveled in single conbat, but Chris

the Systens Programmer was a naster strategi st who understood

that, in a long war, food was power. The recent M xture of Klystron
and Chris was regrettable, but it did enable himto plan for the
com ng weeks with magical intuition and technol ogi cal know edge,

a conbination that proved extrenely potent.

Finally Consuel a and Chip D xon had insisted that he sleep, and
Klystron/ Chris had okayed the rec. He slept fromthe close of our
expedition until 1200 hours on April First, then rolled smartly out of
the sack, called an aide for a quick briefing and proceeded to the
mess hall for sone grub and a few cups of joe. It was there, in the
Cafeteria, just as he had predicted, that the war began.

Many things contributed to its success. The MegaUnion finally

found the secret elevator used to snmuggle scab workers into the Caf,
resulting in fights between the Haitian and Vi et nanese cooks and the
professors and clerical workers who stood in their way. The outcone
was predictable, and when the battered progressives returned to the
mai n picket outside the Caf entrance, Yllas Freedperson exhorted
themto hang tough, to further peace and freedomin the Plex by
finding the violent people who had hurt them and bashing their

brai ns out.

Mobs of hungry students broke through the picket |ines enpty-

handed, obvi ously bent on eating scab food. The unionists were stil
so pissed off fromthe earlier fight that nore scuffling and debris-
throw ng ensued. Twenty TUGgi es carrying anti-conmuni st signs

took advantage of the confusion to set up a barrier around the SUB
information table and erect their OM generator, a black box with big
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speakers used to augnent their own personal Ovs, which they now

Oved t hrough megaphones. A picket-sign duel broke out; it becane
clear that the SUB had reinforced their picket signs to nmake them

i nto dangerous weapons. At a sign fromtheir |eader, Messiah #645,
the TUGgi es produced sawed-of f pool cues and displayed highly

devel oped kendo abilities.

Al the Terrorists then seenmed to arrive together. Twenty

Droogs, thirty-two Blue Light Specials, nineteen Roy G Bivs, eight
Ninja with Big Weels on their foreheads, four of the Flame Squad

Br ot herhood and forty-three of the Plex Branch of the Provisiona
Wng of the Irish Republican Arny (Unofficial) marched in with

their politically correct bag |unches and, shouting and wavi ng sticks
in the air, demanded that a |arge area be cl eared of scab
synpat hi zers and other scum so they could sit down. This section
contained a table of twenty-five athletic team standouts, heavily
drunk, as well as a nunber of people on ghetto schol arshi ps who
really knew how to handl e unpl easant situations. Miuch hand-to-hand
vi ol ence took place and the Terrorists were huniliated. There were
more of them though. A huge arena ring fornmed around the braw

and tables were herded to the walls to make room The SUB showed

up, decided that the braw was ideologically inpure, and began
chanting and throwing food. This triggered the Cafeteria's mass food
fight emergency plan; but as the enforcers began to energe fromthe
servi ng bays, they were net by MegaUni on parti sans who wanted to

get themout in the open. Short on braw ing power because of the

i nexplicabl e absence of the Crotobaltislavoni ans, the MegaUni on

was bested here.

The Haitians and Vi etnanese, who had built up fierce hatred for

the Terrorists, took this opportunity to rush into the central braw .
The SUB tried to block them wi thout success. The TUGi es

charged after the SUB to nake sure they didn't do anything ill egal
The fight was frenzied now, a flying wedge of cooks speared back
toward the kitchen to obtain big knives.

Upstairs in the towers, SUB/ Terrorist extrenmists who were

apparently waiting for sonmething Iike this began to bonbard the roof
of the vast kitchen conplex with heavy projectiles. On cue, the

adm nistration's anti-terrorismguards, stationed on Tar Gty and in
some wings and on top of towers, responded by blasting tear gas
grenades into the SUB/ Terrorist strongholds. Al ready there were
gapi ng holes in the roof; above the tunult, everyone in the Caf now
heard the boons of the grenade | aunchers—every gun in the place

was drawn for the first tine.

Shooting began, at first to scare and then to injure. People
scranbled to the walls, throwing furniture through the w de plate-
glass wall sections to escape. But sone were unable to get out, and
others were happy to stay and fight. After a m nute of

i nconpr ehensi bl e noi se and viol ence, battle Iines formed and things
became organi zed

Qovi ously SUB and TUG were prepared. Both groups hoped to

capture the kitchen by entering through the serving bays and vaul ting
the steamtables, Local fights hence devel oped al ong the approaches
to all twelve serving bays. Squads from both groups nade for the
mai n serving bay, ducking sporadic fire. The SUB got there first,
shot the | ock out and kicked the door; but there was a senior TUGgi e
barricaded behind a steamtable, with a heavy nachi ne gun ai ned at
themand a sniling protégé holding the ammo belt. The gunner

wat ched cheerfully as the SUBbi es junped back and roll ed away
fromthe door, but held his fire until the TUGgi es behind t hem had
junped through the breach and scurried out of the line of fire. He

i mredi ately opened fire on a strategic SUB sal ad bar across the
Cafeteria. This entail ed shooting through several tables, but he had
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pl enty of ammp, and as soon as the furniture was conveniently

di ssolved, a river of red tracer fire could swing around and denolish
what ever it touched, such as a mi |k machine, a nunber of people,

and, of course, the flinsy salad bar. The SUBbies retreated and
joined their Terrorist allies in safer places.

Klystron/ Chris knew as well as anyone that the kitchens were

the strategic linchpin of the Plex. He was the first person in the
Cafeteria to decide that war was breaking out, and so during the
early stages of the great fistfight he nobilized and girded his |oins
for the Apocal ypse. Retreating to a corner, he dunped the now

usel ess textbooks out of his briefcase and wi thdrew t he bayonet,

whi ch he stuck in his belt, and the flash gun, which he carried. As
the boons and thuds fromthe ceiling indicated that aeria

bonbar dnent had begun, he flexed his fingers, then shoved his right
hand into his left arnpit and snapped out a standard-issue .45 auto-
matic pistol—fust to test the shoul der hol ster one last tine. After
cocki ng the weapon he gingerly slid it back under his houndstooth

pol yester blazer and turned toward the nearest serving bay.

A burst fromthe flash gun got himthrough the door and over

the steamtables into the kitchen area. Here was chaos: scab workers
running to and fro, some with knives; Cafeteria admnistrators telling
himto get the hell out of here, an opinion his flash gun then

nodi fied; particularly bold SUBbies and TUGgi es making their first
inroads; a man in a flannel shirt carrying a .50-caliber nmachine
gun—that could be a problem-all of this in an al nbst prineval

| andscape littered with sections of roof, piano fragnments, scattered
food and utensils, broken pipes spewi ng steam and water, sparks and
fl anes breaking out here and there.

The el evator he sought was at the dead-end of a hallway, hidden

in the nethernost parts of the kitchens, back by the strategic food
war ehouses. Arriving safely, Klystron/Chris protected his rear by
slitting open and overturni ng several hundred-pound barrels of
freeze-dried potatoes and dehydrated eggs near the doorway, where

hot water spewed froma broken ceiling pipe. Wthout waiting to

wat ch the results he jogged down and boarded the el evator, held for
himby a captain of the Gand Arnmy of Shekondar the Fearsone.

Below, in the Burrows, he energed to find all in readi ness:

several officers awaiting orders; his body arnor and weapons; and in
a nearby storage closet, the APPASMJ, or All-Purpose Plex Arned
Strife Mobile Unit.

The APPASMU was a project begun three years ago by severa

MARS nenbers. Starting out as a joke—a tank for use in the Plex,

ha ha—t becane a hobby, a thing to tinker with, and finally, this
senmester, an integral part of the GASF defense posture. The tank

was built on the chassis of an electric golf cart, geared down so that
its notor could haul additional weight. The tires had been filled with
dense foamto nmake them bul | et proof, and a sturdy frane of wel ded
steel tubing built around the cart to support the rest of the inno-
vations, Hardened steel plates were welded to the frane to nake a

sl opi ng, pyram dal body in which as many as four people could sit or
lie. @n slits, shielded peepholes and thick glass prisns enabled the
occupants to see and shoot anything in their vicinity, while a ful
conpl enent of lights, radios, sirens, |oudspeakers and so forth gave
the APPASMJ eyes and ears and vocal cords. The APPASMJ had

been designed to fit into any elevator in the Plex. It could recharge
its batteries at any wall outlet, and replacenent battery packs had
al ready been stashed at several secret |ocations around the building.
From status reports provided by underlings as he pulled on his

gear, KlystronlChris learned that S. S. Krupp was trapped in a hostile
area of E Tower. Such a mission was perfect to battle-test the
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APPASMUJ and toughen up its crew, and so after barking sone

orders to his major officers he squeezed into the tank along with
three others and steered it backward into the el evator

The situation upstairs had begun to take on sone texture. The

dead- end outside the el evator was bl ocked by a nmountain of I|ight-
yel | ow pot at o-egg m xture. The APPASMJ pl owed through with

ease, and Klystronl Chris could now hear the runble of the heavy
TUG nachi ne gun. The APPASMJ coul d not wi thstand such

firepower, so Klystron/Chris decided to outflank it by exiting the
ki tchens through a back route. He ainmed the APPASMJ down an

aisle lined with great pressure vats and headed for the door
Unfortunately a stray weapons burst had struck a pressure vat by
the exit. The top of the vat exploded off, blasting a neat hole through
the ceiling, and the vat, torn | oose by the recoil, tunbled over and
spil Il ed thousands of gallons of Cheezy Surprise Tetrazzini onto the
floor. This mixture had |long, |ong overcooked in the fighting,
causi ng the noodles to congeal into a glutinous orange mass with an
internal tenperature over three hundred degrees Fahrenheit, which
had rolled out on inpact and squatted sullenly in the doorway,
swathed in its nebula of Iive orange steam Klystron/Chris fired a
few desultory rounds into it and concluded that this doorway was
now i npassabl e. They woul d have to choose a serving bay, pass
through the Caf and hope to avoid the TUG machi ne gun—exactly

what the APPASMJ was built for, though to fire it now would be to
use up their first and only surprise.

"Well have to nake the most of it, men. We'll head for the lines

of the SUB/ Terrorist Axis and pick up all the weaponry we can find.
If you see anything that looks like it's arnor-piercing, sing out!"
Wthout further chitchat, and accompani ed by a soft plopping of

pot at o-egg, the minitank was out of the kitchen and into a serving
bay which was being di sputed in hand-to-hand conbat. The

astoni shed fighters could only stand in confusion, and only two
rounds gl anced off the APPASMJ s arnor before they entered the

Caf. The tank's entrance occasioned a surprised lull in the fighting.
Klystron/ Chris and Chip Dixon used the flat-trajectory indoor
mortars to lob a few stun grenades behind the |ine of overturned
tables and nmain sal ad bar that served as the SUB bunker. At this, the
Axi s forces turned and ran through the shattered plate-glass walls
behi nd them and scurried for F Tower. The poorly armed wetches

who had been pi nned down by their presence energed and sprinted

for the exits.

They got a fine haul fromthe stunned and denoralized sol diers

in the Axi s bunker: a Kal ashni kov, a twel ve-gauge slug gun, amp,
kni ves, clubs and gas masks, all plastered with snoldering |ettuce
and sprouts but functional. After collecting the booty and using his
intercomto dispatch a negotiator to cut a deal with the TUGgi es—
who were clearly winning in this theater—Klystron/Chris sent the
APPASMUJ crashing magni ficently through a pl ate-gl ass panel that

had m racul ously remai ned unbroken, and pointed it toward E Tower
and the endangered Septinius Severus Krupp.

There we met them below E Tower. From a distance we coul d

make out the insignia: a stylized plan of the Plex (eight Sw ss
crosses within a square) with a sword and phaser rifle crossed
underneath and the word MARS above. "I guess that would be Fred
Fine," | said.

The top hatch flipped open and a hel neted, goggl ed head arose,
speaki ng through the PA system "This is the Gand Arny of
Shekondar the Fearsone Expeditionary Plex Purification Warfare
Corps. Resistance is useless." The tank pulled up next to us, and
Fred Fine pulled back the nask to reveal (alas) his face. He spoke
with his usual grating hunmlity.
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"M. President. Professor Redfield. Sorry if we upset you. This

is alittle something we' ve been devel oping as a career suitability
denonstration project during the recent years of decaying
civilization. In fact, once we're on secure ground, |1'd |like to discuss
the possibility of receiving sonme academic credit for it, M.
President. The basic design principles are the sane as for any
arnored vehicle."

"l see that," said Krupp, nodding. "Heimich would go nuts over
this. But what you need, | think, are nore liberal arts courses."”
"Dr. Redfield will find the infrared personnel sensing equi pnent
very interesting. But sirs, we have heavy fighting in the Cafeteria.
My men have secured the other end of this hallway while | cane to
get you."

Chi p Dixon had clanbered out to reconnoiter and inspect the

APPASMUJ. Seeing the three mangl ed B-nmen, he scurried over to

them and slid his hand under one's ear to check his pulse. A queer

| ook cane on his face and he stared directly up at Fred Fine.

"Jim he's dead," he whispered.

"Sir to you," said Fred Fine, nonplussed, "and ny nane is not

Jim it's . . . sonething else. Anyway, sirs, nmy nmen are now securing
D Tower, with direct elevator connections to the Burrows. W' ve
arranged with your anti-terrorist forces to courier you to C Tower,
which they are securing. Chip will steer the APPASMJ, you'll sit in
my place and 1'll serve as point man. Dr. Redfield is welcone to
follow But first we nust retrieve those weapons!" He cl onped over
to the remains of the Crotobaltislavonians.

Sarah slept until about noon, when a corpse burst through her

wi ndow. Her eyes were half open, so that it expl oded out of a dream
a leathery fermal e cadaver fromthe Med Coll ege, wearing the wg
Sarah had left behind in Tiny's room white cl own makeup smneared

on the face. This effigy had been placed in a hangman's noose and
thrown out the w ndow above hers; it swung down and crashed

t hrough her w ndow, then swung out and in and out as Sarah
struggl ed between sl eep and awakeness, disbelief and terror. At |ast
she chose awakeness and terror, and stared at the corpse, which

gri nned.

She tried to scream and gag at the sanme time, but did neither.
Qut si de she heard the excited whispers of the lurking Terrorists.
She took three slow breaths and pulled her .38 from under her
pillow. As she was sliding her feet into her running shoes, she found
a big shard of w ndow gl ass on one of them and nearly pani cked.

She pi cked up her phone and punched out Hyacinth's nunber (after

the rape attenpt she had bought a pushbutton phone so she coul d

dial silently). Hyacinth answered alertly. Sarah pushed the 1 button
three tines and hung up, stood, slipped on the pack containing her
energency things and padded to the door. Sleeping in her |ong johns
was neither cool nor gl anorous, but proved useful nonethel ess.

There was a long wait. The Terrorists were quietly getting

i npati ent. wondering whether she was in there, talking about

shoot ng the door open—they knew a police | ock would be difficult

to bl ow off. Sarah stood shivering, feet on marked places on the
floor, gun in right hand, doorlock in left. If only there had been a
way to practice this!

Hyaci nth's gun sounded. Horribly slow, she snapped the | ock,

moved her hand to the doorknob, grasped it, turned it, swung the
door open and exanmi ned the five nmen standing there. They were

| ooki ng si deways toward Hyacinth. As they began to turn their faces
toward her, she finally picked out the one with the gun—thanki ng
CGod there was only one gun. For just a second now they were
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trapped and hel pl ess, caught in a double take, trying to process the
new i nformation. For the first tine Sarah understood how general s
and terrorists nmade their plans of attack.

The one with the shotgun had turned it toward Hyacinth and

now seened indecisive. The other nen were stepping back and

dropping to the floor. Sarah's finger twitched and she fired a round
into the ceiling.

The rest happened in an instant. She pointed her gun at the head

of the arned man. One of the other four suddenly whipped a

handgun from his belt. Sarah wheel ed and shot himin the stonach.
The one with the shotgun tried to swing around but scraped the end
of his barrel on the wall; Sarah and Hyacinth fired two shots apiece;
three nissed, and one of Sarah's hit the man in the arm and dropped
him The other three had sinply di sappeared; |ooking down the ball
Sarah saw thempiling into the fire stairway

There was | ess bl ood than she had expected. Before she could

exam ne the two wounded, Hyacinth floated past and Sarah

followed. They ran to the elevator |obby, where Lucy was waiting
with an el evator and anot her gun. That was what had taken so

| ong—an el evator! But many Terrorists were pouring into the | obby

as the doors began to creep shut. A Terrorist glided toward the wall
buttons, hoping to punch the doors open; Sarah nmade eye contact

with him he kept going; she fired a shot whose effects she never
saw. The doors were closed, joining in front of themto forma Big
Wheel nural. The car was notionless for a sickeningly long tine,

and then shifted and began to sink.

Casimr Radon only came in at the end of it. He had gotten up

earlier than any of us that morning. Opening his curtains to let in the
gray light, he had seen the blind patches grow, and had put on his

gl aci er gl asses before allowing any nmore light past his eyelids. He
lay in bed until the blind spots had shifted over to the right side of
his vision, then read some physics and tinkered with the railgun's
electronics. Finally he went to lunch; but seeing the outbreak of

vi ol ence there, he headed back up the stairs to | ook for Sarabh,
meeting me and Krupp. After we parted, he continued resolutely.
placing his feet as gently as possible on each tread and pressing care-
fully until he nmoved up to the next step. As a result he nmoved with a
snoot hness that was not even noticed by the little enbryonic

headache in his brain.

A few seconds after |eaving us behind, sonething flashed by

hi m down the center of the stairwell, and a second | ater—
acconpani ed by a brief stabbing |ight—ane a sharp awesone

KABOOM t hat KABOOved nany times over as it bounded up and

down the height of the stairwell. To Casimr it was |ike being
bayonet ed t hrough the head, and when he dared to nobve again, the
headache struck so badly that he could only laugh at it. He

proceeded toward the Castle in the Air with a hel pl ess npani ng

| augh, heels of hands buried in tenmples, and heard other, |ess
trenendous expl osi ons.

The door to E12S was open and three Terrorists were running

through in a panic, headed for thirteen. Something white flashed by
the door, heading for the lobby. Casimr ran into the hall and was
pronptly knocked aside by a migration of Terrorists, who emerged
fromseveral nearby rooms. Falling, he glinpsed Sarah and

Hyacinth, clad in white I ong johns, running with guns and backpacks
down the hall. He managed to trip a few of the Terrorists, nore by
flailing away randomly than by craftiness, and stood up and began to
head for the el evators too. As he approached the | obby, there was
anot her pai nful WHAM and he felt a sharp pain in his chest. He had

no i dea what had happened. In fact, Sarah's last bullet, after
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ricocheting off several walls and passing through a fire door, had in
mangl ed formdi spersed its last bit of energy by bouncing sharply off
Casimr's T-shirt.

Sonet hi ng hard was agai nst the back of his head—the floor?

The Terrorists were standi ng above him He stood up. Two wounded

men were being carried toward him |eaving uneven trails of blood

on the shiny tile floor. He followed these trails to their sources, and
st epped through Sarah's open door

A cl own-cadaver was smling at himthrough the wi ndow and he

knew he was hal [ uci nati ng. Nothing he did could dissolve the

ghastly sight. Noticing a Terrorist |ooking at himfromthe doorway,
he wal ked over, slamed the door in his face and | ocked it. Then he
wander ed around the room picking up and exam ning random

obj ect s—auner ous nenentos of Sarah's friends and fanily, books

he woul d never read, a little framed collection of snapshots. A
famly portrait, graduation photos of several smling good-I| ooking
earnest types—whi ch was her boyfriend?—and various shots of

Sarah and friends being happy in different places, including sone of
Hyaci nth. Tucked in one corner of the frame was a fol ded piece of
paper. Casinmir felt filthy reading it; it was obviously a |love note. He
had never gotten one hinself, but he figured this was one of them
Getting to the bottom he read the nane of the nmysterious man Sarah
so obviously preferred to Casinmir: Hyacinth.

He sat on her bed, elbows on knees, scarcely hearing the

shouting outside. He smled a little, knowi ng Sarah and Hyacinth

had nade it out safely.

He knew why he'd come up here. Not to assist Sarah, or go with

her, but to save her. To create a debt of gratitude that could neither
be erased nor forgotten. She would have to love himthen, right?
Thi s inpossible secret hope of his had made his thoughts so tw sted
and conplicated that he no | onger knew why he was doi ng anyt hi ng;

he was never one to anal yze his pipe dreans. But now she was safe.

H s goal was acconplished. And if she had done it herself, and not
seen him then that was his fault. She was safe, and now he had to be
happy whet her he wanted to or not.

Most inportantly, he had seen the proof he had needed for so

| ong, the undeniabl e proof that she woul d never be in love with him
Al his wild fantasies were inpossible now He could purge hinself

of his useless infatuation. He could relax. It was wonderful

The Terrorists shot out the | ock, came in and grabbed his arnmns.

In the hall he was thrown on his back and straddl ed by a Terrori st
while others sat on his arms and | egs. Then they all stared at him
dully, lost and indecisive.

"Let's knock his teeth out," said a voice frombehind Casimr. A
hamrer was given to the man on his chest. Soneone held Casimr

by the hair. Casinir's vision was sharp and bright wi thout the glacier
gl asses; the hammerhead was cold and luninous in the white |ight,
finely scratched on its polished striking face, red paint worn way
fromuse. The Terrorist was exanining Casimr's face as though he
could not find the mouth, neither excited nor scared, just curiously
resigned to what he was doing and, it seened, at peace with hinself.
This is what | get, being heroic for the wong reason, thought
Casimir. He could not take his eyes off the hammer. He began to
struggle. H's captors clanped down harder. The torturer nade a

swing; but Casimr jerked his head to one side and the blow slid
down his cheek and crushed a fold of neck skin against the floor

Then he felt a light tingly feeling and sat up. The hammerer slid
backward onto the floor. Casinir's hands were free and he punched
the man in the nuts, then pulled his legs free and stood up
Everyt hi ng he touched now snapped away and started bl eedi ng.

Soneone was coming with a shotgun, so Casinir re-entered Sarah's
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room and bolted the door with her police |ock

He smashed the photo frame on her desk, renoved a snapshot of

Sarah and Hyacinth, wapped it in Kl eenex and put it in his pocket.
The only potential weapon was a fencing saber, so he took that. He
knocked over a set of brick-and-board shelves, and using one brick
as a hamrer and another as an anvil, snapped off the final inch of
the blade to | eave a clean, sharply fractured edge.

When he opened the door again, all he had to do was push the

barrel of the shotgun out of the way and push his saber through one
of the owner's lungs. The gun cane free in his hand and he hurled it
backward out the w ndow, where it bounced off the cadaver and fel

to Tar City. In the ensuing nelee Casimr slashed and whi pped
several Terrorists with the blade, or punched themw th the guard,
and then they were all gone and he was wal ki ng down the stairs.

Hi s destination was a roomin a back hallway far beneath A

Tower: University Locksmithing. This was the nost heavily fortified
roomin the Plex, as a single breach in its security nmeant repl acing
thousands of locks. It had just one outside w ndow, gridded over by

heavy steel tubes, and the door was solid steel, |ocked by the
toughest | ock technol ogy could devise. As Casinir approached it, he
found the nearby corridors enpty. The security systemwas still on
the ball, he supposed. But the events of the day had unl eashed in

Casimr's mnd a kind of maniacal, aninmal cunning, accunul ated
through years of craftily avoiding mgraines and parti es.

The corridors in this section were relatively narrow. He put his

feet against one wall and his hands agai nst the other, pushed hard
enough to hold hinself in the air, slowy "wal ked" up the walls unti
hi s back was agai nst the pipes on the ceiling, then "wal ked" around
the corner and down the hall toward that steel door. Usually the only
bei ngs found on the ceilings of the Plex were bats, and so the little
TV canera nounted above the door was ai med down toward the

floor. Eventually Casimr was able to rest his hands directly on the
canmera's nounting bracket and wedge his feet into a crack between

a ceiling pipe and the ceiling across the hail. Not very confortable,
he used one hand to undo his belt buckle. In five mnutes, during

whi ch he frequently had to rest both arns, he was able to get the belt
over another pipe and rebuckle it around his waist, giving hinself an
unconfortabl e but stable harness.

Wthin half an hour, the TV canera, inches fromhis face, began

to swivel back and forth warily. Casimr |oosened his belt buckle.
The lock clicked open and an old man energed, hol ding a pistol

Casimr sinply dropped, pulled the gun free, flung it back into the
room then dragged the | ocksnith inside. Wile the man was

regaining his breath, Casimr went through his pockets and cane up
with a heavily | aden key-chain.

After a while the locksmth sat up. "Wose side are you on?" he

sai d.

"No side. I'"'mon a quest."

The | ocksmith, apparently famliar with quests, nodded. "What

do you want with ne?" he asked.

"The master keys, and a place for the night. It |ooks as though

I"ve got both." Casimir tossed the keys in his hand. "Were were

you taking these keys?"

The locksmith rose to his feet, |ooking suddenly fierce and

righteous. "I was getting themout of the Plex, young fella! Listen.
didn't spend thirty-five years here so's | could sell the masters to the
hi ghest bi dder soon as things got hairy. | was taking those out of the
Pl ex for safekeeping and damm you for insulting ne. Gve 'em

back."

"I have no right to take them then," said Casimr, and dropped
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the keys into the locksnmith's hands. The nan stepped back, first in
fear, then in wonder.

There was a high crack and the locksmth fell. Casimr ran for

the door, where a loner with a bolt-action .22 was frantically trying
to get a second round into the chanber. Casimir nailed himwth the
saber, kicked himdead into the hallway, grabbed the .22 and | ocked
t he door.

The locksmith was struggling to his feet, pulling sonething

bright fromhis sock. The big keychain was still on the floor where
he'd dropped it. He now held seven | oose keys in his hands, and with
a distant, dying | ook he gazed through the crossbars of the w ndow
at the mllion lights of the city. Casinir ran and stood before him
but seeing his shadow cross the man's face, fell to his knees.
"Thirty-five years | | ooked for soneone worthy to take ny

pl ace," whispered the Locksmith. "Thought | never woul d, thought it
was all turning to shit. And here in the last five mnutes.here, |ad,
pass nmy charge on to you." He parted his hands, allow ng the keys to
fall into Casimr's. Then he dropped his hands to his sides and died.
Casimr gently laid himout on a workbench and crossed his arns

over his heart.

After pinching the barrel of the .22 shut in a vise, Casinir curled
up on a nei ghboring workbench and sl ept.

Though Casimir considered Sarah and Hyacinth safe, they were

only relatively safe when they and Lucy |eft E12S. Their destination
was the Wnen's Center, and their route was a young and

di sorgani zed war.

They went first to ny suite—+ had given Lucy a key. They

remai ned for a couple of hours, borrow ng clothes, eating, calmng
down and buil ding up their courage.

Ful Iy cl othed, equipped and rel oaded, they broke out my picture

wi ndow in mdafternoon and | owered thenselves a few feet onto Tar
City. For the tinme being they kept their guns conceal ed. Running
across the roof it was possible to cover ground swiftly and avoid the
thronged corridors. After a couple of hundred feet and a few far

m sses by bonbardi ers above, they arrived at one of the |large hol es
in the roof and ducked down into the kitchen warehouses.

Approaching quietly, they slid into the narrow space between the
boxes and the ceiling and avoi ded detection. Follow ng Hyacinth,
they slid on their bellies down the shelf to the nearest door. This
turned out to be guarded by a GASF sol dier, who watched t he door
whil e a dozen TUGgi es nmet hodically tore open and exam ned crates

of food. Hyacinth slid a hundredwei ght of pasteurized soybean

peanut butter substitute onto the guard' s head and they dropped to
the floor, pulling nore crates with themto hinder pursuit. Running
into the kitchens, they found thensel ves cheerfully greeted by nore
TUGgi es. Fortunately the kitchen was huge, full of equipnent and
partitions and fallen junk and cl ouds of steamand tw sts and turns,
and after some ainless running around they cane to the giant wad of
Cheezy Surprise Tetrazzini, squeezed past it through the door, and
entered a little-used service corridor filled with the wounded and
scared. Four of the latter, also wonen, seeing that these three were
armed and not as scared as they were, joined up. The seven edged
into a main hall and nmade for the Wnmen's Center

This was in the Student Union Bloc, an area not as bitterly
contested as the Caf or the Towers. Hyacinth wounded two Droogs

on the way and rel oaded. Eventually they cane to a long hail |ined
with the offices of various student activities groups, dark and
astonishingly still after their riotous trip. Here they sl owed and

rel axed, then began to file along the corridor. Soon they snelled
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sweet incense, and began to nmake out the distant sounds of chanting
and the tinkling of bells. Mving along quietly, they paused by each
door: the Quting Cub; the Yoga, Solar Power and Miultiple O gasm
Support Group; the Nonsocietal Assenbl age of Noncoercively
Systemati zed Libertarian Individuals; Let's Understand Aninals,

Not Torture Them the nmen's room the punk fraternity Zappa

Krappa O aw, the Fol k Macrame Explorers. As they approached the
Wnen's Center, the sweet odors grew stronger, the soprano-alto
chant | ouder.

"Looks like the Goddess worshipers got here first," said Sarah

"I guess | can live with that, if they can live with soneone who
shaves her pits." She and Lucy and Hyacinth conceal ed their guns
again, not wanting to seem obtrusive.

Hyaci nt h knocked. There was a lull, then the voice of Yllas
Fr eedperson, then a new chant.
"You don't know the True Knock," said Yllas.

"Well, we're wonen, this is the Wonen's Center."
"Not all wonmen can enter the Wnen's Center."
IIG,,I. "

"Some have nmore man than woman in them No manhood can

be all owed here, for this place is sacred to the Goddess."

"Who says?"

"Astarte, the Goddess. Athena. Mary. Vesta. The Goddess of

Many Nanes."

"Have you been talking to her a lot lately?" asked Hyacinth.

"Since | offered her nmy wonb-bl ood at the Equi nox |ast week,

we have been in constant contact."

"Wl l |ook," said Hyacinth, "we didn't come to play Dungeons

and Dragons, we're here for safety, okay?"

"Then you must purifiy youself in the sight of the Goddess,"

said Yllas, opening the door. She and the two dozen others in the
Center were all naked. All the partitions that had fornerly divided
the place into many roonms had been knocked down to unify the

Center into a single room They couldn't see much in the
candl el i ght, except that there was a |l ot of silver and many daggers
and wands. The wonen were chanting in perfect unison.

"You cannot touch our lives in any way until you have been

made one with us,"” continued Yl as.

Sarah and conpany declined the invitation with their feet.

Before they got far, Yilas started bellow ng. "Mn-women! Heteros!
Traitors! Inpurities! Stop them "

Near by doors burst open and several wonen junped out with

bows and arrows taken fromthe nearby P. E. Departnent. Sarah

began a sl ow nmove for her gun, but Hyacinth prevented it.

"Take themto PAFW" decreed Yllas, "and when Astarte tells

us what is to be done, we will take them away one by one and give
them support and counseling."

Escorted by the archers, they traveled for several mnutes

through Axi s hallways, |eaving the Union block and entering the
athletics area. Here they were turned over to a pair of shotgun-

wi el di ng SUBbi es, who led theminto the darkened hal |l way behi nd

the racquetball courts. Each of the miniature doors they passed had
been padl ocked; and | ooking through the tiny w ndows, they saw
several people in each court. Finally they arrived at an open door and
were ushered into an enpty court, the door padl ocked behi nd them
On the wal kway that ran above the back walls of the courts two
guards paced back and forth. Taped above the door was a hastily
Magi c- Mar ker ed si gn:

VEL COVE

file:/l/F|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (144 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

TO THE

PEOPLE' S ALTERNATI VE FREEDOM WORKSHOP

The Axis clearly | acked experience in running prisons. They did

not even search them for weapons. The few guards were not
particularly well arned and foll owed no strict procedures; they
seened i ncapabl e of dealing with relatively sinpie situations, such
as requests for fem nine hygiene materials. Al tough decisions such
as this had to be transmtted to a higher authority, who was hol ed up
at the far end of the upper wal kway.

After a few hours, several nore people had been put in their

cell, among them sone | arge athl etes. Escape was easy. They waited
until the pacing guards on the wal kway were both at one end, and

then two | arge nmen sinply grabbed Hyacinth by the | egs and threw

her up over the railing. She rolled on her stomach and pl ugged the
two guards, who did not even have time to unsling their weapons.

The rest of the inconpetent, somanbulistic personnel were

di sarmed, and everyone was free. Five high-spirited escapees ran

down the wal kway toward the office of the high-nmuck-a-nuck

firing through its door the entire way. Wen they finally kicked open
the bent and perforated remains, they found thenselves in the courts
reservation office. A Terrorist sat in a chair, rifle across lap, staring
into a color TV whose picture tube had been blasted out. Hyacinth,
Lucy and Sarah, not interested in this, headed for the Burrows with
several other refugees in tow. The domain of Virgil was near.

Not far fromthat gymasiumbloc, on the fourth floor. Klys-
tron/Chris inspected his lines. He had just approved one of the
border outposts when Klystron had called himback and berated him
for his greenhorni sh carel essness. Right there, he pointed out, a
crafty insurrectionist mght creep unseen down that stairway and set
up an inpregnable firepost! The GASF sol diers, awed by his
intuition, extended their Iines accordingly.

As Klystron/Chris stood on those stairs nmaking friendly chitchat
with the men, the warble of a conmon urban pigeon sounded thrice
from bel ow, warning of approaching hostiles. Kl ystron/Chris

whirled, |eapt through a group of slower aides and crouched on the
bottom step to peer down the hallway. H's nmen were assuming

def ensi ve stances and rolling for cover

He exposed hinself just enough to see the vanguard of the
approaching force. As he did, the voice of Shekondar cane into his
head, as it occasionally did in tines of great stress:

"She is the wonman | want for you. You know her! She is idea

for you. The tinme has cone for you to |l ose your virginity; at last a
worthy partner has arrived. Look at that body! Look at that hair! She
has | ong | egs which are sexually provocative in the extreme. She is a
heal t hy specinen."

He coul d hardly di sagree. She was evolutionarily fit as any

femal e he had ever observed; he remenbered now how the firm but

not disgusting nuscul ature of her upper armhad felt when he had set
her down on that dinner table during her fainting spell. But at this
juncture, when she needed to be strong in order to prevail and
preserve her ability to reproduce, she showed the bounce and verve
that marked her as the archetypal Saucy Wench of practically every
dense sword- and-sorcery novel he had ever consuned in his

farmhouse bed on a hot Maine summer afternoon with his tortilla
chips on one side and his knife collection on the other. Later, after he
had saved her from sonet hi ng—saved her from her own vivaci ous
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fem ni ne i mpul si veness by an act of manly courage and taken her to
sonme sanctuary |like the aisle between the CPU and the Array
Processing Unit—then she could allow herself to nelt away in a rush
of fem nine passion and show the tenderness conbined with fire that
was enticingly masked behi nd her conventional cal m sober

behavi oral node. He wondered if she were the type of wonman who

would tie a man up, just for the fun of it, and tickle him These

t hi ngs Shekondar did not reveal; and yet he had told himthat they
mat ched! And that meant she could be nothing other than the
fulfilment of his unique sexual desires!

The group approached their perineter. Kl ystron/Chris staggered
boldly into the open, hindered by a nassive erection, hitched up his
pants with the butt of the Kal ashni kov and waved the group to a halt.
She di pped behind a pillar and covered himwith a small arma
primtive chem cal - powered | ead-thrower that was neverthel ess
dangerous. Then, seeing nmany automati c weapons, she pointed her

gun at the ceiling. Her troop slowed to a confused and apprehensive
halt. They were di sorgani zed, undi sciplined, obviously typica
refugee residue, led by a handful of Al pha types with guns—not a
mnor force in this theater, but hel pl ess agai nst the GASF.

"H, Fred," she said, and the obvi ous sexual passion in her voice
was to his ears |ike the soothing gl obular tones of the harp-speakers
of Iliafharxhlind. "W were headed for the Burrows. How are things
bet ween here and t here?"

It was easiest to explain it in math terns. "W' ve secured a

conti nuous convex region which includes both this point and the
region called the Burrows, ma'am It's all under ny conmand. How
can we hel p you?"

"W need places to stay. And the three of us here need to get to

the Science Shop."

So! Friends of the Wiite Priest! She was very crafty, very coy,

but made no bones about what she was after. These wonen t hought

of only one thing. Klystron/Chris liked that—she was quite a little
enticer, but subtle as she was, he knew just what the audaci ous m nx
was up to! Shekondar tuned in again with unnecessary advi ce:

"Pl ease her and you will have a fine opportunity for sexua
intercourse. Do as she asks in all matters."

He straightened up fromhis awkward position and smled the
broadest, friendliest snmle he could nanage w t hout exceedi ng the
elastic limt of his lip tissue. "Men," he said to his soldiers, "it's been
a secret up to now, but this wonan is a Colonelette in the G and
Arnmy of Shekondar the Fearsone and a priestess of great stature.
I"mputting Werewol f Pl at oon under her command. She'll need

passage into the Secured Regi on—dnl ess she changes her mnd

first!"™ Wnen often changed their mnds; he glanced at her to see if
she had caught this gentle ribbing. She put on an enotionl ess act that
was al nost convi nci ng.

"Well, gee. It's kind of a surprise to nme too. Can we just go,

t hen?"

"Perm ssion granted, Col onelette Sarah Jane Johnson!" he

snapped, saluting. She threw hima strange | ook, no doubt of awe,

t hanks and general indebtedness, and after giving a few cutely
tentative orders to her nen, headed into the Secured Region. Fired
with new zest for action, Klystron/Chris wheeled and | ed his nen
toward the next outpost of the Purified Enpire.

| declined Fred Fine's offer and waited bel ow E Tower for mny
friends. Before long it becanme obvious that | woul d never neet
anyone in that madhouse of a |obby, and so | set out for the Science
Shop.
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The safest route took ne down Emeritus Row, quiet as al ways.

checked each door as | went along. Sharon's office had | ong since
been ransacked by militants | ooking for rail-gun information. O her
than the sound of dripping water falling into the wastecans bel ow t he
poorly patched hole in Sharon's ceiling, all | heard on Eneritus Row
was an old nman crying al one.

He was in the office marked: PROFESSOR EMERI TUS

HUMPHREY BATSTONE FORTHCOM NG | V. Wt hout knock-

ing (for the roomwas dark and the door ajar) | wal ked in and saw
the professor hinmself. He | eaned over the desk with his silvery dome
on the blotter as though it were the only thing that could soak up his
tears, his hands flung uselessly to the side. The rounded tweed

shoul ders occasionally hunped with sobs, and little strangl ed gasps
made their way out and died in the nusty air of the office.

Though | intentionally banged ny way in, he did not |ook up
Eventual ly he sat up, red eyes cl osed. He opened themto slits and
peered at ne.

"I = he said, and broke again. After a few nore tries he was

abl e to speak in a high, strangled voice.

"I amin a very bad situation, you see. | think I may have

suffered ruination. | have just . . . have just been sitting here"-his
voi ce began to clear and his wet eyes scanned the desk—and

preparing to tender ny resignation."

"But why," | asked. "You're not that old. You seemhealthy. In

your field, it's not as though you have equi pnent or data that's been
destroyed in the fighting. Wat's wong?"

He gave a taut, clenched snile and avoi ded ny eyes, | ooking

around at the stacks of manuscript boxes and ol d books that lined the
room "You don't understand. | seemto have left ny lecture notes in
my private study in the Library bloc. As you can appreciate, it wll
be rather difficult for a man of ny years to retrieve them under these
conditions."

This clearly nmeant a lot to him and | did not say "So? Wite up

sonme new ones!" For him apparently, it was a fatal bl ow

"You see," he continued, sounding stronger now that his secret

was out. "Ahem There is in ny field a |large corpus of basic

know edge, absolutely fundanental. It nmust be | earned by any new
student, which is why it appears in my courses and so forth. I, er,
I"ve forgotten it entirely. Somehow. Wth ny engagenents and
editorial positions, conferences, trips, consultations, et cetera, and of
course all nmy witing—well, there's sinply no roomfor trivia. So if

I am hired away by another university and asked to teach, or sone
dreadful thing—you can imagine nmy enbarrassnent."”

I was enbarrassed nyself, renenbering now a snatch of

over heard conversation anong three grad students, one of whom
referred contenptuously to "Eneritus Honme-free Etcetera," who
apparently was making himdo a great deal of pointless research

check out books for himand pay the fines, put money in his parking
meters and so on. If that was Forthconming' s style, | could understand
what this break in routine would do to his career. He was only a
schol ar when there was a university to say he was.

A di stant machi ne-gun bl ast echoed down the hallway. "M.
Forthcoming," | said firmy. "I'd like to help you out, but for the
moment it's not possible. | guess what I'mtrying to say is ...let's
get the hell out of here!"

He woul dn't nove.

"Look. Maybe if we get down to a safe place, we can see about

getting your |ecture notes back."

He | ooked up with such relief and hope that | wanted to spit. MWy
unfortunate statenment had given himnew life. He stood up shakily,
began to chatter happily and set about packi ng pi pes and nanuscripts
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into his briefcase

As ever, the Burrows were calm The GASF guards |et us past

the border after quick checks over their intercons, and we were
suddenly in a place unchanged since the days of old, where students
roaned the hallways wild and free and research and cl asses
continued obliviously. Mdst of the Burrows fol k regarded the entire
war/riot as a challenge for their ingenuity, and those who had not
been sucked into Fred Fine's vortex of fantasy and paranoia set
about preserving the ancient conforts with the enthusiasm of Boy
Scouts lost in the woods.

The Sci ence Shop was an aut ononpus dependency of Fred

Fine's United Pure Plexorian Realm and the hallway that |ed there
was guarded, nostly synbolically, by Zap with his sawed- of f

shotgun and his favorite blunt instrument. He waved us through and
we cane to our haven for the war.

The vacuum of authority that filled the Plex for the first two

weeks of April resulted fromevents in the Nuke Dunp. The

occupying terrorists warned that any attenpt by authorities to
approach the building would be nmet by the rel ease of radioactive
poisons into the city. The city police who ringed the Plex |ate on
April First had no idea of howto deal with such a threat and called
the Feds. The National CGuard showed up a day later with arnored
personnel carriers, helicopters and tanks, but they, too, kept their
di stance. The Crotobal tislavoni ans had obviously intended to
establish their own martial lawin the Flex, enforcing it through their
SUB proxies and the SUB's Terrorist proxies. But the bl ocked

el evator shaft and the giant rats made their authority tenuous, and
unbel i evably fierce resistance from GASF and TUG kept the

SUB/ Terrorist Axis fromseizing any nore than E and F Towers.

I nstead of National CGuard authority or Crotobaltislavonian authority,
we ended up with no central authority at all

The Towers were held by the best-arned groups. The Axis held

E and F, the GASF held D, the adm nistration anti-Terrorist squads

B and C, and TUG held A, H and G pronpting Hyacinth to remark

that if this were tic-tac-toe the TUG woul d have won. The towers
were easy to hold because access was limted; if you bl ocked shut
the four outer fire stairs of each wing, you could control the only
entrances to the tower with a handful of soldiers in the sixth-floor
| obby. The base of the Plex was a bewildering 3-D |l abyrinth. Here
things were much | ess stable as several groups struggled for contro
of useful ground, such as bathrooms, strategic stairways, roons wth
wi ndows and so forth. Many of these were factions that had split
away fromthe Terrorists, finding the strict hierarchy and tight
restrictions intolerable. Oher inportant groups were nade up of
inner-city financial-aid students, who at |east knew how to take care
of thensel ves; one gang of small-towners fromthe Great Plains, also
adept at nmass viol ence; the hockey-wrestling coalition; and the

Expl orer post, which had a |l arge interlocking nmenbership with the
ROTC students.

Those who were not equipped or inclined to fight fared poorly.

Most ended up trapped in the towers for the duration, where all they
could do was watch TV and reproduce. Escape fromthe Pl ex was

i mpossi bl e, because the nuclear Terrorists allowed no one to
approach it, and snipers in the Axis towers made perilous the dash
fromthe Main Entrance. Those who could not make it to the safety

of a tower were not wanted by the bands of fighters in the Base, and
so had to wander as refugees, nobst ending up in the Library. It was a
very, very bad time to be an unescorted woman. W tried to make

rai ds agai nst weaker bands in order to rescue sonme of these unfor-
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tunates, but only retrieved thirty or so.

Fire in the Plex was not the problemit had been feared to be.

The plunbing still worked reasonably well and nost peopl e had
enough sense to use the fire hoses. Many areas were snoky for days,
though, to the point of being hostile to life, and bands driven from
their own countries by snpoke accounted for a good deal of the
fighting. The food probl em was ni nor because the Red Cross was
allowed to distribute it in the building. Unfortunately there was no
way to renpve garbage, so it piled up in | obbies and stairwells and
el evator shafts. Insects, invading through wi ndows that had been
broken out or renmoved to vent snoke, grew fruitful and nultiplied;
but this plague then abated, as the bat popul ation swell ed
enornously to take advantage of the explosion in their food supply.
By the end of the crisis, the top five floors of E Tower had been
evacuated to make room for bats, who were noving down the tower

at the rate of one floor every three days.

There were stabl e areas where wel | -arned people settled in and
organi zed thensel ves. The Burrows were exceptionally stable,
brilliantly organized by Fred Fine, and Virgil's Science Shop was an
encl ave of stability within that. About twenty people lived in the
Shop; we slept on floors and wor kbenches, and cooked communal |y

on lab burners. Fred Fine allowed us this autonony for one reason
Shekondar the Fearsone/ JANUS 64 had selected Virgil as his sole
prophet .

O course it was not really so sinple. It was actually the Wrm

and Virgil's counternmeasures. As Virgil explained it, he had signed
on to his terminal on March 31 to find a nessage waiting:

VELL MET WORM HUNTI NG MERCENARY. YOU ARE

ADEPT. LET US HOPE YOU ARE VWELL PAID. SO FAR I

HAVE ONLY FLEXED MY MUSCLES. NOW BEGA NS THE

DUEL.

The next day, of course, civilization had fallen. As soon as

Virgil had been sure of this, he had signed on to find that his
term nal had been | ocked out of the systemby the Worm This he

had anticipated, and so he calmy proceeded to the Operator's
Station, ejected Consuela and signed on there under a fake ID. Virgi
had then commandeered six tape drives (to the dismy of the hackers
who were using them) and nounted six tapes he had prepared for

this day. He went to the Terninal Room where sat hundreds of
terminals in individual carrels. Here Virgil signed on to eighteen
term nals at once, using fake accounts and passwords he had been
keeping in reserve. On each terjninal he set in nmotion a different
program-dsi ng i nformati on stored on the six special tapes. Each of
these prograns | ooked |ike a rather long but basically routine student
effort, the sort of thing the Wirm had | ong since stopped trifling
with. But each did contain | engthy sections of machi ne code that had
no rel evance to the program proper

Virgil returned to the Operator's Station and entered a single
command. Its effect was to draw together the reins of the eighteen
sham prograns, to lift out, as it were, all those | ong nmachi ne code
sections and interleave theminto one huge powerful programthat
seenmed to coal esce out of nowhere, having al ready penetrated the
Wrm s | ocks and defenses. This nonster program then, had calmy
proceeded to wipe out all adnministrative nenory and all student and
acadenic software, and then to restructure the Operator to suit
Virgil's purposes. It all went—payroll records, library overdues,

vi deo- gane prograns. Fromthe conputer's point of view, Anmerican
Megaversity ceased to exist in the time it took for a mcro-transistor
to flip fromone state to the other.

A nortal wound for the university, but the university was

al ready nortally wounded. This was the only way to prevent the
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Wrm fromseizing the entire conputer within the next week or so.
Virgil's insight had been that although the Wrm had been desi gned

to take into account any concei vabl e action on the Conputing

Center's part, it had not anticipated the possibility that soneone

m ght destroy all the records and dismantle the Qperator sinply to
fight the Wrm

The Worm's nessage to Virgil had been the key: it had

identified himas an enployee of the Conputing Center, a hired hit
man. That was not an unreasonabl e assunption, considering Virgil's
power. But it was wong anyway, proving that the Worm could only

take into account reasonably predictable events. The downfall of the
university wasn't predictable, at |east not to sociopath Paul Bennett,
so he hadn't foreseen that anyone would take Virgil's pyrrhic

appr oach.

Virgil now had enough processing power to run a large airline

or a small devel oping country. The Wbrm coul d only | oop back and
start over and try to retake what it had lost, and this tinme against a
much nore formi dable foe. So on humed the CPU of the Janus 64,
spendi ng one picosecond perfornng a task for the Wrm the next a
task for Virgil. The opponents net and mingled on the central chip

of the CPU, which evenhandedly did the work of both at once, im
passively conputing out its ow fate. Fred Fine noticed that no one
could sign on now except Virgil, and concluded the obvious: Virgi

was the Prophet of Shekondar, the Mage. So we saw little of Virgil
who had absorbed hinself conpletely in the conputer, who

munbl ed i n machi ne | anguage as he stirred his soup and spent

fifteen hours a day sitting alone before the black triangular obelisk
staring at endl ess colums of nunbers.

Sarah, Hyacinth, Lucy and friends showed up late in the evening

of the First, giddy and triunphant, and we had a delighted reunion
Ephrai m Kl ei n showed up at five in the norning bl eeding from

many smal |l birdshot wounds, noving with incredible endurance for
such a small, unhealt hy-1o00king person. After establishing that the
shot in his legs was steel, not |lead, we sent himto N rvana on

| aughi ng gas and generic beer and sucked out the balls with a | arge
el ectromagnet. Casimr turned up suddenly, late on April second,
slipping in so quietly that he seenmed just to beam down. He dunped
a |l oad of clothing and sporting gear on a bench and set to work in a
white creative heat we did not care to disturb

"I told you," Ephraimsaid to Sarah, as he recovered. "W

shoul d bl ow this place up. Look what's happened.”

"Yeah," said Sarah, "it's a bad situation."

"Bad situation! A fucking war! How many other universities do

you know where a civil war closes off the academ c year?"

Sarah shrugged. "Not too nany."

"So why do you think we're having one? These people are a

totally normal cross-section of the popul ation, caught in a giant
buil ding that drives themcrazy."

"Ckay. Lie down and stop noving around so rmuch, okay?" She

wander ed around the shop watching a goggled Casinir slice into a
fencing mask with a plate grinder. In one corner, Hyacinth was
teachi ng the joys of bunsen-burner cuisine to a small child who had
been caught up in the fighting and sent down here by grace of the
Red Cross. Sarah suddenly wal ked back to Ephraim

"You're wong," she said. "It's nothing to do with the Pl ex.

VWhat people do isn't determ ned by where they live. It happens to be
their dammed fault. They decided to watch TV instead of thinking
when they were in high school. They decided to take bl ow of f
courses and drink beer instead of reading and trying to learn
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somet hing. They decided to chicken out and be intol erant bastards

i nstead of being openm nded, and finally they decided to go al ong
with their buddies and do things that were terribly wong when there
was no reason they had to. Anyone who hurts someone el se deci des

to hurt them goes out of their way to do it."

"But the pressures! The social pressures here are irresistible.

How.."

"I resisted them You resisted them The fact that it's hard to be

a good person doesn't excuse goi ng al ong and being an asshole. |f

they can't overconme their own fear of being unusual, it's not ny
fault, because any idiot ought to be able to see that if he just acts
reasonably and nakes a point of not hurting others, he'll be

happi er. "

"You don't even have to try to hurt people here. The pl ace

forces it on you. You can't sit up in bed w thout waking up your
goddamm nei ghbor. You can't take a shower without sucking off the
hot water and freezing the next one down. You can't go to eat

wi t hout naking the people behind you wait a little | onger, and even
by eating the food you increase the anount they have to nmake, and
decrease the quality."

"That's all crap! That's the way life is, Ephraim It has nothing
to do with the architecture of the Plex."

"Look at the sexismin this place. Doesn't that ever bother you?
Don't you think that if people weren't so packed together in this
space, the bars and the parties wouldn't be such neat mnarkets?
Maybe there would be fewer rapes if we could teach people howto
get along with the other sex."

"If you want to prevent rapes, you should make a justice system
that protects our right not to be raped. Education? How do you pul
of f that kind of education? How do you design a rape-proof dorn?
Look, Ephraim all we can do is protect people's rights. W wouldn't
get a change in attitude by nmoving to another buil ding. The
education you're tal king about is just a pipe dream"

"I still think we should blow this fucker up."

"CGood. Wrk on it. In the neantime Ill continue to carry a gun."

Pr of essor Forthcomng, or "Eneritus" as Hyacinth called him

foll owed me around a great deal, jabbering about his | ecture notes,
proddi ng ny |atissinmus nuscles and marveling at how easy it would

be for ne, a fornmer first-string college nose guard with a gun, to
rescue themfromthe Library. |I did not have the heart to discourage
him In the end, all | could do was nake sure he paid for it: nade
hi m promi se that he would sit down and study those notes so that he
could rewite themif he had to. He pronmi sed unashanedly, but by

the time we organi zed the quest he was already |ooking forward to a
conference in Minaco in the fall, and listening to the casualty reports
on the radio to hear if any of his key grad students had been greased.
No, said Fred Fine, the APPASMJ was not available for raids

on the Library. But we could have sonme soldiers and one AK-47, on
the condition that, given the choice between abandoni ng the quest
and abandoning the assault rifle, we would abandon the quest. |

|l oudly agreed to this before Eneritus could sputter any

di sagreenments. Qur party was nme, Hyacinth, Eneritus, four GASF

sol diers and the Sci ence Shop technician Lute. Sarah stayed behind
reading The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the

Bi caneral M nd.

Qur route took us through fairly stable academ c bl ocs, and

other areas controlled by gangs. W could not avoid passing through
the area controlled by Hansen's Gang, the smalltowners of the Geat
Pl ai ns. They were not well armed, but neither was anyone else in the
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base, and they had junped into the fray with the glee of any rural in
an informal blunt-instrunents fight and cone out w nners. This was
their idiom Qur negotiations with their |eader were straightforward:
we showed them our AK-47 and offered not to massacre themif they

| et us pass without hassle. Their | eader had no trouble grasping this,
but many of the nmenbers seenmed to have a bizarre nental bl ock

they could not see the AK-47 in Hyacinth's hands. Al they saw was
Hyacinth, the first clean healthy femal e they had seen in a week, and
they cane after her as though she were unarnmed. "Hey! She's

mne!" yelled one of these as we entered their |argest conmmon area.
"Fuck you," said another, swi nging a notorcycle chain past his
brother's eyes at high speed. He turned and began to trudge toward
Hyacinth, hitching up his pants. "Hey, bitch, |I'mgonna breed you,"
he said cheerfully. Hyacinth aimed the gun at him he | ooked at her
face. She pulled the bolt into firing position and squared of f; he kept
com ng. Wien | stepped forward he brandi shed his chain, then

changed course as Hyaci nth stepped out from behind ne.

"Go for it," and "All right, for sure, Conbine," yelled his pals.
"Hyacinth, please don't do that," | said, plugging nmy ears. She
fired off half a clip in one burst and pul verized a few square feet of
ci nderbl ock wall right next to the man's head. The lights went out as
a power cable was severed. Courtesy of a window, we could still see.
"Shit, what the fuck?" soneone inquired.

Rat her than trying to explain, we proceeded fromthe room "

like that bitch," soneone said as we were | eaving, "but she's weird.
dunno what's wong with her."

The Mailroomwas an arnistice zone between Hansen's Gang

and the Journalism Departnent. The el evators here descended to the
mai | docks, making this one of the few ports of entry to the Pl ex.
The publicity-m nded Crotobaltislavonians had worked out an

agreenent with one of the networks—you know which, if you

wat ched any news in this period—allowi ng the canera crews to

come and go through this room The network's hired guards all toted
machi ne guns. W counted twenty autonmati c weapons in this room

al one, which probably neant that the network had the entire Axis

out gunned.

In exchange for a brief interview, which was never aired, and

for all the information we coul d provide about other parts of the
Plex, we were allowed into the Journalismbloc. Here we picked up a
three-man mni cam crew who foll owed along for a while. Emeritus

was magni ficently enbarrassed and insisted on wal ki ng behind the
canera. One of the crew was an AM student, and | talked to him

about the network's operations.

"You've got a hell of a lot of firepower. You guys are the npst
powerful force in the Plex. How are you using it?"

The student shrugged. "Wat do you nean? We protect our

crews and equi pment. All the barbarians are afraid of us.

"Right, obviously," | said. "But | noticed recently that a | ot of
peopl e around here are starving, being raped, nurdered—you know,

a lot of bumout stuff. Do those guards try to help out? You can
spare a few "

"Well, | don't know," he said unconfortably. "That's kind of
networ k-1 evel policy. It goes against the agreenment. W can go
anywhere as long as we don't interfere. If we interfere, no
agreenent."

"But if you've already negotiated one agreenent, can't you do

nmore? CGet some doctors into the building, maybe?"

"No way, nman. No fucking way. W journalists have ethics."

The canera crew turned back when we reached the border of the

Geoant hropol ogi cal Pl anni ng Sci ence Departnment, a bloc with only

two entrances. My office was here, and | hoped |I could get us
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through to the other side. The heavy door was bull et-pocked, the

| ock had been shot at nmore than once, but it was bl ocked fromthe
other side and we could hear a guard beyond. Nearby, in an al cove,
under a pair of drinking fountains, stretched out straight and dead on
the floor, was a mddl e-aged faculty nenber, his big stoneware

coffee mug still clenched in his cold stiff fingers. He had apparently
di ed of natural causes.

As it turned out, the guard was a grad student | knew, who |let us
in. He was tired and dirty, with several bandages, a bearded face,
bl eary red eyes and nmatted hair—ust as he had al ways | ooked.

Three other grads sat there in the reception roomreadi ng two-year-
old U S. News and Wrld Reports and chonpi ng hunks of beef jerky.
Wiile ny friends took a breather, | stopped by ny office and
checked nmy mail box. On the way back | peeked into the Faculty
Lounge.

The entire CGeoant hropol ogi cal Pl anning Science faculty was

there, sitting around the big conference table, while a few favored
grad students stood back against the walls. Several bow s of potato
chips were scattered over the table and at | east two kegs were active.
The room was dark; they were having a slide show

"Whoops! Looks like | tilted the canera again on this one," said

Pr of essor Longwood sheepi shly, nearly drowned out by derisive
whoops fromthe crowd. "How did this get in here? This is part of
the Labrador tundra series. Anyway, it's not a bad shot, though
used the wong film which is why everything' s pink. That

corkscrew next to the caribou scat gives you sone idea of scal e—
but ny opening the door had spilled Iight onto the inmage, and
everyone turned around to | ook at ne.

"Bud!" cried the Chair. "d ad you could nake it! Want sone

beer? It's dark beer."

"Sounds good," | said truthfully, "but I'mjust stopping in."
"How are things?" asked Professor Longwood.
"Fine, fine. | see you're all doing well too. Have you been

outside nmuch? | mean, in the Plex?"

There was bawdy | aughter and everyone | ooked at a sheepi sh

junior faculty menber, a heavyset man from Upper M chigan. "Bert

here went out to shoot sone slides," explained the Chair, "and ran
into sone of those hayseeds. He told themhe was a journalist and

t hey backed off, but then they saw he didn't have a press pass, so he
had to kick one of themin the nuts and give the other his camera!"
"Don't feel bad, Bert," said a nustachi oed man nearby. "Wel

get a grant and buy you a new one." W all | aughed.

"So you're here for the duration?" | asked.

"Shouldn't last very long," said a heavily bearded professor who

was puffing on a pipe. "W are working up a nodel to see how | ong

the food needs of the population can last. We're using survival ratios
fromthe 1782 Bul garian fam ne—actually quite simlar to this
situation. W're having a hell of a tine getting data, but the nodel
says it shouldn't last more than a week. As for us, we've got an
absol ute regi onal nonopoly on beer, which we trade with the
Journal i sm people for food."

"Have you taken into account the rats and bats?" | asked.
"Huh? Were?" The room was suddenly still.
"We've got giant rats downstairs, and billions of bats upstairs.

The rats are this long. Eighty to a hundred pounds. No hearts. | hear
they've worked their way up to the | ower sublevels now, and they're
clinmbing up through the stacks of garbage in the elevator shafts."
"Shit!" cried Bert, beating his fists wildly on the table. "Wat a
time to | ose ny fucking camera!"

"Let's catch one," said his biologist wfe.
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"Well, we could adjust the nodel to account for exogenous

factors," said the bearded nodel er

"We'd have people eating rats, and rats eating people,” said the
must achi oed one.

"And rats eating bats.'

"And bats eating bugs eating dead rats."

"The way to account for all that is with a standard i nput! output
matrix," said the Chair comrandi ngly.

"These rats sound simlar to wolverines," said Longwood,

cycling through the next few slides. "I think I have sonme wol verine
scats a few slides ahead, if this is the series | think it is.,'
Seeing that they had split into a slide and a nodeling faction,
stepped out. A few mnutes |ater we were back on the road.

We were attacked by a hopeless twit who was trying to use a

shotgun like a long-range rifle. | was nicked in the cheek by one ball
Hyaci nth splashed himall over a piece of abstract scul pture nade of
wel ded-toget her | awn ornanents. The GASFers, who were

hum liated that a femal e should carry the big gun, were | ooking as

t hough they'd never have another erection

We passed briefly through the Prened Center, which was filed

with pal e nmutated undergrads dissecting war casualties and trying to
gross each other out. | yelled at themto get outside and assist the
wounded, but received nostly blank stares. "W can't," said one of
them scandalized, "we're not even in ned school yet."

From here we entered the Medical Library, and fromthere, the

Li brary proper.

Huge and difficult to guard, the Library was the |and of the
refugees. It had no desirable resources, but was a fine place in which
to hide because the bookshel ves divided into thousands of crannies.
Waves of refugees made their way here and hol ed up, piling books
into forts and rarely venturing out.

The first floor was unguarded and sparsely occupied. W stuck

to the open areas and proceeded to the second fl oor

Here was a pl easant surprise. An organized relief effort had

been forned, nostly by students in Nursing, Cassics, History,
Languages and Phys. Ed. By trading sinple nedical services to the
bar bari ans they had obtai ned enough guns to guard the place. An

i ncom ng refugee woul d be checked out by a senior Nursing mjor

or occasional prened volunteer, then given a place in the stacks—
"your place is DG 311 1851 and its vicinity"—and so on. Mst of

the stragglers could then hide out between bulletproof walls of
paper, while the seriously wounded could be | owered out the

wi ndows to the Red Cross people below. In the sanme way, food,
supplies and brave doctors could be hoisted into the Plex. The

at nosphere was renmarkably qui et and humane, and all seened in

good hunor.

The rest of our journey was uneventful. W clinbed to the

fourth floor and wended our way toward Eneritus' study. Soon we
could snmell snoke, and see it hanging in front of the Iights. To the
relief of Emeritus, it canme not fromhis office but fromthe open door
of the one | abel ed "Enbers, Archibald."

Three nen and a wonan, all unarmed, sat around a small fire,
occasionally throwi ng on another book. They had broken out the

wi ndow to vent the snoke.

The woman shrieked as | appeared in the door. "Jesus! If | had a
gun, you'd be dead now. | react so uncontrollably."

"Good thing you don't," | observed.

"It's really none of your business," intoned a thin, pale man.

"But | suppose that since you have that wetched gun, you're going
to have us do what you want. Well, we don't have anything you
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coul d want here. And forget about Zelda here. She's a lousy lay."

Zel da shrieked in anusenment. "It's a good thing you're witty

when you're a bastard, Terence, or |'d despise you."

"Ch, do go ahead. | adore being despised. | really do. It's so
inspiring."

"Soci ety despises the artist,"” said Enbers, lighting a Dunhill in
the bookfire, "unless he panders to the nasses. But society treats the
artist civilly so he can't select specific targets for his hatred. Open
personal hatred is so very honest."

"Now that's meaningful, Arch," said the other man, a brief |unp

with an uncertain goatee.

"How come you' re burning books?" | asked.

"Ch, that, well," said Enbers, "Terence wanted a fire."

Terence piped up again. "This whole event is so very like

canpi ng out, don't you agree? Except without the dreadful ants and
so forth. | thought a fire would be very—prinmal. But it snoked
dreadful ly, so we broke out the wi ndow, and nowit's very cold and
we nust keep it going ceasel essly, of course. |Is that adequate? |Is that
agai nst Library rul es?"

"We've been finding," added Enbers, "that ol der books are

much better. They burn nore slowy. And with their thin pages,

Bi bl es and dictionaries are quite effective. |I'mtaking some notes."
He waved a | egal pad at ne.

"Al so," added the snall one, "old books are printed on acid-free
paper, so we aren't getting acid inside of our lungs."

"Why don't you just cover the window and put it out?" | asked.
"Aren't we |ogical ?" said Terence. "You people are all so

tediously Western. W wanted a fire, you can't take it away! Wat
happened to academnic freedon? Say, are you quite finished with

your bl oody suggestions? I'mtrying to read one of ny fictions to

t hese people, M. Spock."

| followed ny friends into Eneritus' office. Behind ne Terence
resumed his reading. "The thin streamof boiling oil dribbled from
the lip of the frying pan and seared into the boy's white flesh. As he
squi rmed agai nst the bonds that were hol ding himdown, unable to
move, it ran into the bed of thorny roses underneath him the petals
began to wither |like a dying western sunset at dusk."

A mnute or two later, as we exited with Eneritus' papers, there

was a patter of applause. "Ravishing, Terence. Quite frankly, it's
simlar to Erasmus T. Bowl ware's @ul ag Pederast. Especially the

sel f-inpal ement of the heroine on the electric fencepost of the
concentration canp as she is driven into a frenzy by psychic
emanations fromthe possessed child in the nearby nmansi on where

the defrocked epileptic priest gives up his life in order to get the
hi gh-t echnol ogy secrets to the Jewi sh commandos. | do like it."
"When do | get to read ny fiction?" asked Zel da.

"I's this fromthe novel about the female witer who is struggling

to wite a novel about a woman witer who is witing a novel about a
worman artist in Nazi Gernany with a possessed daughter?" asked
Enbers.

"Well, | decided to make her a liberated prostitute and psychic,"
said Zelda; and that was the |ast | heard of the conversation, or of the
peopl e.

We deposited Eneritus in the refugee canp on the second fl oor

and nade it back to the Science Shop in about an hour. There, Sarah
and Casinir were deep in conversation, and EphraimKl ein was
l'istening in.

Casimr's finished suit of arnor used bul |l et proof fabric taken
froma couple of associate deans. The adm ni stration was unhappy
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about that, but they could only get to Casinir by shooting their way
through the Unified Pure Plexorian Real m Underneath the fabric,
Casimr wore various hard objects to protect his flesh frominpact.
On |l egs and knees he wore soccer shinguards and the anti -

kneecappi ng arnor favored by adm nistrati on menbers. He wore a
jockstrap with a plastic cup, and over his torso was a heavy, crude
breastplate that he had endl essly and deafeni ngly hamrered out of

half a fifty-five gallon oil drum Down his back he hung overl appi ng
shingles of steel plate to protect his spine.

Hi s head was protected by a converted defensive linenan's

football helnmet. He had cut the front out of a fencing mask and
attached the wire nmesh over the plastic bars of the helnet's
facemask. Over the earholes he placed a pair of shooter's ear
protectors. So that he woul d not overheat, he cut a hole in the back
of the helnet and ran a flexible hose to it. The other end of the hose
he connected to a battery-powered bl ower hung on his belt, and to

get nmaxi mum cool i ng benefit he shaved his head. The helnet as a

whol e was draped with bulletproof fabric which hung down a foot

on all sides to cover the neck. And as sonmeone happened to noti ce,

he took his snapshot of Sarah and Hyacinth and taped it to the inside
of the helnmet with grey duct tape.

When Casimr was in full battle garb, his only vul nerable points

were feet, hands and eye-slit. Water could be had by sucking on a
tube that ran down to a bicyclist's water bottle on his belt. And it
shoul d not go unnentioned that Casinmir, draped in thick creany-

white fabric, with blazing yell ow and bl ue runni ng shoes, topped

with an enornmous shrouded neckl ess head, a faceless dome with

bul ges over the ears and a glittering silver slit for the eyes, a sword
fromthe Museumin hand, |ooked indescribably terrible and

fearsome, and for the first time in his life people noved to the walls
to avoi d hi m when he wal ked down the hall ways.

It was a very snoke-filled roomthat Casimr ventilated by

swinging in through the picture wi ndow on the end of a rope.

Through the soft white tobacco haze, OGswald Heimich saw his

figure against the sky for an instant before it burst into the room and
did a helpless triple sonersault across the gl ossy parquet floor
Heimich was already on his feet, snatching up his $4, 000 engraved

t wel ve- gauge shotgun and flicking off the safety. As the intruder
staggered to his feet, Heimich sighted over the head of the Trustee
across fromhim (who reacted instinctively by falling into the |lap of
the honorable fornmer mayor) and fired two | oads of .00 buckshot

into this strange Tarzan's |unpy abdonen. The intruder took a step
back and renmi ned standing as the shot plonked into his chest and
clattered to the floor. Heimich fired again with simlar effects. By
now t he great carved door had burst open and five guards di spersed

to strategic positions and pointed their UZls at the suspicious visitor
S. S. Krupp watched keenly.

The guards made the obligatory orders to freeze. He slowy

reached around and began to draw a dueling sword fromthe

Megaversity historical collections out of a plastic pipe scabbard.
Tied to its handle was a white linen napkin with the AM coat of

arns, which he waved suggestively.

"I swear," said S. S. Krupp, "don't you have a phone, son?"

No one | aughed. These were white nmal e Eastern busi nessmnen,

and they were serious. Heimich in particular was not anused; this
man | ooked very nuch |like the radiation energency workers who

had been staggering through his nightmares for several nights

runni ng, and having himcrash in out of a blue sky into a Board of
Trust ees neeting was not a healthy experience. He sat there with his
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eyes closed for several nonments as waiters scurried in to sweep up
t he broken gl ass.

"I''"l'l bet you want to do a little negotiating," said Krupp,
annoyingly rel axed. "Who're you wth?"

"I owe allegiance to no man," cane the nmuffled voice from

behi nd the mask, "but conme on behalf of all."

"Well, that's good! That's a fine attitude," said Krupp. "Set
yoursel f down and we'll see what we can do."

The intruder took an enpty chair, laid his sword on the table and
peel ed off his hood of fabric to reveal the neshed-over foot bal
hel met, A rush of forced air was exhaled fromhis facemask and
floated | oose sheets of paper down the table.

"Way did you put a nuclear waste dunp in the basenent ?"

Everyone was surprised, if genteel, and they exchanged rai sed
eyebrows for a while.

"Maybe Qzzie can tell you about that," suggested Krupp. "I was
still in Woning at the tine."
Heimich scowed. "I won't deny its existence. Qur reasons for

wanting it nust be evident. Perhaps if | tell you its history, you'l
agree with us, whoever you are. Ahem You rmay be aware that unti
recently we suffered frombad nanagenent at the presidential |evel
We had several good presidents in the seventies, but then we got
Tony Commodi, who was irresponsi bl e—an absol ute nongol oi d

when it canme to finance—nsisted on teaching several classes
hinsel f, and so forth. He raised salaries while keeping tuition far too
| ow. Peopl e became accustonmed to it. At this tine we Trustees were
wi dely di spersed and nade no effort to |lead the university. Finally
we were nearly bankrupt. Commodi was forced to resign by faculty
and Trustees and was replaced by Pertinax Rushforth, who in those
days was quite the renascence nan, and w dely respected. W

Trustees were still faced with inpossible financial problenms, but we
found that if we sold all the old canmpus—hundreds of acres of prine
inner-city real estate—we could pull in enough capital to build

sonmething like the Plex on the nine bl ocks we retained.

But of course the denographics nmade it clear that tines would

be very rough in the years to cone. W could not conpete for
students, and so we had to run a very tight ship and seek innovative
sources for our operating funds. W could have entered nmany snal |
vent ur es—hi gh technol ogy spinoffs, you see—but this would have

been extraordinarily conplex, highly controversial and

unpredi ct abl e, besides raising questions about the proper function of
the university.

"It was then that we hit upon the nuclear waste idea. Here is

sonet hing that is not dependent on the econony; we wll always

have these wastes to dispose of. It's highly profitable, as there is a
desperate demand for disposal facilities. The wastes nust be stored
for mllennia, which neans that they are noney in the bank—the
governnent, whatever formit takes, mnmust continue to pay us unti
their danger has died away. And by its very nature it nust be done
secretly, so no controversy is generated, no discord disrupts the
normal functions of the academy—there need be no rel ationship be-
tween the financial foundation and the intellectual activities of the
university. It's perfect."”

"See, this city is on a real stable salt-done area," added a heavy
man in an enornmous grey suit, "and now that there's no nore crude
down there, it's suitable for this kind of storage."

"You," said the knight, pointing his sword at the nman who had

just spoken, "nust be in the oil business. Are you Ral ph Priestly?"
"Ha! Well, yeah, that's nme," said Ralph Priestly, unnerved.
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"W have to talk later."

"How did you know about our disposal site?" asked Heimich.
"That doesn't matter. What nmatters now is: how did the
governnent of Crotobaltislavonia find out about it?"

"Ch," said Heimich, shocked. "You know about that also."
"Yep."

After a pause, S. S. Krupp continued. "Now, don't go tell your
honchos that we did this out of greed. America had to start doing
something with this waste—that's a fact. You know what a fact is?
That's sonething that has nothing to do with politics. The site is as
safe as could be. See, sonme things just can't be handed over to
political organizations, because they're so damed unstable. But
great universities can last for thousands of years. Hell, |look at the
changes of governnent the University of Paris has survived in the

| ast century alone! This facility had to be built and it had to be done
by a university. The big steady cash fl ow makes us nore stable, and
that makes us better qualified to be running the damm thing in the
first place. Synbiosis, son."

"Wait. If you' re making so nuch noney off of this, why are you

so financially tight-assed?”

"That's a very good question," said Heimich. "As | said, it's
inmperative that this facility remain secret. If we allowed the cash
flow to show up on our |edgers, this would be inpossible. W' ve

had to construct a schene for processing or |laundering, as it were,
our profits through various donors and benefactors. In order to allay
suspi ci on, we keep these 'donations' as small as we can while
meeting the university's basic needs."

"What about the excess noney?"

"VWhat's done with that depends on how |l ong the site remains

secret. Therefore we hold the surplus in escrow and invest it in the
nane of Anmerican Megaversity, so that in the nmeantine it is
productively used."

"I'nvest it where? Don't tell ne. Heimich Freedom I ndustries.

the Bi g Wheel Petrol eum Corporation..!

"Well," said Ralph Priestly, cutting the tip off a cigar. "Big
Weel's a hell of an investnment. | run a tight ship.”

"W don't deny that the investnents are in our best interests,"”

said a very old Trustee with a kindly face. "But there's nothing
wong with that, as long as we do not waste or steal the noney.

Every investment we make in some way furthers the nation's

econom c growth."

"But you're no different fromthe Crotobaltislavonians, in

principle. You re using your control over the wastes to bl ackmai

what ever government comes al ong."

"That's an excellent observation," said Krupp. "But the fact is,

if you'll just think about it, that as long as the waste exists,
someone's going to control them and whoever does can bl ackmai

what ever government there is, and as | ong as someone's going to

have that influence, it mght as well be good people like us."

The kni ght drumred his fingers on the table, and the Trustees

peered at his inscrutable silver nmask. "I see fromthe obituaries that
Bert Ni x and Pertinax Rushforth were one and the sane. What

happened to hi nP"

Heimich continued. "Pertinax couldn't hack it. He was all for

fiscal conservatism of course—Bert was not a soft-headed man at

any point. But when he | earned he was firing people and cutting
progranms just to maintain this charade, he lost his strength of will.
The faculty ruined his life with their hatred, he had a nervous
breakdown and we sacked him Then the MegaUni on began to

organi ze a tuition strike, so the remaining ol d-guard Trustees threw
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up their hands, caved in and installed Julian Didius as President!" At
the menory of this, several of the Trustees sighed or noaned with
contenpt. "Well! Alter he had enjoyed those first three weeks of
flying in all his intelligentsia conrades for wi ne and cheese parti es,
we got himin here and showed himthe financial figures, which

| ooked di sastrous. Then he net Pertinax after the el ectroshock, and
realized what a bl oody hell-hole he was in. Three days |ater he went
to the Dean's O fice for a chat, and when the Dean turned out to be
addressing a conference in Hawaii, he blew his top and hurl ed

hi nsel f out the wi ndow, and then we brought in Septimus and he's
strai ghtened things out wonderfully." There were adnmiring grins
around the table, though Krupp did not appear to be |istening.

"Did Pertinax have master keys, then, or what? How did he keep

from bei ng ki cked out of the Pl ex?"

"W al |l owed the poor bastard to stay because we felt sorry for

him" said Krupp. "He wouldn't |ive anywhere el se."

The angl e of the knight's head dropped a little.

"So," said Heimich briskly, "for some reason you knew our

best - kept secrets. W hope you will understand our actions now and
not do anything rash. Do you foll ow?"

"Yes," murnured the knight, "unfortunately."

"What is unfortunate about it?"

"The nore thoughtful you people are, the worse you get. Wiy is

t hat ?"

"What do we do that is wong, Casimr Radon?" said Krupp

quietly.

The nask rose and gleaned at S. S. Krupp, and then its owner

lifted off the helmet to reveal his shaven head and pernanently
consternated face.

"Lie a hell of alot. Fire people when you don't have to.
Create—ereate a very conplicated web of lies, to snare a sinple,
good ideal ."

"I don't think it's a hell of a lot of fun," said Krupp, "and it
hurts sonetimes, nore than you can suppose. But great goals aren't
attained with ease or sinplicity or pleasantry, or whatever you're

| ooking for. If we gave into the MegaUnion, we would tip our hand
and cause ruination. As long as we're putting on this little song-and-
dance, we've got to nmake it a conplete song-and-dance, because if
the orchestra's playing a march and the dancers are waltzing, the
audi ence riots. The theater burns."

"At | east you could be nore conciliatory."

"Conciliatory! Listen, son, when you've got shakes in the

basenent and the water's rising, it's notine to conciliate.
Soneone's got to have sone principles in education, and it m ght as
well be us. If this country's educators hadn't had their heads in their
asses for forty years, we wouldn't have a faculty union, and nore of
our students might be sentient. |I'lIl have strap marks on ny ass
before | conciliate with those nedicine men down there on the picket
lines."

"You're trying to fire everyone. That's a little extreme."

"Not if we're to be consistent,"” said Heinmlich. "W can use the
opportunity to rearrange our financial platform and hire new people.
There are many tal ented academ cs desperate for work these days,

and the best faculty nmenbers here won't |et thensel ves be taken out
en nmasse anyway. "

"You're going to do it, aren't you!"

"It's evident that we have no choice."

"Don't you think—= Casimr |ooked out at the clear blue sky.

"What ?"

"That if the administration gets to be as powerful as you, you

have killed the university?"
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"Look, son," said Ralph Priestly, rolling forward. "W never
clainmed this was an ideal situation. W're just doing our best. W
don't have much choice."

"We're rather busy, as you can imagine," said Heinmich finally.
"What do you want? Sonething for the railgun?" He sat up abruptly.
"How is the rail gun?"

"Safe."

Heimich snmiled for the first tine in a week. "I'd like to know
what a 'safe' railgun is.,

"Maybe you'll find out."

Everyone | ooked di st urbed.

"W are prepared to renove the Terrorists fromthe waste

di sposal site," said Casimr crisply, "as a public service. The
estimated time will be one week. Beforehand, we plan to evacuate
the Plex. W require your cooperation in two areas.

"First, we will need control of the Plex radio station. One of our
group has devel oped a schene for evacuating the Pl ex which nakes
this necessary.

"The second requirenent is for the consideration of you, Ralph
Priestly. Wiat we want, Ralph, is for sonme person of yours to sit by
the switch that controls the Big Weel sign. Wen we phone him
and say, 'Fiat lux,' heis to turnit on, and when we say, 'Fiat
obscuritas,' off.

"That comando teamyou tried to send in through the sewers

| ast night was stopped by a RAT, or Rodent Assault Tactics team
associated with us. Well be releasing themsoon, we can't do nuch
nmore with first aid. The point is that only we can get rid of the
Terrorists. W just ask that you do not interfere.”

Fi ni shed, Casinmr sat back, hands clasped on breastplate, and
stared calmy at a skylight. The Board of Trustees noved down to
the far end of the table. Alter they had talked for a few mnutes, S. S
Krupp wal ked over and shook hands with Casimr

"We're with you," Krupp said proudly. "Wsh | knew what the

hell you had in mnd. What's your tinetable?"

"Don't know. Youil have plenty of warning."

"Can we supply nmen? Arns?" asked Heinlich

"Nope. One gun is all we need." Casimr |let go of Krupp's hand

and wal ked down the table, unclipping hinself fromthe rope and
throwing it out to dangle there. A forest of pinstripes rushed up the
other side, trying to circumavigate the table and shake Casinir's
hand too. Casimr stopped by the exit.

"l probably won't see you again. Bear in mnd, after the
university starts running again, two things: we control the rats. And
we control the Worm You no | onger nonopolize power in this
institution."

The Trustees stopped dead at this breach of pleasantness and
stared at Casimr. Krupp |ooked on as though nonitoring a field of
battle froma high tower. Casimr continued. "I just nmention this
because it nmakes a difference in what is reasonable for you to do,
and what is not. Good-bye." As he reached for the doorknob, he
found the door briskly opened by a guard; he nodded to the nman and
strode out into an anteroom

"Sol dier," said Septimus Severus Krupp, "see that that nman

recei ves safe passage back to his own sphere of influence."

Ni ght fell, and Towers A, B, C, D, Hand G began to flash on

and off in perfect unison. Every tower except for E and F—hones

of the Axis—was blinking in and out of existence every two

seconds. As the Axis people sawit, the entire Plex was di sappearing
into the night, then re-igniting, over and over. It was much cl oser
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than the Big Weel; it was far larger; it surrounded themon three
sides. The effect was stupefying.

Dex Fresser ran to his observation post. In the corridors of

E13S, Terrorists wandered |i ke decapitated chickens. Sone were
hearing voices telling themto | ook, sone not to |look, to run or stay,
to panic or relax. The SUBbi e who was supposed to guard the

| ounge- headquarters had dropped his gun on the floor and

di sappeared. Fresser burst into the |l ounge to consult with Big Weel
Bi g Wieel had gone dark

He turned on the Little Weel +the Go Big Red Fan

"Bi g Wieel nust be nad at you or sonething. What the fuck

did you do wong?" shouted the Fan, |oud, ommipresent and angry.

Dex Fresser shrank, got on his knees and snuffled a little. Qutside, a
bewi | dered stereo-hearer was playing with the knobs on his ghetto

bl aster, desperate for advice

"The stereo! The stereo, dipshit, find that frequency! Find the
frequency," said the Fan in the voice of Dex Fresser's old
scoutmaster. Dcx Fresser tumbled over a chair in his haste to reach
the stereo. The only light in the roomwas cast by the gl owi ng LEDs
on his stereo that | ooked out |ike feral eyes in the night. Al systens
were go for stereo energize. As Dex Fresser's hands played over the
controls, dozens of lights kicked in with inportant systens data, and
green digits glowed fromthe tuner to tell himhis position on the FM
dial. Only dense static cane fromthe speakers, neaningless to

anyone el se; but he could hear Big Weel guiding himin the voice

of his first-grade ballroom dance teacher

"Alittle farther down, dear. Keep going right down the dial

You're certain to get it eventually."

Dex Fresser punched buttons and a |ight came on, saying:

"AUTO DOMMMARD SCAN. " He now heard nany voices from

the dark cones of the speakers: funky jazz-playing fascists, "great
huge savi ngs now..Neil Young wailing into his harnonica, a call-in
guest suggesting that we |oad the Mexi cans on gi ant space barges

and hurl theminto the sun, a base hit by Chanbliss, an ad for rat

poi son, a teen, apoplectic about his acne. . . and then the voice he was
| ooki ng for.

"On. Of. On. Of. On. Of." It was a wonan's voi ce, sonmehow

famliar.

"I't's Sarah, dunmbshit," said the Go Big Red Fan. "She's on the

canmpus station."

I ndeed. The other towers were going on and off just as Sarah

told themto. He knelt there for ten minutes, watching their reflection
in the glassy surface of the Big Weel. Onh. Of. On. Of.

"On," she said, and paused. "Mst of you did very well! But

we' ve got sonme holdouts in E and F Towers. |I'msorry to say that

Bi g Weel won't be showing up this evening. He will not be here to
give us his advice wi thout cooperation fromthe E and F tower

hearers. We'll try later. I'll be back in an hour, at mdnight, and by
then | hope that you SUBbies and Terrorists will have subnitted to

Big Weel's will." Sarah was replaced by EphraimKlein, who

started in with another solid hour of pre-classical keyboard

sel ecti ons.

Dcx Fresser was clutching his chest, which felt unbearably tight.

"Ch, shit," he exclainmed, "it's us! W' re keeping Big Weel off!
Everybody put your stereos on ninety point three! Do as she says!"
Down in Electrical Control, deep in the Burrows, | and the other
switch-throwers rested. The circuit breakers that supply power to an
entire tower are large itens, not at all easy to throw on and off every
two seconds!

By midnight we were rested up and ready to go. Sarah resuned

her broadcast.
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"l sure hope we can get Big Wieel to cone on. Let's hope E

and F Towers go along this tinme. Ready? Everyone standing by their
light switch? Ckay..OfFf.On.OFf.."

From hi s | ounge- headquarters, Dex Fresser watched his towers

flash raggedly on and off. Sone of the lights were not flashing; but
within mnutes the Wng Comm sars had swept through and shot out

any strays, and Dcx Fresser was undescribably proud that his towers
could flash Iike the others. Big Weel could not forsake them now.
"On!" cried Sarah, and stopped. Several |ights went off again
fromhabit, then coyly flickered back on. There was an unbearabl e
wai t .

"I think we've done it," Sarah said. "Look at Big Weel!"

And the wheel of fire cast its light over the Plex with all its
former glory. Dex wept.

"Not bad for a fascist," observed Little Weel

The Bi g Wieel spun all night.

It was trickier to get the attention of the barbarians of the Base.
Most of themdid not have bicanmeral m nds and thus coul d not be

made to hear mysterious voices. W needed to inpress them Hence
Sarah predicted that in twenty-four hours a plague of rats would
strike Journalism unless all the journalists cleared out of the Plex.
"Frank," said the reporter into the canera, "I'mhere in the

Ameri can Megaversity mailroom our operations center for the Plex

war. It's been quiet on all fronts tonight despite forner Student
Presi dent Sarah Jane Johnson's prediction of a 'plague of rats.' Wll,
we' ve seen a fewrats here"—his inmage is replaced by shot of snall

rat scurrying down enpty corridor, terrified by TV |ights—but

perhaps that's not unusual in these very strange, very specia
circunstances. We toured the Plex today, |ooking for plagues of rats,
| eaving no stone unturned to find the animals of which M. Johnson
spoke. We | ooked in garbage heaps"—shot of journalist digging in
garbage with long stick; sees nothing, turns to canmera, holds nose,
says "phew "—but all we found were bugs. W toured the
corridors"—ournalist alone in long enpty corridor; canmera sw vels
around to |l ook in other direction; nothing there either; back to
journalist—but apparently the rats were somewhere el se. W

checked the classroons, but the only rats there were on paper"—
journalist standing in stolen |ab coat next to diagramof rat's nervous
system—Finally, though, we did nanage to find one rat. In alittle-
used lab, Frank, in alittle cage, we found one very hungry white
rat"—back to mailroom journalist holds up wire cage containing
furtive white rat—but he's been well fed ever since, and we don't
think he'll attack."

"Sam what do you think about Sarah Jane Johnson's

pronouncenent? Is it a synbolic statenent, or has she cracked?"

"No one can be sure, Frank." Behind journalist, door explodes

open with a boomand a flash; strobe light is seen beyond it. The
journalist continues, trying to resist the tenptation to turn around
and | ook; but the explosion has drowned out the audio part of the
canmera. Dozens of giant rats stormthe room.. However, reliable
sources have it that."! H's words are drowned out by nmass nmchi ne-
gun fire. In an unprecedented breach of nedia etiquette, journalist
turns around to | ook, and presently disappears fromview Abruptly,
the ceiling of the mailroomspins down to fill the screen, and three
great fuzzy out-of-focus rat snouts converge fromthe edges of the
screen, long teeth glistening in the TV lights; all goes dark. W
return to Network Control. Anchorman is in process of throwing his
pen at soneone, but pauses to say, "Now, this," and is replaced by
an ani mat ed henorrhoi d.

Al we wanted was to get everyone out of the Plex and end this
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thing. Once rats roamed the Base and bats frolicked in the hallways,
and snoke, flies and filth were everywhere, those people were ready
to go. The GASF woul d | eave whenever Virgil told themto. The

adm nistration would clear B and C Towers as soon as we gave the
word. The TUGgi es clainmed that they were nerely holding their

three towers to fend off the Reds. Later, to no one's surprise, we
found that they had hal f-brai nwashed t he popul ati on of those towers
by the tinme Sarah kicked in with her pronouncenents; and how

coul d oversweet ened Kool - Ai d, Mnilow songs and | ovebonbi ng

conpete with her radical power and grand denonstrations? Alter we
shut off their electricity and water for twelve hours, the TUG agreed
to evacuate their towers at our comrand. The SUB/ Terrorist axis

woul d do whatever they had to to keep the Big Weel on

As the days went by, Big Weel grew nore demandi ng.

Everyone was to | eave his stereo tuned to 90.3 at all tines. Everyone
was to plan evacuation routes fromtheir towers and clear away any
obstacl es that m ght have been placed at the exits. Dex Fresser's
devotion to Sarah's words becane conplete, and after a week we
knew we coul d evacuate the Axis and everyone el se whenever we

wer e ready.

In the nmeantine we were noving the rail gun downstairs.

To withstand the recoil thrust, the machine's supports had to be
bolted right into the concrete floor of the sewer. W had to
precision-fit a hundred and twenty bolts into the concrete for the
fifty-foot-long railgun, a dull and ifithy task requiring great

preci sion. Once the hol es were prepared, we began carrying the
supports down. It was a terrible, endless job. Alter a day of it, |
decided | was going to wite a book—that way, all of this drudgery
was a fascinating contribution to nmy artistic growth. Strength was
not a requirenment in the Grand Arnmy of Shekondar the Fearsone, so

| had to torque all the bolts nyself. During breaks | woul d | ook

down the tunnel at the wall of lights that guarded the Nuke Dunp's
approach. What were the Crotobaltislavoni ans doi ng down there, and
what were they thinking?

Their plan—the years of infiltration and the nmoments of

vi ol ence—had gone perfectly. They had probably made their

radi oacti ve-waste bonmbs, only to find that their only el evator shaft
had been bl ocked by tons of concrete. They nust have thought they

had | ost, then; but the National Guard had not noved in and the
authorities had given in to all demands. Was this a trick?

They nmust have been unprepared for the resistance put up by the

GASF and the TUG Still, their proxies had seized two towers and

were holding their own. That was fine, until they threw Marxismto
the wi nds and began to worship a giant neon sign. Dex Fresser nust
have worked closely with Magrov for years. The cafeteria riot of

April First had clearly been tinmed to coincide with the seizure of the
Nuke Dunp, and the SUB had not bought their Kal ashni kovs at the

7-11. Then—a wi ndow fan! A fucking wi ndow fan! In a way, | sym
pat hi zed with the Crotobaltislavoni ans. Besides us, they were the
only rational people here. Like us, they nust have wondered whet her
they had gone out of their ninds. If they had any dedication to their
cause, though, they must have changed their plans. They still had the
waste, they were protected by the rats, they could still wield plenty
of clout. They could not see past the barrier of light, where we were
i mpl anting the rail gun.

During a breather upstairs | encountered EphraimKIein, noving
stiffly but on his feet.

"Come here!" he yelled, grabbed ny shirt, and began pulling ne

down a hallway. | knew it nust be sonmething either very inportant

or enbarrassingly trivial

"You won't believe this," he said, shuffling down the hai
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beside ne. "W're heading for G eathouse Chapel. W were there to
broadcast sone organ nusi c—guess what we found."

Ephr ai m had appoi nted hinself Miusic Director for our radio

station, and | ater added Head Engi neer and Producer. He knew t hat

we coul d not spend twenty-four hours a day on Big Weel chatter,

and that in the nmeantine he could damm wel | play whatever he |iked
on what anpbunted to the world's | argest stereo—+evenge at last. If
Sarah had commanded all residents to play their radi os twenty-four
hours a day, so much the better; they were going to hear nusic that
meant sonet hing. He was going to inprove their mnds, whether

they thanked himor not.

"Renmenber, listeners, arecordis alittle wheel. Any record at

all is Big Weel's cousin. So whenever a record speaks, you had

damm better listen."

Ephraimand | heard the nusic from hundreds of feet away.

Soneone was pl aying the G eathouse Organ, and playing it well,
though with a kind of inspired abandon that |ed to occasi ona

massi ve mistakes. Still, the great Bach fugue lurched on with al
parts intact, and no error caused the interweaving of those voices to
be confused.

"Your friend has a |ot of stops pulled out today," | said.

"That's not ny friend!" shouted Ephraim "Well, he is now, but

he's not that friend."

We reached the grand entrance and | | ooked far up the center

aisle to the console. A wide, darkly clad man sat there, blasting

al ong happily toward the climax. No nusic was on the console; the
organi st played fromnmenory. High up on the wall of the chapel

bright yellow |light shone down fromthe picture-w ndowed

broadcast booth, where the organ's sound could be piped to the radio
station hundreds of neters away.

As we approached, | could see a ragged overcoat and the pink

fl ashes of bare feet on the pedals. The final chord was trunpeted,
threatening to bl ow out the rose w ndow above, and the perforner

appl auded hinself. | clinbed the dais and gaped into the beam ng
face of Bert Nix.

Hi s tongue was bloom ng fromhis nmouth as usual; but when

arrived, he retracted it and fixed a gaze at ne that riveted ne to the
wal | .

"Beware the Denon of the Wave," he said coldly. For a nonent

I was too scared to breathe. Then the spell was broken as he renoved

a cup of beer fromthe Ethereal keyboard and drained it. "I never was
dead," he sai d defensively.
"You're actually Pertinax, aren't you?" | asked.

"I'"ve always been nore pertinent than you thought," he said

and, giggling, pounded out a few great chords that threatened to lift
the top of ny head off.

"Who was the dead man in your roonf"

He rolled his eyes thoughtfully. "Bill Benson, born in nineteen-
twenty. Joined Navy in forty-two, five-inch gun |oader in Pacific
War, winning Bronze Star and Purple Heart, discharged in forty-
eight, hired by us as security guard. That poor bastard had a stroke in
the elevator, he was so worried about ne!"

"How d he get in that roon?"

"I dragged himthere! Qtherw se, they don't close the Iid of the
little pine box and your second cousins cone in plastic clothes and
put dead flowers on you, a bad way to go!"

"l see. Uh, well, you're quite an organist."

"Yes. But a terrible admnistrator!" Pertinax now cl apped his

foot down on the | owest pedal, sounding a runble too |ow to hear.
"But hark!" he screanmed, "there sounds an omi nous undertone of
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warni ng!" He rel eased the pedal and | ooked around at Ephrai m and
me. "l shall now play the fampbus ' Toccata and Fugue in D M nor.
This is clearly the work of a young and vi gorous Bach, al nost
ostentatious in his readiness to show virtuosity, reveling in the
instrument's ability to bounce nighty thenes fromthe walls of the
Kirche...but enough of this, ny stops are selected." He | ooked
suspiciously at the ceiling. "This one brings out the bats. Prepare
your tennis rackets therefore! Ah. The nuptial song arose fromall the
t housand thousand spirits over the joyful Earth & Sea, and ascended
into the Heavens; for Elenental Gods there thunderous O gans bl ew,
creating delicious Viands. Denons of Waves their watry Eccho's
woke! Denons of Waves!" And throwi ng his head back, he hurl ed
hinself into the Toccata. W stood nesnerized by his playing and
hi s probing tongue, until the fugue began; then we retreated to the
br oadcast boot h.

"He's playing stop conbinations |'ve never heard before," said
Ephraim "Anyway, |'m broadcasting all this. He's great."

Down in the tunnels we always kept the radio on low, and so

heard plenty of Pertinax in the next few days.

Eventual |y we brought down the big power supplies from

Hei m i ch Freedom I ndustries, wapped in plastic and packed with

chem cal dessicants to keep themdry, surrounded with electric

bl ankets to keep the electronics warm Casimr produced severa

m crochi ps he had stolen fromthe supplies so that Fred Fine could
not use them and plugged theminto their proper spots. W ran
thousands of feet of heavy bl ack power cables down into the tunnels
to power them W tested each el ectronagnet; two were found

wanting and had to be sent back and remade. W energi zed the rai

and slid the bucket up and down it hundreds of times, using a snal
red | aser to check for straightness, |aboriously adjusting for every
defect. It took two days to carry down the nachine's parts, four days
to adjust it and a day of testing before Casinir was satisfied it would
work on its first and only trial

Virgil worked on the payl oad, a ten-kil ogram hi gh-expl osive

shell. He used a conputer programto design the shaped charge, an
enornous programthat normally would have run for days, but now
required only seconds. The weakened Worm coul d only taunt him

AH, GO NG TO BLOW SOVETHI NG UP?

"I'"mgoing to bl ow you up."

THREATS OF PHYSI CAL VI OLENCE ARE USELESS

AGAI NST THE WORM This was its usual response to what

sounded |i ke threats. YOU RE VERY CLEVER, BUT | SHALL

TRI UMPH | N THE END

"Wong. | found where you are."

HUH?

"I found the secret mini-disc drives that Paul Bennett hid above

the ceiling of his office. The drives where you' ve been hiding. It's
all over now. "

| AM EVERYWHERE

"You are nost places, but not everywhere. |'mgoing to shut off
your secret disc drives as soon as |I'msure they aren't booby
trapped. "

I'"M GO NG TO BLOW YOU UP.

"I"'mgoing to be careful."

THAT' S A LOT OF EXPLOSI VE FOR YOU TO FOOL

AROUND W TH, LI TTLE BOY.

"It'1l do."

I WLL BLOCK YOUR CALCULATI ONS

"You're living in the past, Worm" typed Virgil, and executed

his program "I have just executed ny program And next, |'m going
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to execute you."

THREATS OF PHYSI CAL VI OLENCE ARE USELESS

AGAI NST THE WORM

Lute turned the shell on a Science Shop | athe and packed the
explosive with a hydraulic press. Virgil carried it down an evacuated
stairwel |, placing each foot very, very carefully.

Casimr put it on a clean table downstairs and weighed it; ten

kil ograns precisely. He dusted it off with alint-free rag and slid it
into the bucket. W checked the power sources, and they | ooked

fine. Everyone was evacuated except for ne, Casimr and Fred Fine;
Virgil led the remaining GASF forces upstairs and commanded them

to leave. It was 10:30 P. M

We sat in the APPASMJ for an hour and a half, until Sarah's

program canme on.

__Nay__

"Everyone | ook at Big Weel!" she said. There was |ong silence

and we sat there on the APPASMJ, protected by strobes, the rats
chattering and grunbling in the darkness around us, the HFl power
sources | ooking oddly clean and shiny as they flashed in and out of
darkness in their own little strobe-pool

"That's good," said Sarah. "As you can see, Big Weel is

shining tonight. But he won't shine for |ong, because he is unhappy."
Anot her wait. We knew that, upstairs, Hyacinth had phoned the Big
Weel's controller and ordered himto shut off the sign. "Big Wee
is not shining tonight," Sarah continued, "because he wants you all
out of the Plex. You are all to stop watching himfroma di stance.
The Big Wieel wants you to see himup close tonight. Everyone get
out of the building now and wal k toward Bi g Wieel and stand under
him Leave your radios on in case | have nore instructions! You
have an hour to | eave the Plex. Wen Big Weel is happy, he wll
turn on again."

Organ nusi c came on, obviously another |ive performance by a
particularly inspired Pertinax. W played cards atop the tank
"Shoul d we evacuate too?" asked Fred Fine. "Could Big Wee

be anot her face of Shekondar?"

"Sarah wants you here," said Casimr. This satisfied him

The nusic started just after mdnight and continued for three
hours. Above, we supposed, the evacuees were being | oaded into
anbul ances or paddy-wagons, while Armmy fallout energency

wor kers prepared the city for the worst. The Board of Trustees were
departing by helicopter fromthe top of C Tower, withdrawing to the
HFl Tower a mle away.

"This is really it," said Fred Fine, ready to black out. "This is

the monent of the heroes. The Apocal ypse of Plexor. Al wll be
unM xed in an instant."
"Yep," said Casimr, drawi ng another card. "I'll see that, and

rai se you four chocol ate chips."

The only problem so far was mnor: the station's signal seened

to be dying away. W had to keep turning up the volune to hear the
music, and by 1:30 we had it up all the way. Qur batteries were fine,
so we assumed it was a problemat the station. As |long as everyone

el se was turning up their volune too, it should be fine.

Finally the organ nusic was phased out for a second and we

heard Sarah. "Go for it," she said, tense and breathless. "W're gone.
See you outside." | started sweating and trenbling and had to get up
and pace around to work off energy, finally taking an emergency

dunmp. W& were in a sewer, who cared? W gave Sarah, Hyacinth,

file:/l/F|/rah/Neal%20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20Neal%20-%20Big%20U,%20The.txt (166 of 169) [1/19/03 6:57:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Neal %20Stephenson/Stephenson,%20N eal %20-%20Bi g%20U,%20T he.txt

Ephrai m and Bert Nix half an hour to evacuate, but the nusic kept
on going. Alter twenty mnutes, Ephrainmis voice came in. "Go
ahead," he said, "we're staying."
So we went ahead. W had no choi ce.
The tunnel was four hundred feet |ong.
The first fifty feet were taken up by the railgun, set up onits
supports about five feet above the floor. There was a three-hundred-
foot desert of tinfoil shards, then the barrier of light, then, fifty feet
beyond that, the door to the Nuke Dunp. W rolled the APPASMJ
to within twenty feet of the |ight barrier and parked it agai nst one of
the tunnel sides. Through long wires strung down the tunnel we
controlled the firing of the railgun. Wen we were ready, we entered
the tank, shut off the strobe and turned on the ultrasound. Wthin a
m nute we were surrounded by a thousand giant rats, standing on one
anot her's shoulders in their lust for that sweet tone, milling about the
APPASMUJ as though it were a dunpster.
Fred Fine and | ainmed shotguns out the forward gun ports.
Casimir hit the button
We could not see the shell as it shot past the vehicle. W heard
t he expl osion, though, and sawits flash. The rats mlled back from
the explosion. Fred Fine and | opened fire and annihilated the |ight-
wall in a few shots, and with a chorus of joy the rat-army surged
forward into its | ong-Iooked-at Prom sed Land, followed by us. Qur
fear was that the shell would not suffice to bl ow open the door, but
even with our poor visibility we could see the jagged circle of light
and the boiling silhouette of the rat-stream pouring through it. As we
drew very near, sonme rats were bl own back by machi ne-gun fire, and
a Crotobaltislavonian ducked through the hole and ran toward us in
his ghostly radiation suit, two rats hanging from his body.

Fred Fine opened the top hatch, whipped out his sword as
he vaulted out and | eapt at himhow ing, "SHEKONDAR " |
grabbed at his legs on his way out but he kicked free, junped to the
floor, smashed in a fewrat skulls, and made toward the Croto. | do
not know whether he intended to save the nan or kill him Arat tried
to cone in through the open hatch but | shoved it out, then stood up
through it with nmy shotgun. | damaged ny hearing for life but did
not change the outcome. Once the rats started | anding on ny back
and | could no longer see Fred Fine, | could only give up. | sat down
and cl osed the hatch, and we waited for a while. But nothing
happened; all we saw t hrough our peepholes were rats, and the
clicking of our Ceiger counter did not vary.

Casimr turned the APPASMJ around, and we pl owed
through rats and followed the tunnels until we joined up with the city
sewer system Pertinax continued to play. Fromtine to tinme he sang
or shouted sonething, and the m crophones hangi ng back amid the
pi pes would dimy pick himup: "There is no City nor Corn-field nor
Orchard! all is Rock & Sand; There is no Sun nor Mon nor Star, but
rugged wintry rocks Justling together in the void suspended by in-
ward fires. |npatience now no | onger can endure!"
We easily found the manhol e we sought, because di m norni ng
I'ight was shining down through it. The Guardsmen were waiting to
haul us out, and energing onto the street, we saw civil authority
around us again and, even better, our friends. The Pl ex rose above
us, about half a nile distant, beginning to gl ow browni sh-pink in the
i mmi nent dawn. All was quiet except for the distant hum of the
TUGgi es, gathered just outside the police cordons and running their
OM generators full blast.
During our frantic reunion, two absurdly serious-|ooking nen
approached ne with conplicated badges and questions. As they
i ntroduced thensel ves, we were all startled by a hoarse bl ast of
organ nusic that burst fromall directions
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"Ephrai m nust have turned the broadcast vol une way down,

then back up again," said Casimr as soon as everyone in our area

had turned down their radios. Once the nusic was qui et enough to be
recogni zed, | knew it as Ephralms old favorite, the "Passacaglia and
Fugue in C Mnor"; and at the end of each phrase, when the voice of
the Greathouse Organ plunged back down honme to that old low C, it
runbled in concord with the OM generators across the street, and the
Plex itself seened to vibrate as a single huge ei ght-tubed organ pipe.

And after all this, | was the only one to understand.

"Get away!" | screaned, tearing nyself |oose froman agent.

"Get away!" | shouted, ripping a nmegaphone froma policenan's

hand, and "Get away!" | continued, stunbling to the roof of a squad

car and cranking up the vol une.

"Get away!" all the other cops began to shout into their

megaphones. "Get away!" crackled fromthe PA systens of squad

cars and helicopters. It was the word of the hour, and nounted cops
how ed it at TUGgi es and SUBbi es and the nedia, forcing them

back with truncheons and horses. Soneone flashed It to the police
teans who had entered the Plex, and they scranbled out and

squeal ed away in their cars. Perhaps it was shouted ten thousand
times as the ring of onlookers gradually expanded away fromthe
Base.

The sound waxed. Ephraimkept turning it up and Bert Ni X,

building for the clinmax, kept pulling out nore stops. Casimr tried to
phone Ephraimfroma booth, but he didn't answer. He probably
couldn't even hear it ring.

He certainly heard nothing but organ as, at the end, he cranked

the volune all the way and Pertinax Rushforth pulled out all the

st ops.
The wi ndows went first. They all burst fromtheir franes at
once. Al 25,000 picture windows boonmed out into trillions of safe

little cubes in the red dawn air. At first it seened as though the Pl ex
had suddenly grown fuzzy and white, then as though a blizzard had
envel oped the eight towers, and finally as though It were rising up
magni ficently froma cloud of glinting orange foam As the cl oud of
gl ass dropped away fromthe towers with grand deliberation, the
mllions of bats In the upper levels, driven crazy by the terrible
sound, inprisoned in a building with too few exits, stopped beating
their wi ngs against the wi ndows and expl oded fromthe roons in a

bl ack cloud of unbelievable volume. The black cloud drifted forth
and rose into the sky and the white cloud sank into the depths, and
Pertinax pushed the swell pedals to the floor and coupled all the
manual s to the pedal board and pushed his bare pink foot down on

the first one, the low C, and held it down forever.

The building' s steel frane was unaffected. The cinder-bl ocks

laid within that frane, though, stopped being walls and becane a

m | lion individual blocks of stone. Uncoupl ed, they began to

di ssolve away fromthe girders, and the fl oors accordi oned down
with a boom and a concussion that obliterated the sound of the
organ. All the towers went together; and as those tons of debris
aval anched into the girders on which the towers rested, the stee
finally went too, and crunpl ed together and sagged and fell and
snapped and tore with painful slowness and expl osive boons.

The hundred t housand people watching it plugged their ears,

except for the TUGgi es, who wat ched serenely and shut off their

OM generators. Fromthe enornobus heap of rubble, broken water

pi pes shot fountains glistening white in the rising sun. Crunches and
aft ershocks continued for days.

Not far away, Virgil Gabrielson sat on a curbstone, his hair

bright in the sun, drinking water. Between his feet was a stack of
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m ni -conputer nmenory discs in little black envel opes.

The APPASMJ is in the Smithsonian Institution and may be

visited 10:00 A M -5:30 P.M seven days a week.

And the Go Big Red Fan was found unscathed, sitting

m racul ously upright on a crushed sofa on a pile of junk, its painted
bl ades rotating quietly and intermttently in the fresh spring breeze.

The End
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