Smart machi nes | urked about the suite, their power lights in the shuttered
dimess like the small red eyes of bats. The nmachi nes crouched in inches in
white walls of Mexican stucco: an ionizer, a television, a snoke alarm a
squad of notion sensors. A vaporizer hissed and bubbled gently in the corner
emtting a potent reek of oil, ginseng, and eucal yptus.

Al ex |lay propped on silk-cased pillows, his feet and knees denting the
starched cotton sheets. His flesh felt Iike wet clay, sonething greased and
danp and utterly inert. Since norning he had been huffing at the black
neoprene mask of his bedside inhaler, and now his fingertips, gone pale as wax
and lightly trenbling, seened to be nelting into the mask. Al ex thought
briefly of hanging the mask fromits stainless-steel hook at the bedside

nmedi cal rack. He rejected the idea. It was too nuch of a hassle to have the
tasty mask out of reach.

The pain in his lungs and throat had not really gone away. Such a mracle was
perhaps too much to ask, even of a Mexican bl ack-market nedical clinic.
Nevert hel ess, after

two weeks of treatnment in the dinica, his pain had assunmed a new subtlety. The
scorched inflammati on had dwindled to an interestingly novel feeling,

somet hing thin and rather theoretical.

The suite was as chilly as a fishbow and Alex felt as cozy and as torpid as a
carp. He lay collapsed in sem darkness, cyes blinking grainily, as a deeper
texture of his illness | anguorously revealed itself. Beneath his starched
sheets, Alex began to feel warm Then |ight-headed. Then slightly nauseous, a
customary progression of synptons. He felt the dark rush build within his
chest.

Then it poured through him He felt his spine nelting. He seemed to percol ate
into the mattress.

These spells had been coming nore often lately, and with nore power behind
them On the other hand, their dark currents were taking Alex into some

i nteresting places. Al ex, not breathing, swam along pleasantly under the rim
of unconsci ousness for a | ong nmonent.

Then, without his will, breath cane again. His nmind broke deliriums surface
When his eyes reopened, the suite around himseenmed intensely surreal

Craw ing walls of white stucco, swirling white stucco ceiling, thick worny
carpet of chem cal aqua blue. Bul bous pottery |lanps squatted unlit on

el aborate wicker tables. The chest of drawers, and the bureau, the wooden
bedframe were all nmarked with the sanme creepy conspiracy of aqua-bl ue
octagons. ... lron-hinged wooden shutters guarded the putty-seal ed wi ndows. A
dyi ng tropical housepl ant, the gaunt rubber-|eafed nonster that had becone his
nost faithful conpanion here, stood inits terra-cotta pot, gently poi soned by
t he constant darkness, and the nedi cated vaporous danp. ..

A sharp buzz sounded al ongside his bed. Alex twisted his matted head on the
pillow The machine buzzed agai n. Then, yet again.

Alex realized with vague surprise that the nachine was a tel ephone. He had
never received any calls on the tel ephone in his suite. He did not even know
that he had one. The elderly, hunbl e machine had been sitting there anong its
fell ow machi nes, nuch over shadowed.

Al ex exam ned the p hone's antique, poorly designed push-button interface or a
| ong groggy nmoment. The phone buzzed again, insistently. He dropped the

i nhal er mask and | eaned across the bed, with a twist, and a rustle, and a pop
and a groan. He pressed the tiny button denom nated ESPKR

"Hola," he puffed. H s gumy larynx crackled and shrieked, bringing sudden
tears to his eyes.

"~Qui en es?" the phone replied.

"Nobody," Alex rasped in English. "Get lost." He wi ped at one eye and gl ared
at the phone. He-had no idea how to hang up

"Alex!" the p hone said in English. "Is that you?"



Al ex blinked. Blood was rushing through his nunbed fl esh. Beneath the sheet,
his cal ves and toes began to tingle resentfully.

"I want to speak to Alex Unger!" the phone insisted sharply. "~Ddnde estd?"
"Who is this?" Alex said

"I't's Jane! Juanita Unger, your sister!"

"Janey?" Al ex said, stunned. "CGosh, is this Christnmas? |I'm sorry, Janey.
"What!" the phone shouted. "It's May the ninth! Jesus, you sound really
trashed!"

"Heye. . ." Alex said weakly. He'd never known his sister to phone himup
except at Christmas. There was an ominous silence. Alex blearily studied the
cryptic buttons on the speakerphone. RDI AL, FLAS, PROGVA. No clue how to hang
up. The open ph one line sat there eavesdropping on him a tornent demanding
response. "l'm okay," heprotested at last. "How re you, Janey?"

"Do you even know what year this is?" the phone demanded. "O where you are?"
"Unm. . . Sure . " Vague guilty panic penetrated his nedicated haze.
CGetting along with his ol der sister had never been Alex's strong suit even in
the best of tines, and now he felt far too weak and dazed to defend hinself.
"Janey, I'mnot up for this right now . . . Lenmre call you back.

"Don't you dare hang up on nme, you little weasel!" the phone shrieked. "Wat
the hell are they doing to you in there? Do you have any idea what these bills
| ook Iike?"

"They're helping ne here," Alex said. "I'min treatnment. ... Go away."
"They're a bunch of con-artist quacks! They'll take you for every cent you
have! And then kill you! And bury you in some goddammed toxic waste dunp on
the border!"

Juanita's shrill assaultive words swarned through his head |ike hornets. Al ex

sl unped back into his pillow heap and gazed at the slowy turning ceiling fan
trying to gather his strength. "How d you find ne here?"

"I't wasn't easy, that's for sure!’
Al ex grunted. "Good .

"And getting this phone Iine was no picnic either!"”
Al ex drew a sl ow deep breath, rel axed, exhal ed. Something viscous gurgl ed
nastily, deep within him

"Goddam it, Alex! You just can't do this! | spent three weeks tracking you
down! Even Dad's people couldn't track you down this tine."

"Well, yeah," Alex nmuttered. "That's why | did it that way.~~
When his sister spoke again, her voice was full of grimresolve. "Get packed,
Al ej andro. You're getting out of there.™

"Don't bother nme. Let me be."

"I"myour sister! Dad's witten you off-don't you get that yet? You' re grown
up now, and you've hurt himtoo many tinmes. I'mthe only one |left who cares."
"Don't be so stupid,” Al ex croaked wearily. "Take it easy.~~

"I know where you are. And |'m com ng to get~ou. And anybody who tries to stop
me-you include -is gonna regret it a lot!"

"You can't do anything," Alex told her. "I signed all the clinic papers
they've got lawers." He cleared his throat, with a | ong raspi ng ache.
Returning to full alertness was far from pl easant; variant parts of his
carcass-up per spine, ankles, sinuses, diaphragmregi stered sharp aching
protests and a deep reluctance to function. "I want to sleep,” he said. "I
cane here to rest.”

"You can't kid ne, Alejandro! If you want to drop dead, then go ahead! But
don't blow fanmily noney on that pack of thieves."
"You' re al ways so goddammed stubborn," Al ex said. "You' ve gone and woke ne up
now, and | feel like hell!" He sat up straight. "It's my noney, and it's ny
l[ife! 1'Il do whatever | want with it! Go back to art school." He reached
across the bed, grabbed the phone | ead, and yanked it free, snapping its
plastic clip.
Al ex picked the dead phone up, examined it, then stuffed it securely under the
pillows. H's throat hurt. He reached back to the bedside table, dipped his
lingers into a tray of hammered Mexican silver, and came up with a narcotic



| ozenge. He unwrapped it and crunched it sweetly between his nolars.

Sl eep was far away now. H s m nd was working again, and required numbing. Al ex
slid out of the bed onto his hands and knees and searched around on the thick
pl ush, ugly carpet. Hi s head swam and pounded with the effort. Al ex persisted,
bei ng used to this.
The TV s renote control, with the foxlike cunning of all inportant inaninmate
objects, had gone to earth in a collapsing heap of Mexican true-crinme
fotonovel as. Al ex noted that his bed' s iron springs, after three weeks of
constant humidity, were gently but thoroughly going to rust.
Alex rose to his knees, clutching his prize, and slid with arthritic |anguor
beneat h the sheets again. He caught his breath, blew his nose, neatly placed
two cold drops of medicated saline against the surface of each eyeball, then
began conbing the clinic's cable service with miniml twitches of his thunb.
Weepy Mexi can nel odranmas. A word-game show. Kids chasing robot dinosaurs in
some massive underground mall. The ever-present Thai pop mnusic.
And sone Engli sh-1anguage happytal k news. Spani sh happytal k news. Japanese
happyt al k news. Alex, born in 20 10, had watched the news grow steadily nore
and cheerful for all of his twenty-one years. As a m~- he'd w tnessed hundreds
of hours of raw
f oot age: pl agues, mass death, desperate riot, unsanitary w eckage, all against
a pani cky backdrop of omi nous and unrel enting environnental decline. Al that
stuff was still out there, just as every aspect of nodern reality had its
mrrored shadow in the Net sonewhere, but nowadays you had to hunt hard to
find it, and the people discussing it didn't seemto have nmuch in the way of
budgets. Somewhere along the line, the entire global village had slipped into
neurotic denial.
Today, as an adult, Alex found the glass pipelines of the Net chockabl ock wth
jet-set glamour weddi ngs and cute dog stories. Perky heroi nes and square-jawed
heroes were still, sonehow, getting rich quick. Starlets won lotteries and
lottery winners becane starlets. Little children, with their heads sealed in
virtuality helnmets, mined delighted surprise as they waved their tiny gl oved
hands at enornous hal | uci nati ons. Al ex had never been that big a fan of
current events anyway, but he had now come to feel that the world' s cheerfu
shi ny-toothed bullshitters were the primal source of all true evil.
Al ex collided and stuck in a Mexican docudrama about UFGs; they were known as
los OVNIS in Spanish, and on 9 de mayo, 2031, a large fraction of the Latin
Ameri can popul ace seened afflicted with spectacul ar attacks of oznmi mania. Long
mnutes of Alex's life seeped idly away as the screen punped i mages at him
nmonster fireballs by night, puffball-headed dwarfs in junpsuits of silver

| ane, and a video prophecy fromsone interstellar Virgen de Guadal upe with her
ow | Internet address and a toll-free phone numnber.
The day nurse tapped at the door and bustled in. The day nurse was naned
Concepci bn. She was a hefty, nononsense, fortyish individual with a taste for
i posuction, face-lifts, and breast augnentation

"~Ya le hicieron la prueba de la sattgre?" she said.
Al ex turned off the television. "The blood test? Yeah, | had one this
nor ni ng. "

"~Le duel e todcwi a el ped.~o cono anoche?"

"Pretty bad last night," Alex admtted. "Lots better, though, since |I started
usi ng the mask."

"Un catarro atroz, conplicado con una alergia," Concepci 6n synpat hi zed.

"No problemwi th pain, at least,"” Alex said. "I'mgetting the best of
treatment."

Concepci 6n si ghed and gestured hi mup. "Todavi ~ no acabanps, nuchacho, le
falta |l a enena de | os pul nones. "

"A lung enema?" Al ex said, puzzled.

"Today? Ri ght now? ~Ahora?"
She nodded.
"Do | have to?"



Concepci 6n | ooked stern. "jEl doctor Mrabi la recetd! Fue muy claro. 'Cuidado
con una pulrmonia.' El nuevo tipo de pul nbnia es peor que el SIDA, ban nuerto
ya centenares de personas.

"Ckay, okay," Alex said. "Sure, no problem |I'mdoing lots better lately,

t hough. | don't even need the chair."

Concepci 6n nodded and hel ped hi mout of bed, shoving her solid shoul der under
his arnmpit. The two of themmade it out the door of the suite and a good ten
nmeters down the carpeted hall before Al ex's knees buckl ed. The wheelchair, a
machi ne of limted but highly specialized intelligence, was right behind Al ex
as he stunbled. He gave up the struggle gracefully and sat within the
chrome- and- | eat her machi ne.

Concepci 6n left Alex in the treatment roomto wait for Dr. Mrabi. Al ex was
quite sure that Dr. Mrabi was doi ng nothing of consequence. Having Al ex wait
alone in a closed roomwas sinmply nedical etiquette, a way to establish whose
time was nore inportant. Though Dr. Mrabi's enpl oyees were kept on the

hustl e-especially the hardworking retail pharnmacists-Dr. Mrabi hinself hardly
seened oppressed by his duties. As far as Al ex coul d deduce fromthe staff
schedul es, there were only four |ong-

patients in the whole clinica. Alex was pretty sure

nost of the clinica' s inconme came fromyanqui s on

. down from Laredo. Before he hinself had ~ckecfin last April, he'd seen a
line of Americans hal fway wn the bl ock, eagerly picking up Mexi can negadosage
~strums for the new ultraresistant strains of Th.

Dr. Mrabi's treatnment roomwas |ong and rectangular and full of tal
canvas-shrouded machi nery. Like every place else in the clinica, it was
air-conditioned to a deathly chill, and snelled of sharp and potent

di sinfectant. Al ex wi shed that he had thought to snag a fotonovel a on the way
out of his room Alex pretended distaste for the nave-las' clunmsy and

vi ol ence-soaked porn, but their comically distorted gutter-Ilevel Spanish was
of a lot of philological interest.

Concepci 6n opened the door and stepped in. Behind her, Dr. Mrabi arrived, his
ever-present notepad in hand. Despite his vaguely Islamc surnane, Al ex
suspected strongly that Dr. Mrabi was, in fact, Hungarian.

Dr. Mrabi tapped the glass face of his notepad with a neat black stylus and
examned the result. "Well, Alex," he said briskly in accented English, "we
seemto have defeated that dirty streptococcus once and for all."

"That's right," Alex said. "Haven't had a night sweat in ages."

"That's quite a good step, quite good," Dr. Mrabi encouraged. "OF course

that infection was only the crisis synptom of your syndrone. The next stage of
your cure"

-he exam ned the notepad-"is the chronic nucus congestion! W nust deal wth
that chronic rmucus, Alex. It mght have been protective mucus at first, but
now i s your metabolic burden. Once the chronic mucus is gone, and the
tubercles are entirely cl eansed-cl eaned . " He paused. "Is it 'cleaned,' or
' cl eansed' ?"

"Ei ther one works," Alex said.

"Thank you," the doctor said. "Once the chronic mucu~ is scrubbed away from
the lung surfaces, then we can treat the nenbranes directly. There is nenbrane
damage in your lungs, of course, deep cellular damage, but we cannot get to

t he danaged surfaces until the mucus is renoved." He | ooked at Al ex seriously,
over his glasses. "Your chronic mucus is full of many contam nations, you
know Years of bad gases and particles you have inhal ed. Environnental

pol lutions, allergic pollens, snmoke particles, virus, and bacteria. They have
all adhered to the chronic mucus. Wen your |ungs are scrubbed clean with

the enema, the lungs will be as the lungs of a newborn child!'" He smled
Al ex nodded silently.
"I't won't be pleasant at first, but afterward you will feel quite lovely."

"Do you have to knock me Qut again?" Al ex said.
"No, Alex. It's inportant that you breathe properly during the procedure. The
detergent has to reach the very bottom of the lungs. You understand?" He



paused, tapping his notepad. "Are you a good sw nmrer, Al ex?"

"No, " Al ex said.

"Then you know t hat sensation when you swal |l ow water down the wong pipe,"
said the doctor, nodding triunmphantly. "That choking reflex. You see, Alex,
t he reason Mdther Nature nakes you choke on water, is because there is no

proper oxygen in water for your lungs. The enema |iquid, though, which will be
filling your lungs, is not water, Alex. It is a dense silicone fluid. It
carries much oxygen dissolved inside it, plenty of oxygen." Dr. Mrabi
chuckled. "If you lie still w thout breathing, you can live half an hour on
the oxygen in a single lungful of enema fluid! It has so nuch oxygen that at
first you will feel hyperventilated."

"I have to inhale this stuff somehow, is that it?"
"Not quite. It's too dense to be inhaled. In any case, we don't want it to
enter your sinuses." He frowned. "W have to decant the fluid into your |ungs,

gently."

"I see.”

"We fit a thin tube through your nouth and down past the epiglottis. The end
of the tube will have a | ocal anesthetic, so you should not feel the pain in
the epiglottis very long.... You nust remain quite still during the procedure,
try to relax fully, and breathe only on my order."

Al ex nodded.

"The sensations are very unusual, but they are not dangerous. You nust nake up
your mnd to accept the procedure. If you choke up the fluid, then we have to
begi n again."

"Doctor," Alex said, "you don't have to go on pet.~ suading nme. |'m not
afraid. You can trust nme. | don't stop

| never stop. If | stopped at things, | wouldn't be here now, would I?"
"There will be sonme disconfort."

"That's not new. I'mnot afraid of that, either."

"Very well, Alex." Dr. Mrabi patted Alex's shoulder. "Then we will begin.
Take your place on the manipul ati on table, please.”

Concepci 6n helped Alex to lie on the jointed | eather table. She touched her
foot to a floor pedal. A worm gear whined beneath the floor. The table bent at
Al ex's hips and rose beneath his back, to a sharp angle. Al ex coughed tw ce.
Dr. Mrabi drew on a pair of translucent gloves, deftly unwapped one of his
canvas- bound machi nes, and busied hinself at the swi tches. He opened a
cabinet, retrieved a pair of matched, bright yell ow aerosol tanks, and

i nserted both tanks into sockets at the top of the machine. He attached clear
plastic tubing to the taps on the tanks and opened both the taps, with brief
pneurmati ¢ hi sses. The machi ne hunmed and sizzled a bit and gave off a hot waft
of electrical resistance.

"W will set the liquid to blood heat," Dr. Mrabi explained. "That way there
is no thermal shock to the tuberdes. Also heat will dissolve the chronic nucus
nore effectively. Efficiently? Is it "efficiently’ or 'effectively' ?"

"They're synonyns," Alex said. "Do you think I mght throw up? These are ny
favorite paj amas."

Concepci 6n stripped the pajamas off, then wapped himbriskly in a paper

nmedi cal gown. She strapped himagainst the table with a pair of fabric belts.
Dr. Mrabi approached himwi th the soft plastic nozzle of the insert, sneared
with a pink paste. "Open widely, don't taste the anesthetic," he warned. Al ex
nevert hel ess got a generous snear of the paste against the root of his tongue,
whi ch i medi ately went as nunmb as a severed beef tongue on a butcher's bl ock
The nozzle slid its way down a narrow road of pain along his throat. Alex felt
the fleshy valve within his chest leap and flap as the tube touched and
penetrated. Then the nunbness struck, and a great core of neat behind his
heart sinply lost sensation, went into nothingness, |like a core nechanically
punched from an appl e.

Hs eyes filled with tears. He heard, nore than saw, Dr. Mrabi touching taps
Then the heat cane.

He' d never known that blood was so hot. The fluid was hotter than bl ood, and



much, much heavier, like fizzing, creamy, nolten |lead. He could see the fluid
nmovi ng into himthrough the tube. It was chemical - col ored, aqua bl ue.
"Breathe!" Dr. Mrabi shouted.

Al ex heaved for air. A bizarre reverberating belch tore free fromthe back of
his throat, something like the cry of a nonster bullfrog. For an instant he
tried to | augh; his diaphragm heaved futilely at the liquid weight within him
and went still.

"El nina tiene un bulto en |la garganta," said Concepcion, conversationally.
She pl aced her | atex-gloved hand agai nst his forehead. "My dol oroso."

"Poco a poco," Dr. Mrabi said, gesturing. The worm gear rustled beneath the
table and Alex rose in place, liquid shifting within himw th the gut-bul ging
inertia of a nine-course neal. Air popped in bursts fromhis clanped |ips and
a hot gummy froth rose against his upper pal ate.

"Cood," said Dr. Mrabi. "Breathe!"

Alex tried again, his eyes bulging. H s spine popped audibly and he felt

anot her pair of great |oathsome bubbles cone up, stinking ancient bubbles Iike
somet hing fromthe bottom of LaBrea.

Then suddenly the oxygen hit his brain. An orgasmic blush ran up his neck, his
cheeks. For a suprene nmonment he forgot what it was to be sick. He felt |ovely.
He felt free. He felt without constraint. He felt pretty sure that he was
about to die.

He tried to speak, to babble something-gratitude perhaps, or |ast words, or an
eager yell for nore-but there -was only silence. His lungs were like two casts
of and boneneal, each filled to brimmng with hot ber. H's muscl es heaved
against the taut liquid bags two fists clenching two tennis balls, and his
ears road and things went black. Suddenly he could hear his straining to beat,
t hud- t hud, thud-thud, each coau

shock of the ventricles passing through his liquid-filled Iungs with boom ng
subaqueous clarity.

And then the beat stopped too.

ON THE EVEN NG of May 10, Jane Unger made a reconnai ssance of her target, on
the pretext of buying heroin. She spent half an hour in line outside the
clinic with desol ate, wheezing Yankees from over the border. The custoners
lined outside the clinic were the seedi est, creepiest, nost desperate people
she' d ever seen who were not actual crimnals. Jane was famliar with the | ook
of actual crimnals, because the vast network of forner Texas prisons had been
enptied of felons and retrofitted as medi cal quarantine centers and energency
weat her shelters. The former inhabitants of the Texan gul ag, the actua
crimnals, were confined by software nowadays. Convicted crimnals, in their

t anmper - proof parole cuffs, couldn't nake it down to Nuevo Laredo, because
they'd be marooned on the far side of the Rio Gande by their 6overnnent
tracking software. Nobody in the clinic line wore a parole cuff. But they were
clearly the kind of people who had many good friends wearing them

Al of the American custonmers, w thout exception, wore sinister breathing
masks. Presumably to avoid contracting an infection. Or to avoid spreadi ng an
infection that they already had. O probably just to conceal their identities
whi | e they bought drugs.

The ol der customers wore plain ribbed breathing masks in antiseptic nedica
white. The younger fol ks were into el aborate knobby strap-ons with vivid

desi gner col ors.

The Iine of Americans snaked al ong steadily, hel ped by the presence of a pair
of Mexi can cops, who kept the local street hustlers off the backs of the
payi ng clientele. Jane patiently made her way up the clinic steps, through the
doubl e doors, and to the barred and bul |l et proof glass of the pharmacy w ndows.
There Jane discovered that the clinic didn't sell any "brown Mexican heroin."
Apparently they had no "heroin" at all in stock, there being little denmand for
this

| egendary substance anpbng people with respiratory ill nesses.



Jane slid a private-currency card through the slit beneath the wi ndow. The
phar maci st swi ped Jane's card through a reader, studied the results on the
network |ink, and began to show real interest. Jane was politely abstracted
fromthe line and introduced to the pharmacist's superior, who escorted her up
to his office. There he showed her a vial of a nore nodern anal gesic, a

desi gner endorphin a thousand times nore potent than norphine. Jane turned
down his offer of a free trial injection

When Jane haltingly brought up the subject of bribery, the supervisor's face
cl ouded. He called a big pnvatesecurity thug, and Jane was shown out the
clinic's back entrance, and told not to return.

Keep It Sinple, Stupid. The fanmpbus KISS acronym had al ways been Jane's
favorite design principle. If you need access, keep it sinple. Bribing the
staff of the clinic sounded like the sinplest solution to her problem But it
wasn't.

At | east one of the staff seened happy enough to take her bribe noney. Over a
| ong- di stance phone line from Texas, Jane had managed to subvert the clinic's
receptionist. The receptionist was delighted to take Jane's el ectronic funds
in exchange for ten minutes' free run on the clinic's internal phone system
And accessing the clinic's floor plans had been pretty sinple too; they'd
turned out to be Mexican public records. It had been useful, too, to sneak
into the building under the sinmple pretext of a drug buy. That had con-finned
Jane's ideas of the clinic's internal |ayout.

Not hi ng about Al ex was ever sinple, though. Having tal ked to her brother on

t he phone, Jane now knew that Al ex, who should have been her ally inside the
eneny gates, was, as usual, worse than usel ess.

Carol and Greg-Jane's favorite confidants within the

St orm Troupe-had urged her to stay as sinple as possible.

Forget any romantic ninja break-and-enter muscle stuff.

That kind of stunt hardly ever worked, even when the U. S

Arny tried it. It was smarter just to show up in Nuevo

Laredo in person, whip out a nicely untraceable

debit card, and tell the night guard that it was ~iejanaro Unger out the door
or No bay dinero. Chances were that the guard would spring Al ex in exchange
for, say, three nonths' salary, local rates. Everybody could pretend |ater
that the kid had escaped the building under his own power. That schene was
nice and straightforward. It was pretty hard to prosecute crimnally. And if
it ended up in a conplete coll apse and debacl e and enbarrassnment, then it
woul d ook a lot better, later

By stark contrast, breaking into a Mexican bl ack-market clinic and ki dnappi ng
a patient was the sort of overly conpl ex maneuver that al nost never | ooked
better later.

There'd been a tine in Jane Unger's |life when she'd cared a | ot about "later."
But that tine was gone, and "later" had lost all its charm She had travel ed
twel ve hundred kilonmeters in a day, and now she was on foot, alone, in a dark
alley at night in a foreign country, preparing to assault a hospital

si ngl e-handed. And unl ess they caught her on. the spot, she was pretty sure
that she was going to get away with it.

This was an area of Nuevo Laredo the locals aptly called "Sal sipuedes,” or
"Leave-if-you-can." Besides Alex's slick but nodest clinic, it had two ot her
thriving private hospitals stuffed with gullible gnngos, as well as a nonster
public hospital, a big septic killing zone very poorly managed by the renains
of the Mexican governnment. Jane watched a beat-up robot truck runbl e past,
marked with a peeling red cross. Then she watched her hands trenbling. Her
unpai nted fingertips were ivory pale and full of nervous jitter. Just like the
jitter she had before a stormchase. Jane was glad to see that jitter, the
fear and the energy racing along her nerves. She knew that the jitter would
melt off like dry ice once the action started. She had | earned that about
herself in the past year. It was a good thing to know

Jane made a final check of her equipnent. G ue gun, jigsaw, penlight, cdlular
phone, ceram c crowbar-all hooked and hol stered to her webbi ng belt, hidden



i nsi de baggy paper refugee Suit. Equi pment check was a calmritual. She zipped
t he paper suit up to the neck, over

icr denimshorts and cotton T-shirt. She strapped on a plain white antiseptic
mask.

Then she cut off the clinic's electrical power.

Thernmite sizzled briefly on the power pole overhead, and half the city bl ock
went dark. Jane swore briefly inside her mask. Clearly there had been sone
changes made lately in the Nuevo Laredo munici pal power grid. Jane Unger's
first terrorist structure hit had turned Qut to be | ess than surgical

"Not my fault," she nuttered. Mexican power engineers were always hacking

around; and people stole city power too, all kinds of illegal network |inkups
around here. . . . They called the hookups diablitos, "little devils," another
pretty apt nane, considering that the world was well on its way to hell
Anyway, it wouldn't kill themto repair one little outage.

Greg's thernmite bonb had really worked. Every other week or so, Geg would
drop macho hints about his military background doing structure hits. Jane had
never quite believed him before this.

Jane tied a pair of paper decontam nation covers over her trail boots. She

ci nched and knotted the boot covers tightly at the ankles, then ghosted across
t he bl acked-out street, puddles gl eaning danply underfoot. She stepped up
three stone stairs, entered the now pitch-black akove at the clinic's rear
exit, and checked the street behind her. No cars, no people, no visible
witnesses... . Jane pulled a translucent rain hood over her head, cinched and
knotted it. Then she peel ed open a paper pack and pulled on a pair of tough
pl astic surgical gloves.

She sl apped the steel doorfranc with the flat of her hand.

The clinic's door opened with a shudder

Jane had structure-hit the door earlier, on her way out of the clinic. She'd
di stracted her security escort for two vital seconds and craftily janmred the
exit's el aborate keypad | ock with a quick, secret gush of glue. Jane had

pal med the aerosol glue can, a tiny thing not much bigger than a shotgun
cartridge. G ue spray was one of Carol's favorite tricks, sonething Carol had
taught her. Carol could do things with glue spray that were hal fway to
witchecraft.

Despite the power outage, the door's keypad |l ock was still alive on its
battery backup-but the door m stakenly thought it was working. Smart machi nes
were smart enough to make some really dunmb bl unders.

Jane cl osed the door gently behind her. It was chilly inside the building,
pitch-bl ack and silent and sepul chral. A good thing, because she'd i mediately
begun to sweat like crazy in the stifling gloves, hood, overalls, nmask, and
boots. Her arnpits prickled with terror sweat as if she were being tattooed
there. Cops-or worse yet, private-industry investigators-could do plenty with
the tiniest bits of evidence these days. Fingerprints, sboeprints, stray
hairs, a speck of clothing fiber, one |ousy w sp of

DNA. ..

Jane reached inside her paper suit through a slit behind its hip pocket. She
uncl i pped the penlight fromher webbing belt. The little light clicked
faithfully under her thunmb and a reddish glow lit the hail. Jane took a step
down the hall, two, three, and then the fear left her conpletely, and she
began to glide across the ceramc tiling, skid-dancing in her danp paper boot
covers.

She hadn't expected burglary to be such a visceral thrill. She'd been inside
pl enty of ruined buildings-just |ike everyone el se from her generati on-but
she'd never broken her way into a |live one. A rush of wi cked pl easure touched
her like a long cold kiss on the back of the neck

Jane tried the first door to her left. The knob slid beneath her | atexed
fingers-1ocked. Jane had a handhel d power jigsaw on the webbing belt that
woul d slice through interior door |ocks like a knife through a weddi ng cake,
and for a nonent her left hand worked inside the paper suit and she touched
the jigsaw s | ovely checkered rubber grip. But she stopped. She w sely



resisted the urge to break into the roomjust for the thrill of it. Wuld they
be locking Alex into a roomat night? Not |ikely. Not night-ow Al ex.

St ubborn, nean-tenpered, night-ow Al ex. Even at death's. < door, Alex

woul dn't put up with that.

Next door. Unl ocked. Room enpty.

Next door. It was unl ocked too. Some kind of janitor's supply, rags and jugs
and paper. A good place to start a diversionary fire if you needed to.

Next door. Unl ocked. The room stank. Like cough nedicine cut with absinthe.
Little red-eyed nmachines on the walls and floor, still alive on their battery
backup. Jane's dimred |light played over a big enpty bed, then on a startling
knot of hideous shadow some kind of half-wlted nonster housepl ant.

She hadn't found her brother yet, but she could sense his presence. She
slipped through the door, closed it gently, |eaned her back against it. The
reek in the roompried at her sinuses |ike the bouquet off a shot of cheap

whi skey. Jane hel d her breath, playing the penlight around. A television. Sone

ki nd of huge cl othes hanger |ike an outsized trouser press. .. a wardrobe.
scattered tape cassettes and paper magazi nes
Sonet hi ng was dripping. Thick oily dripping, down at floor level. It was

coming fromthe big trouser-press contraption. Jane stepped toward the nachine
and pl ayed her light across the floor. Some kind of bedpan there.

Jane half knelt. It was a white ceranic pot, half-full of a dark nasty I|iquid,
some kind of dense chemical oil. Gainy stuff |like fine coffee grounds had
sunk to the bottom wth a nasty white organic scumthreadi ng the top, just
like a

vile egg-drop soup .. . As Jane watched, a sudden thin -drool of the stuff
plumreted into the pot.

Her |ight went up. It discovered two racks of white human teeth. A human nout h
there, with tight-drawn white lips and a stiff blue tongue. The head was
swaddl ed i n bandages, a thick padded strap at the forehead. Sone kind of soft
rubber harness bar was jamred into the gaping jaws. .

They had himstrapped to a rack, head down. Both his shoul ders strapped, both
his wists cuffed at his sides, his chest strapped down agai nst the padded
surface. Hi s knees were bound, his ankles cuffed. The whole rack was tilted
skyward on a set of chromed springs and hinges. Up at the very top, his pale
bare feet were like two skinned animals. Down at the bottom his

st rap- swaddl ed head was just above the floor

They were draining him

Jane took two quick steps back and sl apped her plastic-gloved hand agai nst the
mask at her nout h.

She fought the fear for a nonent and she crushed it. And then she fought the
di sgust, and she crushed that too.

Jane stepped back to the rack, deliberately, and put her gloved hand at the
side of Alex's neck. It was fever-hot and slick with his sweat.

He was alive.

Jane examined the rack for a while, her eyes narrowing hotly. The fear and

di sgust were gone now, but she couldn't stop her sudden hot surge of hatred.
This was probably a fairly easy machine to manage, for the sons of bitches who
were used to using it. Jane didn't have tinme to |learn

She undid the stop |l ocks on the casters at the bottom shoved the whol e
contraption to the side of the big bed, and toppled it, and Alex, onto the
mattress, with one strong angry heave.

The straps on his chest were easy. Just Velcro. The padded | atches on his
wrists and ankles were harder: el aborate bad-design flip-top | ock-down
nonsense. Jane yanked her jigsaw and went through all four of the evil things
in ten seconds each. There was bad noi se-a whine and a nmuted chatter-with a
sharp stench of chewed and nolten plastic. Not too much noise, really, but it
sounded pretty dammed | oud inside a bl acked-out buildi ng. Soneone ni ght cone
to investigate. Jane patted the glue pistol in its holster at the back of her
webbi ng bel t.

When the last strap went, Alex tunbled off the rack into her lap. She rolled



her brother faceup and checked his eyeballs. Cold, cold as a nackerel, even
while his fevered skin was as hot as the shaved hide of a |ab rabbit

She'd have to carry himout.

Well, Alex had been pretty easy to carry the last tine she had tried it. Wen
he'd been five years old, and she'd been ten. Jane knelt on the bed and

nmet hodi cal ly clipped her jigsaw back onto her belt, inside her paper Suit. And
t hen she thought sonmberly about the strength that it would take to do this

t hi ng.

Jane rolled off the bed onto her feet, grabbed her brother by both his slender
wists, and heaved.

He slid across the sheets like an enpty husk. Jane jamed her |eft shoul der
under his mdriff and hoisted himin a fireman's carry, flinging her left arm
across the backs of his knees. . . . The nonment she had hi mup, she realized

t hat she was strong enough-nore than strong enough. There was nothing | eft of
her brother but birdbone and gristle.

Fluid gurgled Ioudly out of himand spattered the backs -of her |egs.

Jane staggered through the door and into the hail. She heard footsteps
over head, sonewhere up on the second floor, and a distant nutter of puzzled
voices. .. . She lurched down the hall toward the exit and pulled the jimied

door open, right-handed. Her brother's lolling head cracked against the janb
as she stunbl ed through.

She pull ed the door shut behind her, then sank to her knees on the coo
paverent of the al cove. Alex spraw ed bonel essly over her in his backl ess
medi cal gown. She slid Alex aside onto the chill stone paving.

Breat hi ng hard, Jane felt at the webbing belt and yanked out her cellul ar
phone. She pushed little glow ng yell ow nunbers with her thunb.

"Hello," her car recited cheerfully. "I am Storm Pursuit Vehicle Charlie.
There's no one aboard ne right now, but if you have an ID, you can give ne
verbal orders. Other-. w se, |eave a nessage at the beep."

Jane pressed the digits 56#033.

"Hell o, Juanita," the car replied.

"Come get ne," Jane panted. "You know where. Cone quick."

SHE' D FORGOLTEN HOW fast Charlie could nove when there were no human bei ngs
aboard it. Freed fromthe burden of protecting human flesh fromg-forces. the
robot car noved e a denented flea

Charlie landed on the street in front of her with a sharp hiss of pneumatics,
at the far end of a twenty-nmeter leap. It then began noisily wal ki ng si deways,
up and across the pavenent.

"Stop wal ki ng sideways," Jane ordered it. "Qpen your doors." She braced
hersel f against the wall of the alcove, squat-lifted Alex onto her unused and
un-aching right shoulder, and made it down the stairs. "Turn around," she

puf f ed.
Charlie spun around with mcroprocessed precision, its pistoned wheel spokes
wriggling.

Jane heaved and shoved her brother into the passenger seat, closed the door
and stepped back, panting. Her knees trenmbled so badl ythats ettootiredtowal k.
"Turn around again!" she ordered. Charlie spun neatly in place, on the danp
and darkened street. Jane clanbered shakily into the driver's seat. "Go fast!"
"Not until you're strapped in."

"Al'l right, go at a conventional pace while | amstrapping us in,’
grated. "And stop using Jerry's verbal interface at ne."

"I have to use Jerry's verbal interface when |I'mout of range of the Troupe's
uplink and in conventional node," the car said, rolling daintily down the
street.

Jane struggled to strap her unresisting brother into the vehide harness. H's
bl ond head lolled like a daisy at the end of a stalk and his fl oppy arnms were
like two bags of wax. It was just too cranped inside the car, no use.

Jane lurched back into her own seat, frustrated. "Well, can you run ny

Jane



interface if you segue into unconventional node?" she said.

"UHMWWMMVMMW . . ." the car tenporized, for a full fifteen seconds. "I think I
can do that, if we pull over and | reboot."

"No, no!" Jane said. "CGod, nd Don't reboot! Just get US Qut of town on the
route that you have in menory."

"Ckay, Juanita, will do."

"Jesus," Jane said. She folded up the steering wheel to nmake nore room and
succeeded i n wedgi ng her brother upright against the passenger door. He
coughed then, tw ce, blue drool appearing at his |ips.

Jane peel ed her plastic gloves off, then whipped the rain hood fromher hair.
Her hair was sweat-caked to her scalp

-she tugged at it with danp sweaty fingers. She'd been doi ng okay until she'd
had to manage heavy lifting.

She yanked the paper covers fromoff her trail boots, then peeled and shrugged
her way out of the paper suit, down to her shirt and shorts, nuch to the
benmusement of passing night-owl pedestrians on the Aveni da Querrero.

Jane nethodically stuffed the boot covers, and the gloves, and the paper suit,
all into the rain hood. She drew the hood's drawstring tight and repeatedly
stonped the evidence into a small wad. She eighty-sixed the saw bl ade
-incrimnating traces of plastic on it nowand, just for luck, the glue
canister too. If they were mad enough about the break-in to hire a good P1,
then they might trace the glue batch. Jane hated to throw away good hardware
but on mature consideration, it was a lot |ess troublesone than getting
clanped into a Mexican el ectronic bail cuff, down at the juzgado.

She detached all her tools fromthe webbing belt, carefully set the tools and
the belt into the metal kit box in back

The car crossed before the Mercado Macl ovio Herrera, heading toward the old

i nternational bridge. She hoped nobody was in the nood to take any speci al
notice of Charlie. On a dark night, the car could pass for a standard

snmuggl er's vehicle, a vehicle rather too comon to notice in towns either side
of the border.

Jane pulled into the darkest corner of a parking |ot, beside a gigantic,
thriving supernmarket tobacconist's. Even at nidnight, rings of Yankee addicts
were steadily packing

ir lungs with snoke. Jane yanked another paper refugee jut fromthe U S
government carton, and in a sevenninute determ ned struggle, she cramed
Alex's arms and into the suit and zipped himup to the neck. She didn't ye any
shoes for Al ex. She should have thought about ~ goddamed shoes.

When they crossed the fl ood-swollen Rio Grande, Jane grabbed the car's rol
bar, stood up in her seat, and flung all the crim nal evidence over the
railing. Let themarrest her for littering. O maybe for illegal discharge
into an aquifer.

Jane pulled over at a U S. Customs booth. An elderly custonms officer energed,
with | ong snowwhite hair, a walrus mustache, and a hand-carved mahogany cane.
He tottered over to her car

When Jane saw how proudly and carefully the old gentl eman had darned and
brushed his U S. Custons jacket, she took an instant liking to him

"Ni ce car," he draw ed.

"Thank you, sir."

The officer tapped one of Charlie's spring-munted antennas with his cane.
"Ex-mlitary stuff?"

"Yeah!" Jane told himbrightly. "Actually it's a knock-off of an Anerican
Special Forces all-terrain vehicle." Jane paused. "It's been kind of

nodi fied."

"Looks that way . He nodded, noving spryly around it. There wasn't room
inside Charlie for any serious anpunt of contraband. Unlike the usua

snmuggl er's vehicle, Charlie didn't have a trunk. It had a short fl atbed, now
enpty, and the car's engine was grafted into the axles, spokes, and hubs.
Charlie basically resenbled a double glass coffin nounted onto a wheel ed

spi der.



"You're letting this car drive itself tonight, mss?"

The old man had actually called her "m ss." Jane couldn't recall anyone
calling her "m ss" since she'd turned twelve years old. She was charned by the
Custonms man's stately anachronism She sniled at him

"It's got a license," Jane said. "Want to see it?"

"That's okay," he grunbled. "Wat's with Juni or here?"

"Big party in town," Jane said. "He overdid it tonight, and he's jassed out.
You know how it is with kids these days."

The Custons officer |ooked at her with pity. "You didn't nean to tell ne that,
did you, mss? You neant to tell me the truth, and say that he's sick, didn't

you?"

Jane felt her face go stiff.

The old man frowned. "M ss, | can recognize this situation. God knows we see
it often enough, down here. Your friend there is sick, and he's wasted too, on
who- knows-what.... W don't allow that kind of goings-on here on American
soil. . . . And there's some dang good reasons why it's not allowed up here.

Jane sai d not hi ng.
"I"'mnot telling you this just to hear nyself chatter, y'know. "
"Look, Oficer," Jane said. "We're Anerican citizens. W're not crimnals.”

She held up her bare wist. "If you want to turn us back fromhere, then we'll
go back to Mexico. But if | had anything | really wanted to hide from you,
then I wouldn't even stop here at all, would I1? | wouldn't even take the road.

This is an all-terrain vehicle, okay? | can ford the river anywhere | want,
and be in San Antonio in tw hours."

The Custons officer tapped the toe of his polished shoe with his cane.

"I'f you want to lecture me, Oficer, okay, that's fine. I'mlistening. | even
agree with you. But get real."

He stared briefly into her eyes, then | ooked aside and rubbed his nustache.
"It floats too, huh?"

"Of course this car floats. It swins! | know it |ooks |ike solid steel, but
that's all foaned nmetal there. Wthout the batteries, the whole car only

wei ghs ninety kilos. | can deadlift this car all by myself!"

Jane stopped. The old man seemed so crushed that she felt quite sorry for him
'~Cone on, Officer. |I can't be telling you anything new here, right? Haven't
you ever caught one of these things before?"

"To tell you the truth, miss, we don't even bother catching 'em nowadays. Not
cost-effective." He peeled off an adhesive sticker and attached it to
Charlie's front roll bar. "Y all take care now " He waved them on

Jane let the car drive. They were through Laredo and onto the highway in short
order. Even with the prospect of a ten-hour drive in darkness, Jane felt far
too wired to sl eep. She knew from experience that she was about to pul

another all-nighter. She'd be up and junping till 8:00 A M, then grab naybe
three hours' doze, and be back up and after it again, with nothing to show for
it but a sharpened tenper. She'd never been much good at sleeping, and life
around Jerry Ml cahey's peopl e had only wound her up tighter

As the city lights of Laredo faded behind her, stars poured out overhead. It
was a clear spring night, a little nmare's-tail cirrus on the western horizon
She'd once heard Jerry say that it bothered himto ride a car in conplete
darkness. Jerry was thirty-twd, and he could renenber when people did nost of
their own driving, and even the robots always |eft their headlights on. Jane,
by contrast, found the darkness soothing. If there was anything really boring
about the experience of driving at night, it was that grimchore of gripping a
wheel with your own hands and staring stiff-necked for hours into a narrow
cone of glare. In darkness you could see the open sky. The big dark Texas sky,
t hat great abyss.

And you coul d hear. Except for the steady rush of wind, Charlie was al npbst
silent; a faint whir of tough plastic tread lightly kissing the highway, the
frictionless skid of dianond axles. Jane had taped or glued everything on the
car that would rattle. Jane did not permt her machines to rattle.



Jane heard Al ex gurgling as he breathed. She turned on a small interior light
and checked her brother again. In the feeble anber gl ow he | ooked very bad. At
his best, Alex was not an attractive young man: gaunt, holl ow chested,
pop-eyed, with a thin bl adeli ke nose and cl ever narrow bird-claw hands. But
she'd never seen himlook this suprenely awful. Al ex had become a repul sive
physi cal presence, a collapsed little goblin. H's matted blond hair stood up
in tufts across his skull, and he stank. Not just sweat reek-Jane was used to
peopl e who stank of sweat and canp snoke. A light but definite chem cal stench
emanated from her brother's flesh. They'd been marinating himin narcotics.
She touched his cheek. H's skin was chilly and damp now, like the skin on a

t api oca puddi ng. The paper refugee suit, still fresh fromthe carton but

al ready badly wadded, made himl ook like a stormvictimin deep shock, someone
freshly yanked from w eckage. The ki nd of person whose demand for your help
and attention was utter, total, imediate-and probably nore than you could
bear .

Jane turned on the radio, heard a great deal of en-cry p ted traffic from
banks, navigati on beacons, and hans, and turned it off again. Funny what had
happened to the broadcast radio spectrum She turned on the car's nusic | ~ox.
It held every piece of nmusic that had ever neant anything to her, including
stuff fromher early childhood that she'd never managed to erase. Even with
sixteen-digit digital precision, everything she'd ever recorded took up only a
few hundred negabytes, the merest sliver in the cavernous nenory of a nodern
nmusi ¢ box.

Jane pl ayed sone Thai pop music, cheerful energetic bonging and strunm ng.
There'd been a tine, back in design school, when Thai pop music had neant a
ot to her. When it seemed that a few dozen wild kids in Bangkok were the | ast
people on earth who really knew what it neant to have sone honest fun. She'd
never figured out why this lovely burst of creativity had happened i n Bangkok
Wth AIDS still methodically eating its way into the vast human carcass of
Asi a, Bangkok certainly wasn't any happier than nost other places. Apparently
the I ate 2020s had just somehow been Bangkok's gl obal noment to shine. It was
genui nely happy music, bright, clever nusic, like a gift to the world. It felt
so new and fresh, and she'd listened to it and felt in her bones what it neant
to be a wonan of the 2020s, alive inside, and aware inside.

It was 2031 now. The nusic was distant now, |like a whiff of good rice w ne at
the bottom of an enpty bottle. It still touched something inside her, but it
didn't touch all of her. It didn't touch all the new parts.

ALEX WOKE I N wi nd and darkness. Rapid warbling nmusic was creeping up his
shins. The nusic oozed like syrup into his skull and its beat gently punmel ed
himinto full consciousness. Wth awareness canme recognition: Thai pop

gi bberish. No other noise had quite that kind of high-pitched paralyzing
sweet ness.

Al ex turned his head-with a painless squeaking dee p in the vertebrae of his
neck-and he saw, w thout much real surprise, his sister. Barely lit by the
tiny anber glow of a map light, Juanita sat perched in the driver's seat. Her
head was thrown back, her el bows were propped on her bare, hairy knees, and
she was munchi ng governnent -i ssue granola from a paper bag.

The sky above them was a great black col ander of stars.

Al ex closed his eyes again and took a slow deep breath. His lungs felt truly
marvel ous. Normally his lungs were two wadded tissues of pain, two

bl ood- soaked sponges, his life's two preniere burdens. But now they had
somehow transnmuted into two spotless cl ean-room bags, two crisp high-tech sacs
of oiled wax paper, two glorious life-giving organs. Al ex had a savage cranp
in his |lower back, and his feet and hands were so chilled by the whipping
night wind that they felt like the feet and hands of a wax dumry, but that
didn't matter. That was beside the point.

He couldn't believe how wonderful it felt just to sit there breathing.

Even his nose was clear. His sinuses. Hs sinuses felt as if they'd been



steam cl eaned. He could snell the wind. There was sage in it, the fervent
bitter reek of a ten-thousand-year-old Texas desert gone mad with repeated
heavy rains. He could even snell the sweet reek of federally subsidized

di etary sucrose on Juanita's munching teeth. Everything snelled so | ovely.
Except for hinself.

Alex shifted in the seat and stretched. H s spine popped in four places, and
bl ood began to tingle back into his nunbed bare feet. He coughed. Dense liquid
shifted tidally, deep within his chest. He coughed again, tw ce. Dregs of goo
heaved and fizzed within his tubercles. The sensation was truly bizarre, and
remarkably interesting. The slinme they'd punped into himtasted pretty bad,
oiling the back of his tongue with a thick bitter nastiness, but its effect on
his lungs and throat was anbrosial. He wi ped happy tears fromhis eyes with
the back of his wist.

He was wearing a paper refugee suit. He'd never actually worn one before, but
he'd certainly seen plenty of them Paper suits were the basic native garb of
the planet's derelict population. A nodern Anmerican paper refugee suit, though
utterly worthless and di sposabl e, was a very high-tech creation. Al ex could

tell, just by stirring around inside it, that the suit's design had absorbed
the full creative intelligence of dozens of federal emergency-managenent
experts. \Whol e man-years, and untold trillions of CAD CAM cycles, had vani shed

into the suit s design, fromthe mcroscopic scale of its vapor-breathing
little paper pores, up to the cunning human ergonom cs of its accordi oned
shoul der seans. The paper suit was light and airy, and though it flapped a
little in the night wind, it kept himsurprisingly warm It worked far better
t han paper clothing had any natural right to work.

But, of course, it was still paper clothing, and it still didn't work all that
wel I .

"Ni ce fashion choice,"” Alex said. His larynx had gone slick with oil, and his
voi ce was a garbl ed croon.

Juanita |l eaned forward, turned up the interior lights, and shut off her nusic.
"You' re awake now, huh?"

Al ex nodded.

Juani ta touched anot her button at the dash. Fabric burst froma fat slot above
the wi ndshield and flung itself above their heads. The fabric hissed, flopped,
seal ed itself, and becane a roof of bubbled nenbrane. A sunburned done of
stiff ribbed fabric that | ooked as dry and brown and tough as the shell of a
desert tortoise.

Juanita turned to himin the sudden bright w ndless silence inside the car
"How d' you feel ?"
"lI've been worse,’
pretty good."
"I"'mglad to hear that, Alex. 'Cause it's no picnic, where we're going."

Alex tried to clear his throat. Blood-hot oil clung to his vocal cords. "Were
are we?"

"Hi ghway 83, West Texas. W just passed Junction, headed toward San Angel o.
I'"'mtaking you where | live."

Juanita stared at him as if expecting himto crunble to pieces on the spot.
"Actually | don't live anywhere, anynore. But |'mtaking you to the people
stay with."

"Ni ce of you to ask perm ssion, Janey."

She sai d not hi ng.

This was a different kind of silence fromhis sister. Not irritated silence.
And not barely controlled fury. A deep, steely silence.

Al ex was nonpl ussed. He'd never been on good ternms with his sister, but in the
past he'd al ways been able to cone in under her radar. He'd al ways been able
to get at her. Even when worse cane to worst, he could always successfully
catch some piece of her in his teeth, and tw st.

"You shoul dn't be doing this, you know," he said. "They were hel ping ne."

Si |l ence

"You can't stop me from going back there if | want to."

Al ex whispered gluily, and grinned a little. "Yeah. | feel



"I don't think you' re gonna want to go back," Juanita
told him "That clinic won't be happy to see you again.

had to break you Qut. | structure-hit the buil ding and
gl ue-gunned a guard."
"You what ?"

"Ever seen a guy get glue-gunned? It's not pretty. Especially when he takes it
right in the face." Juanita knocked back a pal nful of granola. "He'd have
yel l ed, though, if | hadn't glued him" she said, munching deliberately. "

had to clear his nose with acetone, once | had himpinned. O herwi se he'd have
snothered to death right there on the spot." She swall owed, and |aughed. "1'd
bet good noney he's still stuck to the wall."

"You' re kidding, right?"

She shook her head. "Look, you're sitting here, aren't you? How do you think
you got into this car? Did you think those hustlers were just gonna |l et you
go? Wen | broke into your clinic room you were upside down, naked,

unconsci ous, and strapped to a netal rack."

"Jesus," Alex said. He ran his hand through his hair and shivered. H's hair
was filthy-he was filthy all over, a ness of fever sweat and human grease.
"You're telling me you broke me out of the clinic? Personally? Jesus, Janey,
couldn't you have sued them or somet hi ng?"

"I"'ma busy woman now, Alex. | don't have tine for lawsuits."” Juanita pulled
her feet Qut of her trail boots, dropping the boots onto the fl oorboard and
crossing her sock-clad legs in the seat. She | ooked at him her hazel eyes

narrowi ng. "l guess there m ght be sone trouble if you went back and inforned
against me to the local authorities.

"No way," he said.

"You woul dn't sue ne or anyt hi ng?"

"Well, | wouldn't rule out a lawsuit conpletely,” Alex said, "not considering

Dad's idea of famly finances.

But there's no way | need Mexican police to deal with ny owmn sister." He
rubbed his greasy, stubbled chin. "At least, |I never did before. Wat the hel
has gotten into you?"

"Plenty. Alot." She nodded. "You'll see."

"What did you do to your hair?"

She | aughed.

"You gave up dyeing it," he concluded. "That's its natural color, right?
Browni sh. Did you stop paying people to cut it?"

He'd struck honme. "Ch, that's really good, coming fromyou, Al ejandro. Yeah, |
ook like a derelict, don't 1? | look Iike a displaced person! You know what
you | ook |ike, handsone? You | ook |ike you washed up five days after a
hurricane surge. You look |like a goddamm Cadaver." Her. voice rnse.i'l just
dragged you back fromthe brink of the grave! |I'mdressed up for committing a
fel ony, you noron!"

"You used to dress for the couture circuit, Janey."

"Once," she said. "I did a few designs, one season. Boy, you never forget."
"Your hair's been red ever since | can renenber."

"Yeah? Well, maybe | needed red hair once. Back when | was into identity
crisis.

Juanita picked at her hair for a bit, then frowned. "Let's get sonething
straight right now | know you can go back over the border if you want to.
know al |l about your scene, and | know all | wanna know about your creep-ass
little dope-snuggler friends. | can't stop you. | don't even nuch want to stop
you." She snorted. "It's just that before you check back into the

hospital -fromhell and el aborately croak yourself, | want to show you

somet hing. Ckay? | want you to see exactly what's happened to ne since the
last time we nmet.~~

Al ex considered this proposal at |ength. Then he spoke up. "Ch yeah?"

"Yeah! This car is going to take us into canp, and |I'mgoing to show you the
people that | live with. They're probably going to really hate your guts. They
didn't nuch like ne, either-not at iirst." Jane shrugged. "But they're alive



i nside, Alex. They have sonething to do that's really worth doing. They're
good people, they really are. They're the only people |'ve ever net that |
really respect.”

Alex mull ed over this bizarre news. "They're not religious, are they?"

She sighed. "No, they're not religious."

"This is some kind of cult thing, though, isn't it? | can tell fromthe way
you're tal king. You' re way too happy about this."

"No, I'mnot in a goddammed cult! Well, okay then- yes, | am The Troupe's a
cult. Kind of. But |I'm not brai nwashed. That's not the story."

Al ex parsed this statenent and filed it away. "So what's the story, then?"
"I"'min love." Juanita dug into her bag of granola. "So there's a big

di fference. Supposedly."

"You're in |ove, Janey? Really?"

"Yeah. | really am"

" You?"

"Yes, goddamm it, of course ne!"

"Ckay, okay, sorry." Alex spread his hands. "It's comng clear to ne now. |'m

starting to get it. New boyfriend doesn't |ike red hair?"

"I just stopped doing red hair. A year ago. It didn't fit anynore."

"So what does boyfriend |ike? Besides you, presunably."

"Boyfriend likes really big tornadoes."

Al ex sank into his seat.

"Hi s people are called the Storm Troupe. W hack h~eavy weather. And that's
where |'mtaking you now "

Al ex gazed out to his left. Dawn was snearing the horizon. The eastern stars
wer e bl eaching out, and |unps of dark poi sonous gray green-cedar and juni per
brush- were energing fromroadsi de darkness. Al ex | ooked back at his sister
"You' re serious about this?"

"Yep! Been hacking storns quite sone tine now " She offered himher paper bag.
"Have sone granol a.”

Al ex took the bag, dipped into it, and ate. He was hungry, and he had no
prejudi ce agai nst governnent-issue chow. It had the conplete recomended
dietary all owances and the stuff was so bland that it had never irritated any
of his various allergies. "So that's really what you're doing, huh? You chase
t hunderstorms for a living these days?"

"Ch, not for a living," she said. She reached down and clicked off the map
light, then stretched, briskly tapping her fingernails against the fabric
roof. She wore a short-sleeved shirt of undyed cotton, and Alex noted wth
vague alarmthat her freckled arns were lithe with nuscle. "That's for TV
crews, or |abcoat types. Wth us, it doesn't pay. That's the cool thing about
it. If you're in the Troupe, you just do storns.”

"Damm, Janey!"

"I like doing storms. | like it a whole lot. | feel like that's what I'mfor!"
Juani ta | aughed, |ong and hi gh-pitched and twi tchy. Al ex had never heard her

| augh like that before. It sounded |Iike the kind of |augh you had to |earn
from soneone el se

"Does Papa know about this?"

"Papa knows. Papa can sue ne. You can sue ne too, little brother. If you boys
don't like howIl'mliving, then you can both kiss ny ass!"

He grinned. "Damm, Janey."

"I took a big risk to do this for you," she told him "So | just want you to
know'-she pl aced her hand against the side of his head and | ooked into his
eyes-"I'mnot doing this for you because |I think you're cute. You're not cute,

Alex. And if you screw things up between nme and ny Troupe, then I'm finished
wi th you, once and for all."

"I never asked you to do any of this!"

"I know you didn't ask ne, but nevertheless, if you mess with me and Jerry,
then |I'm gonna break both your |egs and | eave you at the side of the road!"
Alex found it hard to take this wild threat seriously, though she was clearly
very sincere. It was the old story. As far as Alex figured it, all the trouble



he'd had with his sister in the past was entirely her own doing. She'd al ways
been the one barging into his roomto bend his arnms, break his toys, and bark
out orders. Sooner or later all their encounters ended with himprying her
fingers fromhis throat.

He, on the other hand, al nbst never tried to interfere in the near hysteria
that Juanita called her daily life. Just watching his sister go at life,
repeatedly cracking brick walls with her head, made himfeel tired.. He'd

al ways all owed her to caterwaul her way to hell in any wayshe pl eased.

Now she seened to think that she was going to run his life, since Mama was

| ong dead, and Papa on the ropes. She'd soon be di sabused of that notion.
"Take it easy," he advised her. "Your love affair, or whatever it is that

you' ve got happening now, is strictly your own | ookout. | got nothing agai nst
this Jerry character." He chuckled. "Hell, | pity him~~
"Thanks a lot. H's name's Jerry Mil cahey. Doctor . . . Gerald . . . Milcahey."

He' d never seen a look like the | ook on Juanita's face as she recited that
nane. It was |like a cross between a schoolgirl's crush and the ultravanpish

| ook of a bad actress on a Mexican soap opera. Whatever it was that had bitten
her, it had bitten her really bad. "That's fine, Janey," he said cautiously.
"I don't have any grudge against him or any of your hick weirdo friends. Just
as long as they don't try to step on ny neck."

"Well, they will step on you, Alex, and |I'masking you to put up with it. Not
as a brotherly favor to me or anything-I wouldn't ask for that-but just
because it's interesting. Really interesting, okay? And if you can manage to
stay upright for a while, you'll |earn something."

Al ex grunted. He gazed out the w ndow agai n. Dawn was becomi ng inpressive. The
Texas H gh Plains were bleak country by nature, 'but nature had packed up and
| eft sonmetime back. The stuff growi ng by the side of the road | ooked very
happy about this. They were passing kiloneter after kil oneter of crotch-high

t ough- st enmed, olive-drab weeds with nasty little flower clusters of vivid
chemi cal yellow Not the kind of hue one wanted in a fl ower sonmehow, not
inviting ot pretty. A color ort mght expect fromtoxic waste or nustard gas.
Qut beyond the roadside flowers was the coll apsed barbed-wire fencing of a
dead cattle ranch, the |ong-deserted pasturel and overrun with mesquite. They
passed the | ong dawn shadows of a decapitated oil punmp, with a hal f-dozen
rust-streaked storage tanks for Wst Texas crude, a substance now vani shed
like the auk. The invisible tonnage of drill pipe was quietly rusting deep in
the rocky flesh of the earth, invisible to any human eye, but nonet hel ess
there for the geol ogi cal ages, a snapped-off rotting proboscis froma swatted
gr eenhouse- ef f ect nmosquito.

Here and there along the highway dead windmills | ooned, their tapered tin

vanes shot to hell, their concrete cisterns cracked and dust enpty above an
aqui fer | eached to bare sandstone. . . . They'd sucked the |andscape dry, and
abandoned their mechanical vanpire teeth in place, |like the torn-off nmandi bl es
of a tick.

They'd m ned the place of everything in it that could be sold on the market;
and then they'd given up. But after that, the greenhouse rains had cone. You
could tell that the plant Iife here wasn't at all used to the kindness of
rain. The plants weren't a bit better than hunmanity, really-just another ugly,
nasty, acquisitive species, born to suffer, and expecting little. . . . But
the rain had come anyway. Now the Texas Hi gh Plains were glutted with rain,
and with rich, warm carbonated air, all under a blazing greenhouse sun. It
was Oz, for a cactus. Arcadia for mesquite. Every kind of evil weed that
stank, stabbed, or scratched was strutting its stuff |ike nouveau riche Texas
hicks with an oil strike.

Juani ta touched her nusic box.

"Can you knock it off with that Thai stuff?"

"What do you want ne to play?"

"Something a little | ess incongruous. Some kind of-1 dunno-crazed | onesone
fiddle music. Cedar flutes and bone whistles. Listening to that tropical stuff
out here in the savage booni es nakes ne feel like I'"'mlosing ny nd."



"Al ex, you don't know anythi ng about surviving out here. You need enough
i magi nation to at |east think you' re somewhere else, or the plains can really
get to you." She |aughed. "You'll get the Long Stare, brother. Just ride off

into that | andscape and kill-and-eat jackrabbits till you die. Hey, you want
to really go run?"
" Huh?"

Juanita rai sed her voice. "Charlie?"

"Yes, Juanita?" the car said.

Al ex was surprised. "Hey Janey, how cone this car calls you Juanita?"

"Never mind. Long story." She gripped his shoulder. "You buckled in tight? You
feel up to this, right? Not carsick or anything?"

Al ex patted the smart cushions beneath him "Not in a reactive seat like this

one. |1'd have better luck getting carsick on a living-roomcouch."
"Yeah, well, you're about to learn why they installed that kind of seat in
here." Juanita reached over, took the paper bag of granola fromhis |lap, saw

it was enpty, then folded it neatly and stuck it in the wai stband of her denim
shorts. "Charlie, do a |local map."
The car extruded a flexible tongue of white screen fromthe dash. A

hi gh-definition map bl ooned across the screen, topography at the meter scale.
The map flashed briefly into a conparative series of ultradetailed satellite
renditions. Juanita picked up the | oose end of the map gently, exam ned the
flickering i magery, then tapped the screen with her finger. "Charlie, see this
little hill?"

"Two thousand three hundred twelve nmeters north," the car replied, outlining
the crest of the hill in orange.

"Charlie, take us there, fast."
The car slowed and pull ed over off the road shoulder, its prow toward the
hill.

"Hold tight," Juanita said. Then the car |leaped into the air.

It got up speed in the first dozen neters, bounding, and then began to clear
the tops of mesquite trees. The car noved in a wild series of twists and

hi ssi ng pounces; it was |ike being blown through the air by jets. Alex felt
the seat's support cells repeatedly catching him rippling like the flesh of a
runni ng ani mal .

"Look at those wheels now " Juanita shouted gleefully, pointing. "See, they're
not even rolling. Hell, they're not even wheels. The spokes are smart pistons.
Feels |i ke a hovercraft, right?"
Al ex nodded dunbly.

"We're hovering on conputation. The big power drain in this car isn't the
engine. It's the sensors and the circuits that keep us fromhitting stuff

while we junp!" Juanita crowed with laughter. "lIsn't this wild? God bless the
mlitary!"

They cleared the last of the thick brush, and then the car slid unerringly up
the cracked slope of the hill, its pistons barely raising dust. Al ex could

tell fromthe eerie snoothness of the ride that the car never skipped, and
never skidded. The intelligent pads at the base of each spoke contacted the
earth with a dainty and tentative touch. Then the pistons set thenselves
firmy and punched up against the dianond hub, [ifting the car in repeated,
near-silent, precise staccato, faster than any human eye or ear could follow
It was like riding the back of a |iquefied cheetah

At the hill's crest, the car stopped gently, as if settling into tar. "Tine
for a stretch,” Juanita announced, her hazel eyes glowing with delight. She
put down the fabric top, and a norning breeze swept the now silent car. "Let's
get out."

"I got no shoes," Alex realized.

Hell, | forgot. . . . Ch well." She janmed her sock-clad feet into her unlaced
trail boots, opened the door, and stepped out al one. She shook herself
cheerfully and stretched through some kind of calisthenic routine, then gazed
across the |l andscape with one hand raised to her eyes, |like a mnor-I|eague
Sacagawea. To Alex, the view fromthe hilltop was di smally uninpressive;



clunmps of nesquite and cedar, sparse |eathery grasses, and three distant,
squalid little hills. The entire plain was anci ent seafloor, flat as the
bottom of a drained pond. The hills were tired lunps of |inmestone that, unlike
the rest of the |l andscape, had not quite coll apsed yet.

"This car nust have cost you plenty," he said.

"No, it was cheap, considering! Government tries to keep 'emrare, though
because of the security threat." The vivid glare of dawn was spilling al
across the | andscape, the orange-yellow sun too bright to | ook at. "You can
order a car like this to follow a nap top speed, to any locale. And they're
damm hard to spot, when they junp top speed cross-country, ignoring all the
roads. Wth a big truck bonb aboard, you can structure-hit |ike nobody's

busi ness."” She sniled cheerfully. "They did that a ot in the Ml aysian
resettlenment wars-this is a Malaysian attack vehicle. War surplus. O course,
they're real popular with border smugglers now " Juanita turned to face the

wi nd and ran both hands through her hair. "I think they're still technically
illegal for civilians in the U S. In sonme states, anyhow. "

"Texas?"

"Heck no, anything's legal in Texas now. . . . Anyway, Texas Rangers |ove

these cars. Cheap, fast, ignores roads-what's not to |like? The only rea
problemis the batteries. They're superconductives."

"Super conductives sure aren't cheap."

"No, and they wear Qut fast too. But they're getting better. . . . They'll be
everywhere someday, cars like this. Just for fun. A car just for fun, isn't
that a wild idea?" She strolled around the car, alnmpst on tiptoe in her big
but lightweight trail boots. "It's a nega-tasty design. Don't you |love the

| ook of it?" She patted the jointed rimof the wheel. "It's that truly el egant
design that people always use when they make things to kill each other."

She flipped open a snmall metal tool box in back, behind the passenger
conpartnent, and fished out a pair of sunglasses. The reactive | enses went
dark the noment she slipped themon. "Charlie is ny flying hell spider.

A real beauty, isn't he . . . ?2 1 love him really. . . . Except for the
goddammed hopeless military interface!" Juanita scow ed beneath her shades. "I
don't know what norons the Pentagon got to hack interface, but they should
have been choked in their bunkers!”

"You own this car, Janey?"

"Sort of," she said. "No. Not really. | wouldn't want it registered in ny
nane. ~~

"Who does own it, then?"

"It's a Troupe car." She shut and | ocked the tool box, then opened the door and
slid back into the driver's seat.

Al ex hesitated. "You know, | kind of like this car too. |I could go for one of
t hese. "
She smrked. "Right, | bet you could. . . . Charlie, let's go."

The car picked its way gently down the sl ope.
Al ex exam ned a big tuft of torn-off yellow grass enbedded in the right front
wheel hub. "You'd think you' d get really airsick, considering the acrobatics,

but it has a very smooth ride. Hell, |I've been in wheel chairs that were worse
than this."
"Yeah? Well, they designed it for very smooth. So you can sight automatic

weapons off the bunpers at full throttle. Charlie comes from commando stuff,
deat h- by-darkness tiger teans and nmilitary structure hits and all that weird
ugly crap. . . . But he sure has sone killer apps in civilian life." Juanita
ducked as the edge of a | ong nesquite branch whi pped across the w ndshield,
then she put up the roof again, with a jab of her thunb. "The Troupe used to
chase storns in old dune buggies. But we were punching the core once on an
F-4, and the hail wapped real hard, and hail stones just beat 'emto death,
dented the hoods and roof all to hell. . . . But Charlie just |aughs at

hai | st ones. "

"You must be pretty big on hail stones.™

"Hai | stones have been pretty big on ne, Alex. In Cklahoma last spring | got



caught in the open. They |eave welts on you as big as your fist."

"What's that nean, when you say 'punch the core'?"

Juanita | ooked surprised. "Well, urn . . . it means you shoot the vortex when
you' re running the drones."

"Ch," Alex said.

CHAPTER

2

71 7The vertebrae of tall transm ssion towers stenciled the horizon

Juanita's people had set up their tent conplex a kilometer fromthe hi ghway,
on a low limestone rise where they could keep a wary eye on any passi ng
traffic. Morning sunlight lit a confusion of round puffy circus tents and the
spi ked cones of white tepees.

Juanita had doze doff in the journey's last two hours, nopping up bits of
twitchy, REMriddled sleep |like a starving woman dabbi ng gravy froma pl ate.
Now Al ex watched with interest as his sister becane a different person. In the
| ast few minutes, as they'd neared the canp, she'd becone alert,

tight-nouthed, warriorly, nervous.

Juanita found a security cuff beneath the passenger seat, and she carefully
strapped it on her left wist. The cuff had a readout watch and a thick strap
of tanned, hand-beaded, hand-stitched | eather. Some of the beads were mi ssing,
and the | eather was worn and stained, and fromthe | ook on Juanita's face as
she strapped it on, Alex could see that she felt a lot better to have it back
on agai n.

Al most as an afterthought, she gave Alex a flinsy-1ooking plastic cuff, with a
cheap watch sporting an entirely useless array of confusing little orange push

buttons. "You'll wanna keep that on at all tines so you can pass in and out bf
canp," she told him

"Right. Geat."

Juanita's car rolled uphill through a |l ast stretch of sparse grass and between

a pair of electronic perineter stakes.

"What's the drill?" Al ex asked.

"I have to go talk to Jerry now. About you."

"Ch good! Let's both go have a nice chat with Dr. Jerry.~~

Juanita glanced at himin nettled amazenent. "Forget it! I've got to think
this through first, howto present the situation to him . . . Look, you see
t hose peopl e over there by the kitchen yurt?"

"By the what?"

"By that big round tent. The people with the tripod and the pulley."

"Yeah?"

"Go over there and be nice to them I'Il conme fetch you | ater when |'ve
cleared things." Juanita threw the car door open, junped out, and half trotted
toward the center of

canp.

"I got no shoes!" Alex yelped after her, but the w nd whi pped his words away,
and Juanita didn't | ook back

Al ex pondered his situation. "Hey car," he said at last. "Charlie."

"Yes, sir?" the car replied.

"Can you drive ne over to that group of people?"

"I don't understand what you nean by the term group of people.™

"I mean, twenty meters, urn, northwestish of here. Can you roll across that

di stance? Sl ow y?"

"Yes, sir, | could performthat action, but not at your command. | can't
follow the orders of any passenger without a security ID"

"I see," Alex said. "She was right about your interface, Jack. You are totally
fucked. "

Al ex searched through the car, twisting around in his seat. There was no sign



of any object renmotely shoelike. Then his eyes lit on the cellul ar phone
nmount ed on the dash. He plucked it up, hesitated over the nunmeral "1," then
speed-di al ed "4" instead.

A worman answered. "Carol here."

"Hi, Carol. Are you a Storm Trouper?"

"Yeah," the phone replied. "What's it to ya?"

"Are you presently in a canp on a hillside somewhere off the side of H ghway
208 in West Texas?"

"Yeah. That's right." She | aughed.

"Are you standing in the mddle of a bunch of people who are trying to haul
some kind of animal carcass up on a tripod?"

"No, man, I'min the garage yurt working repair on a fucked-up hi ghway
mai nt enance hul k, but | know the people you're talking about, if that's any
hel p."

"Coul d you get one of themto bring nme a pair of shoes? Size eight?"

"Who the hell are you?"

"My name's Alex Unger, I'mfresh in from Mexico and | need some shoes before
' mgonna | eave this car."

Carol paused. "Hold on a sec, Alex." She hung up

Alex settled back into the seat. After a nonent's idle~. ness, he whipped up
t he phone again and dialed Informaci dn in Matanoros. He asked for the current
alias of one of his favorite contacts and had no trouble getting through

He hung up hastily, though, in the m dst of the ensuing.conversation, as a
worman approached the car

The stranger, a black woman, had short black braids cinched with wire, over a
broad, wi ndburned, cheerful face. She | ooked about thirty-five. She wore a
paper refugee suit that had been spewed through sonebody's fulL color printer
with remarkabl e results.

The wonman handed Al ex a pair of sandals through tl K~ open door. The sandal s
were flat soles of thick dark green vinyl, with broad straps of white elastic
cloth freshly glued across the top of the foot.

"What are these?" Alex said. "They | ook |Iike shower mules.”

She | aughed. "You need a shower, kid. Put 'emon."

Al ex dropped the inmpronptu sandals on the ground and stuffed his feet into
them They were two sizes too big, but they were nore or |ess the proper shape
of his feet and seenmed unlikely to fall off. "That's not bad for two ninutes
w&r k, Carol ."

"Thanks a | ot, dude. Since you and your sister are both richer than God, fee
free to give nme several thousand dollars." Carol |ooked himover skeptically.
"Boy, you're all Jane said you were, and much, nuch nore!"

Alex let that one hang for a nmonment. "Juanita said | should stay with those
peopl e over there until she cane back."

"Then that's what you'd better do, man. But do 'ema favor and stay downw nd
of "em" Carol stepped back fromthe car. "And don't mess with our phones
anynore, okay? Peter gets real nervous when amateurs ness wi th our phones.”
"Nice to neet you," Alex said. Carol spared hima half wave as she left.

Al ex decamped fromthe car and stepped carefully across the West Texas earth.
The narrow | eafed prairie grass | ooked okay, but the sparse, pebbled ground
was scattered about with a scary variety of tiny, wire-stemmed little weeds,
al |l chockabl ock with burs and hooks and rash-raising venonous bristl es.

Al ex mnced carefully to the group at the tripod. They were busy. They had a
vel vet - horned buck up by its neck, at a pulley nounted at the junction of
three tall tepee poles. There were four of them two men in |ong-sleeved
hunter's gear, and two hard-bitten wonen in bl oodstai ned paper and trai
boots. One of the nen, the one with gl asses, had an electric rifle over his
back. They were all wearing Trouper cuffs.

"Qué pasa?" Al ex said.

"We're butchering Banbi," the second man told him grunting as he cinched off
the end of the pulley rope.

The hunters had already cut the entrails fromthe animal and dunped them



somewhere along the trail. Alex

cl osely exanmined the animal's | ean, swaying, eviscerated carcass.

The taller woman drew a bowi e knife of ice-pale ceram c and stepped up to her
wor k. She took each of the buck's dangling rear |legs in hand, then slashed out
some neaty, ill-snelling gland fromw thin the hocks. She tossed the bl oody

gl ands asi de, wi ped and hol stered her bowie knife, and fetched up a snaller

kni fe about the | ength of her thunb.

The man with the rifle gazed at Alex indifferently. "Just get in .to canp?"
"Yeah. My nane's Alex. Juanita's my sister

"Who's Juanita?" the rifleman said. The second nan silently jerked his thunb
toward the canp's central yurt. "Ch," the rifleman realized. "You nean Janey."
"You'll have to forgive Rick here," the taller woman said. "Rick prograns.”
She circled the deer's neck with a swift shallow cut, then carved straight
down its throat to the chest and out at right angles to the end of each
foreleg. She was very deft about it. Wth the help of the second worman, she
began met hodi cal ly shreddi ng the hide down over the sleek naked neat.

Al ex shook one of the tripod poles. It seenmed very sturdy. The | acquer on the
banboo was one of those nodem | acquers. "Are you planning to eat this thing?
don't think | ever ate a wild aninal before."

"You'll eat the weirdest crap in Texas when Ellen Mae's around,” said the
second nan.

"Suck it up, Peter," said Ellen Mae spiritedly. "If you don't like real food,
stick to Purina Disaster Chow " She glanced at Alex. "These m ghty hunters
don't appreciate me. Hand ne that bone saw. "

Al ex exam ned Ell en Mae's butcher tools on their bed of rawhide. He recognized
the bone saw by its long, glacier-colored, fractal edge. He stooped and picked
it up. It had a slight permanent bl oodstaining in the ceramic, and a worn
checkered grip, but its serrated teeth were every bit as sharp as freshly
broken glass. It was a beautiful tool, and one of the objects in the world one
woul d least like to be struck with. Al ex made an experinmental slash or two at
the air and was a bit surprised to see the others leap mmdiately out of his
reach.

"Sorry," he said. "Mega-tasty item" He gripped the back of the bl ade
carefully and offered Ell en the handl e.

Ellen took it inpatiently and began to saw the buck's legs oil at the knee
joints. It took her about a minute flat to do all four of them The second
worman neatly stacked the severed |inbs aside.

"Y' know, you don't |ook much like Jane at first, but I'mstarting to get the
resenbl ance,” Peter told him

"Maybe," Alex told him "Are you the Peter who does the phones around here?"
"Yeah, that's right," Peter said, pleased. "Peter Vierling. | hack towers.
Satellites, cellular coverage, the relays, that's all ny |ookout."

"Good. You and ne are gonna have to do sone business."

Peter | ooked at himw th such open contenpt that Al ex was taken aback. "After

l unch or whatever," Al ex amended. "No big hurry, man."

"You | ook lIike you need lunch, kid," said Rick the programer. "You need sone
real neat on your bones." He patted his backpack. "Got you a special treat
here. You can have Banbi's liver."

"Great," Alex said. "Banbi's lats and pecs | ook pretty chewy. . . . Any of you
guys ever try human neat ?"

"What ?" Peter said.

"I had human neat last time | was in Matanoros,
fashi onabl e now. "

"Canni bal i sn?" Ri ck sai d.

Al ex hesitated. He hadn't expected themto act so alarned. "It wasn't ny idea.
It just sort of showed up during the neal."

"I"ve heard of that stuff,"” Ellen Mae said slowy. "It's a Santeria thing."
"Well, it's not like they bring you out a big human steak," Alex demurred. "It
cones out in this little pile of cubes. On a silver platter. Like fondue. It's
a bad idea to eat the nmeat raw because of the, you know, infection risk. So

Alex said. "It's kind of



everybody cooks it on these little forks."

They were silent for a I ong nonent. The two wonmen stopped their methodica
skinning work. "What's it

iste like?" R ck asked.

"Well, not rmuch, by the tinme you get through cooking
sort of dipped "emin the fondue

and took 'emout to cool on these little fork rests. And

en we ate 'emone after another, and everybody | ooked

-really solem about it."

"Di d anybody say prayers?" said the second wonan.

"I wouldn't call 'emprayers exactly. . . . It used to be |like Santeria, |
guess, but nowit's nostly kind of a dope-trade custom A lot of those
dope-trade guys got into organ smuggling and stuff after the legalizations, so
there's lots of . . . you know .

"Spare parts around?" Peter suggested.

"This guy's bullshitting us," R ck concl uded.

Al ex said nothing. His hosts in Matanoros had told himit was human neat, but
they hadn't brought in any fresh bones or anything, so it could have just as
easily been rabbit. He didn't see nuch real difference anyway, as long as you
t hought you were eating human neat.

"It's just a border thing," he said at last. "Una cosa de la frontera."

"You really hang out with dope deal ers?" Rick said.

"I don't care about dope," Alex said. "I'minto nmedical supplies."

The four of them burst into |aughter. For sone reason this central fact of his
life seened to strike themas hilarious. Al ex concluded swiftly that he was
dealing with mentally damaged hi cks and woul d have to adjust his behavior
accordi ngly.

"Tell our friend Al ex about the special tour of the canp," Ri ck urged.

"Ch yeah," Peter said. "Y see, Alex, we get a lot of visitors. Especially in

t he peak storm season, during the spring. And we've discovered that the

easi est way to get a good overview of Troupe operations is to fly an
ultralight over the canp."

"An aircraft,"” Alex said. He glanced at Ellen and the other, shorter woman,
whose nane he had still not The two wonmen were deliberately paying a | ot of
attention to severing the aninmal's |l eft shoul der

"Ycah. W have two manned ultralights. Plus three powered parafoil chutes, but
those are for experts. You interested?"

"Never tried that before," Al ex said.

"The ultralight's got its own navigation," Peter said. "Just like a car! Only
even safer, 'cause in mdair there's no traffic and no tricky road conditions.
You don't have to lift a finger."

"Does it go really fast?" Al ex said.

"No, no, not at all."

"How about high, then? Does it go really high?"

"No, it won't take you very high, either."

"Then it doesn't sound very interesting," Alex said. He pointed at the
carcass. "What's with that weird discoloration on the shoul der bl ade? Are they
al ways |i ke that?"

"Well," Rick broke in, "it can go pretty damed hi gh, but you'd have to take
oxygen with you."

"You peopl e got oxygen?" Al ex said.

Ri ck and Peter exchanged gl ances. "Sure."

"Can | skip the tour, and just have some oxygen?"

"Wait till you see the nmachine," Peter hedged. "You're gonna want this bad,
after you see the machine."

Alex followed the pair of them across canp, stepping cautiously on the
treacherous earth. Hi s occasional curious glances up fromhis endangered feet
across canp didn't rmuch inpress him There was a nonkish air about the place,
a kind of mlitary desiccation. Four skeletal towers dom nated the canp, with
m crowave di shes, racks of spiny aerials, wist-thick wiring and cabl e gui des,

Al ex said. "Everybody



and whirling cup-shaped wi nd gauges. Three large, dirty buses were parked side
by side under a flat paper sunshade, along with three robot bikes. A tractor
with a dozer blade and a spiral ed posthol e digger had planted a set of tal
water-distillation stacks, which were dripping into a fauceted plastic
reservoir.

The three of them stopped by the curtained door of another yurt. Two nonster
wi nches flanked the entrance, with thin woven cable on notor-driven druns.
Alex followed the two nmen inside, past a thick hanging door curtain. The yurts
were quilted paper, stretched over crisscrossed expandable |attices of

| acquer ed wood. The di anond-shaped ends of these lattices were neatly and
solidly lashed together, and eight of the lattices, curved into a broad ring,
formed the yurt's round wall. Sixteen slender bent poles of |acquered banmboo
ran fromthe tops of the lattices up to a central ring, bracing the white
paper top of the done.

The paper walls flapped a bit in the constant wind, but the interior had a
surprisingly rich and pearly glow, and with its carpeted fl ooring, the yurt
seened renmarkably snug and solid and permanent. Al ex realized that the place
was a -minor aircraft hangar, all kites and keels and foaned-nmetal spars and
great bundles of reinforced sailcloth. A Trouper was at work in the place,
sitting cross-legged on a cushion am d a confusion of specialized hand tools.
He bad a gaunt weat her-beaten face and an al nost bald, freckled dome of skull,
with a few | ank strands of col orless shoulder-length hair. He wore bl ack
cotton | eotards and had a bl ackened lunp of nmetal on a rawhi de thong around
hi s neck.

"How s it goin', Buzzard?' Peter said.

Buzzard | ooked up fromhis rapt exam nation of a flexing cabled joint. "Wo's
t he geek?"

"Alex Unger," Alex said. He stepped forward across the blissfully carpeted
yurt flooring and janmmed Qut his hand.

"Boswel | Harvey," said Buzzard, surprised, dropping his eviscerated bit of
machi nery as he reached up for Alex's hand. "I hack, uh . . . | hack
ornithopters."

"Buzz, we need to boot the ultralight," Rick said

"Well, Amethyst is down," Buzzard said.

"Beryl will do," Peter said.
"Ch," Buzzard said. "Ch, okay." Al ex saw dawni ng conprehensi on spread across
Buzzard' s hooded eyes. "I can boot her fromhere, off the station." He stal ked

across the yurt and dropped into a crouch over a cabled | aptop on the floor

He flipped it open, stared at the result on the flat screen, and pecked at the
keyboar d.

Peter and Ri ak took Al ex outside to a nearby section of anchored sunshade. The
paper shelter, up on banboo poling, had its back to the wind and was firnly
pitoned to the linmestone earth. The ultralights beneath the shelter, both of
them mi ssing their wi ngs, were heavily staked down with cabling. Just in case
of sudden wi nd bursts, presumably.

Ri ck checked a set of input jacks on the notor housing while Peter

i ndustriously began assenbling the |left wing.

"I know this wing doesn't |ook too great right now, " Peter assured Al ex, "but
when it inflates it gets very aerodynamc."

"No problem" Alex nuttered.

"And check this out for safety-dianond bolts and nuts on every spar! Man, |
can remenber when we didn't have any construction dianond. | used to

t ower - nonkey around Gkl ahoma working towers for TV stations, and we had to
worry about, |ike, nechanical stress." Peter |aughed. "Sonetinmes using

di anonds to build everyday stuff seens |ike some kind of cheat! But hell, here
it is, man; if you got a resource like that, you just gotta use it."

"Yeah," Rick nused aloud, "a lot of the basic thrill went out of hardware
desi gn when di anond got really cheap.”

"Yeah," Alex offered, "I can renenber nmy nom being pretty upset about that
devel opnent." He exam ned the ultralight. The wi ngs seened absurdly | ong and



thin, but as Peter tightened their struts with a nut driver, they becane
convincingly tough and rigid. The little aircraft had a big padded bicycle
seat with foamed-netal stirrups. There was a foam padded skel etal back and
neck rest, with a sturdy |lap belt and shoul der harness. The notor and
propeller were rear-nmounted in a large plastic housing.

A controlling joystick and a rollerball were set into a plastic ridge between
the pilot's knees. "Were's the instrument panel ?" Al ex said.

"It's in the virching helmet," Peter said. "Do you do virtuality?"

"Sure. Doesn't everybody?"

"Well, it doesn't matter nuch, because you're not going to be flying this
thing anyway. It's all controlled fromthe ground.” Wth the ease of |ong
habit, Peter swabbed the interior band of the helnmet w th rubbing al cohol

t hen scrubbed the faceplate inside and out. "But take good care of this
virching hel met, because it's worth twice as much as the aircraft.”

"Twice, hell, three tinmes," R ck said. "Let ne db that, Peter." He

nmet hodi cal |y adj usted the virtuality helnet's interior webbing for Alex's

narrow skull, then set and wiggled it onto Alex's head. It felt Iike having
one's head firmy~ inserted into a |ightweight plastic bowing ball. "Now see,
i f you want a naked-eyeball |ook, the faceplate just hinges up like this.

And feel that com antenna back there? Don't snag that antenna on the
| eft-hand spar there, okay?"
"Right," Alex said. Despite Peter's al cohol scrub, the interior of the hel net
still smelled strongly of soneone else's old excited sweat. Al ex began to
settle into the nmood. There was a monentumto this situation that appealed to
him He'd always rather enjoyed having his head at the nercy of soneone else's
nmedi a system
Wth a resourceful ness that surprised hinself, he rolled up the pant |egs of
his paper suit to the knee and stuffed both his nakeshift sandals securely
into the big baggy pae per cuffs. Then he straddled the seat, barefoot, and
tried it on foi size. Wth a bit of stirrup-shifting and |linchpin work, the
seat was not too bad. "Were's ny oxygen?"
They insisted that he wouldn't really need any oxygen, but Al ex
counterinsisted with such | eaden, pigheaded enphasis that they quickly gave
in.
Rick had to confer with Buzzard by belt phone to find the dust-covered oxygen
tank. Then its mask had to be sterilized-purely a matter of routine, Peter
assured him they always sterilized any equi pnent that m ght carry strep, flu,
or TB. . . . Finally the chrone-yell ow tank was strapped neatly behind the
pilot's seat, its accordion tube draped over Alex's right shoul der, and the
mask's elastic firmy snagged at the nape of his neck
Then they rolled him snugly socketed within his plane, out of the paper
hangar. The pl ane bunped along easily on its little pipe-st¢cmundercarri age.
After rolling the plane eighty nmeters, the two Troupers faced the ultralight
into the west wind.
Ri ck turned the hel net on, and Al ex was rewarded wi th a meani ngl ess pull -down
menu of virtual instrumentation across the upper rimof his faceplate. Al ex
di nked around a bit with the rollerball and click button. The system seened to
be functional.
Fi ve new Troupers now nade their appearance, attracted by the fuss. They were
three nen, a woman, and, to Alex's surprise, a teenage boy. The boy haul ed a
hundred neters of wi nch cable out to the ultralight, and the tow ine was
snapped to the aircraft's nose. Two new guys wedged a ten-neter banboo bi pod
agai nst the nose of the aircraft.
Buzzard, lurking distantly at the door of his yurt, drewin the slack on the
wi nches until the [aunch cable thrunmed with tension
"Ready, Al ex?" Rick shouted at the side of the hel net.
"Right." Alex nodded. "Let's do it."
"Just relax, it's gonna be fine! You'll enjoy this!"
Alex flipped up his faceplate and glared at R ck. "Look, man, stop persuadi ng
me. |'m here already, okay? You got me strapped down, | got mnmy oxygen. Launch



the son of a bitch."

Rick's face fell, and he stepped back. He strode out of the way of the w ngs,
then pulled his belt phone and barked into it.

The cabl e snapped to, the bipod jamred itself in the |inestone earth, and the
aircraft was instantly catapulted skyward.

The drumreeled up with vicious, singing efficiency, and the aircraft clinbed
as steeply as a roller coaster. The cable detached and fell earthward, and the
engi ne kicked in, and Alex was in free flight.

The aircraft veered aside to avoid the guy cable on one of the |arger towers.
It then nethodically began vectoring upward, gaining height in a clockw se
spiral .

"How s it going, Alex?" Peter asked over headphones.

"Ckay, | guess," Alex said. He saw the prairie bel ow, sun-blasted straw and
pat ches of poi ~onous green, the black strap of highway, a lot of stunted
cedars clustered at a nearby draw. In the tug of wind his white paper sleeves
flapped like cheap toy flags. The metal stirrups bit at his bare soles.

Del i berately, Alex swayed back and forth in his seat. The distant ends of the
ultralight's wings dipped in response, like the ends of a seesaw, but they
soon righted thenselves in a chip-aided | oop of feedback. And the ground
beneath hi m dwi ndl ed steadily.

He was being gently juggled in midair by the hands of an invisible giant. He
was lounging in a folding chair at the parapet of a twelve-story building. If
he wanted to, he could pull the harness strap | oose, step out on a stirrup

| ean out, and drop to earth as sweet and clean as a neteor. Death was near
Death was near.

Alex flipped up his faceplate and felt the dry wind strip the sweat fromhis
cheeks. "CGo higher, man!"

"You'll notice that we have six mgjor yurts and four vehicle hangars," Peter
told him "Three of those towers are telecom and we have four snaller towers
for weather instrumentation. The bl ack gridwork over by the latrine tents is a
big patch of solar arrays.™

Al ex grunted. "Yeah, yeah."

"We're running on solar now, but the wind generators run around the clock."
"Huh

"Al'l those big white rods, staked out in a circle around the canp, are our
perimeter posts. They're notion detectors, and they've got sone security
muscle built in; you' re gonna want to be a little careful with those. W have
a set of 'em staked out by the highway too. Those big yell ow panels are
nmosquito lures. They smell just |ike skin does, but any nobsquito that |ands on
those lures gets instantly zapped."

Alex flipped his faceplate back down. He rollerballed to the nmenu bar, pulled
down a section |abeled telecom and switched to cellular. Peter vanished into
tel ephonic linbo in the midst of his tour-guide spiel

A handy phone nenu rolled down with fifteen speed-

They were thoughtful ly acconpani ed by

1 Jerry Ml cahey.
2 G eg Foul ks.
3 Joe Brasseur.
4 Carol Cooper.
S Ed Dunnebecke.
6 M ckey Ki ehl .
7 Rudy Martinez.
8 Sam Moncri ef f.
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Mar t ha Madroni ch.

Peter Vierling.

Rick Sedletter.

El | en Mae Lankt on.

Boswel | Harvey.

Joanne Lessard.

Jane Unger.

This | ooked very nuch like the Storm Troupe's idea of a digital pecking order
Al ex was amazed to see that Juanita had sonehow nmeekly settled for being
nunber fifteen

He clicked fifteen and got Juanita's voice mail, an |I'mmot-in-right-now spiel
He hung up and clicked four

"Carol here."

"It's me again. I'mnow flying over your canp."”

Carol laughed into his helneted ears. "I know, nan, word gets around."

"Carol, am|l correct in assumng that this is some kind of hick hazing ritual ?
And pretty soon they're gonna tell ne there's sone kind of terrible software
malf in this aircraft? And |I'm gonna go t hrough a whol e bunch of, |ike, crazy
barrel rolls and I mel manns and such?"

Carol was silent for a noment. "YoU don't niss nuch, for a guy your age."
"What do you think I should do? Should | act really nmacho about it? O should
| screammy head off over the radio channel and act conpletely pani cked?"
"Well, personally, | screaned bl oody nurder and threw up inside the helnet."
"Macho it is, then. Thanks for the advice. Bye."

"Al ex, don't hang up!"

"Yeah?"

"I think I'd better tell you this. . . . If you don't scream and scream a
whol e Iot, then they m ght just push the envelope on that little bird unti

its wings tear off."

"You sure have sone interesting friends,'
back to radi o channel

support the generators. And it's useful for keeping track of goats," Peter was
dr oni ng.

"That's really remarkable," Al ex assured him He switched the catch on the
oxygen nmask and pressed the mask firmy over his mouth and nose. For a noment
he thought he'd been gypped, that he'd get nothing for his effort but the dry
stink of plastic hose, but then the oxygen hit him It spiked deep into his

| ungs and bl ossoned there, Iike a sweet dense mat of cool blue fur

The paper walls of the canp dw ndl ed beneath himas the aircraft continued its
climb, spiraling up with the mathematical precision of a bedspring. As pure
oxygen flushed through himto the sharp red marrow of his bones, Alex realized
suddenly that he had found the ideal nmethod to experience the Texas High

Pl ai ns. The horizon had expanded to fantastic, planetary, soul-stretching

di mensi ons. Not hing could touch him

At this height, the air at ground | evel showed its true character. Al ex could
witness the organic filth in the | owlying atnosphere, banding the horizon al
around him It was a sepia-tinted permanent stain, a natural snog of dirts and
grits and pollens, of nolds and stinks and throat-clogging organi c spew.

By contrast, the high sweet air around hi mnow, cool and thin and
irresistible, was a bone-washing galactic ether. He felt as if it were blow ng
straight through his flesh.

In the distance, half a dozen buzzards corkscrewed down a thermal in pursuit
of earthly carrion

Al ex said. He hung up and swi tched

di al nunbers. nanes.

Peter's voice buzzed in his ears.

Al ex tugged the mask from his face. "Wat?"
"You okay, man? You're not answering."



"No. | nean, yeah! No problem It's beautiful up here! Go higher!"

"W seemto be having a little software trouble down here at base, Alex."
"Real | y?" Alex said in delight. "Hold on a sec.

He pressed the mask to his face, huffed hard at it three tines. From sone
lurking tarry mess deep within his tuberdes, blue goo suddenly fizzed like a
rack of sparklers. "Go!" he screaned.

"Hit it, man, push the envel ope!"

Peter fell silent.

The wi ngs wobbl ed, building up to a convul sion. Suddenly the craft pitched
over nose-first and headed straight toward the earth. The descent lasted five
heart-stoppi ng, gut-gripping seconds. Blood left his heart, sweat jetted
instantly fromevery pore in his body, and he felt a lethal chill grip his
arns and | egs.

Then the nmachi ne caught itself with a vicious huff of fabric and swooped
through the pit of a parabola. Alex's head snapped back agai nst the seat hard
enough to see stars, and he felt his hands and feet fill with blood from
g-forces. Great gunmy bubbles rose in his chest.

The plane soared trenbling toward the zenith.

Al ex jamed his trenbling bl ood-sausage fingers against the mask and gul ped
down fresh oxygen.

The plane was now flying upside down, piercing sone tinmeless peak of

wei ghtl ess not hi ngness. Al ex, his head swimm ng within his hel net, exani ned

t he enormous platonic spraw of blue beneath his naked feet, through eyes that
were two watery congested slits. Pulling | cose and flinging hinself into that
l[imtless wonder would be worth not one, but a dozen lives.

JANE o~~m m ~ door flap of the conmmand yurt. Inside the big tent, pacing the
carpet at the end of his thick fiber-optic |eash, was Jerry Mil cahey. Jerry's
head was encased in the Troupe's top-of-the-line virching helnet, and both his
hands were in stripe-knuckl ed data gl oves. Jerry was weari ng paper, a refugee
suit that had seen sonme road wear. His right paper sleeve, and both his paper
| egs, were covered in his pencil-scrawl ed mat hemati cal notation

As Jerry turned and paced back toward her, Jane glinpsed his bearded face

t hrough the helnmet's dark display plate, his abstracted eyes stenciled with
gently withing white contour |ines.

Jerry had ten-kilogramtraining weights strapped to each ankle, which gave him
a | eaden, swi nging tread. Jane had often seen himpace with those weights, in
mar at hon virchi ng sessions, for hours on end. Every other hour or so, Jerry
Woul d suddenly stop, deliberately pull the weights fromhis ankles, and then
strap themonto both his hairy wists.

Jane Vel croed~the yurt's doorway shut behind her, against the rising gusts of
dusty west wi nd. Then she waited, her arms folded, for her presence to
register on him and for Jerry to surface fromwhatever strange sea of
cyberspace had tangled his attention

At length Jerry's pacing slowed, and the karate chops and Bal i nese hand
gestures with the data gl oves becane a bit nore perfunctory, and finally he
glided to a stop in front of her. He pulled the bl ank-screened hel net off and
set it on his hip and offered her a big bearded snmile

"We need to talk," Jane said.

Jerry nodded once, paused, then raised his shaggy blond brows in inquiry.
Jane turned her head toward one of the two attached subyurts. "Are Sam or

M ckey in right now?"

"No. You can talk, Jane."

"Well, | went down to Mexico and | got Alex. He's here right now "

"That was quick," Jerry said. He seenmed pleasantly surprised.

"Quick and dirty," Jane told him

Jerry set his tethered hel met down on the carpet, crouched, and sat heavily
beside it. "Okay then, tell nme. How dirty was it?"



Jane sat down beside himand | owered her voice. "Well, | structure-hit the
power to the clinic, then | broke into the place when it was bl acked out, and
| found himwith a flashlight, and I carried himout on ny back."

Jerry whistled. "Dam! You did all that? W' ve created a nonster!"”

"I know that was a really stupid thing to do, but at least it was over in a
hurry, and | didn't get caught, Jerry. | didn't get caught, | got him Qut, and
| aced it!" She shivered, then | ooked into his eyes. "Are you proud of nme?"

"I guess," Jerry said. "Sure | am | can't help it. Wre there w tnesses?"

"No. Nobody knows, besides you and me. And Carol and Greg, they know, but
they' Il never tell. And Leo, of course.”

Jerry frowned. "You didn't tell Leo about this little escapade, did you?"

"No, no," Jane assured him "I haven't been in contact with Leo since he found
Alex for me." She paused, watching his face carefully. "But Leo's snart.

know Leo rmust have figured out what | was up to. | could tell that nuch, just
fromthe E-mail he wote nme."

"Well, don't figure out Leo anynore,” Jerry said. "You don't know Leo. And
don't want you to know Leo. And if you ever do get to know Leo, you'll be very

sorry that you did."

She knew it would annoy Jerry if she pushed, but she had to push anyway. "I
know you don't trust Leo, and neither do |I. But you know, he's been very

hel pful to us. It can't have been easy to track Alex. Leo didn't have to do
that for ne, just because he's your brother. But he did it anyway, and he
never asked you or ne for anything in return.”

"My brother is a spook, and spooks are professionally affable,"” Jerry said
"You' ve got what you needed now. Let Leo al one from now on. Your brother's one
thing, but ny brother's another. It's bad enough that your no-good brother's
shown up in canp, but if ny brother ever arrives here, then all hell wll
break | oose."

Jane smled. "Y know, Jerry, it does nme a lot of good to hear you say that. In
a very sick, paradoxical way, of course.”

Jerry grimaced and ran his hand over his sandy hair. He was | osing sonme of it
in front, and the virching hel met had mashed the sides down over his ears,
like alittle boy's hair. '""Famly is a nightmare. ~~

"I"'mwth you," Jane said. She felt very close to himsuddenly. Fanily
troubles were one of their great comonalities. It had been good of himto
agree to let her brother into the Troupe, when she'd been so frank about

Al ex's shortconings. She was sure that Jerry woul d never have done such a
thing for anyone el se. She was being stupid and reckl ess and troubl esonme, and
Jerry was letting her do it, as a kind of gift. Because he | oved her

"We gotta think this through, some," she told him "The Troupe's not gonna
like this much. Alex is no star recruit, that's for sure. He has no skills.
And not nuch education. And he's an invalid."

"How sick is he? Is he badly off?"

"Well, 1've always thought Al ex was nine tenths malingerer, at heart. Dad's
dropped thousands on him but never pinned down what's wong with him But I
can guarantee he's not contagious."

"That's sonething, at least."

"But he does get bored, and touchy, and then he gets these spells. They're
pretty bad, sonmetines. But he's always been like that."

"No one stays with the Troupe who can't pull weight," Jerry said.

"I know that, but | don't think he'll stay for long. If he doesn't run off by
hi nsel f, then the Troupe'll throw himout after a while. They're not patient
people. And if there's a way to nake trouble here, Alex will probably find
it." Jane paused. "He's not stupid."

Jerry silently drumred his fingers on his papered knee.

"I had to do this, because he's my little brother, and he was in really bad
trouble, and | felt sure he was going to die." Jane was surprised at how nuch
it hurt her to say that, at how nuch real pain and sense of failure she felt
at the thought of Alex dead. She'd resented Alex for as long as she could
renenber, and in rescuing him she'd thought she was doi ng sonething tiresone



and famlial and obligatory. But at the thought of Al ex dead, she felt a sl ow
burn of deep unsuspected enotion, a tidal surge of murky grief and panic. She

wasn't being entirely frank with Jerry. Well, it wasn't exactly the first
tine.
She took a breath and composed herself. "I've just dragged Al ex out of the

mess he was in, but I wish | could be responsible for him But | can't. |
believe in the work here. You know | believe in the work, and |I do what | can
to help. But now I've done sonething that really doesn't help the Troupe.

just brought you a big load of trouble. I'"msorry, sweetheart."

Jerry was silent.

"You're not angry with me, Jerry?"

"No, I'mnot angry. It is a conplication, and it's not helpful. But it's
simple, if you can let it be sinmple. As far as |'m concerned, your brother is
just like any other wannabe. He pulls his weight here, or out he goes."

She sai d not hi ng.

"W throw people out of the Troupe every season. It's ugly, but it happens. If

it happens to your brother, you'll just have to accept that. Can you do that
for me?"
She nodded slowy. "I think so.

That earned her one of Jerry's looks. "You'd better tell ne that you can do
that, Jane. If you can't, then we'd all be better off if |I threw himout right
now. "

"Al'l right," she said quickly. "I can do that, Jerry."

"Maybe Al ex can measure up. We'll give Alex his chance." Jerry stood and
fetched up his helnmet |efthanded, dangling it by one strap

Jane stood too. "I'mnot real hopeful, but maybe he can do it, Jerry. If
you'll back hima little."

Jerry nodded. He swung up his helnet at the end of its strap and caught it in
his other hand. "I'mglad you' re back. You picked a good time for it. W' ve

got a show for your little brother. Tonmorrow it's gonna break | oose al ong the
dryline from here to Anadarko."

"Wonderful! At last!" Jane junped to her feet. "lIs it mega-heavy?"

"It's not the F-6, but the midlevel stream has serious potential. W' re gonna
chase spikes."

"Ch that's great!" She | aughed al oud.

A shadow appeared at the door of the yurt. It was Rudy Martinez, fromthe
garage. Rudy stood flatfooted, visibly sorry to interrupt. Jane ai ned her
brightest smle at him wanting himto know that |ife would go on, the Troupe
was movi ng, she'd aced another one.

Jerry nodded. "Wat's up, Rudy?"

Rudy cleared his throat. "Just tuning up for the chase . . . Wat's with the
malf in Charlie's right front hub?"
"Ch hell,"” Jane said. "Hell hell hell . . . Take nme there, Rudy, we can fix

that, let's go see.™

ALEX WAS SrITINGin a flaccid plastic bath with a trickling sponge on his
head. He was in the back of the hangar yurt, where Peter and Ri ck had dragged
him after pulling him unconscious, fromthe seat of the ultralight.

Buzzard, severed fromall things earthly by his virching hel met, crouched on
his cushion in the yurt's center. He was nethodically putting his
renote-control ornithopters through their paces, in preparation for the chase
to cone.

Carol Cooper sat on the floor near the tub, nethodically stitching a set of
carpal tunnel wist supports out of tanned deerskin.

"You think | could have sone nmore water in here?" Alex said. "Muybe |like a
coupl e hundred cc' s?"

Carol snorted. "Dude, you're damm lucky to draw what you got. Mbdst days we
wash in, like, four tablespoons. Wen we wash, that is."

A Trouper in bright yellow D saster Relief paranmedi cal gear entered the yurt,



circled around the oblivious Buzzard, and handed Carol a plastic squeeze
bottl e and a paper pack of antiseptic gloves. "I brought the sheep dip."
"Thanks, Ed." Carol paused. "This is Alex."

"Yo," Alex offered, sketching out a half salute

Ed gave Alex a long gaze of silent nedical objectivity, then nodded once and
left.

Al ex plucked the sponge fromhis head and began to dab at his arnpits. "I take
it you folks aren't real big on bathroom privacy."

"BEd's a medic," Carol told him "He was checking you out here earlier, when
you were flat on your back and covered with barf." Carol conpared her | eather
cutout to a pattern displayed on her laptop screen, then deftly nicked away
anot her sliver with her pencil knife. "There's never nuch privacy in canp
life. If we Troupe types want to have sex or somnething, then we sneak into one
of the tepees and nove some of the storage crap out of the way. O if you
want, you can drive out way over the horizon and toss a bl anket over sone
cactus." Carol put her leather stitchwork aside and hefted the squeeze bottle.
"You feel okay now, Al ex?"

"Yeah. | guess so."

"You're not gonna pass out again, or anything?"

"I didn't 'pass out,'" Alex said with dignity. "l just was really getting
deeply into the experience, that's all."

Carol let that ride. "This stuff is heavy-duty antiseptic. Kind of a del ousing
procedure. W& have to do this to all the wannabes now, ever since a staph
carrier showed up at canp once and gave us a bad set of boils."

"I"ve had staph boils." Al ex nodded.

"Well, you never had staph like that stuff; it was |like one of the plagues of
Egypt . "

"I'"ve had Guatemal an Staph IVa," Alex told her. "Never heard of the Egyptian
strains before."

Carol pondered himfor a |long nmoment, then shrugged and let it go. "I've got
to wash you down in this stuff. It's gonna sting a little."

"Ch good!" Alex said, sitting up straighter. The flaccid canmp bath swashed
about inits thin nmetal frame, and the pathetic dribble of water in the bottom
didits best to slosh. "Y know, Carol, it's really good of you to take so nuch
tine for me."

That's okay, man. It's not everybody | know who can throw up blue goo." She
paused. "l did nention that you have to clean out the helnmet later, right?"
"No, you didn't mention that. But |I'mnot real surprised to hear it."

Carol tore the paper pack open and pulled out the thin plastic gloves. She
drew themon. "This stuff stings some at first, but don't panic. You don't
need to panic unless you get it in your eyes. It's pretty tough on nucous
nmenbr anes. "

"Look, stop nmaking excuses and just pour it in the goddammed sponge," Al ex
said, holding it out.

Carol soaked the sponge down with the squeeze bottle and enptied the rest into
the tub. Alex began to lather hinmself up. The slithering soapy concoction
wasn't bad at all-kind of a pleasantly revolting nedical peppermnt.

Then it began to acid-etch its way into his skin.

Alex gritted his teeth, his eyes watering, but deliberately made no sound.
Carol watched himwith an interesting nx of conpassi on and open pleasure in
his suffering. "Blood will tell, huh, Alex? | swear to God | saw your sister
get exactly that sanme expression on her face. . .. Cose your eyes tight, and
"Il do your back and scal p.

The sharp gnawi ng edge of the antiseptic faded after a nonent, in Carol's

st eady scrubbing and the bl ood-col ored darkness of his own closed eyelids, and
he began to feel nerely as if he were being | aundered and drastically
over bl eached. The anti septic was doi ng sonething very peculiar to the caked
sweat, sebum and skin flakes at the roots of his hair. Great netropolitan
swarns of his native bacteria were perishing in mcroscopic anguish.



Carol all owed himanother dribble of clean water then, enough to rinse his
hair and free his eyes. He was nore than cl ean now. He was cl eaner than he
ever wanted to be again. He was scorched and snoking earth.

Juanita chose this nmonment to storm headlong into the yurt, in boots, shorts,
T-shirt, and a pair of big griny work gl oves, her square jaw set with fury and
her hair knotted in a kerchief. She had to pause in mdrush to skip her way
over the fiber-optic trip wires of Buzzard's networked | aptops. "A ex!" she
yelled. "Are you all right?"

He | ooked up mildly. "Did you bring a towel ?"

"I heard those bastards stunted you until you fainted!" She stopped short at
his tub. She glanced at Carol, then back at him "Is that true?"

"I like ultralights,” he told her. "They're interesting. Get out of ny

bat hroom "

Carol burst into laughter. "He's okay, Jane."

"Well, they were wong to do that! If they'd hurt you, I'd have . . . well,
you shoul d have told themthat you were never supposed to-" Juanita broke off
short. "Hell! Never nmind. W've got to chase storns. We've got to calibrate.”

She threw t he back of one work glove to her sweating forehead. "Never mnind

Al ex, just for nme, please, try and stay out of trouble for ten goddamn
m nut es, okay?"
"I"monly doing what you wanted me to do," Al ex pointed Qut, exasperated.
"Can't we discuss this while you're having a bath?"
"Alex, don't drive nme crazy!" Juanita stared at him "l guess you're okay
after all, huh . . . ? Y know, you don't |ook half so bad now You're stil
ki nda pal e and airsick |ooking, but you do ook a |ot better clean.”
Stung, Alex switched to their chil dhood household Spanish. "Listen to ne, al
of the world will be nore happy when you get away from ne, and stay away from
nme!"’
Juanita | ooked startled. "What? Sl ow down." She shook her head. "Never nmind,
get it. Ckay, |'mleaving. Have it your way." She turned to Carol, frowning.
"Peter and Rick! |I'mgonna think up sonething special for Peter and Rick."
Carol pursed her lips. "Be nice, Janey."
"Yeah, right, sure.” Juanita left the yurt.
Alex waited until his sister was well out of earshot. "She sure hasn't changed
much," he said. "How do you people put up with that crap?"

"Ch, for us, she's an asset," Carol assured him "I l|ike Jane! | always |iked
her. 1 liked her even when she first showed up in the flicking linmo! I'mone
of your sister's big partisans.”

"Huh," Alex said. "Well, that's your |ookout, | guess." He rinsed his arns,

then gazed around the yurt. "How | ong does it take around here before us lowy
wannabes are actually given real clothes?"

"Well, that's your |ookout, dude. Maybe | could be persuaded to cut-and-paste
you a paper suit that would fit you a little better." Carol shrugged. "But
you'll have to pull sonme weight for me, in return. Wat are you good at?"
"What do you nean?"

"I mean what do you hack?"

Al ex thought it over. "Well, I"'mpretty good at ordering weird stuff with
charge cards. If | can get an encrypted phone line, that is."

Carol's eyes narrowed. "Huh."

THERE WASN' T MJUCH wong with Charlie. He had what was known in the trade as a
vegetable jam A whip-thin [ ength of West Texas briar had managed to work its
way into the fullerene grease around the right front axle, and had been
liquefied into a burned-caranel goo. Jane fetched and carried for Geg and
Rudy for a while, dismunting and remounting Charlie, running diagnostics off
the ol der Pursuit Vehicle Baker, and trying to panper the di nosaur-like

al cohol - bur ni ng Dune Buggy Able. As tinme ticked on, though, and the two
experi enced nechanics worked their way into the finer tol erances, she could
sense their patience with her amateuri sm beginning to wear.



Jane took sonme time then to work on the maintenance hul k, one of the
dirt-stupid nmachines that the state of Texas used to keep up its county roads.
The Troupe sonetines nmade a little noney working repair on busted state
robotry, and it kept themin a better air with sheriff's deputies and the
Texas Rangers. Qut in West Texas, official repair yards were very few and far
bet ween, and worse yet, for some reason, the |locals seemed to dote on
structure-hitting hi ghway machi nery. The hulk in their shop had

been put out of its misery by a fusillade of twenty-four shots from a deer
rifle.

Jane followed the repair coaching of a state-governnent on-line expert system
for about an hour, extending Carol's wel d-and-glue work, till she hit sone
tangled wiring she didn't feel conpetent to hack

She left the garage yurt. The wind was picking up, pulling a tangl ed pennant
of mesquite snmoke fromthe vent hole in the donme of the kitchen. Wth the
approach of evening, the dry wind off the continental uplands had ripped the
nmorni ng' s curmul us to desiccated shreds-the dryline was pushing east.

Jane stepped into the comand yurt-no sign of Jerry there-and stepped into its
| eft annex, the telecomoffice.

She picked up a spare | aptop between the silent hel meted heads of M ckey

Ki ehl, the Troupe's network sysadnmi n, and Sam Moncrieff, Jerry's

nmet eor ol ogi cal disciple. She logged into the Troupe's own | ocal net, then onto
the federal SESAME Net.

First, a quick scan of the satellite view It |ooked very tasty. Half of Texas
was swanped under a classic springtime gush of suffocating danp stratus from
the @ul f of Mexico.

She scrolled north. So far, 2031 did not seemto be shaping up as an El N fo
year, which was sonmething of a rarity, lately. The high mdcontinental jet
stream was nore or |ess behaving itself, doing sone nildly odd and tortuous
things at the rimof a cold front over |owa.

Jane ki cked out of satellite view and into SESAVE s conpl ex of ground-Ievel
Doppl er Lidars. She saw at once what Jerry had neant about the midlevel |oca
jet. Along the edge of the torpidly encroaching danp there was a great fl at

ri bbon of spew, down around San Antonio it was choppi ng the advanci ng stratus
into a mass of roller bars.

M ckey's voice energed fromthe | aptop's speaker. "Wat do you think, Jane?"
She gl anced over at M ckey. M ckey sat on the carpet, his gloved hands gently
pawi ng the air, his head and face hidden in his personal virching helnet. The
side of his helmet was logo'd with the peeling enbl em of a nocking-bird
perched on a lightning bolt. It struck Jane as a little odd that a guy sitting
three steps away from her woul d network a vocal signal over fiber-optic

wi ring, when he mght have just lifted his faceplate and started tal king. But
that was M ckey all over.

She clicked patiently through three | evels of pull-downs into a vocal - chat
node and |l eaned into the laptop's dorky little inset mke. "Well, Mckey, |
think if that mdlevel local jet inmpacts the dryline, we are gonna have
vorticity to burn.”

"Me too," Mckey offered tinnily. The m ked acoustics inside his helnet were

exactly like the bottomof a barrel. "Are you chasing tonorrow?"

"OfF course |'mchasing, man, | always do pursuit!"

"Well, SESAME has two dead rel ays south of Paducah, we're either gonna have to
route around 'emor get our own relay ~

"Hell," Jane said. "Stupid structure-hit vandals, | hate those people!" She
peered into her laptop screen. "Well, it looks to ne like it'll break well

sout h of Paducah, though. Wat do you think, Sanf"

Sam Moncrieff lifted his faceplate and gazed at her in total distraction
"Huh? Did you just say sonethi ng?"

She paused. "Yeah, | did. Were's it gonna break?"

Samcircled his gloved hand three times in the air, stabbed out with his
forefinger. "Stonewall County. Boom "

"Dam near right on top of us," Jane said.



Sam s freckled face was the picture of satisfaction. "Jerry doesn't often
mss." He shut his faceplate again with a snap

A piece of groupware now took it upon itself to hunt Jane down on the | oca
Net and nake its presence known. Jane was rather proud about the groupware. It
was the only groupware she'd ever install ed-ever seen, even-that actually
wor ked, in the sense that it genuinely hel ped a group nanage rather than
slowy driving its users bughouse. Unfortunately the code was cryptware-it
reencrypted itself every goddamm month and demanded a payoff before

unfreezi ng-but she kept up the | ease out of

her own pocket, even though paying actual noney for code was an archaic pain
in the ass.

Jane fed the groupware a couple of clicks. It opened up

- It was Jerry's assignments.

Calibration Tonight 2100 HQ Yurt

11 Mar 2031
ABLE: G eg Foul kes, Carol Cooper.
BAKER: Rudy Martinez, Sam Moncrieff.

cHAlUlE: Rick Sedletter, Jane Unger.
AFRODROMVE muci c: Boswel i Harvey. Martha
Madr onth, Al ex Unger.

RADAR Bus: Peter Vierling, Joanne Lessard.
NAVI GATI ON, SUPPCRT JEEPS: Joe Brasseur

BACKUP TEAM El |l en Mae Lankton, Ed Dunnebecke
Jeff Lowe.

N~rwont coo~i ~: M ckey Ki ehl

NOWCASr ER:  Jerry Mikahey.

ABLE team departs 0630 to plant nonitors along stormtrack and cover the north
fl ank. RADAR BUS departs 0700 to deploy kite relays and cover Paducah hol e
around SESAME Net. BAKER departs 0800 to pursue midnmorning towers on |eft

fl ank. AERCDROME crew departs behind dryline 0900 for chaff |aunch and
ornithopter virching. CHARLIE departs approx 1200 to pursue secondary
propagati on towers

So she was riding with Rick. How lovely. It |ooked as though Al ex woul d be
crammed into the back of the aerodrone truck. If Al ex thought that stunting an
ultralight was hairy, he'd learn otherwise if Buzzard virched himin an
ornithopter to punch the core.

A tinny ringing came fromJane's laptop. In unison, Sam and M ckey both yanked
the virching helmets fromtheir heads. "Goddamm it!" M ckey said, massagi ng
his ears. "I wish she'd stop doing that!"

Sam | ooked rueful, clinmbing to his feet. "Wen Ellen Mae wants you to eat,
you' d better devirch and go eat, and that's all there is to it."

"I wish she'd use sonething el se besides a chuckwagon

triangle at fifty decibels, man."

Jane smled silently. It was good to be able to pull network weight for good
old Ellen Mae.

CHAPTER

Al ex clinmbed out of five



| evel s of conplex nightmare to find someone kicking his ribs. He gazed up for
a long, deeply dazed nmonent into the conical funnel of a tepee, then focused
on a tall, bony young woman | oom ng at the side of his sleeping bag.

"Hey, Medicine Boy," she said. She was sharp-nosed and bright-eyed and wearing
a sleevel ess nmulti pocketed jacket and jeans.

"Yeah," Al ex croaked. "H ."

"I"m Martha, renenber? You're s'posed to be on our chase team Get up, dude.”
"Right," he nuttered. "Were's the sauna?" Martha smiled thinly. She swung out
one long arm her fingertips |acquered black. "The latrines are over that
way." Her arm swung again fromthe shoulder, |ike the needl e of a conpass.
"The truck's chargin' up by the solar rack. You got ten mnutes." She left the
tepee, leaving its flap hanging open to a malignant burst of norning glare.

Al ex sat up. He'd slept all night, naked inside a padded cloth bag on a big
round floor mat of bubbl epak. The bag itself was old and dusty and torn, and
he was pretty sure that two people in a doubtful state of cleanliness had
spent a lot of tine having sex in it. As for the bubblepak, it was clearly a
stuff of deep unholy fascination for Storm Troupers. To judge by what he'd
seen so far, the Troupe spent half their lives sprawing, sitting, and

sl eepi ng on carpet-covered bubbl epak, big blisterwads of condomthin but

rawhi de-tough translucent inflated film Bubbl epak was one of the basic

el ements of their nomad's cosnps: Bubbl epak, Paper & Sticks; Chips, Wre, &
Data; Wnd, Couds, & Dirt. He'd just spent the night inside a rolled-up tepee
cone of polynerized recycled newsprint, a thing of paper and sticks and
string, like something a little kid m ght make with tape and sci ssors.

Al ex clanbered slowy to his feet. H's knees shook, and his arns and back were
sore; the bones of his spine felt |ike a stack of wooden napkin rings. He had
a mnor lunp on his head that he didn't renenber receiving.

But his lungs felt good. Hs lungs felt very good, amazingly good. He was
breathing. And that was all that mattered. For the first tine in at |least a
year, he'd spent the entire night, deeply asleep, w thout a coughing fit.

VWhat ever vile substance he'd received in the lung enema, and what ever

m sgui ded quack doctrine had guided the clinica staff, the treatnent had
nonet hel ess worked. The street runors that had gui ded himwere true: the sans
of bitches in Nuevo Laredo actually had sonethi ng workabl e. He wasn't cured-he
knew full well that he wasn't cured, he could sense the sullen reservoirs of
baffl ed sickness lurking deep in his bones-but he was much better. They had
hacked hi m back, they had patched hi mup, they had propped himon his feet.
And just in tine to have himstol en away.

Al ex | aughed aloud. He had rallied; he was on a roll again. It was very

wel come; but it was very strange.

Al ex had had spells of good health before. The | ongest had been a solid ten
nmont hs when he was seventeen, when the whole texture of his |life had changed
for a while, and he had even considered going to school. But that little dream
had broken |ike a bubble of blood, when the blight set its flshhooks into him
again and reel ed himback gasping into its own world of checkups, injections,
bi opsi es, and the sickbed.

Hs |latest siege of illness had been the worst by far, the worst since his

i nfancy, really. At age eighteen nonths, he had al nost coughed to death. Al ex
didn't remenber this experience, naturally, but his parents had nade
twenty-four-hour nursery videotapes during the crisis. Alex had |ater

di scovered those tapes and studi ed them at | ength.

In the harsh unsparing light of Texas norning, Al ex stood naked by his
battered sl eepi ng bag and exam ned hinself, with a care and clarity that he'd
avoi ded for a while.

He was past thin: he was emaci ated, a stick-puppet creature, all tendon and
bone. He was close to gone, way too close. He'd been neglectful, and carel ess.
Car el ess-because he hadn't expected to emerge fromthose shadows again. Not
really, not this time. The clinica had been his [ ast hope, and to pursue it,
he had cut all ties to his famly, and his famly's agents. He'd gone
underground with all the determ nation he could nanage-so far underground that



he didn't need eyes anynore, the kind of deep dark underground that was the
functional equivalent of a grave. The hope was just an obligatory |ong shot.
In reality, he'd been quietly killing off the | ast few weeks of |ease on his
wor n-out carcass, before the arrival of the final wecking ball.

But now it appeared he was going to live. Sonmehow, despite all odds, he'd
gotten anot her | ease extension. That wasn't very much to rely on, but it was
all he'd ever had:

and if it lasted awhile, then he could surely use the tine.

The Trouper canp mght be good for him The air of the High Plains was thin
and dry, cleaner sonehow, and |ess of a burden to breathe.

Alex felt particularly enthusiastic about the Troupe's oxygen tank. Most of
the doctors of his experience had been a little doubtful about his habit of
sneaki ng pure oxygen. But these Troupers weren't doctors; they were a pack of
fanatical hicks, with a refreshing lack of any kind of propriety, and the
oxygen had been | ovely.

Al ex clinbed quickly into his baggy paper suit and zipped it up to the neck
Let the stick puppet disappear into his big paper puppet costunme. It wouldn't
do for the Troupers to dwell on his nedical condition. He couldn't describe
them as bl oodthirsty or sadistic people; they |acked that crimnal, predatory
air he'd so often seen in his determned slunmrng with bl ack marketeers. But
t he Troupe did have the stony gaze of people overused to death and killing:
hunters, ranchers, butchers. Thrill freaks. Euthanasia enthusiasts.

Al ex put on his new shoes-the sane nakeshift plastic soles as yesterday, but
trimmed closer to the shape of his foot, with a seaned-paper glued-on top, and
a paper shoe tongue, and a series of reinforced paper |lace holes. If you
didn't |ook hard, Carol Cooper's constructions were practically actua

cl ot hes.

Al ex tottered squinting across the canp and into the peaked latrine tent. The
Troupe's lavatory features were sinplicity itself: posthol es augered about two
meters down into the rocky subsoil, with a little framework seatl ess canp
stool to squat on. After a prolonged struggle, Alex rose and zipped his drop
seat back in place, and | ooked for the aerodrome truck

Buzzard and Martha's tel epresence chase truck was a | ong white w de-bodi ed
hardt op, spined all over with various species of antenna. It had a radar unit
clanmped to the roof, in a snowwhite plastic done. Buzzard was topping off the
batteries with a trickle of current fromthe solar array; Mrtha Madroni ch had
t he back doubl e doors open and was stowi ng a collapsed ornithopter into an
interior wall-nounted rack.

"CGot any water?" Al ex said.

Mart ha stepped out of the truck and handed Alex a plastic canteen and a paper
cup. Martha linmped a bit, and Alex noticed for the first time that she had an
artificial foot, a soft flesh-colored prosthetic with dainty little joints at
the ankles and toes, in a black ballet slipper

Al ex poured, careful not to touch the paper cup to Martha's possibly

i nfectious canteen rim and he gul ped

thirstily at the flat distilled water. "Not too rmuch,"” she cautioned him

He gave the canteen back and she handed hi ma dense wedge of

cor nneal - and-veni son scrappie. "Breakfast." Al ex nmunched the m nceneat wedge
of fried deer he art, deer liver, and dough while he slowy circled the truck.
The truck had two bucket seats in front, with dangling earphones and eye
goggl es Velcroed to the fabric roof, and an inpressive arsenal of radio,
radar, mcrowave, and tel ephone equi pnent bolted across the dash.

"Where do | ride?" he said.

Mart ha pointed to a cubbyhole she'd cleared on the floor of the truck, a
burrowed nook ami d a nass of packed equi pnent: big drawstring bags, a pair of
plastic tool chests, three bundl es of strapped-down spars.

"Ch yeah," Alex said, at length. "Luxury."

Mart ha sniffed and ran both bony hands through her bl ack-dyed hair. "W'l

nest you down in sonme bubbl epak, you'll do okay. We don't do any rough
cross-country stuff. Us tel epresence types always stick close to the



hi ghways. "

"You'll have to nove when we pull that chaff bag," Buzzard warned.

Al ex grunted. Buzzard unrolled a flattened sheet of bubblepak, fit it to a
pal msi zed battery air punp, and inflated it with a quick harsh hiss and
crackl e.

Mart ha wadded t he bubbl epak hel pfully into the hole, then clinmbed back out.

Al ex's cheap cuff emitted a | oud hour chinme. Martha glanced at her wist, then
back up at Al ex again.

"Aren't you calibrated?" she said.

"Sorry, no." Alex lifted his wist. "I couldn't figure out how to set the
clock on this thing. Anyhow, it's not a real Trouper cuff like yours, it's
just ny sister's cheap wannabe Trouper cuff."

Mart ha sighed in exasperation. "Use the clock in the laptop, then. Get in,
man, tine's a-wastin'." She and Buzzard went to the front of the vehicle and
clinbed in.

The truck took off downhill, hit the highway, and headed north. It drove
itself and was very quiet. Besides the thrumof tires on pavenent, the |oudest
sound in the truck

was the crinkling of Al ex's bubbl epak and paper suit as he el bowed bags aside
and settled in place.

"Hey, Medicine Boy!" Buzzard said suddenly. "You like that ultralight?"
"Loved it!" Alex assured him "My |life began when I met you and your

machi nery, Boswell."

Buzzard snickered. "I knew you liked it, man."

Al ex spotted a gray |aptop under Boswell's driver seat and snagged it out. He
opened it up, and placed the clock readout in the corner: 12 May, 2031

9:11: 46 4. M~ Then he started grepping at the hard di sk. "Hey Buzzard, you got
the Library of Congress in here," he said. "N ce nachine!"

"That's the 2015 Library of Congress," Buzzard said proudly.

"Real | y?"

"Yeah, the one they released right after the data nationalizations," Buzzard
said. "The whol e on-line works! The conplete set, no encryptions, no
abridgments! They tried to recopyright a lot of that stuff, after the

i npeachrents, y' know. "

"Yeah, |ike the government could get it back after doing that," Al ex sniffed.
"You' d be surprised how many | osers just gave back that data!" Buzzard said
darkly. "Sent federal cops out to raid the universities and stuff . . . Mn

you'll get ny Library of Congress when you pry ny cold dead fingers off it!"
"I see you've got the 2029 rel ease of the Library in here too.

"Yeah, 1've got nost of that one . . . there's sone pretty good new stuff in
that '29 release, but it's not like the classic 2015 set. | dunno, you can say
what you want about the State of Emergency, but the Regine had sone pretty
dang good ideas about public domain."

Al ex opened the 2015 Library, screened up a visualization of its data stacks,
zi pped down randomy through its cyberspace architecture through three orders
of fractal magnitude, and punched at randominto a little creamyell ow cube.
The thing unfolded |ike the usual origam trick and he found hinsel f gazing at
a full-color digital replica of an illunmi nated twelfth-century French
manuscri pt.

It was al most always |ike that when you screwed around with the Library. He'd
hamrered away in the Library on occasion, when absolutely sick of cable

tel evision, but the way he figured it, the big heap of electric text was way
overrated. There were derelicts around who could fit all their material
possessions in a paper bag, but they'd have a cheap |aptop and sonme big chunk
of the Library, and they'd crouch under a culvert with it, and peck around on
it and fly around in it and read stuff and annotate it and hypertext it, and
then they'd cone up with sonme pathetic, shattered, crank, |oony, paranoid
theory as to what the hell had happened to themand their planet. . . . It

al nrost beat drugs for turning smart people into human w eckage.

Al ex | ooked up fromthe screen, bored. "What do you hack, Martha?"



"I hack kites," she told him "Balloons, chaff, ultralights, parafoils

Chutes are ny favorite, though. | like to structure-junp."

"You do structure hits, Martha?"

She whirled in her seat to glare at him "Not structure

hits, you noron! Structure junps! | don't blow things up! I

just clinb up on top of things when the wind is right, and

junp off themw th a parachute.™

"Ch. | get it. Sorry." Alex thought about it. "What kinda things d you junp

of f, Martha?"

"Bridges are pretty good," she said, relaxing a bit. "Muntains are great.

Urban skyscrapers are mega-cool, but you have to worry about, like, private

security guards and stupid city cops and noron straight civilians and stuff.
The cool est, though, is really big transm ssion towers."

"Yeah?"
"Yeah, | like the really big antique ones w thout any construction dianmond in
"em" She paused. "That's how | lost ny foot."

"Ch. Right. Ckay." Al ex nodded repeatedly. "How d soneone |ike you cone to
join the Storm Troupe?"

Mart ha shook her head. "I'Il give you sone advice, little dude. Don't ever ask
peopl e that."

Fair enough. Alex retreated back into the | aptop screen

They drove on. Every ten mnutes Buzzard and Martha would stop to trade

| aconi c updates with the Trouper base canp, or parley with Geg and Carol in

t he Dune Buggy Able, or send some side-of-the-nouth remark to Peter and Joanne
in the Radar Bus. Their traffic was all acronynms and in-jokes and jargon

Every once in a while Martha would scraw a quick note in grease pencil on the
i nside of the windshield. Wen Alex's cuff chinmed again, she took it off his
wist, fixed it brusquely, and handed it back

After a long hour on the road, Buzzard began nmethodically ghawing at a | ong
strap of venison jerky. Martha started picking her way daintily through a
little drawstring bag of salted sunflower seeds, tongue-flicking her chewed-up
seed hulls through the hal f-open passenger w ndow. Al ex had a strong
stomach-he could read text off a laptop in a nmoving vehicle wi thout any trace
of headache or notion sickness-but at the sight of this, he shut his | aptop
and his eyes, and tried to sleep a bit.

He | ounged hal f-awake for a while, then he sank with unexpected speed and

i npetus into a deep healing doze. A nonth's worth of narcotic-suppressed REM
sl eep suddenly rose fromhis bl oodstream s sedi nents and seized control of his
frontal |obes. Vast glittering tinsel sheets of dream whi pped and rippl ed past
his inner eye, hyperactive visions of light and air and speed and

wei ght | essness.

Alex came to with a start and realized that the truck had stopped.

He sat up slowy in his nest of bubblepak, then clinbed out the open back
doubl e doors into sinmrering, eye-hurting, |ate-norning sunlight. The Troupers
had | eft the hi ghway and worked their way up a scarcely used dirt track to the
top of alowflat hill. The hill was one of the limestone rises typical of the
regi on, a bush-spattered bunmp in the | andscape that had tried and failed to
becone a nesa

However, the hill had a respectably sized relay tower on it, with its own
concr et e- enbedded sol ar array and a small w ndowl ess cenent bl ockhouse.
Buzzard and Martha had parked, and they'd |laced a section of blue fabric to
the side of the truck's roof. They were stretching the fabric out on a pair of
sticks to forma sunshade veranda.

"What's up?" Al ex said.

Buzzard had slung a long narrowbilled black cap over his bal ding noggin, the

base of its bill resting on the outsized nose bridge of a pair of insectile
mrrorshades. "Well," he allowed, "we'll put up a relay kite on sone co-ax,
boot the packet relay, try and tap in on this tower node . . . and then naybe

[ aunch a couple ornithopters.”
"You can go back to sleep if you want,"” Martha of fered.



"No, that's okay," said Al ex, rubbing his eyes. He envied Buzzard the

sungl asses. They were a matter of survival out here.

Al ex shook the stiffness out of his back and gazed over the | andscape, shadi ng
his eyes right-handed. This had once been cattle country, of a sort; never
thriving, but a place you could squeeze a living from if you owned enough of
it. Alex could trace the still-lingering ligature scars of rusted and
col | apsed barbed-wire fencing, old scal pel -straight incisions across the
greenly flourishing wild expanses of bunchgrass and grana and needl e grass and
weed. Since the mass evacuations and the |ivestock die-offs, nuch of the
abandoned pasturel and had grown up in nmesquite.

Here, however, the nesquite was nysteriously dead:

brown and | eafl ess and twi sted, the narrow | inbs peeling | eprous rotten gray
bark. Stranger yet, there was a broad path broken through the dead nesquite
forest, a series of curved arcs like the stanping of a gigantic horseshoe. The
dead forest was scarred with ragged, overlapping capital Cs, sone of them half
a kilometer across. It |ooked as if sonebody had tried to set a robot
bul | dozer on the pasture, to knock the dead wood down, but the dozer bad
suffered sonme weird variety of major software mal f.

"How cone all those nesquite trees are dead down there?" he said. "Looks like
her bi ci de. "

Mart ha shook her head. "No, dude. Drought."

"What the beck kind of drought can kill a nesquite tree?"

"Look, dude. If it doesn't rain at all, for nore than a year, then everything
dies. Mesquite, cactus, everything. Everything around this place died, fifteen
years ago."

"Heavy weat her," Buzzard said sonberly.

Mart ha nodded. "It | ooks pretty good right now, but that's because all this
grass and stuff came back from seed, and this county has been getting a | ot of
rain lately. But man, that's why nobody can live out here anynore. There's no
water |eft underground, nothing left in the aquifer, so whenever a drought
hits, it hits bad. You can't water your stock, so the cattle die of thirst and
you go broke, just like that." Martha snapped her fingers. "And you sure can't
farm 'cause there's no irrigation. Anyway, those new style genetic crops with
t he chl orophyll hack, they need a | ot of steady water to keep up those
super - production rates."

"I see," Alex said. He thought it over. "But there's plenty of grass grow ng
wild Qut there now. You could still make sone noney if you drove cattle back
and forth all over the rangeland, and didn't keep 'emall confined in one
ranch. "

Mart ha | aughed. "Sure, dude. You could cattle-drive "emup the old Chisolm
Trail and slaughter '"emin Topeka, just like the old days, if they'd let you.
You're not the first to think of that idea. But there's no free range anynore.
The white man still owns all this |and, okay? The range war is over, and the
Comanches lost big tine."

"But the land's not worth anything to anybody now," Al ex said.

"It's still private property. There's still a little bit of noney in the
m neral rights and oil rights. Sonetines bi omass conpani es cone out and reap
of f the brush, and turn it to gasohol and feedstocks and stuff. It's all in

state courts, all absentees and heirs and such, it's a god-awful ness."
"We're trespassing right now, " Buzzard announced.

"Legal |y speaking. That's why the Troupe's got its own | awer."

"Joe Brasseur's a pretty good guy, for a lawer,"” Martha allowed tolerantly.
"He's got friends in Austin."”

"Ckay," Alex said. "I get it with the legal angle. So what happened down there
with the bull dozer? Sonebody trying to clear off the pasturel and?"

Mart ha and Buzzard traded gl ances, then burst into | aughter.

"A bul l dozer." Buzzard chuckl ed. "Wat a geek. A bulldozer. This kid is the
tenderfoot dude wannabe geek of all tine!" He clutched his shaking ribs bel ow
his black cotton mdriff.

Mart ha pounded Buzzard's back with the flat of her hand. "Sorry," she said,



controlling her smrk. "Boswel|l gets like this sonetinmes. . . . Alex, try and
i magi ne a big wind, okay? Areally, really, big wind."

"You're not telling me that's a tornado track, are you?"

"Yeah, it is. About five years old."

Alex stared at it. "I thought tornadoes Just flattened everything in their
path."
"Yeah, an F-4 or F-5 will do that for sure, but that was a little one, naybe

F-2, tops. Those curves in the damage path, those are real typical. They're
called suction spots. Alittle vortex that's inside the big vortex, but those
suction spots always pack the nost punch."

Al ex stared downhill at the broken path through the dead nesquite. He could
understand it now those overl appi ng G shaped marks were the scars of sone
narrow spi ke of savage energy, a scythe enbedded in the rimof a bigger wheel
sl ashing through the trees again and again as the funnel cycled forward. The
twi ster had pulled dead trees apart and left their |inbs as nmangl ed, dangling
debris, but the lethal suction spot had splintereened everything it touched,
snappi ng trunks off at ground level, ripping roots up in dense shattered nats,
and spewi ng branches aside as a wooden sal ad of chunks and mat chsti cks.

He licked dry lips. "I get it. Very tasty . . . did you see this happen? D d
you chase this one, back then?"

Mart ha shook her head. "W can't chase '"emall, dude. We're after the big
ones."

Buzzard lifted his shades, w ped tears of |laughter, and adjusted the cap on
his sweating scalp. "The F-6," he said, sobering. "W want the F-6, Medicine
Boy. "

"Are we gonna find an F-6 today?" Al ex said.

"Not today," Buzzard said. "But if there's ever one around, Jerry can find it
for us." He stepped into the back of the truck

Alex stared, neditatively, at the twister's scarred track. Mrtha edged cl oser
to himand | owered her voice. "You' re not scared now, are you?"

"No, Martha," he said deliberately. "I"mnot afraid."
She believed him "I could tell that about you, when they were stunting you in
the ultralight. You're like your sister, only not so . .. | dunno ... not so

flicking classy and perfect."

"Not the words I'd have chosen," Alex told her

"Well, about the F-6," Martha confided quickly, glancing over her shoul der
"The thing is-it's virtual. There's never been any actual F-6 tornado in the
real -life atnmosphere. The F-6 only lives in Jerry's math sinul ations. But when
the F-6 hits, the Troupe will be there. And we'll docunent it!"

Buzzard emerged fromthe truck with a | ong bundl e of spars and cloth and a

thi ck spool of kite cable. He and Martha set to work. The kite was made of a
very unusual cloth: like watered blue silk with flat plastic laths half-nmelted
into the fabric. The plastic had an enbedded grid of hair-thin ribs of wring.
The two Troupers took such loving pride in assenbling their box kite that Al ex
felt quite touched. He felt a vague urge to photograph them as if they were
et hnic exotics doing sone difficult fol k dance.

When t hey' d popped and snapped and wedged the box kite's various spars and
crossbars into place, the kite was two neters wide. Martha had to steady it

wi th both her hands-not because of its weight, which was negligible, but
because of its eagerness to catch the w nd.

Buzzard unreeled its cable then. The kite string | ooked very rmuch |ike

ol d-fashi oned cabl e-tel evision |ine. Buzzard anchored the kite's double guy
wires to a specialized collar on the end of the cable, then carefully screwed
the cable's end jack onto a threaded knob on the center of one holl ow spar

The kite suddenly leaped into eerie life and shook itself |ike a panicked
pterodactyl. "Yo!" Buzzard cried. "Didn't you check the diagnostics on this
sucker ?"

"It's a bad boot, man," Martha yelled, her slippers skidding in the dust as
she fought the kite. "Power-down!"

Buzzard junped in the back of the truck and hit keys on the kite's |laptop. The



kite went dead again.

"Smart cloth,” Martha expl ai ned, shaking the kite with a m x of fondness and
annoyance. "Smart enough to screw up bad sonetines, but it's got lift
potential right off the scale.”

"She's a good machi ne," Buzzard hedged, rebooting the kite and patiently

wat ching the start-u p progressing on the screen. "On a good day, you can
float her off the thermal froma canp stove."

The kite canme to |ife again suddenly, thrumming like a drunmhead. "That's nore
like it," Martha said. She carried the kite into the |light prevailing breeze.
Buzzard cl anped the kite's spool to the rear bunper of the truck and wat ched
as Martha drew | ine out a dozen nmeters. "Go!" he yelled, and Martha threw the
big kite with an overhand heave, and it | eaped silently into the sky.

The kite paid out line on its spool, with deft little self-calculated reelings
and unreelings, until it caught a faster wind. It took on height quickly then
with deliberate speed, arcing and rearcing upward, in a neat set of airborne
hal f parabol as.

"Smart cloth,"” Alex said, inpressed despite hinself. "That is very sweet

how many nmegs does she carry?"

"Ch, just a couple hundred," Buzzard said nodestly. "It doesn't take much to
fly a kite."

Mart ha then took it upon herself to hack the ceranic bl ockhouse of the tower.
The tower's stolid, w ndow ess bl ockhouse | ooked practically indestructible,
an operational necessity in an area practically abandoned. Al ex had not seen
any wastel and structure vandals yet: word was that the major gangs had been
ruthl essly tracked and exterm nated by hard-ridi ng posses of Texas Rangers.
He' d been assured, though, that there were still a few structure vandal s
around: |ooters, scavengers, burglars, hobbyist lunatics fromout of the
cities. They tended to travel in packs.

Mart ha established that the relay tower belonged to a bank: it was an

el ectroni c-funds-transfer cell. The fact that the cell was out in the niddle
of nowhere suggested that the funds under transference were not entirely of a
state-sanctioned variety. She then began the tedious but |argely automated
process of figuring out howto use it for free. Alnost all networks had sone
di pl omatic recognition of other networks, especially the public-service kinds.
If you brought up the proper sequence of requests, in the proper shelter of
network identity, you could win a smaller or greater degree of free access.
In the meantinme, Buzzard took out his ornithopters. These were hol | ow boned
wi nged flying drones with clever foamed-netal joints and a hide of individual
bl ack plastic "feathers." The three om thopters could easily pass for actua
buzzards at a distance. Provided, that is, that one failed to notice their
thin extrudabl e antennas and their naked, stripped-metal heads, which were

bi nocul ar vi deo-cans spaced at the wi dth of human eyes.

It took a lot of conputational power to manage the act of w nged flight. Like
nost buzzards, the omithopters spent nuch of their tine passively soaring,

wi ngs spread to glide, the algorithmic chips in their wired bellies half shut
down and nerely sipping power. Only when they hit real turbulence would the
"thopters begin to outfly actual birds by an order of magnitude. The machi nes
| ooked frail and dainty, but they were hatchlings of a mlitary technol ogy.
Wth the ease of long habit, Buzzard hooked the first ornithopter's breastbone
to the notched end of a long throwing stick. He preened the nmachine's

feat hered wi ngs back, then ran forward across the hilltop with the |ong
hoppi ng steps of a javelineer and flung the machi ne skyward with a two-handed
over -t he-shoul der whip of his arns.

The ornithopter caught itself in mdair with a distantly audible whuff of its
wi ngs, wheel ed aside with dainty conputational precision, and began to clinb.
Buzzard swaggered back to the rear of the truck, his throwing stick bal anced
over his shoulders and his long floppy hands draped over it. "Fetch ne out
another birdie," he told Al ex.

Al ex rose fromhis seat on the bunper and dinbed into the truck. He detached
the second ornithopter fromits plastic wall clips and carried it out.



"What's that really big bundle next to the wheel well?" Al ex said.

"That's the paraglider," Buzzard said. "W won't be using it today, but we
like to carry it. In case we want to, you know, fly up there in actuality.”
"I't's a manned paraglider?"

"Yeah. "

"Well, I want to fly it."

Buzzard tucked the bundl ed ornithopter in the crook of his armand pulled off
hi s sungl asses. "Look, kid. You got to know sonethi ng about flying before you
can ride one of those. That thing doesn't even have a notor. It's an actua
glider, and we have to tow it off the back of the truck."

"Well, I'"'mgane. Let's go."

"That's cute," Buzzard said, grinning at himwith a flash of yellow teeth.
"But your sister would get on ny case. Because you would fall right out the
sky, and be a bl oody heap of roadkill."

Al ex considered this. "I want you to teach ne, then, Boswell."

Buzzard shrugged. "That's a big weight for ne to pull, Medicine Boy. Wiat's in
it for me?"

Al ex frowned. "Well, what the hell do you want? |'ve got noney."

"Shit," Buzzard said, glancing uphill at Martha, still hard at work accessing
the tower. "Don't let Martha hear you say that. She hates it when people try
to pull rnoney stuff inside the Troupe. Nobody ever offers us nmoney who's not a
geek wannabe or a goddamm tourist." Buzzard

stal ked away deliberately, hooked his second bird to the throwi ng stick, and
flung it into the sky.

Alex waited for himto return and handed himthe third flier fromthe truck.
"Why does Martha have to know?" he persisted. "Can't we work this out between
us? I want to fly."

"' Cause she'd find out, man," Buzzard said, annoyed. "She's not stupid! Janey
used to throw noney around, and you shoul da seen what happened. First nonth
Janey was here, she and Martha had it out in a major mega-scrap.”

Al ex's eyes wi dened. "What?"

"It was a brawl, man! They went at it tooth and nail. Scream n', punchin',
knocki ng each other in the dirt-2- man, it was beautiful!" Buzzard grinned, in
happy renini scence. "I never heard Janey screamlike that! Except when she and

Jerry are gettin' it on after a chase, that is."

"Holy cow," Alex said slowy. He netabolized the information. "Wo won?"
"Call it a draw," Buzzard judged. "If Martha had two real feet, she'd have

ki cked Janey's ass fer sure.

Mart ha' s skinny but she's strong, man, she can do those clinber's chin-ups
forever. But Janey's big and sturdy. And when she gets real excited, she just
goes nonlinear. She's a wild woman. ~~

"Jerry let themfight like that?" Al ex said.

"Jerry was out-of-canp at the time. Besides, he wasn't actually fucking Janey
back then; she was just hangi ng around the Troupe, trying to buy popularity.
She was being a pain in the ass. Kind of |ike you' re being right now "

"I noticed Jerry took Jane a lot nore seriously after that fight, though,"
Buzzard nused. "Got her started on the weight training and stuff . . . Kinda
shaped Janey up, | guess. She acts better now | don't think Martha woul d want
to tangle with her nowadays. But Martha's sure not one of Janey's big fans."

Al ex grunted.

Buzzard pointed into the back of the truck. "See those deck chairs? Set 'em up
under the sunshade."

Al ex dragged the two coll apsi bl e deck chairs out of the truck. After prol onged
study of their slack fabric supports and sw ngi ng wooden hi nges, he managed to
assenbl e them properly.

Buzzard | aunched his third ornithopter, then retreated into the cab of the
truck. He enmerged with a tangle of goggles, headphones, his |aptop, and a pair
of ribbed data gl oves.

Buzzard then collapsed into his reclining chair, slipped on the gloves, the



goggl es, and the phones. He propped his el bows on the edge of the chair,

ext ended his gloved fingers, wggled the ends of them and vani shed from human
ken into hidden nysteries of aerial telepresence.

Mart ha returned and col |l apsed sweating into the second deck chair. "Wat a
nmega- hassl e, nman, banks are the nost paranoi d goddamm networks in the

uni verse. | hate banks, man." She shot Alex a narrow glare of squinting anger
"l even hate outlaw banks."

"Did you get through?" Al ex said, standing at her el bow

"Yeah, | got through-1 wouldn't be sitting here if | didn't get through! But I
didn't pull nuch real use out of that tower, so we're gonna have to depend on
that relay kite or we'll be droppin' packets all over Wst Texas." She
frowned. "Jerry's gonna give us shit when he sees how we ran down the
batteries."

"You'd think they'd at |east give you some of their solar power," Alex said.
"It just goes to waste otherw se."

"Only a fuckin' bank would want to sell you sunshine," Martha said bitterly.
Al ex nodded, trying to please. "I can hear those racks humming from here."
Martha sat up in her chair. "You hear humi ng?"

"Sure," Alex said

"Real low? Electrical? Kind of a throbbing sound?"

"Well, yeah."

Mart ha reached out and poked the virch-blind Buzzard between the ribs. Buzzard
junped as if gun-shot and angrily tore off his goggles and phones.

"Hey, Buzz!" Martha said. "Medicine Boy hears The Hum "

"Ww, " Buzzard said. He got up fromhis chair. "Here, take over." He hel ped
Mart ha out of the chair and into his own. Martha began w ping the phones down
with a little attached Vel cro pack of antisePtic tissues.

Buzzard fetched up his shades and cap. "Let's get well away fromthe truck,
dude. Cnon with ne."

Al ex foll owed Buzzard as they picked their way down the western slope of the
hill, down the dirt track. Of in the distance, a broken |line of squat grayish
cl ouds was lurking on the horizon. The approaching violent stormfront, if
that was indeed what it was, |ooked surprisingly uninpressive.

"Still hear the hun?" Buzzard said.

"slo."

"Well, listen."”

Alex strained his ears for half a silent mnute. Insect chirps, a feeble
rustle of wind, a fewdistant bird cries. "Maybe. Alittle."

"Well, | hear it," Buzzard said, with satisfaction. "Mst people can't. Martha
can't. But that's the Taos Hum"

"What's that?"

"Real low, kind of a wobbling sound . . . about thirty to eighty hertz. Twenty
hertz is about as |ow as human hearing can go." He spread his arns.
"Sourceless, like it's all around you, all around the horizon. Like an

ol d-fashi oned notor, or a fuel-burning generator. You can only hear it when
it's really quiet."

"I thought it was the solar rack."

"Sol ar racks don't hum" Buzzard told him "They hiss a little, sonetines.
"Well, what is it?"

"They call it the Taos Hum 'cause the first reports cane out of New Mexico
about fifty years ago," Buzzard said. "That was when the first real greenhouse
effects starting kicking in. . . . Taos, Santa Fe, Al buquerque

then parts of Florida. Y know, Jerry was born in Los Al anos. That's where
Jerry grew up. He can hear The Hum "

"I still don't understand what it is, Boswell."

"Nobody knows," Buzzard said sinply. "Jerry's got sone theories. But The Hum
doesn't show up on instruments. You can't pick up The Humw th any

m cr ophone. "
Al ex scratched his stubbled chin. "How d'you know it's really real, then?"
Buzzard shrugged. "\Wat do you mean, 'real'? The Hum drives people nuts,



sonmetines. |Is that real enough for ya? Maybe it's not a real sound. Maybe it's
some di sturbance inside the ear, some kind of resonant power harmonic off the
bott om of the ionosphere, or something.

Sone peopl e can hear the northern lights, they say; they hear 'emsort of hiss
and sparkl e when the curtains nove. There's no explanation for that, either
There's a | ot we don't understand about weather." Buzzard clutched the | unp of
bl ackened netal on the | eather thong around his neck. "Alot, man."

They stared silently at the western horizon for a | Qg nonent. "I'm sendi ng
the "thopters out to scan those towers," Buzzard said. "They're gonna break
the cap by noontine."

"You don't happen to have a spare pair of those shades, do you?" Al ex said.
"This glare is killing nme."

"Naw, " Buzzard said, turning back toward the truck. "But | got sone spare
virching goggles. | can put you under 'emand patch you in to the 'thopters.
Let's go."

They returned to the truck, where Martha was renmptely wapped in flight.
Buzzard rummaged in a tool kit, then produced a pair of calipers. He neasured
t he di stance between the pupils of Alex's eyeballs, then | oaded the paraneters
into a laptop. He pulled spare goggl es and phones fromtheir dustproof plastic
wrap and sterilized themwith a swab. "Can't be too careful with virching

equi prent, " he remarked. "People get pinkeye, swimer~s ear . . . in the city
arcades, you can get head lice!"

"I got no chair," Alex pointed Qut.

"Sit on sone bubbl epak."

Al ex fetched his bubbl epak nmat and sat on it, sweating. There was a faint hot
wi nd fromthe southeast, and he couldn't call it danp, exactly, but sonething
about it was suffocating him

A |l anky nosquito had | anded unnoticed on Martha's virch-blinded arm and was
filling its belly with blood. Al ex thought of reaching over to swat it, then
changed his m nd. Martha probably woul dn't take a swat on the armall that
wel I .

"Here ya go," Buzzard said, handing himthe goggles. "Tel epresence is kind of
speci al, okay? You can get some real somatic disturbance, 'cause there's no
body sensation to go with the nmovenent. Especially since you won't be
controlling the flight. You'll just be riding shotgun with me and Mart ha,

ki nda | ooki ng over our w ngs, right?"

"Right, | get it."

"I'f you start getting virch-sick, just close your eyes tight till you feel
better. And for Christ's sake, don't puke on the equipnent."”
"Right, | get it, no problem "™ Alex said. He hadn't actually thrown up during

his ultralight experience. On the contrary: he'd coughed up about a pint of

bl ue goo fromthe pit of his lungs, then passed out from oxygen

hyperventil ation. He thought it was wi ser not to nmention this. |If they thought
it was nmerely vomt, so nuch the better

Al ex slipped the goggles on and stared at two tiny television screens, a
thunb's width fromthe surface of his eyes. They were input-free and
cybernetic blue, and the display had seen sone hard use; the left one had a

Il ight pepper sprinkling of dead black pixels. He felt sweat beading on his
goggl e- snot hered eyel i ds.

"Ready?" came Buzzard's voice fromthe distant |inbo of the real world. "I'm
gonna | eave the earphones off awhile so we can tal k easier

"Yeah, okay."

"Remenber, this is going to be a little disorienting.”

"Wl d you just shut up and do it, man? You people kill nel"

VWhite |ight snapped onto his face. He was hal fway up the sky, and flying.

Alex inmredi ately | ost his bal ance, pitched over backward, and thunked the back
of his head onto the hard plastic of the truck's rear tire.

Eyes wi de, he squirned on his back with his shoul ders and heels and flung out
both his arms to enbrace the drifting sky. He felt both his arms fall to the
bubbl epak with distant thuds, |ike severed butcher's neat.



He was now soaring gut-first through space. The ground felt beautifully solid
beneath his back, as if the whole weight of the planet was behind hi mand
shovi ng. The outline of distant clouds shimrered slightly, a hallucinatory
perceptual crawl . Conputational effects; when he | ooked very closely, he could
see tiny dandruff flakes of pixel sweeping in swift [ittle aval anches over the
variants in color and light intensity.

"Ww, " he nuttered. "This is it. Mega, nega heavy .

Instinctively, he tried to nove his head and gaze around hinsel f. There was no
tracking inside the goggles. The scene before him stayed rock steady, wel ded
to his face. He was nothing but eyeball, a numbed carcass of anputated

everyt hing. He was body-free.

He heard the squeak of the |awn chair as Buzzard settled into his own rig.

"You're on Jesse now," Buzzard said. "I'Il switch you onto Kelly."
The scene blinked off and on again, flinging himelectronically from machi ne
to machi ne, like a soundl ess hamrer bl ow between the eyes.

"We're gonna clinmb now," Buzzard announced. The machi ne began fl appi ng
soundl essly, with slow wenching dips in the imagery.

"W want to get up to the cap," Buzzard said. "That's where the action is
ri ght now "

"G me t hose headphones
over just one ear."
Buzzard handed hi mthe headphone rig and Al ex adjusted it by feel. The

ear phones had a little attached mouth mi ke, a foam blob on a bent plastic
stick. Under his funbling blind fingers, Alex's head felt unexpectedly huge
and ungainly. His head felt |ike sonmebody else's head, like a big throw pillow
uphol stered i n scal p.

Wth his ears secured beneath the pads of the earphones, Al ex suddenly felt
The Hum agai n, buzzing and tickling at the edge of his perception. The Hum was
flowi ng right through him some creepy runbling transacti on between the rim of
outer space and planetary magma currents deep bel ow. He strained his ears-but
the harder he tried to hear The Hum the |less there was to perceive. Al ex
decided that it was safer not to believe in The Hum He pulled the pad off his
left ear. No nore Hum Good

Then he began to hear the keening wind of the heights. "W got ourselves a
storm situation," Buzzard announced, with satisfaction. "Wat we got, is two
air masses ma scrap. You listening, Al ex?"

"Yeah. "

"That line of cloud dead ahead, that's the cutting edge of sone danp hot air
off the culf. It's wedging up a front of hot dry air com ng off New Mexi co.
That dry air aloft- we're conming into that right nowthat's the cap. R ght now
it's suckin' steamoff the tops of those cunmulus towers and strippin' 'emoff
flat."

Al ex understood this. He was gazing down across the tops of clouds,
approachi ng themunsteadily on flapping digital wi ngs. The clinbing, bubbling
sides of the heap were the nornmal cauliflower |unps, but the flattened tops of
the towers |l ooked truly extraordinary: great rippling plazas of turbul ent
vapor that were being sinmultaneously boiled and beaten

The drone fought for nore height for a while, then veered in a | ong panorama

Al ex demanded, stretching out one arm "I'Il put 'em

across the growing squall line. "See how ripped up it |ooks, way up here?"
"Yeah. "
"That cap is working hard. It'Il push all that wet air back today, west to

east. But to work like that is costing it energy, and it's cooling it off

some. Wen it cools, it gets patchy and breaks up. See that downdraft there?
That big clear hole?"

"l see the hole, nman."

"You learn to stay away frombig clear holes. You can lose a lot of height in
a hurry that way. " The drone skirted the cavernous blue downdraft, at a
respectful distance. "Wen these towers underneath us build up enough to erode
t hrough the cap and soar up right past us, then it's gonna get |oud around
here.”



The drone scudded suddenly into a cloud bank. The goggl es swathing Al ex's eyes
went as white and bl ank as a hospital bandage. "CGotta do sone hygroneter

readi ngs inside this tower," Buzzard said. "W'Ill put Kelly on automatic and
switch over to Lena . . . whoops!"
"The flying I like," Alex told him "It's that switching that bugs ne."

"CGet used to it." Buzzard chuckled. "We're not really up there anyhow, dude."
The machi ne call ed Lena had already worked its way past the line of cloud,
into the hotter, drier air behind the advanci ng squalls. Seen fromthe rear
the cloud front seenmed much darker, nore tornented, sullen. Al ex suddenly saw
a darting needle of aerial lighting pierce through four great nmounds of vapor
dying instantly with the nuffled gl ow of a distant bonb burst.

Thunder hammrered at his right ear, under the earphone.

Mart ha's voi ce suddenly sounded, out of the sane ear. "Are you on Lena?"
"Yeah!" Al ex and Buzzard answered simultaneously.

"Your packets are getting patchy, man, |I'm gonna have to step you down a

| evel . "

"Ckay," Buzzard said. The screens clanped to Alex's face suddenly went
percepti bly grainier, the cascading pixels slowi ng and congealing into little
bl ocks of jagginess. "Ugh," Al ex said.

"Laws of physics, man," Buzzard told him "The bandwi dth can only handle so
nmuch. "

Now, belatedly, Alex's clear |left ear-the one outside the headphones-heard a
sudden muffled runble of faraway thunder. He was hearing in stereo. His ears
were ten kiloneters apart. At the thought of this, Alex felt the first
rippling, existential spasm of virch-sickness.

"We're running instrunents off these 'thopters too, so we gotta cut back on
screen clarity sonetines," said Buzzard. "Anyway, nost of the best cloud data
is the stuff a human eye can't see.”

"Can you see us fromup here?" Alex asked. "Can you see where our bodies are,
can you see where we're parked?"

"W're way ahead of the squall line," Buzzard told him bored. "Now, over
there south, lost in the heat haze

-that's where the base canp is. | could see the canp right now, if | had good

tel escopics on Lena. | did, too, once- but that 'thopter caught a stroke of
lightning, and fried every chip it had . . . a goddamm shane."

"Where do you get that kind of equiprment?" Al ex said.

"Mlitary surplus, nostly . . . depends on who you know. "

Al ex suddenly felt his brain becom ng radically overstuffed. He tore his
goggl es of f. Exposed to the world's sudden air and glare, his pupils and
retinas shrank in pain, as if ice-picked.

Al cx sat up on his bubbl epak and w ped tears and puddl ed sweat fromthe
hol I ows of his eyes. He | ooked at the two Troupers, a-sprawl on their |ounge
chairs and indescribably busy. Buzzard was gently flapping his fingertips.
Mart ha was groping at enpty air like a denented conjurer.

They were conpletely helpless. Wth a rock or a stick, he could have easily
beaten them both to death. A sudden surge of deep unease touched Al ex: not

fear, not nausea either, but a queer, primtive, transgressive feeling, like a
superstition.
"I'm. . . I'mgonna stay out for a while," Al ex said. "Good, make us sone

|l unch," said Buzzard.

ALEX MANAGED THE |unch and ate his share of the rations too, but then he

di scovered that Buzzard and Martha woul dn't give himenough water. There
sinply wasn't water to spare. It took a while for this to fully register on
Al ex

-that there just wasn't water, that water was a basic constraint for the
Troupe, something not subject to negotiation

The Troupe had an el ectric condenser back in canp that would pull water vapor
fromthe air onto a set of chilled coils. And they had plastic distillery



tarps too; you could chop up vegetation and strew it in a pit under the tarp
and the transparent tarp would get hot in the sun and bake the sap out of the
chopped-up grass and cactus, and the tarp's underside would drip distilled
water into a pot. But the tarps were clunsy and sl ow. And the condenser
required a ot of electrical energy. And there just wasn't nuch energy to
spar e.

The Troupe carried all the solar racks that they could nmanage, but even the
finest solar power was weak and feeble stuff. Even at high noon, their nopdest
pat ches of captured sunshine didn't generate nuch electricity. And sonetines
the sun sinply didn't shine.

The Troupe al so had wi nd generators-but sometinmes the wind sinmply didn't bl ow
The Troupe was starving for energy, thirsty for it, and watchful of it. They
were burdened by their arsenal of batteries. Cars. Trucks. Buses.

O nithopters. Conmputers. Radios. Instrunentation. Everything guzzling energy
with the inplacable greed of machi nes. The Troupe was always running in the
red on energy. They were al ways creeping hunbly back to civilization to
recharge a truckload of their batteries off some municipal grid.

Energy you could beg or buy. But you couldn't hack your way around the

absol ute need for water. You couldn't replace or conpress water, or live on
virtual water or sinulated water. Water was very real and very heavy, and a
ot of trouble to nake. Sonetimes the Troupe captured free rainwater, but even
a rainy year in West Texas never brought very much rain. And even when they
did catch rainwater, they couldn't ship nmuch water with them when t hey noved
t he canp, and the Troupe was al ways noving the canp, chasing the fronts.

It was sinmple: the nore you wanted to acconplish, the I ess you had to drink
Now Al ex understood why Buzzard and Martha lay half-collapsed in their sling
chairs beneath their sunshade, the two of themtorpid as lizards while their
eyes and ears flew for them Sweat was water too. Civilization had been killed
in West Texas, killed as dead as Arizona's Anasazi cliff-dweller Indians,
because there just wasn't enough water here, and no easy way to get water
anynor e.

Al ex stopped arguing and foll owed the | ead of Buzzard and Martha by steadily
tucki ng scraps of venison jerky into his nouth. It kept his saliva flow ng.
Sonetimes he could forget the thirst for as long as ten mnutes. They'd

prom sed hima few refreshing mouthfuls every half hour or so.

The wind fromthe east had died. The smart kite's wiring, once taut and

angul ar, now hung in the sky in a listless swaying curve. The wi nd had been
snothered in a tense, gelatinous stillness, a deadly cal mthat was baki ng
greased sweat fromhis flesh. The runbles of distant western thunder were

| ouder and nmore insistent, as if something just over the horizon were being
clumsily denolished, but the unnatural cal maround the aerodrome truck seened
as still and solid as the snothering air in a bank vault.

Al ex squatted cross-1egged on his bubbl epak, mechanically chewi ng the cud of
his veni son jerky and w pi ng sweat back through his hair. As the heat and
thirst and tension mounted, his paper suit was becom ng unbearabl e.

The suit's white, plasticized, bakery-bag sheen did help with the heat sone.
It was a clever suit, and it worked. But in the final analysis, it didn't
really work very well. Hi s spine was puddled with sweat, and his bare buttocks
were adhering nastily to the drop seat. H s shoul der bl ades were caught up
short whenever he | eaned forward. And the suit was by far the | oudest garnent
he had ever worn. In the tense stillness, his every novenent rustled, as if he
wer e diggi ng el bow deep through a paper-recycling bin.

Al ex stood up, peeled the suit's front zip down, pulled it down to his waist,
and crudely belted it around his mdriff with its dangling white paper arns.
He | ooked truly awful now, pallid, skeletal, heat-prickled, and sweaty, but
the others wouldn't notice; they were virch-blind and muttering steadily into
their m kes.

Al ex | eft the sunshade and wal ked around the truck, sweat running in little
rills down the backs of his knees.

He found hinself confronting an anazing western sky.



Al ex had seen viol ent weather before. He'd grown up in the soupy Gulf weat her
of Houston and had seen dozens of thunderstornms and Texas blue northers. At
twel ve, he'd weathered the fringes of a fairly severe hurricane, fromthe

fam ly's Houston pent house.

But the nonster he was w tnessing now was a weat her event of another order. It
was a thunderhead like a mountain range. It was piercing white, and dusky

bl ue, and streaked here and there with hal f-hi dden nasses of evil greenish
curds. It was endl ess and ranbling and columar and tall and grow ng

expl osively and visibly.

And it was rolling toward him

A tower had broken the cap. It had broken it suddenly and totally, the way a
firecracker might rupture a cheap tin can. Geat rounded torrents of vengeful
super heated steam were thrusting thenselves into the upper air, |ike vast
slownotion fists. The dozens of rising cauliflower bubbles |ooked as hard and
dense as white lunps of marble. And up at the top of their ascent-Alex had to
crane his neck to see it-vapor was splashing at the bottom of the

strat osphere

Al ex stood flat-footed in his plastic-and-paper shoes, watching the

t hunderstorm swel |l before his eyes. The uprushing tower had a rounded done at
its very top, a swelling blister of vapor as big as a town, and it was visibly
trying to break its way through that second barrier, into the high upper

at nosphere. It was heaving hard at the barrier, and amazingly, it was being
hamrer ed back. The tower was being crushed flat and snashed asi de, squashed
into long flattened feathers of ice. As the stornmis top thickened and spread
to block the sunlight, the great curdled uprushing walls of the tower, far
beneath it, fell into a dreadful gloom

It was a thunderstormanvil. An anvil was floating in the mddle of the blue
Texas sky, black and top-heavy and terrible. Mere air had no business trying
to support such a behenot h.

Li ght ni ng raced up the ninbus, bottomto top. First a thin, nervous sizzle of
crazy brightness, and then, in the space of a heartbeat, one, two, three rapid
massi ve channel ed strokes of electrical hell, throwing fiery light into the
greeni sh depths of the storm

Al ex ducked back around the truck. The thunder cane very hard.

Buzzard tugged his goggl es and earphones down, into an elastic nmess around his
neck. "CGettin' loud!" he said cheerfully.

"It's getting big," Al ex said.

Buzzard stood up, grinning. "There's a gust front com n' our way. Gonna kick
up sone bad dust around here. CGotta get the masks."

Buzzard fetched three quilted nouth-and-nose masks froma stack of themin a
carton in the truck. The paper nasks were ribbed and pored and had plastic
nose guards and el astic bands. Martha put her mask on and nethodically w apped
her hair in a knotted kerchief. Buzzard shut the doors and wi ndows of the
truck securely, checked the supports of the sunshade, and tightened the strap
of his billed cap. Then he put all his gear on again, and lay in the chair,
and twitched his fingers.

Al'l around the hill, little birds began fluttering westward, popping up and
down out of the brush in a search for cover

The searing light of early afternoon suddenly lost its strength. The spreadi ng
edge of the anvil had touched the sun. Al the hot brilliance | eached out of
the sky, and the world faded into eerie anber.

Alex felt the cramp of a I ong squint easing fromhis eyelids. He put his nask
on, tightly. It was cheap paper, but it was a good mask-the mall eable plastic
brace shaped itself nicely to the bridge of his nose. Breathing felt cleaner
and easier already. If he'd known breathing nasks were so easy to get, Alex
woul d have demanded one a long time ago. He woul d keep the nmask handy from now
on.

Al ex put his masked face around the corner of the truck. The storm was
transmuting itself into a squall line, tower after tower springing up on the
nmount ai nous fl anks of the first thunderhead. Wrse yet, this whol e vast



curdl ed mass of storns was lurching into notion, the nountainous prow of somne
unt hi nkably vast and powerful body of hot transparent w nd. There was not hi ng
on earth that could stop it, nothing to interfere in the slightest. It would
steam across the grassy plains of Tornado Alley like a planetary juggernaut.
But it would miss them The aerodrone truck was parked out of range of the
squall line, just past the southern rimof it. The Troupers had chosen their
stand with skill.

Al ex wal ked into the open, for a better look. Of to the northwest, a patch of
the squall's base had ruptured open. A dark skein of rainfall was slowy
drifting out of it. Distant shattered strokes of |ightning pierced the sloping
cl ouds.

Al ex watched the lightning display for a while, timng the thundercl aps and
pausi ng periodically to swat nosquitoes. He'd never had such a fine naked-eye
view of |ightning before. Lightning was really interesting stuff:

flickering, multibranched, very supple, and el aborately curved. Real |ightning
had al nost nothing to do with the standard two-di mensi onal cartoon inmage of a
jagged lightning bolt. Real lightning | ooked a |ot nmore |Iike sone kind of

ni cel y sophisticated video effect.

Qut on the western horizon, the grass and brush suddenly went crazy. It bent
flat in a big spreading wave. Then, it whipped and wiggled frantically in

pl ace. The grass seenmed to be crushed and tranpl ed under some huge invisible
st anpede.

A flying wall of dirt |eaped up fromthe beaten earth, like the spew froma
beat en car pet.

Al ex had never seen the |like. He gaped in astonishment as the wall of dirty

wi nd rushed forward. It was nmoving across the | andscape with unbelievable
speed, the speed of a highway truck

It rocketed up the slope of the hill and slanmed into him

It blew himright off his feet. Al ex |landed hard on his ass and tunbl ed

t hrough the spiky grass, in a freezing, flying torrent of airborne trash and
filth. A shotgun blast of grit spattered into both his eyes, and he was

bl i nded. The wi nd roared.

The gust front did its level best to strip his clothes off. It had his paper
suit around his knees in an instant and was tearing hard at his shoes, all the
while scourging himwith little broken whips of airborne pebble and weed. Al ex
yelled in pain and scranbl ed on hands and knees for the shelter of the truck
The truck was heaving back and forth on its axles. The fabric veranda fl apped
crazily, its vicious popping barely audible in the gusting how .

Al ex fought his way back inside the withing, flapping paper suit, and he
tunneled his grinmy arnms into its enpty sleeves. Hi s eyes gushed painful tears,
and his bare ankles stung in the gust of dirt beneath the truck. The w nd was
very cold, thin, and keening and al pine. Alex's fingers were white and
trenbling, and his teeth chattered behind the mask.

More filth was gusting steadily beneath the truck. The dirty wind skirled

harm essly under the bottons of the Troupers' sling chairs. Though Al ex
couldn't hear what they were saying, he could see their jaws nmoving steadily
bel ow their paper masks. They were still talking, into the little bent sticks
of their mcrophones.

Alex trawl ed up his wi ndswept virching gear as it danced and dangled violently
at the end of its wiring. He jamred his back against the lurching truck and

cl anped t he ear phones on

"Feel s nice and cool now, doesn't it?" Buzzard conmented, into Al ex's
sheltered ears. Buzzard's was voice mask-nuffled and cut with m crophone wi nd
shri eks.

"Are you crazy?" Al ex shouted. "That coulda killed us!"

"Only if it caught us in the open," Buzzard told him "Hey, now we're cool."
"Carol's got circulation!" Martha said.

"Al ready?" Buzzard said, alarnmed. "It's gonna be a long day. . . . Bring Jesse
in for a chaff run, then."

The viol ence of the gust front faded quickly, in a series of w ndy spasnms. It



was followed by a slow chill breeze, with a heavy reek of rain and ozone. Al ex

shi vered, bunching his nunbed fists into his paper arnpits.

The insides of his virching goggles were full of wind blown grit. Al ex took

his mask off, spat onto the screens, and tried to wash themclean with his

t hunbs.

Buzzard pull ed his own goggles off and stood up. Sonething | anded heavily on

the stretched fabric of the veranda. Buzzard hopped to the edge of the

veranda, junped up, and snagged it: a |anded ornithopter

Buzzard brushed dust fromhis |eotards and | ooked at Al ex with ungoggl ed eyes.

"What the hell! Did you get caught in that gust front?"

"How do | clean these?" Alex said evasively, holding up the goggles.

Buzzard handed himan antiseptic wi pe. Then he opened the back of the truck

and ducked in.

He reenerged with a duffel bag and sl ammed the doors. The bag was full of

reels of iridescent tape. Buzzard picked a patch of yellow stickumfromthe

end of one reel and pulled at the tape. A section of shining ribbon tore |oose

in his fingers and fluttered in the breeze.

He handed it to Alex. "Smart chaff."

The chaff | ooked |ike ol d-fashi oned vi deotape. Both ends of the tape were

neatly perforated. The strip of chaff was as wide as two fingers and as |ong

as Alex's forearm It was al nbst weightless, but its edges were stiff enough

to deal a nasty paper cut, if you weren't careful

It had a | unp enbossed in one end: a chip and a tiny flat battery.

Buzzard screwed the axle of the chaff reel snug against the ornithopter's

breast bone. Then he fetched his throw ng stick again, walked out into the

wi nd, and | aunched the machine. It rocketed upward in the stiff breeze, w ngs

spread. "W got a hundred strips per reel," Buzzard said, returning. "W

depl oy 'emthrough the spike."

"What good are they?" Alex said.

"Whaddya nean?" Buzzard said, wounded. "They neasure tenperature, humdity .
and wi nd speed, 'cause you can track that chaff on radar in real tinme."

"Any little updraft can carry chaff." Buzzard fetched up his virching rig. "So

chaff will stay with a spike till it ropes out. C non, virch up, dude, Geg 'n

Carol have got circulation!"

Al ex sat on his bubbl epak. He pulled the back of the mat up and over his

shoul ders, like a blanket. The plastic bubbles of trapped air cut the chil

wi nd nicely. He m ght have been al nost confortable, if not for the w ndbl own

filth clinging greasily to his sweat-stained face, neck, and chest. He put on

hi s goggl es.

In an instant Alex was mles away, on the wi ngs of Lena, confronting a | ong

white plateau of roiling cloud. Above the plateau, the great curling nountain

of the thunderhead was shot through with aerial Iightning.

Mart ha's ornithopter dived bel ow the base of the cloud. The bottom of the

t hunder head was steadily venting great ragged patches of rain. But the

sout hern edge of the cloud base was a long, trailing dark shelf, slightly

curved, and free of any rain. Seen from bel ow, the stormwas charcoal bl ack

veined with evil murky green, |eaden, and pal pably om nous.

"How d you get in place so fast?" Buzzard asked Mart ha.

Mart ha's voi ce dropped crackling into the channel. "I caught the nidlevel jet,

man! I1t's |ike a goddamm escal ator! Did you see that lenticular slit up there?

The jet's peeling the front of that tower like a fuckin' onion!" Mrtha

paused. "It's weird."

"There aren't any normal ones anynore, Martha," Buzzard said patiently. "I

keep tryin' to tell you that."

"Well, we nmight get an F-3 out of it, tops,'

Mart ha di agnosed. "That's no

supercell. But man, it's plenty strange."
Buzzard suddenly yelped in surprise. "Hell! | see what you nean about that
mdlevel jet. . . . Damm, | just lost two strips of chaff."

"CGet your 'thopter's ass up here, man, that wall cloud is novin'." Martha's



i e draw thickened as her excitenent grew.
"What exactly are we | ooking at?" Al ex asked her
"See that big drawdown at the base?" Martha told

him "Between the flankin' line and all that rain? Look close and you can see
it just now startin' to turn."
Alex stared Into his goggles. As far as he could tell, the entire cloud was a

mass of indistinguishable |unps. Then he realized that a whole area of the
base-a coupl e dozen lunps, a cloudy sprawl the size of four, maybe five
football fields-was beginning a slow waltz. The |unps were being tugged

down- powerful ly wenched and heaved down- into a broad bul gi ng round ridge,
wel | below the natural |evel of the cloud base. The |unps were black and ugly
and sullen and | ooked very unhappy about being forced to nove. They kept
struggling hard to rise into the parent cloud again, and to maintain their
shape, but they were failing, and falling apart. Some pitil ess unseen force
was stretching theminto long circular striations, |like gaseous taffy.
Suddenly a new voi ce broke in, acid-etched with a distant crackling of
l[ightning static. "Carol in Al pha here! W got dust whirl, over!"

"Nowcaster here," cane Jerry Mil cahey's cal mvoice. "Gve ne location fix,
over." Good old Dr. Jerry, Alex realized, had the advantage of the Storm
Troupe's best antennas. He seened to be hovering over the battlefield |ike
CGod' s recordi ng angel

"Greg in Al pha here," came Greg Foul ks. "How s the data channel holdin'" up
Jerry, over?"

"C ear enough for now, over

"Here's your coords, then." Geg sent them in a digital screech. "W gotta
nmove, Jerry. That wall cloud' s gonna wap hard, and the truck's getting radar
of f a sheet of big-ass hail to northwest, over."

"Then nmove behind the hook and get the array booted,"” Jerry commanded. "Report
in, Aerodronme. Wiere's the chaff, over?"

"Boswel | in Aerodrone," Buzzard said, and though he was speaking froman armns
| ength away, his rerouted voice signal was unexpectedly thin and crispy. "I
got Jesse loaded and nmoving in hard on the jet stream and Kelly conming out to
Aerodronme to | oad a second reel, over."

"Lena is right in position now, Jerry, should | strafe that dust whirl for
you, over?" said Martha

"Beautiful, Martha," Jerry told her, his deep voice rich with praise and
sati sfaction. "Let me bring you up on nmonitor. . . . Okay, Martha, go!
Nowcast er out."

Martha's voice, lost its static and settled again at the very edge of Alex's
t. "You with ne, little dude?"

"Yeah. " -
"This is where it gets |

The ornithopter fell out The wall cloud above them was nucn tntKer:

it didn't seemto be noving any faster. The 'thopter and Al ex suddenly noticed
a nmessy puff of filth, way dowii at ground level. The cloud of dust didn't
seemto be spin-fling nmuch. Instead, the dust cloud was spewing. It was
clumsily yanking up thin dry gouts of ocher-tinted soil and trying to fling
t hem asi de.

Mart ha scanned the dust cloud, circling. Al ex had never seen dirt behave in
such an odd and frantic fashion. The dirt kept trying hard to fall, or spin

| oose, or escape just any old way back to the natural inertness of dirt, but
it just couldn't manage the trick. Instead, whol e snmoky nmasses of the stuff
woul d suddenly buckl e and vani sh utterly, as if they were being inhal ed.
Then wat er vapor began to condense, in the very midst of the dry churning
filth, and for the first time Alex fully realized the real shape, and the
terrible speed, of the whirlwind. The air was being thrashed into visibility
t hr ough sheer shock
The infant tornado had a strange ocher-anber tint, |like a gush of magician's
stage smoke runni ng backward in an antique novie reel. Sone weird phase
change, sonber and sl ow and deeply redol ent of nystery, was nmoving up the



structure. Translucent bands of anber danp, and ocher filth, reeled slowy up
the spike, silhouetting it against the sky and earth. It was very narrow at
the bottom growi ng broader and thicker with height.

Mart ha swooped in hard beside the tornado, in a conpl ex banking figure eight,
and she gained a lot of very sudden altitude. Alex winced with disorientation
Then he saw the top of the twi ster, dead ahead-the spinning wall cloud,
shovi ng thick vaporous roots slowy downward toward the earth.

The 'thopter dodged and leveled out, circling back. The twi ster's middle

| ooked treacherously enpty: a core of utter nothingness with a great black
wal | nelting down from above, and a bottl eneck of tortured dirt rising up. But
then the wall's funnel nmoved down very suddenly, in four thick, churning,
separate runnel s of octopus ink, and it seized the little dust whirl and ate
it, and the world was filled with a terrible sound.

The twister's howing had crept up on Alex al nost without his notice. But now,
as the twister reached its full dark fury, it began to emt a grotesque

ear t hshaki ng drone. Even over the ornithopter's linited mcrophones, it seened
a very rich and conpl ex noise, grinding and rattling and keening, over a
dreadful organ-pi pe bass note, a noise that cranmed the ears, mechanical and
organi ¢ and orchestral .

The frmel began to migrate. It grew steadily fatter, and it spun steadily
faster, and it rolled forward fitfully, across the earth. There was nothi ng
much for it to hurt here, nothing but grass and bushes. Every bush it touched
ei t her di sappeared or was knocked into tattered knots, but the tornado didn't
seemto be damagi ng the grass nuch. It was casually tearing at the grass a
bit, and leaving it flour-blanched with filth, but it wasn't drilling its way
down through topsoil into the bedrock. It was just bellow ng and screeching
and humming to itself, in a neditative, utterly denonic way, deliberately
rubbing the narrowtip of itself through the grass, like a migrating nastodon
hunting for stray peanuts.

Mart ha was wheeling around the structure counterclockw se, keeping a
respectful distance. On one pass, Al ex caught a sudden glinpse of Pursuit
Vehicle Al pha, sitting still behind the tw ster, shockingly close, shockingly
tiny. It was only in glinpsing the Trou 's little pursuit machine that Al ex
realized the scale of W ~t he was witnessing: the bottomof the tw ster had
grown as wide as a parking lot.

As it reached full speed and size the twister grew livelier. It marched
confidently up the gentle slope of a hill, in a brisk, alert fashion, with its
posture straight and its shoul ders squared. As it marched down the slore it
put its whirling foot through the rusting weckage o a barbed-wire fence. A
dozen rotten cedar posts were instantly snapped off clean at the surface of
the earth, tunbling thirty meters into the air in a final exultation of
tangl ed rusty wring.

The fence fell to earth again in a mangled yarn ball. The twi ster crossed a
road in a frantic blast of dust.

Everything around Al ex went silent and bl ack. He thought that Martha's drone
had been smashed, that he'd | ost contact; but then he renmenbered that the
natural color of a dead virching screen was bl ue, not black. He was seeing

bl ackness: black air. And he could hear Buzzard breathing hard over audio.
"You' re gonna want to see this, dude,"” Buzzard told him "I don't do this
every day. |'m gonna punch the core."

"Where are we?"

"We're on Jesse, and we're right above the spike. We're up in the wall cloud."
"We can't fly around in here," Alex said. "It's pitch-dark!"

"Sure, man. But Greg and Carol have their array up, and the Radar Bus is

on-line. | just put ninety-seven chips of straff-hell! | mean strips of
chaf f-down this spike! Jerry's running the canp nmonitors flat out! W' re gonna
punch the core, dude! W' re gonna go right down this funnel, live, real tine,

flyin' on instruments! Ready?"
Al ex' s heartbeat changed gears. "Yeah! Do it!"
"There's no light inside the core, either. It's alnost always pitch-black



inside a twister. But Jesse has a little night-light-red and infrared. | dunno
what we'll see, dude, but we'll see sonething.”

"Shut up and go!" Al ex pressed the goggl es against both eyes with the flats of
hi s hands.

H s head flooded with naxed-out roaring. Eerie red |light bl oomed against his
eyebal |l s. He was shearing down the nonster's tightened, spinning throat. The
"thopter trenbled violently, a dozen tines a second. Inside the twister's
core, the wind was noving so fast that its terrible speed was oddly unfelt and
unseen, like the spin of the earth.

Hel | had a structure. It had a texture. The spinning inner walls were a blurry
streaky gas, and a liquid rippling sheen, and a hard bl ack wobbling solid, al
at once. Geat bulging rhythm cal waves and hol |l ows of peristalsis were
creeping up the funnel core, slow and dignified, |like great black snmoke rings
in the throat of a deep thinker

The 'thopter jerked hard once, harder again, then lost all control and punched
the wall. Al sound ceased at once.

The i mage froze, then disintegrated before Alex's eyes into a colored tangle
of bl ocky video trails.

Then the image reintegrated and sl ammed back into real -tine notion. They were
outside the twister, flung free of it, tunbling through air with all the grace
of a flung brick.

The "thopter spread its w ngs and banked. Buzzard crowed al oud in the sudden
silence. "We just blew both mikes," he said. "Pressure drop!"

Alex stared into the screens pasted to his face. There was sonething very
wrong with what he was seeing. He felt his eyes beginning to cross, with a
conpl ex headachy pang behind the bridge of his nose. "Wat's wong?" he

cr oaked.

"Alittle alignnent problem" Buzzard admitted grudgingly. "Not hal f-bad for a
core punch, though."
"I can't |ook at this,
"Shut one eye.

"No, | can't stand this!" Alex tore off the goggles.

The veranda was sitting in full sunlight again. The thunderstorm anvil had
nmoved on to the northwest, leaving a trail of thin high cirrus clouds behind
it, like a snail's sline track

Al ex stood up, wal ked past Buzzard and Martha's inert |egs, and | ooked to the
north. The entire squall line was receding rapidly, speeding off toward

&l ahoma. Al ex couldn't even see the tornado whose guts he'd just w tnessed.
It was either blocked fromline of sight by nearer towers, or it was already
over the horizon

Behind the stormline, the air was cool and blue and sweet. The sky | ooked
balny and clear and full of gentle naiveté, as if tornadoes were all someone
else's fault.

Al ex wal ked back under the veranda, plucked up an antiseptic tissue, and
started snearing filthy grease fromhis face and neck. H s chest and neck and
arms were reddened with little clotted nicks and wind whips, as if he'd tried
to stuff a house cat inside his paper suit.

H s eyes ached with dust and trapped sweat fromthe goggles. He was tired and
di zzy and very thirsty, and his mouth tasted |ike gunnetal

But not hing was bl eedi ng. The scratches weren't serious. He was breathing
beautifully. And he was having a really good tine.

He sat down again and put on his virching rig.

Martha was circling the twister, with difficulty. The twi ster's spine had bent
way of f the vertical; its top was firmy enbedded in the noving cloud base,
but its tip was stubbornly dragging the earth, far to the rear. The forced
stretching was visibly distressing it. The tip was badly kinked inside its
corona of flying filth, and the wobbling mdsection was flinging off |ong
petulant tatters of dirt.

"You had to punch the goddamm core, didn't you," Martha said.

"Yeah!" said Buzzard. "I taped al nost four seconds right down the throat!"

Alex realized. "I'mseeing double, it hurts.”



"You bl ew both m kes and you screwed the optics on Jesse, man."

Buzzard was pai ned. "Yeah, but there's no debris in that spike. Alittle dust,
alittle grass, it was real clean!"

"You pulled that dunmb macho stunt just because you were late with the chaff!"”
"Don't fuckin' start with ne, Mdronich," Buzzard warned. "I punched the core
and the "thopter still flies, okay? I'mnot asking you to fly Jesse now. You
can start flappin' your |ips when you punch a core and cone out in one piece."
"Jerk," Martha nuttered

Sonet hi ng very odd had happened to the earth in front of the twi ster. A huge
patch of the ground was snowwhite and visibly steam ng. It | ooked vol canic.
"What the hell is that?" Alex said.

"That's hail," Mrtha said.
"Cold hail with ground fog off it," Buzzard said. "Watch this baby suck it
up! "

As the tw ster approached, streaners of icy fog buckled and withed, caught up
in torrents of suddenly visible ground flow. The tornado |urched headl ong

t hrough the swath, sucking up torrents of chilly air fromall directions, in a
gi ant ragged overhead rosette of tornmented fog.

The swatch of fallen hail was only a few dozen neters across. After half a
mnute the twister had cleared it. But wadi ng knee-deep through the chilly air
had visibly upset it. Its violent spew of filth at ground | evel dropped off
drastically. Then it shivered top to bottom The dry bands of filth around its
m dsection thinned and dimed out. As the air grew clearer a pair of dense
dirty runnels suddenly appeared within the spike, for all the world like a
pair of stunbling, whirling Iegs.

"See that, dude?" Martha said triunphantly. "Suction' spots!"

The 'thopter nose-dived suddenly and was al nost swept into the vortex. Martha
careened free, yel ping.

"Careful,"” Buzzard said calmy. "It's wapped that downdraft real hard."

The twi ster slowed, hesitated. Down at ground level, its overstretched tip

el ongat ed, kinked hard, and reluctantly broke off. The abandoned tip of the
whirl vani shed in a collapsing puff of |iberated dust.

The anputated twister, stranded in mdair, took a great pogo hop forward,
centering itself under the cloud again. Then it tried to touch down again, to
stretch out and rip the earth, but it was visibly |osing steam

The two suction spots, rotating about one another, stunbled and collided. The
bi gger leg messily devoured the smaller leg. There was a fresh burst of
vitality then, and the twi ster stretched out and touched down, and a torrent
of dirt rocketed up the shaft. But now the funnel was much narrower, thin and
qui ck and Ki nky.

"I't's ropin' out," Martha said. "I like this part. This is when they start
actin' really insane."

The twi ster had changed its character. It had once been a wedge, a vast

bl unt-nosed drill. Now it |ooked Iike a sloppy corkscrew made of snoke and
string.

Big oblate whirling lunps were traveling up and down the corkscrew, great
dirty onions of trapped vorticity that al nost choked the life out of it.

Every few seconds one of the trapped | unps would bl ow out in spectacul ar

fashi on, spewing great ribbons of filth that tried to crawl up the cloud base.
Sonetimes they nade it. More often they wiggled and spasmed and swam out into
m dair and vapori zed.

The roped twi ster grew narrower still, so pinched at points along its length
that it |looked Iike a collapsing hose. The clear air around it was still in
very violent notion, but no | onger violent enough to be seen. The currents of
air seened to be | osing cohesion

The roping twister finally snaked its way into a sloppy, wiggling helix-it
seened to be trying to blend into sone | arger invisible vortex, to wap itself
around a bigger core and give up its fierce little life in exchange for

| arge-scal e wath again.

But it failed. After that, it lost heart. It surrendered all its strength, in



aripple of disintegration up and down the shaft, a literal |ast gasp.

Mart ha met hodi cal ly scanned the cloud base. The rotating wall cloud had
broken. A great clear notch had appeared just behind it, a downdraft
channeling cold air from sonmewhere near the stratosphere, chew ng through the
source of the vortex and breaking its rotation. The tw ster was dead and gone.
Alight, filthy curtain of rain appeared, conjured up and sucked down by the
twi ster's death spasm

Mart ha headed out from under the cloud base into clear sunlit air. "Seventeen
m nutes," she said. "Pretty good for an

"That was an F-3 at maturity," Buzzard obj ect ed.

"You wanna bet? Let Jerry check the nunbers on that chaff."

"Ckay, F-2," Buzzard backed down. "It's still a little early in the day for a
big one. How s Lena's battery?"

"Not good. Let's pull out, charge up the '"thopters, pull up stakes here, and
head the hell after the dryline."

"Good nmove," Buzzard said. "Okay, you and Medicine Boy break canp, and I'l]I
fly the '"thopters in.

"Have it your way," Martha said.

Alex pulled off his gear. He watched Martha carefully divest herself of her
equi prent. She got up off the sling chair, stretched, grinned, shook herself,
and | ooked at him Her eyes wi dened.

"What the hell! Did you get caught in that gust front?"

"Alittle."

Mart ha | aughed. "You're a real prize. Well, get up! W gotta pursue.”

"Wait a minute," Alex said. "You don't nean to tell ne there's gonna be

anot her one of those?"

"Maybe, " Martha said, deftly w apping her gear. "You' ve been lucky, for a
first chase. Jerry's a good now caster, the best around, but he only hits a
spi ke one chase out of two. Ckay, maybe three out of five, lately

But"-Martha stood up straight, waving her bl ack-nailed hand overhead with a

| asso-tossing gesture-"with this kind of midlevel vorticity? Man, we could I og
hal f a dozen spi kes out of a front like this one.™

"Ch, man," Al ex said.
"Cotta get novin'. These spring squalls always nove |like a bat out of hell,
they're doing fifty klicks an hour.. . . We'll be lucky if we don't end up in

Anadar ko, by m dnight." She gazed down at Buzzard's inert carcass, seening to
resi st a sudden urge to kick himout of his chair.

"M dni ght ?" Al ex said.

"Hell yeah! 'Bout two hours after sundown, that's when nocturnal convection
gi ves everything a fresh dose of the juice." Martha grinned. "Dude, you
haven't really chased spikes till you' ve chased 'emin the dark."

"Don't you people ever relax?" Al ex said.

"Kid, we got all goddam winter to relax. This is storm season."”

Al ex thought it over. "You got any salt tablets?"

CHAPTER

Normal |y, Jane didn't really

mnd Rick Sedletter. Normally, she got along with Rick Sedletter as well as
any interface designer ever got along with any creep-ass techie code grinder
But this was not a nornmal day. The two of them had been on the road for hours,
and she had Rick withing on the hook of the patented Jane Unger Silent

Tr eat ment .



Bot h of them knew what the struggle was about: Al ex. Jane was sure that Rick
was al ready regretting his rashness in harassing her brother. But as the hours
and kil ometers wore on, Jane had plenty of tine to dwell on her own

reckl essness in bringing Alex to the Troupe in the first place. He was al ready
causing troubl e, and that was nothing conpared with what he m ght do. She had
dire, recurrent visions of Al ex henorrhaging a spew of Mexican |ung narcotics
over the unsuspecting Martha and Buzzard.

She'd taken a big, stupid risk to rescue Alex, and his chances of success were
so small. Suppose that Alex did make it through his first |Iong hard day of
road pursuit. Suppose that Alex got along in the Troupe, and sonmehow | ear ned
how to pull weight for the first time in his life without folding up and
falling into little pieces. It would still do her very little good. She m ght
very well have saved his life, but Alex would never be grateful about it, not
in a hundnd years.

Jane wondered if Al ex had spared her even one thought all day-if it had even
occurred to Alex to wonder how his sister was getting al ong. She very mnuch
doubted it.

Charlie emitted a not-entirely-necessary bell-and-whistle alert and extruded a
ma p screen fromthe dash. It held Jerry's latest nowast. Rick stopped
pecking at his laptop and pretended a | ot of deep professional interest in the
map's col ored contours of upper-air velocity fields.

Ri ck was doing this just to get back at her. Both of themcould see at a

gl ance that nothing was tearing | oose at the nonent.

Qutside, up to the north, lurked the trailing tower of the squall Iine,
rippling in hot nidafternoon sunlight and sucking hard for the adiabatic
juice. Jerry had been sending themthe full spectrum of regul ar updates:
satellite overviews, the progress of the squall's pseudo-cold front, SESAME s
wi nd- shear estimates, big bul ging downpours of rain off the Dopplers. The
front was gushing precip, dropping hail in big | enon-sized chunks, and bl ow ng
some inpressive gust fronts. But there were no spikes.

The Troupe had scared up an F-2 early in the day. The spi ke had come very
suddenly, and rather unexpectedly, and Qut in the middle of nowhere. And that
was all to the good, because the Troupe had had the spike all to thensel ves.
Greg and Carol had taped the entire devel opnment sequence, fromwall cloud to
rope-out, at close range fromthe ground. Buzzard and Martha had nailed it
with chaff, so Peter and Joanne in the Radar Bus had gotten sone very good
internal data. That one had to be counted a success.

Now t he afternoon's solar heat |oading was reaching its peak, and the chances
had i nproved for a mgjor F-4 or F-S. The squall |ine was headed for the
Texas- Gkl ahoma border, noving fast and dragging the mdlevel jet with it. The
chase situation would be a lot different now As the Troupe pursued they'd be
| eavi ng t he abandoned | ands, reaching places where the aquifers were stil
patchily existent, and where a | ot of people still actually lived.

Once they had come off the arid plains of King and Stonewall counties and into
the great flat floodplain of the Red River, any spikes would be swarm ng with
storm chase spotters. There would be environnental feds fromthe nationa
storm centers, and heavy network brass from SESAME. Local cops and firenen,
maybe Rangers or Okl ahoma National Guard. Tel evision news crews. And amateur
chaser wannabes, out on their own, with Christ only knew what kind of homenade
equi prent. Plus the usual ugly scattering of lurking creeps: weck freaks,
structure hitters, and professional |ooters.

Pl us, of course, the people who were there because they couldn't help it: the
everyday, poor damed civilians, trying to mnd their own business until a

spi ke tore their town apart.

The hel p woul d be the last to show up: choppers food-bonbing the disaster

area, ground convoys of federal rescue paramedics, bureaucrat refugee nmanagers
with their hard-ass official charity of soup-kitchen tents and paper cl ot hes.
Eventual ly, help would arrive, all right. You couldn't keep the governnent
hel p away. After so many years of heavy weather, the help didn't have a | ot of
genui ne conpassion left, but they sure as hell had had a | ot of practice.



"For Christ's sake, Janey, lighten up," Rick blurted suddenly. "It's not |ike
we killed the kid."

Jane sai d not hi ng.

"He took that a |l ot better than you think!"

Before joining Jerry and the Troupe, Jane had never been nmuch good at saying
not hi ng. But Jane was plenty good at saying nothing now

She'd had a |l ot of practice. She'd | earned how to say nothing in her second
month of Troupe life, after her ugly screamfest and punch-out with Martha
Madroni ch. Jerry hadn't scol ded her about the fight. He hadn't taken sides, or
made judgnments, or criticized. But he had asked Jane to take a formal vow of
silence for a week.

Jerry's style as a | eader never ran to the standard sicko cult practices of
public chew outs and group humliations. Jerry rarely raised his voice to
anyone, and even in the Troupe's formal powwows, he rarely said anything
beyond short summaries and a few measured words of praise. However, Jerry
truly excelled at mysterious private conferences. Before the fight, he'd never
called Jane in for one of his heavy private head-to-head sessions. But she had
seen himquietly take people aside-even the Troupe's hard-bitten core people,
like Carol or Greg or Ellen Mae-and she'd seen them energe an hour or so

| ater, |ooking shaken and serious and ki nd of square-shoul dered and

gl owi ng- eyed.

A vow of silence was a very weird request. But she had never seen Jerry nore
serious. It was crystal clear that he was giving her a deliberate challenge,
setting her an act of ritual discipline. Wrst of all, she could tell that
Jerry really doubted that she had the necessary strength of character to go
through with it.

So Jane had quickly nade the promise to him w thout any conplaints or debate.
She'd left the tent without a word, and for seven endl ess days she had said
not hi ng to anybody. No tal king, and no phone calls, and no radio |inks. She
hadn't even typed commentary onto a networKk.

It had been unbelievably hard, far harder than she'd ever imagined. After
several reflexive near blunders, she'd secretly kept her upper and | ower teeth
| ocked together with a little piece of bent nmetal pin. The bent pin was a
stupid thing, and kind of a cheat, but it sure hel ped a | ot whenever Mrtha
linped by, grinning at her and trying to strike up conversations.

Sil ence had been truly painful and difficult for Jane. It had been |ike
sweating off a drug addiction. Like fasting. Like running a marathon. It had
changed her a lot, inside.

It was no secret to anyone in the Troupe that she deeply fancied Jerry, and
she could tell that he knew, and that he was tenpted. He'd let her join the
Troupe. He'd trusted her with assignnents. He'd always politely listened to
her advi ce and opinions. But he'd been painfully scrupul ous about keeping his
hands to hinsel f.

Jerry was tenpted, but he wasn't quite tenpted enough. That was the rea
reason he had set her the challenge. Like everything that really interested
Jerry Ml cahey, the challenge was subtle and difficult and for big stakes. The
rest of the Troupe might construe it as a punishnent, but Jane knew better: it
was a very personal trial, nake or break. Jerry wanted her to nake hi masol em
prom se and break it. So that he'd have the excuse he needed to politely usher
her out of his life. And so she'd have no excuse not to go.

But Jane hadn't broken her pronmise. She'd kept it. Naturally, she had said
nothing at all to anyone in the Troupe about her promise to Jerry. She'd
simply wal ked out of the tent with her mouth shut. In the too cl ose atnosphere
of Troupe life, though, they had all very quickly caught on. Her vow had been
a painful burden to her, but its effect on the other Troupers was profound and
startling. She'd had their grudging respect before, but she'd never had their
open synpat hy. They knew she was going through hell, and they were pulling for
her. By the end of her week of silence, all the Troupers were treating her

for the first time, as if she really bel onged.

And after that happened, things between her and Jerry had quickly turned very



nmega-di fferent.

"Ckay, so he passed out,"” Rick whined. "So he's not exactly the brawny outdoor
type. Did you know he's a canni bal ?"

"What ?" Jane bl urted.

"Yeah, he was bragging to us about eating human nmeat! No.t that | nyself got
anyt hi ng agai nst canni bal i sm personal |l y. " Rick paused, hunting words.

"Y' know, there's sonmething to that kid. He's kind of an ugly, weedy, crazy
little guy, but | think he's got sonmething going there. Actually, | kinda |ike
him"

"Look, he can't possibly be eating human neat,’
Vel |, twenty-one."

"Hell, we all knew he was bullshitting us! But that's why ne and Peter had to
stunt him W're not gonna put up with that! Are we? So what if he's your

br ot her? Cone on, Janey!"

"Well, he is ny brother, Rick, damm it."

Ri ck sl apped his laptop shut. "Well, hell, you can't protect himfrom
anyt hi ng! The Troupe's not your day-care center! W' re chasing tornadoes out
here! Way' d you even bring your brother out here?"

"Well," Jane said slowy, "can you keep a secret?"

Rick's face fell. He | ooked at her guardedly. "Wat is it?"

"“I'"'mbroke, Rick. And Alex isn't."

Rick grinmaced. She'd brought up the subject of noney; the Troupe's ultimate
taboo. Fromthe |l ook on Rick's round, stubbled face, he seened to be in
genui ne spiritual pain. She knew he'd be too enbarrassed to conpl ai n anynore.
Jane gazed thoughtfully at the twenty-thousand-neter thunderhead rising on the
hori zon ahead of her and wondered if there'd ever been a tinme when it was a
whol e I ot of good clean fun to have noney. Maybe back before heavy weat her

hit, back when the world was quiet and orderly. Back before the "information
econony” blew up and fell down in the faces of its eager zeal ot creators, just
i ke communi sm Back when there were stable and workabl e nati onal currencies.
And stock markets that didn't fluctuate insanely. And banks that bel onged to
countries and obeyed | aws, instead of global pirate banks that existed nowhere
in particular and made up their own |laws Qut of chickenw re dishes,

encryption, and spit.

Juani ta Unger happened to be an heiress. If she'd been born a hundred years
earlier, Jane thought, she mi ght have been sone very nice ol d-fashioned
twentieth-century heiress. Wth fam |y noney from sonethi ng quaint and

Jane said. "He's only twenty.

ol d-fashi oned and industrial and ladylike, |ike |laundry soap or chew ng gum
And if she'd happened to get a raging case of the hots for some scientist,
then she could have set himup, like, a discreet foundation grant. And she

could have driven out to his research site three tinmes a week in her goddammed
three-ton internal -conbustion fossil-fueled car and fucked his brains out on a
backseat the size of a living-room couch

Maybe sonewhere, sonehow, sonetine, sone twentieth-century worman had actual ly
done all that. If so, Jane bore her no real grudge. In fact, Jane kind of
hoped that the twentieth-century heiress had really enjoyed herself as she

t hought | essly squandered the planet's resources and lived like a fattened
barnyard ani mal. Jane hoped that it had all turned out okay for the woman in
the end, and that she'd been nice and dead and buried before she realized what
her way of life had done to her planet. It might have been a really sweet and
tasty life, under the circunstances. But it sure as hell didn't bear any
resenbl ance to life as Jane Unger had ever experienced it.

Jane was a Storm Trouper. A Trouper who happened to have noney, and she'd
never met anyone as resolutely antinmoney as the Storm Troupe. They genui nely

t hought that they could survive on weckage, scrap, grunge conmputers, fell ow
feeling, free software, cheap thrills, and Jerry's charisma. And given that
their ideas of self-sufficiency were hopelessly inpractical, they'd actually
done surprisingly well.There was their repair work, and the occasional bit of
sal vage. Most of themheld city day jobs during the winter, and sonme of them
hersel f included, even had the weckage of once-pronising careers. They



scraped up sonme cash that way. And given that they were alnost all city-bred
urbanites, the Troupe did pretty well at eating things that they killed and/or
pul I ed out of the ground.

But they weren't doing genuine, first-class research, because there wasn't
enough capital around for real science, until Jane Unger had shown up

Jane had first found Dr. Gerald Mil cahey's work tucked in an obscure niche of
a Santa Fe science network, very strange, very arcane, and el aborately

snot hered under nonlinear atnospheric mathematics that naybe five guys on the
pl anet coul d understand. Jane wasn't quite the first designer to discover

Mul cahey's work. The word was just getting out about it in her network
circles. The word was still very street |evel-but Jane had a good ear for the
wor d.

The raw power of those graphics had amazed her. It was virtuoso spectacle, and
the guy wasn't even trying. He'd created a hypnotic virtuality of withing and
twi sting hallucinatory fluids while seriously attenpting to describe
scientifically the behavior of the real world. Wth the proper interface and
editing, and a nuch better choice of color, angle, and detail, the work had
definite comrercial potential

So Jane, with a bit of deft network voodoo, had successfully tracked down Dr.
CGeral d Mul cahey. She'd gone to his research canmp out in the desol ate ass end
of nowhere, net him talked to him and cut a deal with him She'd redesi gned
t he graphics herself and rel eased themwith a new front end over an arts

di stribution network. And although the whole nodern structure of copyright and
intell ectual property was a conmplete joke-it had been shattered utterly during
the State of Energency and never successfully reassenbled or stabilized, by
anybody, anywhere, ever-Jane had actually nmade some noney from doing this. And
she'd gi ven Mil cahey royalties.

O course Mil cahey had imredi ately spent all his royalties on new hardware.
And then he'd spent her share of the noney too. And then the two of them had
gone on, in sweet, collegial fashion, to spend a | ot nore of her noney.

And now all of her nobney was pretty much gone. Though they sure had a hell of
a chase team assenbl ed. She m ght even get all her noney back, someday.

If they found the F-6.

Jane wasn't foolish enough to think that the Troupe would have the F-6 all to
t hensel ves. She'd seen Jerry's sinulations, and if Jerry was even hal f-right
about the nature of that beast, then the F-6 would be very dammed obvious, a
spectacul ar calamity inpossible to mss. But if the Troupe found the F-6, they
woul d have a maj or advantage over any other media competition. Because the
Troupe woul d be the only people in the world who actually understood the ful
power and horror of what they were w tnessing. Because nobody else in the
wor | d understood or believed that an F-6 was even possi bl e.

"R ck," she said.

"What ?"

"I"ve decided to forgive you, man."

"On the condition you don't harass Al ex ever again."

"Ckay, okay," Rick said sourly. "He can stay for all of me. You never see ne
t hrow anybody out of the Troupe! Jerry throws people out, Geg throws people
out, Carol throws people out. Mg, I"'mjust a lowy code geek, | can put up
wi th anybody. | don't even care if he gives me noney-hell, |I'mnot proud. Go
ahead, give ne noney, you and your brother! | don't care."

"Did you know Jerry has a brother?"

"Yeah, | knew that," Rick said. Rick didn't seem nuch surprised by the change
of subject. "I never nmet his brother or anything. . . | think he's in
government, state department, mlitary, sonething |ike that. He and Jerry
don't get along."

"Did Jerry ever talk about his brother, before I showed up?"

"Well, you know Jerry," Rick said. "He doesn't exactly broadcast that kind of
stuff. . . . | did hear the subject cone up, though, back when he was breaki ng
up with Valerie. That was Valerie the sei snmographer, y'know. "



"I know about Valerie," Jane said tightly.

"Yeah," Rick said, with an oblivious nod, "Val was into, l|ike, aquifer
col | apses and subsi dence and stuff, she used to hang with the Troupe and do
echo bl asts.

Not much to |l ook at, but a really bright girl, really sharp. It got pretty
ugly toward the end before Jerry threw her out. She kept carryin' on about his

famly.'

"Ch really," said Jane, with her best pretense of tepid disinterest.

"Yeah!" The | ong hours of silence had bottled Rick up. "It's funny what nen
and worren argue about. . . . | nean, |'ve never been married, but from what

see it's like three basic things-sex, noney, and comm tnent. Ri ght?"

Jane sai d not hi ng.

"So with Valerie it was conmtnent. Like, what do you care about nore-ne or
your work, ne or your friends, me or your famly, me or your brain? | can't
figure out why a woman woul d ever want to ask Jerry that. The guy's obviously
a fanatic! He's never gonna rest till he finds what he's |ooking for! A guy
like that, either you pitch in and

help him or you get the hell out of his way! O herw se, you' re just gonna get
stepped on. It's like a law of nature."

Jane sai d not hi ng.

Ri ck adjusted his gl asses and spread his hands expansively. He was wearing a
pair of deerskin carpal tunnel waps on his sunburned forearns. "l can
understand, " he said, "intellectually speaking of course-why a woman woul d
find Jerry attractive. | nean, he's big and strong, and he's a good-| ooki ng
guy in his way, and he's really smart. And he's not nean, or dishonest.
Rut hl ess, sure, but he's not cruel. And he's got, like, pretty serious outlaw
sex appeal, because he's the stud duck of this gang of weirdos who follow him
around. Wonen tend to go for that kind of guy. So | can see why sone wonman
woul d want to ride on the back of Jerry's notorcycle and share his sl eeping
bag. But hell! Mrry hinfP Have his kids? Try and put him behind a picket
fence? What possible good could that do you? | nean, why even try?"

Jane | aughed.

"You can | augh, Janey," Rick said, "but that's what Valerie was up to. | don't
think she ever realized it. | nean, consciously. It was pure genetic

i nperative, that's what. Sonme kind of fenale chronmpsone thing."

Jane sighed. "Rick-you are the prize asshole of all tune.

"Ch," Rick said, shocked. "Okay. Sorry."

"I don't want himto marry me. | don't have a picket fence. | don't want to
take himaway fromthe Troupe. | like living with the Troupe. It really suits
me. It's ny Troupe."

"Sure, okay," Rick said, nodding hastily. "I never meant you, Janey. You

shoul d know that by now. "

"I want the F-6 for ny own reasons. And even if Jerry drops down dead, then
I"mgonna find it. And |I'm gonna chase it down and document it and bl ow the
data over every network on this planet. Ckay?"

"Ckay, Janey." Rick grinned. "Have it your way."

"You never talked to this brother of his, right?"

"No. | don't even know where he is. But if | wanted to find out"-he | ooked at
her-"1 guess I'd start by asking Jerry's nom"

TI-1EY GOT SPI KES just east of the Foard County line, off State Hi ghway 70.
Bot h sides of the highway were lined with parked spotter vehicles: cops,
nmeandering amateurs with cheap binocul ars and hand cans, a nonster SESAME
lidar bus with tuned | asers and a rack of parabolic arrays.

SESAME and the Troupe's own Radar Bus had both been showi ng a mgjor
circul ati on hook for alnbst an hour, and the word was out on the police bands
and the public weather alerts. So far, though, there was no visible wall
cloud, and the rain-free shelf | ooked surprisingly cranmped and unprom sing.
Then, at 17:30, two spikes made a sinul t aneous appearance; not in the front
pocket inside the hook, where they night have been expected, but wiggling off



the back of the storm

Ri ck picked up the first alert by nicking it off the air traffic of a
surprised and excited TV crew. He i medi ately spread the word to the Troupe
and booted the binocular cameras on Charlie's front weapons nount.

G ven the chance, Troupers in ground pursuit would anticipate the path of the
novi ng spi ke, getting ahead of it and to the right, so as to silhouette the
approachi ng spi ke agai nst brighter air. The ideal was to set up a series of
target grids of intense, networked instrunentation and have the spi ke wander
through the grids. This was the standard research strategy for the clearest,
full-capacity data collection, and the SESAME people with their comnputationa
heavy iron probably had nuch the sane idea.

That woul dn't be possible with these new twi n spikes, though. Their position
of f the back of the storm put themright behind a noving wall of hail

Jane gl eefully showed the amateurs what they were up agai nst by ordering
Charlie into unconventional node and lea' ~'ing the highway entirely in a hot,
fence-junmpi ng, cross-country pursuit. The car bounded across a drenched
pasture full of young sunflowers and knee-hi gh Johnsongrass.

The bi nocul ar canmeras, mounted on their own reactive pedestal, noved al ong
with a rock-solid technol ogi cal smoothness originally invented for nodern
fifty-caliber machi ne guns. Jane's nerves sang wi th anticipation. She was
goi ng where she loved to be: into the thick of it. Alert, alive, and in
danger.

Spi kes were very dangerous. They carried extrenmely high winds and often flung
| arge, lethal chunks of debris. But the funnel wasn't the greatest danger in a
pursuit. A modern pursuit vehicle could al nost always dodge a visible funne
that was already on the ground. The greatest real dangers to the Troupe were

big hail, lightning, and collisions.
Hail swaths were hard to predict, and they covered a | ot nore ground than the
tip of a spike. Mst hail was only nuisance hail, sleety or nushy or pebbly,

but Jane had personally chased storns that dunped rock-solid hail the size of
citrus fruit into heaps that were shin-deep

Big hail didn't fall the way rain or snow or little graupel hail would fall.
Big hail fell Iike jagged-edged |unps of solid ice dropped fromthe height of
a three-thousand-story building. In the lahoma Panhandl e, in the spring of
2030, Jane had been hit in the ribs by a hailstone that had put her in unguent
and elastic wap for a solid week. That sane storm had caught two of the
Troupe's early dune buggies and left them neasled with hundreds of fist-sized
dents.

Hai | coul d be dodged, though, if you stayed out fromunder the mass of the
storm and kept a wary eye on the radar. Lightning was different. There was no
dodging lightning; lightning was roll-of-the-dice. In her pre-Troupe days,
Jane had heard the usual pious civil-defense nonsense about staying away from
exposed heights and throwi ng yourself flat if you felt your hair start to
crackl e, but she had seen plenty of no-kidding |lightning since, and she had a
firmgrasp of its essential nature. Lightning was a hi ghly nonlinear
phenonenon. Most |ightning sizzled along pretending to obey the standard | aws
of physics, but Jane had often seen even quite m nor storms suddenly whip out
a great crackling lick of eccentric fury that blasted the hell out of sone
little renote patch of ground that had absolutely nothing to do with anything.
Li ght ni ng was crazy stuff, basically, and if it happened to hit you, there was
damm-all you could do about it.

As for collisions, well, Charlie was a nmega-sweet machi ne, but he ran on eight
hundred and seventy-five million lines of code. Good code, solid, well-tested
code, spewed through distributed parallel processors far swifter and nore
accurate than the nervous system of any human driver. But code was still code,
and code could crash. If the code crashed when Charlie was nunber-crunching

hi gh-speed all-terrain pursuit, then crashing Charlie would be the sane as
crashing any precybernetic car: fast hard stupid netal versus soft wet human
flesh.

They rounded a heavily knuckled wall of back shear and saw two spi kes curling



out of the back of the ninmbus shelf like a gigantic pair of curved antel ope
horns. The twin spikes were fantastically beautiful, and they filled Jane with
a deep sweet sense of gratitude and awe, but they |ooked like F-2s, tops. It
was rare to get a really heavy spi ke off an unorthodox part of the storm

Wth the target in sight, Charlie put his code to serious work and got a | ot
closer in a very short tinme. Suddenly the chill danp air around them was ful

of the Train. Only a tornado could do the Train. Once you' d heard the Train
you woul d never forget or mstake it.

Jane loved the Train. That elenental torrent of noise hit sonething inside her
that was as deep and primal and tender as the pulp of her teeth. It did
something to her that was richer than sex. A rush of pure aesthetic battle joy
rocketed up her spine and she felt as if she could junp out of her skin and
spread wi ngs of fire.

"Whi ch one do you want ?" she shouted at Rick

Rick pulled up the rubber-rimred | enses of the binocul ar videocam s goggl e
link. Wthout his glasses, his eyes |ooked crazed and dil ated and shiny. "o
for the first to touch down!"

The horn on the right |ooked |like the dom nant one of the pair. To judge by
the conplex curdling of the shelf behind them the two spikes were trying hard
to go into slow orbit around one another. Rick's advice was sound:

the first spike to touch down would likely get a better supply of updraft.

Over the next few mnutes the twin with nore juice would probably starve out
and eat up the other one.

But you could never tell. Spikes lived on the far side of turbul ent
instability and sonetinmes the least little extra puff of energy would push
themoff trajectory into a nonster phase space. . . . Jane was conming hard to

t he point of decision. She slowed the car and stared upward.

"Dam!" she yelled. "That |eft one's backward!"

"What ?"

"It's anticyclonic! Look at that damm thing spin!"

Ri ck swung his head, nmoving the slaved caneras out on the bunper. "Good
Christ!" he said. The spikes were rotating in opposite directions.

It was hard to judge the vortex rotation against the curdled bl ack background
of shelf, but once she'd recognized the novenent, there was no mistaking it.
Jane was fl abbergasted. There hadn't been an anticycl oni c spi ke docunent ed
since the late nineties. Finding a storm spinning clockwi se in the northern
hem sphere was freakish, |like seeing a guy running down the Street who
happened to have two left feet.

"We're followi ng that crazy one!" Jane announced. She reached beneath the seat
and yanked up a pair of cordl ess headphones and ni ke

"Good choicel" Rick said, his voice high with disbelief.

Jane yelled orders ~to Charlie, got tired of the verbal interface, and pulled
down the steering wheel. She got into a manual - assi st node, where a tug on
Charlie's steering wheel was the software equivalent of a tug on a horse's
reins. This was an excellent way to pursue a storm if your horse was a smart
machi ne a thousand tines stronger and faster than you were. Excellent, that
is, if your horse didn't get its code hung between node changes. And if you
didn't forget that you weren't really driving a car at all, but instead,
vaguely chairing a coommittee on the direction, speed, and tactics of the
vehicle. It was certainly vastly

safer than driving manually in the wake of a pair of tornadoes. But it was
still a really good way to get Kkilled.

Rick yelled a site report at the Troupe while bracketing the anticyclone wth
t he canera's binocul ar photogramretry. Jane thought anxiously about the chaff
bazooka in the back. The bazooka's chaff rounds cost so dammed much that she
had never had enough practice to get good wth

it. Ri ck, unfortunately, considered hinmself an excellent marksman, as if it
were a real feat to kill deer with a silent, high-velocity, |aser-sighted
electric rifle. Rick was lousy with the bazooka and overconfident, while she
was | ousy with the bazooka but at |east properly cautious about it.



She punched Ri ck's shoul der. "Were're the 'thopters?”

"They're conming. It'll take a while."

"I gotta chaff-shoot that anticydonic fromthe ground then," she said.

"No use, Janey! Radar Bus just pulled up stakes, nobody'll get the data but
SESAME! "

"Let SESAME get it then, we gotta nail it now, the goddammed thing is

| eft-handed! It's for Science!" She stopped Charlie in the niddle of the
field, opened the door, and | eaped out into wet knee-high grass.

Qut fromunder the shelter of Charlie's roof, the sound of the Train was

enor nous, ground-shaking, cosm c. Jane ran around the car, burrowed into the
back, and unstrapped the bazooka fromits Velcro nmounting. No use | ooking up
at the spikes just yet. No use getting rattled.

She found the chaff rocket, unstrapped it. Renpved its yellow safety tape.

Twi sted the rocket to armit. Put up the bazooka's flip-up sight. Powered up
t he bazooka. Booted the bazooka's trajectory calc. Charlie was vibrating in
pl ace with the sheer noise of the Tram and violent gusts of entrained updraft
were ripping at the grass all around her

Loadi ng the chaff bazooka was a very conpl ex business. There was a very sweet
and twisted intellectual thrill about doing it exactly right in conditions of
i ntense enotional excitenent. It was |ike paying a | ot of slow deliberate,
very focused attention to giving sonebody el se an orgasm

Jane stepped out into the open, carefully braced her |egs, raised the nuzzle,
and squinted into the bazooka's readout. She pressed the first trigger. A red
light cane on. She bracketed the twister in the target screen. The red |ight
went out and a green light flicked on. Jane pulled the second trigger.

The rocket took off with a calf-scorching backwash of heat and soared directly
toward the spike. It nmade a couple of wasplike dips as it fought turbul ence
and it disappeared right into the spinning nmurk, not quite dead on, but good.
Jane stared ha p pity into the readout, waiting for the detonation signal from
the chaff's expl osive canister

Not hi ng. She wai t ed.

Not hi ng. Anot her goddamed dud.

Jane | owered the snmoki ng bazooka with a grindi ng di sappoi nt ment and suddenly
noti ced noverment and col or over to her tight. A spindle-wheeled TV canera
truck had pulled ;ust to the right of them naybe ten neters away. A wonan
correspondent with a head nmike and a darling little brass-toggled yell ow

rai ncoat had junped out. She was doi ng a stand-up

Not in front of the tornadoes, though. In front of Jane. Jane was on live

tel evision. The realization gave Jane a

sudden rush of deep irrational fury. It was all she could do to avoid sw ngi ng
the muzzl e around and threatening to blow the journos away, just to watch the
sons of bitches run. The bazooka was enpty, though, and she had no nore chaff
rounds, which was just as well, because otherw se they and their
human-i nt erest spot woul d have been structure-hit to bl azing hell-and-gone.
Jane flinched away fromtheir cameras and gritted her teeth, and set the
bazooka back in place with meticul ous professionalism and ran around the car
and got back in and sl ammed the door

"That was great!" Rick shouted. "Damm, Janey, you're good with that thing!"
"It was a dud round," Jane shouted back

"Ch! shit."

Jane turned on the noise cancellation in her headphones. The Train vani shed
suddenly, its every sonic wavel ength neatly cancel ed by a sound chip inside

t he earphones. The echoing roar was replaced by an eerie, artificial, oddly
wet - soundi ng silence, as if she'd thrust her head into a big holl owed- out
punpki n.

When Ri ck shouted at her once again, his voice was a flat filtered drone. "W
just got dust whirl on that right onel W're gonna |ose the anticyclonic."

"I figured," Jane nmurmured, her voice loud in her own ears. Rick lifted his
goggl es, realized she had her noi se-cancell ati on headphones on, nodded in
appreci ation, fetched up his own headphones from beneath the passenger seat,



and cl anped them over his ears.

"Can't tag 'emall," Rick uttered wetly through the phones. "lI'mgettin' sone
real good photogrametry, though. Mwve up closer on that left one."

The right-hand spi ke was on the ground now, trying to stabilize. It was
tearing through a patch of high grass a kil oneter away, stewing a blur of dirt
and straw. No maj or debris yet, but that straw was no joke; tornado straws
were flying high-speed needles that could pierce boards and tree trunks.

She urged Charlie into pursuit again, avoiding the right-hand spi ke and
drawi ng nearer to the anticyclonic twister. It had not touched down yet, and
didn't seemlikely to. The backward tw ster was being dragged off behind the
front, in the shadow of its bigger brother, kicking and wiggling in distress.
Twi sters were not living things. Twisters had no will or volition, they felt
no joy or pain. Truly, realty, genuinely, tornadoes were just big storms. Just
at nospheric vortices, natural organizations of rapidly noving air that blindly
obeyed the | aws of physics. Some of those |aws were odd and conpl ex and
nonlinear, so their behavior was sonetines volatile, but twi sters were not
magi ¢ or nystical, they obeyed |l aws of nature, and Jerry understood those
laws. He had patiently denonstrated their workings to her, in hours and hours
of computer simulation. Jane knew all that with conplete intellectua

certainty.
And yet Jane still couldn't help feeling sorry for the a.nticyclonic. That
mut ant | eft-handed runt of the litter . . . the poor damed giant evil

beauti ful thing .
The right-hand twi ster left the ground, bunched itself, and suddenly nade a
maj or and definite maneuver. It ripped loose fromits original nmoorings at the
back of the storm and surged forward, root and branch. The whol e structure of
the cl oud base coll apsed before it like a shattered ceiling and was torn into
foggy chaos. The trailing bent tail that was the anticyclonic buckled, and
dwi ndl ed, and was sucked away.
A blinding torrent of alnost horizontal rain blasted across the | andscape. The
spi ke vani shed behind it.
Jane inmredi ately wheel ed and started to skirt the right-hand edge of the
storm Working her way around it took her twelve |ong mnutes of high-speed
pursuit and a painful drain of battery power. On the way they passed a
charging land rush of three TV canmera crews, five groups of amateur spotters
in their rusty ham hacker trucks, and two sheriff's deputies.
The sky was | ow and overcast ahead of the twister, an endless prairie of danp
unstable @ulf air, tinder before a brushfire. Wen Jane caught sight of the
spi ke again, it was a squat, massive, roaring wedge, |odged right in the
pocket of the circul ati on hook and smashi ng northeast |ike a juggernaut. She
turned of f her monitor to the ongoing SESAME traffic and opened her m ke and
headphones to the general Troupe channel. "Jane in Charlie here. W have the
spi ke in sight again! It's a mega F-4 on the ground and in the hook! This one
could go all the way, over!"
"This is Joe Brasseur at Navigation. Copy, Jane. Your spike has habitation
ahead- Quanah, Texas. Chasers, watch for fleeing vehicles! Watch for civilians!
Watch for debris in the air or on the ground! Renenber, people, a spike is a
passing thing, but a |awsuit you al ways have with you. Over."
It was really nice, what the people of Quanah had done. You nmet all kinds out
on the edge of the wastel and, nost of them pretty unsavory ki nds, but the
citizens of Quanah were a special breed. There were just over three thousand
of them Mst of them had settled here since the aftermath of heavy weat her
They were hard and clever and enduring people, and they had a kind of
r ough- hewn

civic virtue that, in all sincerity, you could only call pioneer

spirit.

They didn't irrigate open fields anynore, because with

their aquifer declining that was illegal as well as useless,

But they had genetic crops with the chlorophyll hack, and

they'd done a great deal with greenhouses. Enornous



gr eenhouses, beautiful ones, huge curved foam netal spars
and vast ribbed expanses of dew beaded transparent nmem
. brane, greenhouses as big as cornfields, greenhouses that

were their cornfields, basically. Vast expanses of well-
desi gned, nodern, noisture-tight greenhouses, pegged
down tight and neat across the | andscape just like a big
sheet of giant bubbl epak

The F-4 wal ked into the midst of the greenhouse bub-
bl es and net hodi cally weaked utter havoc. It sinply
stonped the big pockets of bubbtepak and catastrophically
ruptured them with sharp ball oon-pop bangs that you
could feel in your bones froma mle away. The acres of
danp air inside the ruptured bubbles geysered instantly
upward in fat tw sting rushes of condensation fog, and
bef ore Jane's amazed, observant eyes, the F-4 literally
drank up those big sweet pockets of hot wet air, just like a
thug at a bar doing tequila stanmers.

It ripped every greenhouse in its path into flat deflated
tatters, and it entirely destroyed alt the crops inside them

The citizens of Quanah were not just farmers. They
were nodern bioagriculturists. They had set up a sil age
refinery: stacks, towers, fernentation chanbers. They were
taking the worst harvest in the world: raw weed, brush
mesquite, cactus, anything-and cracking it into usefu
products: sugars, starches, fuel, cellulose. Silage refining
was such an el aborate, |aborious process that it was barely
profitable. But it nmade a | ot of honest work for people.
And it made sone honest use out of the vast expanse of
West Texas's abandoned wastel and. Sil age refining cane

- -. very close to naking something useful and workabl e out of

nothing at all.

The F-4 waded into the silage refinery and tore it apart.
It picked up the pipelines, snapped them off clean at the
joints, and w el ded themlike supersonic bludgeons. It
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twisted the refinery towers until they cracked off and tunbled and fell, and

it threw a hot spew of gene-tw sted yeast and fungi into a contam nating
acres-wi de stop. It blew out windows, and ripped off roofs, and cracked cenent
foundati ons, and shorted out generators. It swiftly killed three refinery

wor kers who had been too stubborn and dedicated to | eave. After the tw ster
had shattered half the refinery and broken the rest open, its ally the rain
arrived, and thoroughly drenched everything that had been exposed.

The twi ster then chewed its way through Quanah's flat checkerboard of streets,
smashi ng hones and shops, destroying the ancient trees around the courthouse,
and anni hil ating a dance hall.

When it had finished with the town of Quanah, Texas, the tw ster headed,
undi mi ni shed, toward the Red River, and the people of the great state of

Ol ahoma

VWHEN JANE GOT back to the canp, it was five in the norning. She'd managed to
sleep a little in the driver's seat during the Iong haul back, but she was far
too full of adrenaline for anything |ike real rest.

She drove the car under one of the camp's garage tents and prodded Ri ck awake.
Rick got up groggily without a word and staggered off for his tepee.

Jane wal ked stiff-1egged and trenbling into the command yurt. There was no
sign of Jerry, and all his machi nes were shut down.

She went to their favorite tepee, the one they usually used for assignations.
Jerry was on the bubbl epak floor in a bag, asleep



Jane threw her sweaty clothes off and fought her way into the bag next to him
"You' ve got the shakes," he told her

"Yeah," Jane said, trenbling harder to hear himsay it. "I always get the
shakes whenever they kill people."

"Not hi ng we can do about that," he said gently. "W just bear wtness.

Jane stared up at the tepee's dark conical recess. She
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could see stars through the smoke flap. She was stiff all over and trenbling
with stress and she snelled really bad.
"My life sure has changed since | net you .

she said, "you crazy son of a

bitch."

Jerry | aughed and put his hand on her right breast. "Yeah?"

"That's right. 1've seen people get killed. . . . 1've raced down hi ghways at
two hundred klicks an hour. 1've junped out of airplanes. | clinbed up a radio
tower and | junped off it, and | beat up the woman who taught ne how to do

it."

"You didn't beat her up very hard," Jerry said. He slid his bearded face into
the holl ow of her neck.

Jane started trenbling much harder. "Just once," she told him "lI'd like to
fuck you in a bed. Wth a mattress, and cl ean sheets. \Wen we've both
showered. And ne wearing something slinky and maybe some perfume. Don't you
like that, Jerry? Perfunme?"

"What | like is renenbering where the condons are. Where are they?"

"They ought to be tucked over there under that ditty bag, unless sonebody used
"emall."

Jerry clinbed out of the bag, naked, found a condom after prol onged search
and crawl ed back into the bag again. H's skin had gone cold in the night air.
Jane shivered violently.

Jerry turned her onto her stomach and set his solid hands to work on her
shoul ders. "You've got it bad tonight," he said.

She nodded. "That's good. Keep doing that. Maybe I'Il live."

Silently, deftly, Jerry worked his way off her shoul ders, down her spine and
rib cage, going after knotted nerves that were like snarled fishline. It felt
so good to have the strong human touch of soneone she trusted. Soneone who
woul dn't stop or hesitate, who knew what he was doi ng and who had never hurt
her. He was pulling the jitters out of her, and it was |ike he was chasing
l[ittle devils Qut of her skin. Jane stretched out on her stonmach and went

| anguor ous and heavy-1|i dded.
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She turned over and stretched her arns out in welconme. He kissed her briefly,
put the condom on, clinbed over her, braced hinmself on his el bows. He slid
into her all at once on an oiled filmof |atex.

She put her feet in the backs of his knees. "Short and sweet, okay," she

whi spered. "lI'mreally tired, baby. 1'mgoing right to sleep after this,

prom se.

"Good," he said, hitting his favorite rhythm

"Do ne, but don't do the daylights out of ne.

He sai d not hing.

He wasn't violent, and he wasn't ever carel ess, but he was a big man, a head
and a half taller than she was, and he was really strong. He had ropes of
nmuscl e in his back where people shouldn't even have nuscle. He wasn't
acrobatic or elaborately erotic, but he never got w nded easily. And when he
got up to speed, he tended to hit the groove and to stay there.

She gritted her teeth, rolled her head back in the soft darkness, and had an
orgasm She canme out of the far side of it gasping and linmp all over, with all
the tension gone fromher jaw and tenples and her arns hangi ng sl ack

He stopped, and hung there over her, and | et her breathe awhile. There was a



bi g lumpy rock under her neck, beneath the bag and the bubbl epak, and she
squirmed on her back to miss it. She'd been very tired before, but now she was
fully wapped in the hot |ife-giving power of her own |ibido, and all the
weari ness and horror of the day was |ike sonething that had happened to
anot her woman somewhere far away. Wen she spoke again it was rough and | ow.
"I changed ny mind about that daylights business."

He | aughed. "You al ways say that."

"Unl ess you let nme get on top, |'mgonna have to screama little bit."

"Go ahead and scream " he told her, noving hard. "You never screamall that
nmuch. "

CHAPTER

hasi ng tornadoes until two

in the norning had been pretty bad, but not half so bad as Al ex had feared.
They' d spent nost of those hours humm ng down darkened roads, with Alex curled
in his nest of bubbl epak, dozing.

They' d stopped three tinmes to fling machinery into the sky, a fever of virtua
activity in the mdst of distance and darkness and thunder. They were ardently
chasing storns by renote control. And yet there was little sense of rea
danger.

The storms didn't frighten Alex. He found theminpressive and interesting. His
only true fear was that the Troupers woul d di scover the real and humliating
extent of his weakness. He could think straight, he could talk, he could eat,
and he could breathe beautifully. But he was still bone feeble, with an edge
of endurance that was razor thin. He was |lucky that Martha and Buzzard hadn't
asked himto do anything truly strenuous. It wasn't because they were sparing
him of course. They sinply didn't trust himto do anything inportant.
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The day after the chase, Alex was up with the dawn, his lungs still clear, his
eyes bright, with no sign of sore throat or fever. He felt better than he'd
felt in at least a year. Meanwhile, the road-burned Troupers lay around in
their smelly bags and their stick-and-paper cones, in the grip of prolonged
siestas. The after-chase day was a busy day for the support crews, but they
were busy with information, a fourteeii-hour-day of annotating, editing,
collating, cutting, and copying. The Troupe's road pursuers were physically
wor n-out, and the rest of them were crouching over their keyboards. Nobody
paid Al ex rmuch mnd

Mound noon, Carol Cooper made Al ex a big paper sonbrero, gave hima bag of
granol a and a small canteen, and sent himout to watch the Troupe's goats. The
Troupers had this teenage kid, Jeff, who usually did the goat watching and the



firewood fetching and other little gopher chores around camp, but with Alex's
arrival, Jeff had been bunped up the pecking order

Alex didn't mnd watching the goats. It was clearly the stupidest and

| owest-status job in Troupe life, but at least there was very little to it.
Al the goats had smart collars, and you could set the herd' s paraneters on a
| aptop to give them m nor shocks and buzzes when they wandered out of range.
They were gene-spliced pharmaceutical goats, "pharm animals," and despite
their yellow, devillike, reptilian eyeballs, the goats were remarkably docile
and stupid. Mst of the tine the goats seened to grasp the nature of the
col l ar business, and they stayed where the machi ne wanted them They

i ndustriously nibbled anything renotely edible and then lay in the shade

bel ching gas fromtheir gene-spliced guts.

Al ex spent nobst of the day up in a nesquite tree at the edge of a brush-filled
gully, wearing his paper breathing mask, grepping around with the I aptop, and
swatting nosquitoes and deer ffies. He wasn't too happy about the nosquitoes,
but his bite-proof paper hat, mask, and junpsuit kept them at bay, except on
hi s bare neck and ankles. The deerflies were big, buzzing, aggressive,
head-circling pests, and it wasn't too surprising that there were a | ot of

t hem
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around-t he brush was crawing with deer. The dammed deer were as comon as

m ce.

Al ex, a consummate urbanite, had always i magi ned deer as tinmd, fragile,
endangered creatures, quailing somewhere in the darkened depths of their
crunmbling ecosystens. This sure as hell wasn't the case with these West Texas
deer, who were thriving in an ecosystemthat was al ready about as screwed up
as manki nd coul d manage. The deer were snorty and fl op-eared and skittish, but
they were as bold as rats in a junkyard.

By the time Alex and his entourage of goats returned to canp that evening, he
was a lot less inpressed about the |ocal diet of venison. There wasn't much to
obt ai ni ng veni son-it was about as hard as finding dog meat at a pound. He and
Jeff mlked the goats, which produced a variety of odd cheesy fluids, sone
with U N -mandated dietary vitamn requirenents, and some with conmerci al
potential in drugstore retail. MIKking goats was kind of interesting work on a
weird | evel of interspecies intimacy, but it was al so hard nmanual |abor, and
he was glad to |l eave nost of it to Jeff.

Greg Foul ks had pulled Jeff out of the weckage of an F-S a coupl e years back,
fromthe jackstraw rubble where Jeff had |ost both his parents. Jeff had

wor ked his way into the Troupe by sinmply running away and returning to them
whenever the Troupe tried to place himinto better care. Jeff was a cheerful
tal kative, sunburned Texas Angl o kid, openly worshipful of Jerry and Greg, and
full of what he thought was good advice about Troupe life. Jeff was only

si xteen, but he had that drawn, tight-around-the-eyelids |ook that A ex had
seen on the faces of displaced people, of the world' s heavy-weather refugees.
A haunted, wary look, like the solid earth beneath their feet had becone thin
ice, never to be trusted again.

Everyone in the Troupe had that Look, really. Except maybe Jerry Mil cahey.
Exam ned cl osely, Ml cahey | ooked as if he'd never set foot on Earth in the
first place.

Next day they put Al ex on kitchen duty-KP
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"YOUR SI SThR," SAID Ell en Mae Lankton, "is a real hairpin."

"I couldn't agree with you nore," said Alex. He was sitting cross-|egged on

t he bubbl epak fl oor of the kitchen yurt, peeling a root. It was the root of
some | ocal weed known as a "poppynallow." It |ooked |ike a very dirty and

di storted carrot, and when peeled, it had sone of the |ess appetizing aspects
of a yam



El l en Mae had been up at dawn to grub up poppynall ows. She was up at every
dawn, methodically wandering the fields, snapping nmles of old barbed wire

wi th her personal dianond-edged cable cutters and digging up weeds with her
shar pshoot er shovel. So now Al ex had a dozen filthy roots at his el bow, in
Ellen Mae's canvas sling bag. Peeling roots, it seened, was not a popul ar task
anong Storm Troupers. Al ex, however, didn't mnd it ruch.

Alex rarely mnded any kind of work that allowed himto sit very still and
breat he shallowy. Wat he mi nded about kitchen work was the nesquite snoke
Whenever Ellen Mae turned her back to manage the stewpot, Alex would whip his
paper mask up quickly and steal a few quiet huffs of properly filtered air.

As Ell en Mae bustl ed about, doing her endl ess round of nysterious kitchen
rituals, Alex sat nearby, in the yurt's only draft of clear air. As the
nmor ni ng had worn on, several Troupers had wandered in hunting snacks or water,
and they'd seen Alex sitting near Ellen Mae's feet in a hunble, attentive,
apprentice's posture. And they'd given Ellen Mae a kind of surprised,
eyebrow-rai sed, respectful |ook. After a while Ellen Mae had warmed up to Al ex
consi derably, and now this strange, witchy-Iooking, m ddl e-aged wonan woul dn't
shut up to save her life.

"For one thing, she's got a really strange way o talkin'," said El|en Mae.
"You nmean her accent?" Al ex said.

"Well, that's part of it.

"That's sinple," Alex said. "W Ungers are German Mexicans."

"' What ?"
"Yeah, we're descended fromthis German guy naned
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Hei nrich Unger, who emigrated to Mexico in 1914. He was a German spy. He tried
to get the Mexicans to invade the U S. during the First Wrld War."

"Huh," said Ellen Mae, stirring stew

"He didn't have much luck at it, though."

"l reckon he didn't."

"Anot her German spy named Hans Ewers wote a couple of books about their

m ssion. They're supposed to be pretty good books. | wouldn't know, nyself. |
don't read German."

"Cerman Mexicans," Ellen Mae nused.

"There's lots of German Mexi cans. Thousands of 'em really. It's a pretty big
ethnic group."” Alex shrugged. "My dad noved over the border and took out U. S.
citizenship after he nmade sone noney in business."

"When did that happen, exactly?"

"Mound 2010. Just before | was born."

"Must have been one of those free-trade things. Wen the U S sent all the
wor ki n" jobs down to Mexico, and the Mexicans sent the USA all their rich
peopl e. "

Al ex shrugged. His famly's entanglement with history neant little to him He
was vaguely interested in the distant and romantic 1914 aspect, but his dad's
postindustrial business career was the very essence of tedium

"Janey doesn't sound German, though. Or Mexican either, for that matter. You
don't sound Gernman or Mexican either, kid."

"I do sound pretty German when | speak Spanish,” Alex offered. "Can | have
sone nore of that tea?"

"Sure, have all you want," said Ellen Mae, surprising him "W're gonna break
canp tonorrow. Can't carry rmuch water on the road." She poured hima generous
paper-cup-fit! of some acrid herbal soak she'd nmade from gl ossy green bush

| eaves. It sure as hell wasn't tea, but it wasn't as bad as certain Mexican
soft drinks he'd sanpled. "So we'll use up the spare water now. Toni ght we can
all have a bath!"

"Ww " Al ex enthused, sipping the evil brew

Ellen Mae frowned thoughtfully. "Wat is it you do, exactly, Al ex?"
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"Me?" Alex said. He considered. the question. He hadn't often been asked it.
"I"'ma play-testing consultant."

"What's that?"

"Well, network computer ganes . " Al ex said vaguely, "network dungeons

There's not nuch noney in conputer games anynore, because of the copyright
property screwups and stuff, but there's still, | dunno, cryptware and
shareware and the subscription services, right? Some guys who are really into
dungeons can still make good nobney. Sonetines | help with the work."

Ell en Mae | ooked doubtful, even though it was alnost the truth. Al ex had spent
nost of his teenage years ardently playi ng dungeons, and since he was generous
wi th his upgrade paynments and his shareware registrations, he'd eventually
ended up in the fringes of game marketing. Not that he designed ganes or
anyt hi ng-he didn't have the naniacal attention to detail necessary for
that-but he did like to be anong the first to play the new ganes, and he
didn't mnd being polled for his consumer reactions. On occasion, A ex had
even been given a little nmoney for this-all told, naybe five percent of the
noney that he'd poured into the hobby.

At eighteen, though, Al ex had given up dungeon ganing. It had dawned on him
that his nunerous dungeon identities were stealing what little vitality
remained in his own daily life. The dungeons weren't that nuch of an

i mprovenent, really, over the tw sted, dungeonlike reality of a series of

si ckrooms. Since that realization, Al ex had given up gam ng, and devoted his
time and noney to exploring the twi sted depths of his own nedical destiny and
t he wonders of the pharmaceutical dem nonde.

"l also collect conmics," he offered.

"Why?" Ellen Mae said.

"Well, | thought it was really interesting that there was this, like, weird
pop-culture thing that's still published on paper instead of on networks."
This remark cut no apparent ice with Ellen Mae. Alex plowed on. "I own |l ots of

ol d American paper com cs-y' see, nobody does paper conmics in the U S. anynore,
but some of the antique ones, the undergrounds and stuff, never got copied and
scanned, so
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they're not on network access anywhere. So if you're a serious collector
quite often you can buy sone art that's just not publicly avail able.

Sone art that nobody else can see . . . A piece of art that nobody's accessed
or viewed in years!"

Ellen Mae only | ooked puzzled; she clearly didn't grasp the basic thril

i nvol ved in this hobby. Al ex continued:

"My real specialty is nodern Mexican paper conics. The fotonovel as, and the
true-crime manga-rags, and the UFQzi nes and stuff. They're an antique medi um
in a nodern context, and they're this kind of cool nightnare folk art, really.

| like them and they're kinda hard to get. I own lots, though." He
smi | ed.
"What do you do with then?" Ellen Mae said.
"I dunno,"” Alex adnmitted. "Catalog 'em put 'emin airproof bags. .. . They're
all stored in Houston. | thought maybe that | would pirate-scan themall, and

post them on networks, so that a |l ot nore people could see how cool they were.
And see how rmuch great stuff I'd collected. But | dunno, that kind of spoils
the whole thing, really."”

El l en Mae | ooked at him so strangely then that Al ex realized he was wading in
too deep. He gave her his best smile, hunbly offered up a couple of

wel | - peel ed roots, and asked, "Wat do you hack, Ellen Mae?"

"l hack Comanche," Ellen Mae said.

"What' s that nean?"

"I was born Qut here in West Texas," she told him "I'ma native."

"Really." She didn't |ook Iike any Comanche |Indian. She | ooked like a big



Angl o woman with niddl e-aged spread in a bl oodstai ned paper suit.

"I grew up out here on a ranch, back when everything was dying out. . . .
There never were a lot of people in this part of Texas. Myst of the peopl

just packed up and left, after the aquifers went. And then during the State of
Emer gency, when the really big drought hit? Well, everything and everybody out
here just blew away, |ike so much dust."

Al ex nodded hel pfully and started on another root with his ceram c peeler
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"Everybody who stayed behind-well, they pretty nuch stopped farm ng and
ranchi ng, and went into scavengi ng. Wecking work, in the ghost towns." She
shrugged. "They didn't call it structure hitting back then, because we didn't
bl ow up anything that wasn't already abandoned. | nean, we had reasons to bl ow
stuff up. W wanted to nmake sone noney. We didn't blow stuff up just because
we liked to watch stuff fall down-all that bullshit canme later."

"Ckay," Alex said, sipping his brew

"I started to think it through back then, you know. .. . See, Alex, the truth
i s, nobody should have ever done any farm ng out here. Ever. This |and just
wasn't cut Qut for farmi ng. And ranching-running cattle on this land just took

way too nmuch out of the soil. It wasn't any accident that all this happened.
W brought it on ourselves."
Al ex nodded.

"This was nonmad | and. The High Plains-they were black with buffalo from here
straight to Canada! The big-

- gest mgrating herds of animals ever seen in history. They killed the
buffalo off with repeating rifles, in twenty years. It took another hundred
fifty years to drain off all the water underground, and of course by then the
at nosphere was wecked too. . . . But see, it was all a really bad m stake
The people who settled out here-we destroyed this place. And we were destroyed
for doing it."

Al ex sai d not hi ng.

"At the time, you know people just couldn't believe

it. They couldn't believe that this huge area of the good old USA woul d just
end up abandoned by everybody, that the people who settled the | and and taned
it-they used to say that a lot, 'tanming the land -that those people would just
be driven right out of existence. | mean, at the time it was unprecedented.
Seened really unlikely and abnormal. OF course, it's a pretty damm conmon
busi ness now.

But at the time there was a | ot of governnent tal k about how it was all just
tenmporary, that they were gonna resettle Wst Texas as soon as they | earned
how to pi pe water down from M nnesota, or nelt icebergs, or some other
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such damm nonsense. . . . Hell, Al ex, they're never gonna nmove the water. It's
a hundred tines cheaper just to nmove the people. They were all living in a
dream and. "

"Dream ands, yeah," Alex said, "lI've been in a few of those."

"And the strangest thing was, that it had all happened before, but nobody

| earned the | esson. Because it happened to the Comanches. The Conmanches |ived
out here two hundred years-off the land, off the buffalo. But when those
buffalo went, well, they were just w ped out. Starved right out of existence.
Had to nove up to Okl ahoma, and live in reservation canps eating food that the
government. gave 'em just like us | owdown nodern weather tranps. No fight
left in "em" She sighed. "See, Alex, if you got the basics of life, then you
can fight for your place in the world. But if you got no food and water, then
you got no place at all. You just |eave. Go away, or die."

"Right," Alex said. "I get it." It was clearly doing Ellen Mae sonme good to
get this matter off her chest. It was obvious that she'd discussed all this



before. Probably this was a standard | ecture she gave all the Troupe wannabes.
Normal Iy, in a discussion of this sort, Al ex would have pitched right in with
a few devil' s-advocate argunments, just to ness everything up and kinda nake it
nore interesting. Under the circunstances, though, he thought it was w sest to
let Ellen Mae talk it out. A good idea, for instance, not to nention the many
other places in the world where relocations had been a hundred tinmes worse
than in West Texas. After all, the people in Wst Texas had had the giant,

wel | - devel oped United States to help them So that they didn't starve on the
spot. They didn't break out in eye-gouging, street-to-street,
structure-hitting, down-and-dirty little ethnic wars. And they weren't w ped
out by nassive septic plagues, all the little predatory bugs that junped out
of the woodwor k whenever people got seriously disorganized: dysentery,

chol era, typhus, malaria, hantavirus.

It had been pretty damed stupid to dry up the aquifers in West Texas, but it
didn't really conpare in scale with the planet's truly nonumental ecoblunders.
Sl ow y poi soning the finest cropland in China, Egypt, and India with too
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much salt fromirrigation, for instance. Cear-cutting the jungles in

I ndonesia and Brazil. The spread of the Sahara.

But why bring all that up? It wouldn't make Ellen Mae feel any better. If you
| ost everything, it didn't really ease your pain much to know t hat other
peopl e, sonewhere else, night be hurting even worse. People who wanted to
judge your pain by your privileges were nean-spirited peopl e-the kind of
peopl e who thought it nmust be big fun to be an invalid, as | ong as you were
rich. Alex knew better. Sure, if he'd been poor, he'd have been dead | ong
ago- he knew that. He wasn't poor. He was a rich kid, and if he had any say
about it, he was going to stay that way. But that didn't nmake his life a
picnic. Let her talk.

"When | figured that much out," Ellen Mae said, "I decided | was gonna |earn
all about Conanches."

"How conme?"

She paused. "Alex, there are twokin~ of people in this world. The people who
don't wanna know, even if they oughta know. And the people who just have to
know, even if it's not gonna help 'em™" She smled at him "Troupe

peopl e-we're all that second ki nd. People who just have to know, even though
we can't do a dam thing about any of it."

Alex grunted. He was of a different kind, personally. He was the kind who
didn't mnd knowi ng, but didn't feel up to devoting much energy to finding
out .

"So | read a | ot about Comanches. | nean, with the towns enpty and the cattle
gone, it was a lot easier to understand that kind of nonmad life. . . . That's
one good thing about |iving nowadays. You can read about anything, for
not hi ng, anywhere where there's a |l aptop screen. So, | read all these on-line
books about Comanches, and how they lived, while | was living off the backs of
trucks, hunting, and gathering scrap netal

"And that's when | started to really understand this |and. For instance, why
us wreckers got so much heat fromthe Texas Rangers. Wy the Rangers used to
just show up out here, and chase down our convoys, and shoot us. They had

dat abases and cell phones and all, but there wasn't anything cute and nodern
about the goddamed Texas
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Rangers-the Rangers in the 2020s were exactly the same as the goddanmed Texas
Rangers in the 1 880s! And if you
were some nomad, living out of a tent in West Texas, then the Rangers just
weren't gonna be able to stand havin' you

around! Sinple as that!" She was shaking her soup | adle.
. "They just couldn't stand it, that we were out here



wreckin' stuff, and that we hadn't cleared out for good and
gone exactly where the governnment said we should, when we should. That we
didn't pay taxes, or get vaccinations, or have any rul e books." She stirred
her stew, and tasted it, and started crunbling a dried ancho pepper
"Sure, every once in a while a few wecker boys would get all |iquored up and
smash up sone stuff in towns where there were still people livin'. That
happened, and |I'm not denyin' it. W weren't all perfect. But the Rangers used
that as their excuse for everything. They cane right after
- the wreckifi' gangs, the Rangers did. They just wouldn't |et
. us live. They broke us up, and they shot us and arrested us, and they
put us away in canps."
"What did you do then?"

"Well, | didn't get arrested nyself, so | went up to Cklahoma to neet sone
real Comanches. "~
"Real | y?"

"Hell yes! There's nore Comanches up in lahoma right now, after everything,
than there were when the tribe was out riding the free range. That's the

wei rdest part of it. The Conmanches didn't die out or anything. They just got
changed and noved. They been up there multiplying, just |ike every other human
being in the world. There's thousands of Comanches. They're farmers, and they

got little stores and stuff . . . they're big on churches, y'know, big
chur chgoi ng people. None of that weirdo cult stuff, but good ol d-fashioned
Christians. | wouldn't call 'em prosperous, they're pretty damed poor people

for Americans, but you see a |Iot worse on TV."
"I see. So what did you learn fromthat?"

Ellen Mae | aughed. "Well, | married one. . . . But they know about as nuch
about living off the buffalo as you know about being a German spy, kid.

dunno ... the oldest folks still use the language a little, the snell of
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the old life is still around, just a little bit. |I wanted to | earn about
herbal |ore, about living off the land. | ended up learning a | ot about
botany. But nostly | learned it off text files and databases. Hell, Alex, it's
been a hundred and fifty years."

She sighed. "That's a long time. | mean, | grew up m West Texas. | was a nice
girl froma decent ranchin' famly, went to high school, went to church

wat ched TV, bought dresses and shoes and went to dances.. . . W thought we

owned this land. How much of that life do you think is gonna be left in a
hundred and fifty years? Fuck-all, Alex. Nothin' ."

"Well, | wouldn't say that," Alex said. "After all, there's governnent

records. The governnent's real goad about that. Databases and statistics.

Stuff on platinumdisks that they keep in salt mnes.”

"Sure, and in Anadarko there's American |Indian nuseuns where everything has
got a nice tag on it, but it's gone, kid! The Comanches got smashed and bl own
away! W got smashed and bl own away! First we did it to them. And then we did
it tothe land. And then we did it to ourselves. And after we're gone for

good, | don't know why the hell anybody is gonna want to know about us."

Al ex was inmpressed. He'd seen old people tal king openly about the declining
state-of-the-world on old people's television talk shows, the crustier, nore
ol d-fashi oned tal k shows, w thout many video effects, where people never did
very much. But ol d people usually seenmed pretty enbarrassed to bring up such
matters right in front of young people. Probably because of the inherent
inmplication that the world's old people were ecological crininals. Wo
probably ought to be hauled into court by a transgenerational tribunal and
tried for atrocities against the biosphere.

Not that old people would ever allow this to happen, though. There were

shitl oads of old people still running everything all over the world, and they
were in no hurry to give up their power, despite the grotesquely stupid things
they'd done with it. Sometimes they would allude to all the awful consequences



of heavy weat her, but always in very

p.-
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nmeal ynout hed, very abstract ways, as if the disasters surroundi ng them had
nothing to do with anything they'd ever done thensel ves.

Al ex kinda figured that there nmight be some kind of reckoning soneday. Wen
everybody who ni ght

be tound guilty was safely dead and buried. It would probably be like it had

been, back when the communi st governnment finally fell in China. Lots of
tribunals of guys in suits issuing severe public reprimands to lots of elderly
dead peopl e.

"Well, | can tell that you |l earned sonmething useful,” Al ex said. "'Cause

never saw anybody eat like this Troupe eats."

"OFf the land," Ellen Mae said, nodding. "It ain't easy, that's for sure. The
ol d speci es bal ance, the original ecology, is completely shot out here.
Believe nt,, it's nothing like the H gh Plains used to be, and it never will
be again. There's all these foreign weeds, invader species, depleted soils,
and the climate's crazy. But the Wst Texas flora was al ways pretty well

adapted to severe weather. So there's still Comanche food around. Stuff |ike
pi gweed. Hell, pig-weed's an amaranth, it's a really nutritious grain, but
it'll growin a crack in a sidewal k. O course, you'd never think to eat

pigweed if you didn't already know what it was."

"Right," Alex said. He'd never seen pigweed-or, at |east, he'd never

recogni zed it. He felt a dreadful certainty that he was going to have to eat
some of it pretty soon

"I't's been a long tine since anybody was out here, gathering the wild forage.
But now the grazing pressure is off the native plants. And there's no nore

pl owi ng, or crops, or herbicides, or fertilizers. So even though the weather's
bad, sone of those native plants are com ng back pretty strongly. Stuff Iike
poppynal | ow, and devil's claw, and prairie turnip. There's nowhere near enough
o for a cityful of civilized people. But for a little tribe of

| eri ng nomads, who can cover a |lot of ground, well, there's quite a |ot of
food out here, especially in

spring and sunmer."

"l guess the Troupe was pretty lucky that you ended up g them" Al ex said.
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"No," said Ellen Mae, "there wasn't anything like luck to that."

AFTER JERRY AND Sam had pored over the forecast, and Joe

Brasseur had run through a | egal database of likely areas to

squat, they picked a destination and announced a route.

The Troupe broke canp.

Joe Brasseur, the ol dest nember of the Troupe, had once referred to breaking
canp as "labor-intensive." Jane found that a hilariously ol d-fashioned term
but she understood what it nmeant, all right-there was no way to shrug the work
of f onto machi nes, so everybody involved just plain had to sweat.

The Troupe pulled up all the carpets, beat a hundred kil os of dust out of

them and rolled themup neatly. They defl ated the bubbl epak, and rolled that
up too. Peter, Martha, and Rick deftly unstacked the towers-a nerve-racking
busi ness to watch-while Greg and Carol and M ckey went after the

i nstrumentation and the wi nd generator

Then there were the tepees and the yurts to strip, collapse, and pack, and the
systens to shut down and uncabl e and stow away. And then there would be the
bonfire, and the last big neal in canp, and the ritual bath. . . . Jane
pitched in headl ong. She felt good after a day off, she felt alert and strong.
There was a lot to do, but she knew how to do it. She was ready to work, and



she would do it in one dayl ong blur of harnessed nervous energy, and when it
was over, she would sleep in the Troupe bus in the noving dark, and she woul d
feel very satisfied

She was hauling a bundl ed stack of tepee poles to one of the trucks when she
saw Al ex sl ouching past her

She scarcely recogni zed her brother at first: a strange, hunched, gnonelike
figure, less like a Troupe wannabe than some kind of prisoner of war. He was
wearing a dirty paper junpsuit, a big cardboard-and-paper sonbrero, with a big
white mask el astic-strapped over his nose and nout h.

He was carrying a | arge doubl e-headed di ggi ng pick
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She' d never seen anyone carry a pick with I ess enthusiasm Al ex was lugging it
clumsily, thigh-high, at the end of his outstretched arns, as if it were sone
ki nd of barbell.

He trudged slowy out of the canp. Jane called out to him waved, then jogged
over and caught up to himjust past one of the canmp's perineter posts.
"What's on your nind?" he muttered.

"Just wanted to see how you're doing," she sai4. She |ooked into his pale,
squinting eyes. "You mind taking off that mask for a second?"

Al ex pulled his mask down, with bad grace. The mask's thin elastic straps had
left four little stripes of pale skin across his sunburned cheeks. "Ellen Me
wants ne to dig up a root."

"Ch." Jane thought that Al ex | ooked shaky, and she was pretty sure he'd never
touched a pickax in his life. "Are you up to that kind of |abor? You just got
out of a hospital.

"I"mnot gonna work very hard," he told her patiently. "It's just nakework
bul I shit. Ellen Mae's just getting nme out of the way so one of those big radio
towers won't fall on ny head.”

"You got along all right with Ellen Mae?"

"I can get along.' Al ex sighed. "These people of yours are really sonething.
They remind ne of sone Santeria people | used to know, in a rancho outside
Mat amor os. Kind of survivalist conmpound thing? They had the bunkers, y'know,
and the security systems and stuff. . . . O course, those dope vaqueros were
a much heavier outfit than these jokers." Al ex thunped the broadside of the
pi ck agai nst the base of one of the perineter posts. "This thing can't listen
to us talking, can it?"

"Well, yeah, it can," Jane admtted, "but we never record any speech with it.
It's just an intruder alarm with some tasers and pellets and stuff. W can
talk."

"No problem" Alex muttered, watching- a pack of Troupers strip the paper

wal s fromthe hangar yurt. "Well, you don't have to worry about ne. Run al ong
and go do something useful.”
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"I's anybody buggi ng you, Al ex? Rick or Peter or anybody?"
Al ex shrugged. "You're bugging ne."

"Don't be that way. | just want to help you fit in."

Al ex | aughed. "Look! You kidnapped ne here, | didn't ask to cone. |I'm
sunburned and covered with nosquito bites, and I'mreally dirty. The food
stinks here. There's not enough water. There's no privacy. It's dangerous! |I'm

wearing cl othes nade of paper. Your friends are a pack of hicks and | oans,
except for your boyfriend, who's a big cigar-store Indian. Under the

circunmstances, |I'mbeing a really good sport about this."

Jane sai d not hi ng.

He | ooked her in the eye. "Stop worrying so much. |'m not gonna do anyt hi ng
stupid. If I were a bigger guy, and a stronger guy, and a nicer guy, |I'd go

have it out with your boyfriend about that way you' ve been groaning at night."



He shook his head, under the big paper hat. "I won't, though. | think I know
what kind of guy Mulcahey is, and | think you' re crazy to hook up with a guy
like that. But hey, I'mnot one to judge. That's your life, that's all your
deci sion."

"Thanks a lot," she grated.

He smiled at her. "You're really happy here, aren't you?"

She was surprised

"I"ve seen you act really crazy sonetinmes, Janey. And | still think you're
acting pretty strange. But |'ve never seen you act so happy before." He smled
again. "You' re chasing tornadoes in a wastel and! But you're waltzin' around
here with a smle on your lips, and a song in your heart, and your little
bouquet of fresh wildflowers. - . . It's kind of sweet, actually."

Jane straightened to her full height and | ooked down at him "Yes, Alex, I'm
happy here. About everything but you, basically.”

"You really belong with these people. You really like them™

"That's right. They're ny people.™

Al ex narrowed his eyes. "And this guy you're with. He
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treats you all right? He wasn't beating you or anything really sick and

twi sted, was he?"

Jane | ooked around for eavesdroppers, snoldering with rage, then centered her
eyes on him "No. He doesn't beat ne. | was fucking him | like to flick him
Hard! Loud! A lot! I'mnot ashamed about it, and you can't nake ne ashaned!"
There was a hot flush in her cheeks and ears.

"CGet this through your head! That is the man in ny lifel

. He is ny grand passion." She stared hard at Alex, until he dropped his
gaze.

"I never thought | was gonna have a grand passion,” she told him "I didn't
ever believe in that. | thought it was Holl ywood fantasy, or sonething froma
hundred years ago. But | have a grand passion now, and he's the one. There'l
never be another man like himfor ne~ Ever!"

Al ex took a step back. "Okay, okay."

"It's himand nme till theaky falls in!"

Al ex nodded quickly, his eyes wide. "Ckay, | get it, Janey. Cal mdown."

"I amcalm you little creep. And it's no joke. You can't ever nake it a joke,
because you don't know one thing

about it. | love him and |I'm happy with him and we do

. what we do, and we are what we are, and you just better live with that!
And you bettet never forget what | just told

you.

Al ex nodded. She could tell fromthe way he bit his Ilip that her words had
sunk in-for better or worse, she'd connected. "It's okay, Janey. |'m not
conplaining. I'mglad | had a chance to see you acting like this, | really am
It's real weird, but it's refreshing.” He shrugged, uneasily. | "The only
thing is-you shouldn't have brought ne out here. That just wasn't a good idea.
| don't belong in any place like this. I'mnot |ike these people. You should
have

left nme alone." He lifted the pick carefully and placed on his narrow

shoul der.

"You're gonna stay with the Troupe awhile, Al ex?"

"I oughta make you take me hone right away." He bal anced the pick handl e on
his coll arbone, clumsy and restless. "But | got no hone to go to at the

nmonent. Mexico is out, for obvious reasons. |'m sure not going back
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hone to Papa in Houston. Pa p a acts even stranger than you do, and those
clinic people mght be lookin" for me there.. . . And anyway, there are

possibilities in a setup like this. It's stupid for me to stay here, but |



think I mght do okay for awhile, if | can get everybody to nostly ignore ne.
Especially you." He turned away.

"Alex," she said.

He | ooked over his shoul der. "What?"

"Learn to hack sonething. Like everybody el se does. Just so you can get al ong
better."

He nodded. "Okay, Juanita. Have it your way."

ALEX FOLLOWED ELLEN Mae's precise but extrenely confusing directions, got
turned around several times, and finally found the paper-tagged stick she had
driven into the earth to mark the spot. The fluttering paper tag marked a | ow
trailing vine on the ground. The vine was about two neters long, with hairy,
poi nted, conical |leaves, and it snelled rank and fetid. It harbored a |arge
popul ati on of small bl ack-and-orange beetles. It was called a buffal o gourd.
Al ex scraped the vine aside with the flat blade of the pick, got a two-handed
choke-up grip on the shaft, and started to chop at the yellow earth. He was

i npressed with the pick. The tool was well-bal anced, sharp, and in good
condition. Unfortunately he was nowhere near strong enough to use it properly.
Al ex chi pped, gnawed, and scraped his way several centimeters down into the

m serabl e, unforgiving soil, until the sweat stood out all over his ribs and
hi s pi pe-stemarns trenbl ed.

When he spotted the buried root of a buffalo gourd, he stared at it in
amazement for some time, then left the pick beside the hole and wal ked sl owy
back to camp.

Carol Cooper had pulled a pair of lattices fromthe wall of the garage yurt.
The hi ghway mai ntenance hul k rolled out through the big new gap

Carol watched the machi ne | unber downhill while she folded and tied the wooden
lattices. Alex joined her, tugging down his mask.
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The machi ne hit the highway, hesitated, and began creeping along south at ten
kl i cks an hour.

"Well, let's hope the poor damm thing gets to paint a few road stripes before
they shoot it to hell and gone again," Carol said, stacking the lattices in
the back of a truck. "What's the deal, dude? |I'm busy."

"Carol, what's the weirdest thing you' ve got around here?"

"What in hell are you tal king about?"

"What have you got, that's really strange, only nobody el se ever hacks with
it?"

"Ch," Carol said. "I get your drift." She grinned. "There's a touch of that in
every Trouper. O d-fashioned hacker gadget jones. Toy hunger, right?" Caro

| ooked around the garage, at the scattered tools, the bench nounts, the table
vise, an industrial glue sprayer. "You wanna help nme pack all this crap? Rudy
and Geg are coming later."

"I"'d like to," Alex lied, "but |I got another assignment."

"Well, 1'"mgonna be glad to have this thing off my hands, anyhow. You want to
play with something, you can play with this bastard." Carol wal ked to the
wel di ng bench and pulled off a long, dusty coil of black cable. It |ooked |ike
a pneurmatic feedline for the welding torch, a big coil of thin black plastic
gas pipe. As she caught it up and brought it to him though, Al ex saw that the
apparent pipe was actually sleek black braided cord.

One end of the cord ended in a flat battery unit, with a belt attachnent, a
smal | readout screen, and a control gl ove.

"Ever seen one of these before?"

"Well, 1've certainly seen a battery and a control glove," Al ex said.

She handed himthe works. "Yeah, that's a damm good battery! Superconductive.
You could drive a notorbike with that battery. And here | am keeping that



sucker charged up to no good end-nobody ever uses this damm thing!" She
frowned. "Of course, if you work that battery down, kid, you' re gonna have to
pul | some weight to make up for that."
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"I'mpulling, I"'mpulling," Alex told her. "My people in Matanoros have got

t hat shi pnent ready, they're just waiting for us to give themthe

coordi nates. "

"Standard satellite gl obal-position coordi nates?"

"That's what they use, all right," he said. "Just |like the Troupe, like the
arny, just |like everybody."

"I can give you those anytinme, it's no big secret where we're pitching canp.”
"That's good. I'Il try and phone "emin, if | can still get that encrypted
line."

'"No problema," Carol said, bored. She watched ase Alex hefted the cable, then
slid the whole coil of it over his right shoulder. It rested there easily. The
cabl e weighed only a couple of kilos, but it felt bizarrely serpentine and
suppl e, sonmehow dry and greasy at the same tinme. It was as thick as his little
finger, and maybe twenty neters long. "Wat is this thing exactly?"

"Smart rope."

"What's smart about it?"

"Well, there's this chip in the battery box that understands knot topol ogy.
You know what topol ogy is?"

"It's a kind of math about deform ng the geometry of space.”

"Great."

"Anyhow, that rope is braided froma lot of different cabling. Got sensor
cabl e, power cable, and this is the tricky part, electric reactive fiber

Okay? It'll stretch, it'll contract-hard and fast-it can bend and wi ggl e
anywhere along the length. The dam thing can tie itself in knots."

"Like the smart cloth in kites," Alex said, "except it's a line, not a sheet."
"That's right."

"Way'd you try to spook me with that topology crap, then? You just use the
dammed gl ove, right?"

"Right," she said. "Except technically, you won't understand what you're
actual ly doing."

"So what? Who cares?"

Carol sighed. "Look, just take the damm thing out of here, and try not to hurt

yourself. | don't wanna see that

rope again, okay? |I thought it was really cool hardware when | first heard
about it, and | spent a lot of Janey's nobney to buy it. | was sure there'd be
amllion uses for smart rope around a canp, and hell, there are a mllion

uses-so many goddamm uses that nobody ever uses it! Nobody ever renenbers that
it's around! Nobody's ever liked it! It gives everybody the creeps."”

"Ckay!" said Alex cheerfully. This last little speech had sent his norale
soaring. He liked the smart rope already. He was glad to have it. He was Kkinda
sorry he didn't have two of them "I'Il take real good care of it. Don't

forget about the phone. Hasta la uista.”

Alex left the tent and shuffled out of canp again, back to the root from hell.
He scraped and chi pped and dug at the root for a while, until he was CQut of
breath again. Then he stretched the rope out to its full twenty-pace |ength
across the weedy earth. He turned the power switch on.

The rope lay there, totally inert. The little readout screen suggested: | NPt T~
PARAMETERS FOR HYPERBOLI C C1* VA-

TURE.

He tried on the power glove. It had the usual knuckle sensors al ong the back
and a thousand little beaded pressure cells across the palns and the fingers.



It was a right-hand glove, and the fit was pretty good. The fingertips were
free, and the glove slid very nicely along the rope, a " mx of grip and
sl i ckness.
Al ex punched a few nunbers at randominto the readout box, then flopped the
rope around with the gl ove. Nothing rmuch happened. He put the rope aside and
wore the glove to dig with the pick. The glove had a good grip and hel ped
quite a bit with the incipient blisters.
Al ong about sundown, Peter and Ri ck showed up. They were wearing paper gear
fresh off the roll, and they'd been bathed and their hair was comnbed.
"You'd better come on in, Medicine Boy," said Peter. "They're wasbin' the
cl ot hes, everybody's takin' a bath, we're all gonna eat pretty soon."
"I"'mstill busy," Al ex said.
Ri ck |l aughed. "Busy wi th what?"
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"Pretty big job," Alex said. "A buffalo gourd. Ellen Mae said the root weighs
thirty kilos."
"You can't have a root that weighs thirty kilos, man," said Rick. "Look, trees
don't have roots that weigh thirty kilos."
"Where's the plant?" Peter said.
Al ex pointed to the severed gourd vine, which he had cast aside. The vine had
shrivel ed badly in the sunlight.
"Hell," said Rick, contenptuous. "Look, it's a matter of sinple physics. It
takes a lot of energy to grow a root- starches and cellul ose and stuff. Look
at the photosynthetic area on those vine | eaves. You can't grow sonething that
weighs thirty kilos off a plant with no nore solar-collecting area than that!"
Peter stared into the shallow hole and | aughed. "Ell en Mae sent you on a snipe
hunt, dude. She's had you diggin' all day for nothin'. Man, that's cold."
"Well, he hasn't been digging very hard," Rick judged, kicking the small heap
of calichelike soil with the toe of his boot. "I've seen a prairie dog turn
nore earth than this."
"What's with the rope?" Peter said.
"I thought it might help me haul the root out,
even lift thirty kilos."
Peter | aughed again. "This is pathetic! Look, we're outta here, right after
sundown. You better get back to camp and figure out how you' re gonna hitch a
ride.”
"How are you riding?" Al ex asked.
"Me?" Peter said. "I'mriding the ultralight! I'mridin" escort duty."
"Me too," Rick said. "Wth a rifle. There are bandits out on these hi ghways,
sometines. Structure-hit people, bushwhackers. Mst folks in a convoy like
ours, with all this fine equiprment, they mght run a pretty big risk. But not
the Troupe. The Troupe's got air support!"”
"You're not gonna find any structure-hit creeps with any air support," Peter
sai d.
"Exactly," Rick said. "You're flying up there in the dark, no lights, silent,
with the infrared helnet and a |laser-sighted silent rifle-if it should ever
cone to that, you are death from above."
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Alex lied glibly. "I can't

"One shot, one kill, no exceptions,"” said Peter. "Panoptic battlefield
surveill ance,"” said Rick
. "Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee."
"Aerial counterinsurgency-the only way to travel."
. Al ex blinked. "I wanna do that."

"Sure," said Peter.

"Trade you ny root for it, Peter.'
man. " "Wanna bet? C non, bet ne."
Peter glanced into the hole. "Bet what? There's nothing in there, man. Not hi ng

Peter | aughed. "There's no such thing,



but that big shelf of rock."

"That shelf of rock is the root," Alex said. "Not thirty kilos, either. |
figure it's gotta weigh at least eighty. That sorry little vine has gotta be
two hundred years old."

Rick stared into the hole, then spat on his hands and hefted the pick. "He's
gotcha there, Pete. He's right, you're wong, he's flyin' escort, and you're
dog neat audi yoti~t'e ~ riding the bus with Janey." He barked wi th iaugh~
asd~ swung the pick dowmn with a crunch

JANE' s EYES STILL stung fromthe antiseptic. The baths always hurt. She had
refused to take antiseptic baths at first, until she'd glinpsed the cratered
scars on Joanne Lessard's shoul ders. Joanne was fair-skinned and dainty, and
the staph boils that had hit the Troupe had conme close to killing her. Bonbay
Staph flb was wicked as hell; it just |laughed al oud at broad-spectrum
antibiotics. Mdern strains of staphyl ococcus were splendidly adapted for
survival on the earth's broadest, wi dest, richest nodern environnent. The
worl d's vast acreage of |iving human skin.

Jane's eyes stung, and her crotch itched, but at |east her was clean, and she
snel | ed good. She'd even cone to

nj oy the sensation of fresh clean paper over danp nakedthe cl osest one canme in
Troupe life to padding around terry cloth with your hair in a towel. Qutside
the cornland yurt, the canp rang with bestial how s as Ed Dunneecke poured
anot her big kettleful of scalding water into fabric tub. Hot water felt so

| ovely-at least till the opened and Ed's sheep dip started to bite.
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Shutting down the Troupe's systems was delicate work. Even the m nor systens,
for instance, the little tel ephone switches, had a mllion or nore lines of
antique corporate freeware. The software had been created by vast teans of
twentieth-century software engineers, hired [ abor for extinct tel ephone
enpires |ike AT&T and SPRINT. It was freeware because it was old, and because
everybody who'd ever made it was either dead now or in other work. Those

arm es of tel ephone engineers were now as scattered and extinct as the Sovi et
Red Arny.

Those arm es of engineers had basically been autonmated out of existence,

repl aced by higher-and- hi gher-1evel expert systens, that did error checks, bug
hunts, resets, fault recoveries. Now a single individual could use the

technol ogy-any individual with a power plug and a desk. The sweat and tal ent
of tens of thousands of clever people had vanished into a box you could hold
in your hand and buy in a flea market.

The Troupe's switching stations were cheap-ass little Ml aysian-made boxes of
recycled barf-colored plastic. They cost about as much as a pair of good
shoes.

There wasn't a single human being left in the world who fully understood what
was going on inside those little boxes. Actually, no single human being in the
wor |l d had ever understood an intellectual structure of that conplexity. Any
box running a mllion lines of code was far beyond the direct conprehension of
any human brain. And it was sinply inpossible to watch those nodern
screaner-chips grind that old code, on any intimate |ine-by-line basis. It was
like trying to listen in on every conversation in a cocktail party bigger than
Manhat t an

As a single human individual, you could only interface with that code on a
very renote and abstract |evel-you had to negotiate with the code, gently,
politely, and patiently, the way you m ght have dealt with a twentieth-century
phone conpany. You owned a twentieth-century phone conpany-it was all inside

t he box now.



As you clinmbed higher and higher up the stacks of in~ terface, away fromthe
slippery bedrock of the hardware grinding the ones and zeros, it was |like
wal ki ng on stilts.
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And then, stilts for your stilts, and stilts for your stilts for your stilts.
You could plug a jack in the back of the box and run Iike the wind of the

wi nd. Until sonmething crashed sonewhere, that the system s system s system
couldn't diagnose and figure out and override. Then you threw the little box
away and plugged in anot her one.

The Troupe's systemwas tenperanmental. To say the |l east. For instance, the
order in which you detached the subsystens mattered a lot. There was no easy
or direct explanation as to why that should matter, but it mattered plenty.
Jane kept careful professional track of the systemls in-congruities, its

weal th of sensel ess high-level knots and ki nks and cranps. She kept her notes
with pencil and paper, in a little | oosel eaf |eather notebook she'd had since
coll ege. Mckey the sysadmin and Rick the code grinder had given Jane wary,
weary | ooks when she'd first started working seriously on the Troupe's system
but she'd nore

proved her worth since then. -She'd resolved screwups, seizures, and bl ockages
that had had M ckey cursing wildly and Rick so mred in code that he staggered
around canp |ike a bl acked-out drunk

The di fference between hacki ng code and hacking in-was |ike the difference
between a soldier and a

omat. Certain crises would only yield to a political oiution

Jane kept her notebook inside a plastic case, glued to underside of Jerry's
connectionist simulator. This was safest storage place in canp, because
Jerry's simulator ,s the Troupe's nost val ued machi ne. The simul ator was only
box in the crowd of themthat actually inpressed

The U. S. government had gone nuts over climate rnulators during the State of
Emer gency, pouring noney ti~ global climate nodeling at a frantic rate that

i med even the Pentagon. Boxes like Jerry's were Brob

-Jerry's lone system had nore raw nputati onal power than the entire planet had
possessed

1995.

Oficially, Jerry's systemwas "on | oan" fromthe SESCol | aboratory, a research
net in which Jerry had
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fairly good standing, but nobody was going to come and repossess it. No~y but
the Troupe gave a damm about Jerry's box, really. It was stone obvi ous now
that the problems of climate nodeling sinply weren't going to yield to raw
conput ati onal power. Power wasn't the bottleneck at all; the real bottleneck
was in the approaches, the approximations, the concepts, and the code.

Jane opened her favorite | aptop, dragged the systemnonitor onto it off

M ckey's sysadni n machi ne, and checked to see that all the instrunmentation was
safely down. Peter, Geg, and Martha had been on the job: all the towers were
of f-1ine and down now, except for the tel ecomtower. They always left the
telecomfor last. It nmade nore sense, really, to take down the security system
| ast, but the perineter posts were pig stupid and paranoid little entities
that reacted to any sudden | oss of packets as prina facie evidence of eneny
sabotage. Unless they were petted to sleep first, the posts would whoop |ike
crazy.

An icon appeared on Jane's screen. An incom ng phone call-to her own numnber.
Sur prised, she took the call.

A postcard-sized video inclusion appeared in the upper right-hand corner of
her laptop. It was a stranger: clean shaven, sandy-haired, distinguished



| ooking, close to forty maybe. Ruggedly handsone, in a funny, well-grooned
sort of way. Qddly famliar |ooking. He wore a shirt, jacket, and tie.

"Hel | 0?" the stranger said. "lIs this Juanita?"

"Yes?"

"Good," the stranger said, smling and gl ancing down at his desk. "I didn't
think this would quite work." lie seemed to be in a hotel |obby somewhere, or

maybe a very nicely furnished office. Jane could see a |ithograph behind his
head and a spray of |eaves froman exotic potted plant.

The stranger |ooked up fromhis console. "I'mnot getting any video off ny
side, should | shut down ny video feed?"

"Sorry," Jane said, leaning forward to speak into the laptop's little inset
mke. "I"mgetting this off a |laptop, |'ve got no canera here."

"Sorry to hear that," the stranger said, adjusting his tie.
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"Y' know, Juanita, |'ve never actually seen you. | was quite |looking forward to
it."

The stranger had Jerry's ears on the sides of his head. Jane could scarcely
have been nore surprised if he'd had Jerry's ears on a string around his neck
But then the bunp of shock passed, and Jane felt a little cold thrill of
recognition. She smled shyly at the | aptop, even though he couldn't see her
"This is Leo, isn't it?"

"Right," Leo Mul cahey said, with a gentle snmile and a wink. "Can we tal k?"
Jane gl anced around the command yurt. M ckey and Rick were both in the bath
line. They usually gave her a while to work al one before they'd show up to run
di agnostics and start |ugging nmachines to the trucks.

"Yeah," she said. "I guess so. For alittle while." It was the first tine she
had seen Jerry's brother. Leo | ooked ol der than Jerry, his cheeks thinner and
alittle lined, and she was shocked at how good-I| ooki ng he was. H s head had
just the shape of Jerry's head, but his haircut was |ovely. Jane had been
cutting Jerry's hair herself, but she could see now that as a hair designer
she was dog neat.

"I understand you' ve been talking with Mom" Leo said.

Jane nodded silently, but Leo of course couldn't see her. "Yes | have," she

bl urted.

"I happen to be in the States again, at the noment. Momis been filling ne in
on Jerry's activities."

"I didn't nean any harmby it,"’

Jane said. "Jerry hardly ever calls your

not her, but he doesn't mind if | doit. . . . Sorry if that seemed intrusive
on ny part."

"Ch, Momthinks the world of you, Juanita," said Leo, smling. "Y know, Mom
and | have never seen Jerry carry on in quite this way before. |I'm convinced
you must be soneone very special.”

"Well . . ." Jane said. "Leo, | just thought of sonething-I have some photos

on disk here, let ne see if |I can pull themup and feed themto you."
"That woul d be good." Leo nodded. "Always feels a little odd to speak to a
bl ank screen.”

Jane punched up the digital scrapbook. "I wanted to

i

Brt.ac~ Sterllrug

t hank you for helping ne find ny brother . . . A ejandro.”
Leo shrugged. "De nada. | pulled a string for you. Ckay, two strings. That's
Mexico for you . . . walls within walls, wheels within wheels. . . . An

interesting place, a fine culture.” He | ooked down again. "Ch yes. That's
com ng across very well. N ce photo."

"I"'mthe one in the hat," Jane said. "The other woman's our canp cook."

"I could have guessed that," Leo said, sitting up intently. He seened
genuinely intrigued. "Ch, this one of you and Jerry is very good. | didn't



know about the beard. The beard | ooks good, though."

"He's had the beard ever since | met him" Jane said. "I'msorry that, um.
well, that it's been so long. And that you and he don't get along better."
"A m sunderstanding," Leo offered, weighing his words. "You know how Jerry can

be . . . very singlemnded, am| right? If you're addressing some issue, and
it doesn't quite chime with Jerry's current train of thought

He's a very bright nman of course, but he's a mathematician, not very tol erant
of anbiguity." Leo smiled sadly. He has his dignity, Jane thought. That
magneti sm Jerry has, and that ruthl essness too.

She found himextrenely attractive. Alarm ngly so. She could easily inagine
fucking him She could hotly imgine flicking both of them At once.

And when they went for each other's throats she'd be snashed between them i ke
a nouse between two bri cks.

She cleared her throat. "Well . . . is there sonething | can do for you in
particul ar, Leo?"
"Actual ly, yes,"
phot os, do you?"

Leo said. "By the way, you don't mnd if | hard-copy these

"Ch, go ahead."

"It's about this strange business with the F-6," said Leo as his printer
emtted a well-bred hum "1 wonder if you could explain that to me a little
nore thoroughly."

"Well," Jane said, "the F-6 is a theory Jerry has."

"It sounds a bit alarm ng, doesn't it? A tornado an order of magnitude |arger
t han any seen before?"
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"Well, strictly speaking it wouldn't be a tornado per se

-nore of a large-scale vortex. Something smaller than a hurricane, but with a
different origin and different structure. Different behavior."

"Was | right in hearing that this thing is supposed to be a pernanent feature
of the atnosphere?"

"No," Jane said. "No. | mean, yes, there is sonme indication in the nodel s-if
you set the paraneters just right, there are some, urn, indicators that an F-6
m ght becone a stable configuration under certain circunmstances. Look, Leo, we
don't enphasi ze that aspect, okay? The woods are full of nutty amateurs
runni ng honermade climate nodel s and declaring all kinds of crazy doonsday
crap. It would look really bad if the press started telling

 everybody that Jerry's forecasting sone kind of giant permanent storm over
&l ahoma. That's just not responsible behavior froma scientist. Jerry's got
probl ems enough al - )

e ready with the | abcoat crowd, w thout that kind of danage to his

credibility."’

"Jerry does think, seriously, that an F-6 will actually occur, though."

"Well, yes. W do think that. The nesoscal e convection

- i s shaping up, the Bermuda High, the jet stream.. Yeah, we think that
if it's gonna happen at all, then this is the season. Probably w thin the next
si x weeks."

"A giant, unprecedently |large, and violent atnospheric storm Over the
heartl and of the United States."

"Yes, that's right. That's it exactly."

Leo was silent, and | ooked grave and thoughtf ul

"Leo, you don't double the anpunt of carbon dioxide in the atnosphere w thout
some odd things happening."

"I"'mused to odd things," Leo said. "I don't believe I"'mquite used to this,
however . "

. "Jerry's not alone in this line of thought, you know. He's out on a
linb, but he's not way out. There are pale

- oclimatol ogists in Europe who think that giant stornms were real conmon
during the Eem an Interglacial. There's physical evidence in the fossi



record.”

"Real ly."

"There was al so a paper out this year saying that the
N 6~
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so-cal | ed Akkadi an vol canismwasn't volcanic at all, that the dust |ayers, and
their three-hundred-year drought, were entirely atnmospheric. That was the
Akkadi an culture in the Tigris and Euphrates.™

"I beg your pardon?"

"The Akkadians were the first civilization-2200 B.C., in Mesopotam a? They
were the first culture ever, and also the first culture ever destroyed by a
sudden climte change."

"Right," Leo said, "I"'mcertain these matters have been cover our ~fted and
crusadi ng popul ar press. Exhaustively. And to the full satisfaction of the
scientific cormmunity."” He shrugged, elegantly. "l understand that the weather
is crazy now, and the weather will be crazy the rest of our lives. \Wat I
don't understand is why Jerry is taking you into this."

"Me?" Jane said. "Ch! Well, | hack interface. For the

Troupe. And | kinds have to get back to work right now, k

actual ly."

"Juanita, you're not taking ny point. Suppose this is a really big storm
Suppose that it is a permanent vortex in the atnosphere-as Jerry has said,
something like Earth's own version of the Geat Red Spot of Jupiter. A

per manent pl anetary sinkhol e for excess greenhouse heat, centered sonmewhere

near North Texas. | know that seens |like a bizarre supposition, but suppose
it's really the truth.”

"Yeah? Well, then I'll be there watching it."

"You'll be killed."

"Maybe. Probably. But I'Il be there anyway. We'll docunent it.

"\Why 2"

"Why? Because we can! Because we know It's what we do! We'll do it for the
sake of the survivors, | suppose."” Jane ran her hands through her hair, her

face stiff. "Anyway, if the P.6 is really a worst-case F-6, then the survivors
are gonna be the unlucky ones."

Leo said nothing. Jane heard an odd runbling, then realized he was rapidly
drumm ng his fingers on the desktop

"I have to go now, Leo. There's a |lot of work."
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"Thank you for being so frank with me, Juanita. | appreciate that."

"My friends call me Janey."

"Ch. O course. Hasta la vista, Janey." Leo hung up. Jane shivered, | ooked
around hersel f once nore.

Rick entered the yurt.

"I"ve got Med-1 mean, |'ve got Alex riding shotgun in the ultralight tonight,"
he said. "He said he wanted to go."

Jane stared at him bl ankly.

Rick smled at her. "I told you that kid really liked all of this."

ALEX WAS NI GHT- FLYI NG hi gh over Texas with his head in a helmet and his face
wr apped in oxygen. A tiny anber |ight gl owed between his knees, lighting the
joystick~ and rolierball. Mre light | eaked fromthe translucent face shield
of the virching helnet, the phantomwatery gl ow of the nenu bar falling off
his own brow onto the pitch-black wings of the aircraft.

The hot spark of a global surveillance satellite showed at the horizon
Overhead were a million stars, a sliver of noon, a galactic river fog of MIKky



Way, a curl of high feathery cirrus. The fan behind his back pushed al nost
silently, merely sipping power, as it kept slow pace with the Troupe's |and
convoy, far bel ow

If there was anything nore pleasant than this, Alex hadn't yet discovered it.
This time they were letting himactually fly the machi ne by hand. Buzzard had
booted U tralight Beryl with an obligatory big-dumy's control setting. Any
ham handed lurch at the joystick was instantly dunmbed down into a gentle,
nonl et hal veer or dip.

Fl yi ng under these conditions strongly rem nded Alex of riding a notorized
wheel chair. Those same 'dainty fingertip controls, that sanme al nost silent
buzz of engine, and that same sense of sitting, wapped with cloying security,
in the care of a smart machine. Alex direly wanted to try something stupid,
but he wasn't about to try anything stupid under these circunmstances. He'd
wait till he'd won
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their confidence, till they gave hima lot nore initiative and | eeway. Then
he'd try sonething stupid.

Rick was in Utralight Anber, casing the | andscape be-hind the Troupe. Rick
had his rifle. Just before their |launches, Rick had given Alex a hair-raising
| ecture about the cunning and cruelty of backwoods bandits and the dire
necessity for constant alertness while "riding point."

Alex found this pretty hard to swallowat |east as hard as the night's rations
had been, a gruesone chop suey of jackrabbit, parched corn, and buffal o-gourd
root. It had been a hell of a root, though. It took two nen to carry it, and
it tasted like a cross between celery and pencil shavings. It was the biggest
root the Troupe had ever uneart hed.

Al ex couldn't help but feel rather proud of this. And riding point for the
Troupe beat the hell out of riding one of -the cramred, overloaded buses. But
Alex couldn't imagine that riding point was really all that dangerous. After
all, the Troupe chase teanms drove on the backroads all over Wst Texas, and

t hey' d never been stopped and robbed.

Granted, nost bandits, assuming there were any bandits around, wouldn't want
to hassle with Juanita and her conbat-retrofitted junping hell spider
Juanita's pursuit car didn't have any guns, but it sure looked as if it ought
to, and it noved |like a bat out of hell. But the Aerodronme Truck and the Radar
Bus were pretty fat and easy targets, chock-full of valuable equipnent, yet
nobody had bot hered t hem

Al ex reasoned that if bandits were too timd and out of it to bushwhack a | one
bus, there was no way they'd tackle the entire Troupe convoy. The convoy was
behi nd himnow, slowy winding its way along the pitch-black road. Two pursuit
vehi cl es, two robot buses hauling trailers, the Radar Bus, the Aerodrone
Truck, an old dune buggy, two robot supply jeeps with trailers, three robot
pedi cab bi kes with sidecars, and a small tractor

Not a headlight in the lot. Al noving in darkness, supposedly for greater
security. The smart pursuit cars were |eading the way, sniffing out the road
with mcro-
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wave radar. Every once in a while Alex would catch a faint glinpse of |ight

t hrough a bus or truck w ndow sonebody's flipped-up | aptop screen, where sone
Trouper was catching up on work or killing time grepping a disk.

The convoy | ooked rather nore interesting when Alex clicked the virching
helmet into infrared. Then there were vivid putt-putts of grainy pixeled heat
out of the al cohol -fuel ed buses and the anci ent dune buggy. The tractor too.
Everything el se ran on batteries. There was a faint foggy gl ow of human body
heat out the wi ndows of the buses. It was cold at night in a H gh Plains
spring, and the buses were crowded.



Al ex had no gun. He was kind of glad the Troupe hadn't handed out a | ot of
guns. In his experience, unusual mnority social groups with Iots of guns
tended to get nashed rapidly underfoot by nervous, trigger-happy government
SWAT teanms. So he had no weapon. He had six dusty, dead-I|ooking energency
flares and a big flashlight.

Ri ck had al so surreptitiously passed himsone ibogai ne chewi ng gum for maxi mum
conbat al ertness. Alex hadn't tried chewing the gumyet. He wasn't sl eepy yet.
And besides, he didn't much Iike ibogaine.

H s ear phones crackled. "Rick here. How ya doin'? Over."

"Fine. Confy. | reset the seat, over."

"How d you do that?"

"I got out and stood in the stirrups and pulled the pin."

"You're not supposed to do that."

"Rick, listen. It's just you and me up here. Nobody's listening, nobody cares.
I'"'mnot gonna fall out of this thing. I'd have better luck falling out of a
grocery cart."

Rick was silent a monment. "Don't he stupid, okay?" He clicked off.

Al ex rode on, nost of another long hour. It was all right. An hour with oxygen
was never boring. He was trying to nake the oxygen last, sipping at the tank
bit by bit, but he knew the tank would be enpty by the tinme he | anded. After
that, he was going to have to buy nore oxy gen sonehow.
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He was going to have to start buying stuff for the Troupe.

For all their rhetoric, Alex could see that this was the crux of the deal, as
far .as he was concerned. The same unspoken bargain went for Juanita too,
nostly. These people weren't hanging out with Juanita just because they really
i ked bi g chunky-hi pped cyber-art-school grads. They l|iked Juanita because she
bought them stuff, and | ooked after their numerous assorted needs. She was
their patroness. And he, Alex, was on track to be next car in the gravy train.
For all that, though, there was the puzzling matter of Jerry Ml cahey. Troupe
life all boiled down to Miul cahey in the end, because any Trouper who didn't
fear, love, and worship the guy woul d obviously get their wal ki ng papers in
short order. Alex still wasn't too sure about Ml cahey's real notives.

Mul cahey was a genuinely tw sted individual. Al ex had been watchi ng Mil cahey
closely, and he was pretty sure of two things: (A) Mikahey was genui nely
possessed of sonme kind of genius, and (B) Ml cahey didn't have rmuch idea what
the hell nobney was. Wen he and Juanita were face-to-face in public, Milcahey
woul d treat her with odd archaic courtliness: he let her sit down first at the
canpfire, he'd help her to her feet after, he wouldn't eat until she'd started
eating, that sort of thing. Neither of them ever made a big deal of these
silent little courtesies, but Ml cahey rarely m ssed a chance to do them

And quite often, if sonme mnor Troupe hassle canme up, Mil cahey would | et
Juanita do all the talking for him She'd get really aninmated and deeply into
the topic, and he'd get really stone-faced and abstract and reserved. It was
just as if he was letting her have his enotions for him And the two of them
clearly thrived on this arrangenent. Every once in a while he would suddenly
finish one of her sentences, and everyone el se would flinch

Mul cahey' s wei rdest synptonms happened when Juanita wasn't watching himat all.
She' d be doing her version of some conely girl-thing, |like maybe a big

stret ch-and- bend-over in her thin paper junpsuit, Milcahey would all of a
sudden get this very highly flammabl e ex
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pression. Like he was a starving man and she was an expensi ve cordon bl eu
di nner and he was really trying to be careful, but it was ali he could do not
torip the tablecloth right off her and eat fromthe broken china on his hands



and knees. The | ook would pass in a hurry, and Mil cahey woul d get his usua
overcontrolled cigar-store-Indian face, but the | ook was definitely there al
right, and it was not the kind of |ook that a man coul d fake.
Al ex wasn't sure how all this was going to turn out for Juanita. She'd known
this guy for at least a year now, and it was pretty damed odd for a man and
worman who' d been |l overs that |long not to cal mdown some. Maybe they were cal m
now. In which case, the begi nning nust have been sonmething pretty seriously
strange
Al ex | ooked down across the | andscape. No sign of the convoy. He'd left the
convoy far hehind as he mulled things over. Time to turn around ~nd head back
abit.
As he wheeled the ultralight around, with sluggi sh nachi ne-assisted caution
he passed the shoulder of ahiil. In the infrared, the highway-it happened to
be a paved one-snol dered a bit with trapped day heat, but there was a | ot of
vivid heat on the far slope of that hill
Al ex stopped his maneuver and decided to check it out.
At first, be thought there was an entire arny standing there in the road. At
| east a hundred people. Then he realized that nost of the gl owi ng patches of
heat were standing on all fours. They were deer. No, goats.
Sonebody had a herd of goats out on the hi ghway.
Al ex clicked open the radio channel. "Alex here,’
full of goats, nman, over."
"Copy, Al ex. You see anybody?"
"Yeah-1 think so. Kinda hard to tell fromthis heights R ck, why would anybody
have a herd of goats out on the road in the middle of the night, over?"
"You got me beat, dude."
"Maybe they travel at night for better security, like we do."
"Are they noving?"
"No, man. Just sitting there."
"Those coul d be pharm goats, and they could be goat
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rustlers, just about to rendezvous with one of those neat-packing trucks out
of the city."
"Peopl e do that? Rustle goats?"
"Some people do anything for noney, dude." Alex heard Rick |oudly smacking his
wi de- awake guminto the m crophone. "Or maybe they're blockin' the road with
goats on purpose, and they got an ambush set up in the brush, over."
Alex lifted his faceplate and | ooked out bare-eyed. Pretty hard to tell in the
dark, but it |ooked like there was some pretty thick nesquite on both sides of
the road. CGood-sized nmesquite, too, a couple of stories tall. You could have
hi dden a big tribe of Comanches in it.
"Maybe you better come up here, Rick."
"No way, man, you don't want to desert the rear of the convoy in a possible
anbush situation.”
"But you've got the gun, man."
"I"'mnot gonna shoot anybody, are you kidding? If these are real bandidos,
we' re gonna pull the hell back and call the Texas Rangers!"
"Right," Alex said. "'Death fromabove.' | kinda figured." He |aughed.
"Look, Medicine Boy, I'll shoot if | have to. But if we just start bl ow ng
peopl e away, out in the niddle of nowhere w thout askin' any questions, then
we're the ones who are gonna get stonped by the Rangers."

' he said. "Rick, the road is

"Cut your notor and buzz 'em get a good quiet |ook."

"Right," Alex said. "I get it."
He took several deep huffs of oxygen. It felt lovely. Then he di scovered that
the motor would not shut down. He couldn't override the controls. Ch well. It

wasn't a loud notor, anyway.

He dropped down a dozen neters over the treetops and crossed the road at an
angle, right to left. The goats didn't seemto notice, or care. He did,
however, spot the intense infrared gl ow of sone kind of snokel ess electric



heater at the edge of the nesquite trees. There were people there too
-at least half a dozen. Standing up.

He opened the channel. "Alex here. | count about
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ei ghty goats and at |east six guys standing by the brush. They're awake. |

t hi nk they're cooki ng sonet hing, over."

"I don't like this, over."

"Me either. Man, you gotta be some kind of hard-ass to steal goats from people
who' d rai se goats in an awful goddamm place like this." Alex felt surprised at
t he sudden depth of his own anger. But hell-he hinself herded goats. He'd
devel oped a genuine class feeling for goat ranchers.

"Ckay." Rick sighed. "Lemre see who's awake in the convoy.~~

Alex circled the herd, slowy. Mre glow ng bipedal figures appeared, this
tinme at the other side of the road.

"Greg says drop a flare and check it out,’
"Right," Al ex said.

He plucked one of the flares fromits plastic clip-on nount on the right-hand
strut. The flares were old and dusty and covered with mlitary-issue
stenciling in Cyrillic. He hadn't imagi ned themworking too well, but at |east
they were sinplicity itself to use.

He yanked the top off. The flare popped and snol dered and then burst into

wel di ng-torch brilliance. Surprised despite hinself, A ex dropped it.

The flare tunbled in a neat parabola and | anded bounci ng on the highway, at
the edge of the goat herd, which i medi ately pani cked. The goats didn't get
far, though; they were all hobbl ed.

Sharp bangs came fromthe edge of the road. Al ex blinked, saw several men in
bi g hats and shaggy, fringed cl ot hing.

"Rick," he said, "they're shooting at ne."

"What ?"

"They've got rifles, man, they're trying to shoot ne.

"Cet out of there!™

"Right," Alex nmuttered. He put some effort into gaining height. The ultralight
responded with the grace and speed of a sofa lugged up a ffight of stairs.

Bl inded by the flare down on ground | evel, they couldn't seemto see himvery
wel | . Their shooting was ragged and they were using
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Ri ck reported.

ol d-fashi oned, |oud, banging, chemically propelled bullets. That woul dn't
matter, though, if they kept shooting.

Al ex had a sudden deep conviction that he was about to be shot. Death was
near. He had a rush of terror so intense that he actually felt the bullet
strike him It was going to hit himjust above the hipbone and pass through
his guts like a red-hot burning catheter and | eave himdying in his harness
dri ppi ng bl ood and spew. He would bleed to death in mdair in the grip of a
smart machi ne. The Troupe would call the nachine in to | and, and they woul d
find himstill strapped in his, seat, cold and gray and bl oody and dead.
Knowi ng with irrational conviction that his life was over, Alex felt a dizzy
spasm of terrible satisfaction. Shot dead by men with rifles. It was so nuch
better than the way he'd al ways known he would die. He was gonna die |like a
normal person, as if his |life had neant sonething and there had been sone rea
alternative to dying. He was going to die |ike a Trouper, and anybody who

| earned about his death would surely think he'd died that way on purpose. Like
he'd died for their Wrk.

For an insane nonent Alex actually did believe in the Work, with his whole
heart. Everything in his life had led up to this nonment. Now he was going to
be killed, and it was all fated, and had all been nmeant this way fromthe
begi nni ng.



But the nen with guns kept missing him And after a while the firing stopped.
And then a crouching man in the shaggy clothes ran out rapidly to the burning
flare in the road, and he stonped it into emnbers.

Al ex realized that Rick had been shouting scratchily in his ears for sone
tine.

"I"mokay!" Alex said. "Sorry."

"Where are you?"

"Umm. . . between them and the convoy. Up pretty high. | think they're
herdi ng the goats off the road now. Hard to tel

"You're not hurt? How about the aircraft?"

Al ex | ooked around himsel f. The ultralight was entirely
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invisible. He pulled the flashlight fromits holster and waved it over the

wi ngs, the bow, the propeller housing.

"Not hi ng," he said, putting the Iight away. "No damage, they missed ne by ten
kil ometers, they never even knew where | was." Alex |laughed shrilly, coughed,
cleared his throat. "Goddamm, that was great!"

"We're gonna pull back now, nman. There's another route . . . cone back to the
convoy now."

"You don't want ne to throw another flare at 'en®"

"Fuck no, man! Just stay away fromthe bastards.”

Alex felt a sudden burst of fury. "There's nothing to these people, man!
They're crazy, they're nothing! W should go kick their asses!"

"Al ex, cal mdown, man. That's the Rangers' job. W chase storns, we don't
chase crooks."

"We could wipe "emall out right now"

"Alex, talk sense. I'mtellin" you there are other routes. W just back up a
few klicks and we take a different road. It'lIl take us half an hour. What do
you wanna do-lose half an hour, or walk into a firefight and | ose some of your
friends?"

Al ex grunted.

"That's why we put people flying point in the first place, man," Ri ck said,
smacking his gum "You did a fine job there. Now just relax."

"Ckay," Alex said. "Sure, | get it. If that's the way you want it, sure. Have
it your way." He was still alive. Alive and breathing. Alive, alive, alive
CHAPTER

6

| he profession of design,”

sniffed April Logan, "having once lost its aspiration to construct a better
worl d, rmust by necessity decay into a work-for-hire varnish for barbarism"”
April Logan's noble, aquiline head, with its single careful forelock of white
hair, began, subtly at first and then with greater insistence, to stretch
Rather like taffy. "The density of information enbodied in the nodern

t echnol ogi cal object creates deep conceptual stress that inplodes the
human-object interface. . . . Small wonder that a violent reactive Luddi sm has
becorme the definitive vogue of the period, as primates, outsmarted by their
own environment, lash out in frenzy at a postnatural world."

The critic's head was norphing |ike a barber pole on the slender pillar of her
tanned and el egant neck. "The same technol ogy that makes our design tools nore
conpl ex, vastly increases the nunmber of options in determ ning how any

desi gned object may appear and function. If there are no working parts visible
to the naked eye, then techne itself becones |iquid and anorphous. It required
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col l apse of the Anerican republic to finally end the | ong, poisonous vogue for
channel switching and ironic juxtaposition. . . ." April Logan's head was
gently turning inside out, in full fine-grain pixelated color. Even her voice
was changi ng, sone kind of acoustic sanpling that mmcked a female | arynx
evolving into a helix, or a Klein bottle.

Jane's belt phone buzzed. At the sanme instant a classic twentieth-century

t el ephone appeared in mdair, to Jane's right. A phone designed by one Henry
Dreyfuss, Jane recall ed. Professor Logan often spoke of Henry Dreyfuss.

Jane paused the critic's lecture with a twitch of her glove, then pulled off
her virching hel net. She plucked the flinsy little phone fromher belt and
answered it. "Jane here."

"Janey, it's Alex. I'mout with the goats."
"Yes?"
"Can you tell me sonmething? |- got a laptop here and |'"mtrying to pull up a

fine-grain of the local |andscape, and | got some great satellite shots, but I
can't find any gl obal -positioning grids."

"Ch," Jane said. Al ex sounded so earnest and interested that she felt quite
pl eased with him She couldn't remenber the last tine Al ex had openly asked a
favor of her, that he'd sinply asked her for her help. "Wat |ongitude and

| atitude are you | ooking for, exactly?"

"Longi tude 100" 22' 39ff, latitude 34" 07' 25"."

"That's real close to canp.”

"Yeah, | thought so."

"Shoul d be about three hundred neters due east of the command yurt." Jerry

al ways set the yurt right on a grid-line if he could manage it. It helped a
little with radi ol ocati on and Doppl er triangul ati on and such

"Yeah, that's pretty much where me and the goats are now, but | was just
checki ng. Thanks. Bye." He hung up

Jane thought this over for a nmonent, sighed, and put her hel net away.

She passed Rick and M ckey, beavering away on the system and the hel neted
Jerry, back at his usual weighted pacing. Jerry was starting to seriously wear
the carpet. Jane put on her sunglasses and |eft canp.
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Lovely spring sky. Sweet fluffy altocunulus. You'd think a sky like that could
never do a nonent's harm

She found Alex sitting cross-legged under the shade of a mesquite tree.
CGetting shade fromthe tiny pinnate | eaves of a nmesquite was like trying to
fetch water in a sieve, but Alex wore his much-glued sonbrero as well. And he
was wearing his breathi ng mask.

He was nessing languidly with the flaccid black smart rope. Jane was
surprised, and not at all happy, to see the smart rope again. The thing's
primtive user-hostile interface was a total joke. The first time she'd used
it, the vicious rope had whi pped back like a snapping strand of barbed wire
and left a big welt on her shin.

She wal ked up closer, boots crunching the spiky grass. Al ex suddenly turned.
"Hi," she said.

"Hol a, hermana."”

"Y' know, if I'd been a coyote, | coulda just wal ked off with one of these
goats."
"Be ny guest." Alex took off the mask and yawned. "Walk off with one of these

tracking collars, and Rick will come out with his rifle and exterm nate you."

"What's going on Qut here?"

"Just basking in ny glory as hero of the day," Alex drawl ed. "See ny throng of
ent husi astic admrers?" The smart rope twtched uneasily as he tried, wthout



success, to fling it at the goats. "I wi sh you hadn't called the Texas
Rangers. | really don't wanna talk to those guys."

"The Rangers never stay for |long. \Wat are you up to?"

Al ex said nothing. He opened his | aptop, checked the clock on the screen, then
stood up theatrically and | ooked to the south.

She turned to match his gaze. An endl ess vista of odd hump-shaped caprocks
dotted with juniper and nmesquite, here and there the bl obby green | obes of
di stant prickly pear, a yellow sparkling of tall waving coneflowers. Far to
the south a passenger jet kft a ragged contrail.

"Whoa," he said. "There it is. Here it cones. I'll be
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dammed." He | aughed. "Right on time too! Man, it's amazing what a kind word
and a credit card can do."

Jane's heart sank. She didn't know what was about to happen, but already she
didn't like it. Alex was watching the horizon with his worst and nost evil
grin.

She st epped behind his shoul der and | ooked across the | andscape.

Then she saw it too. A bouncing machine. Sonething very nmuch like a
canouf | age- pai nt ed kangar oo.

It was crossing the hills with vast, unerring, twenty-neter |eaps. A squat
nmet al sphere, painted in ragged patches of dun and olive drab. It had a single
t hi ck, pistoning, netal |eg.

The boundi ng robot whi pped that single metal |eg around with dreadful unerring
precision, |ike sone nightmare one-legged pirate. It whacked its conpl ex netal
foot against the earth like a hustler's cue whacking a pooi ball, and it
bounded off instantly, hard. The thing spent nobst of its time airborne, a
spl ot chy cannonball spinning on its axis and kicking |like a flea against the
Texan earth. It was doing a good eighty klicks an hour. As it got closer she
saw that its underside was studded with grilled sensors.

It gave a final |leap and, God help her, a deft little sonersault, and it

| anded on the earth with a brief hiss of sucked-up inpact. Instantly, a skinny
l[ittle gunnetal tripod flicked Qut frombeneath it, like a triple set of

hi nged swi t chbl ades.

And there it sat, instantly gone as quiet as a coffee table, not ten neters
away fromthem

"Al'l right," she said. "Wat is that thing?"

"It's a dope nmule. Fromny friends in Matanoros."

"Ch, Jesus."

"Look," he said, "relax. It's just a cheaper street version of Charlie, your
car! Charlie's a snmuggler's vehicle, and this is a snuggler's vehicle. It's
just that instead of having two hundred smart spokes and driver's seats and
roll bars like that big kick-ass car does, it's only got one spoke. One spoke,
and a gyroscope inside, and a gl obal positioning system" He shrugged. "And
some mega chip

174

Bruce Sterling

inside so it never runs into anything and no cop ever sees it."

"Ch," she groaned. "Yeah, this is great, Alex."

“I't"ll carry, | dunno, nmaybe forty kil os merchandi se. No big deal. Dope people
have hundreds of these things now They don't cost much to make, so it's like
atoy for 'em

"Way didn't you tell ne about this?"

"Are you ki dding? Since when do | ask your permi ssion to do anything?" He

wal ked up to the nule.

She hurried after him "You' d better not."

"Cet away fromthere!" he yelped. "They're hot-wired." Jane junped back
warily, flinching, and Al ex chuckled with pleasure. "Tanmperproof! Put in the
wrong password, and the sucker explodes on the spot and destroys all the



evi dence! And what's nore-if you're not, like, their friend? O they're tired
of dealing with you? Then sonetinmes they just booby-trap it, and bl ow you away
t he second you touch the keypad."

He | aughed. "Don't |look so glum That's all just |egend, really. Doper brag
tal k. The dope vaqueros hardly ever bl ow anyone up. You and ne both know t he
border doesn't nean anything anynore. There are no nore borders. Just free and
open markets!" He chuckled nmerrily. "They can send ne whatever the hell they
want . Dope, explosives, frozen human hearts, who cares? They're just another
delivery service."

Al ex punched a long string of nunbers, with exaggerated care, into a tel ephone
keypad wel ded into the top of the nule. The robot nulled the nmatter over, then
hi ssed open on a stainless-steel hinge, showing a big rubber 0-ring around its
m dsecti on.

Al ex started pulling out the goods. Lots of plastic-wapped cloth. A pair of
cowboy boots. A yellow cylinder tank. A plastic jug. Designer sunglasses in a
shockproof case. A handgun

Alex tried the sunglasses on inmediately, clearly delighted with them "Here,

you can have this," he said, tossing her the handgun. "lI'mnot interested."
Jane caught it with a gasp. The handgun was al
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i njection-nolded ceranmic and plastic, a short-barreled six-shot revolver. It
felt hard as a rock and utterly lethal. It weighed about as nuch as a teacup
It woul d pass any netal detector in the world and had probably cost all of two
dol lars to make.
"You're full of shit!" she said. "If the Rangers found out about this, they'd
go ape."
"Yeah, and the Houston cops wouldn't like it either, if the vaqueros were dunb
enough to send a nule bouncin' right down the streets of Houston, but they're
not gonna do that, are they? Nobody's that stupid. Nobody knows about this but
you and ne. And Carol, that is." Alex pulled out a gleam ng netal bracelet. "I
got Carol this baroneter watch! She doesn't know that | bought it for her, but
I think she'll like it, don't you? It'll match her Trouper cuff." He tipped
his fl oppy paper sonmbrero back on his head. "Carol's the only one around here
who's been really decent to ne."
"Carol isn't going to approve of this-"
"Ch, get off it!" Alex snapped. "Carol is bent! Carol loves this!" He grinned
beneat h his new gol d-franmed shades. "Carol is old-time structure-hit people,
for Christ's sake! And she's flicking G eg, and Greg is some kinda cx- Special
Forces demolition spook, a scary, heavy guy. |I'mreal glad they chase storns
now i nstead of knocking bridges down, but Carol and Greg are very bent people
They're not from m | k-and-cookie |and."
"I"ve never seen Carol or Greg commt any act of vandalism"™ Jane said with
dignity.
"Yeah," he scoffed. "Besides hel ping you break into Mexican hospitals." He
shook his head. "You're just pissed off because | didn't get you anything,
aren't you? Well, there's a nice handgun for ya! If boyfriend gets wandering
eyes, blow himaway!" He | aughed.
Jane stared at him "You think this is funny, don't you?"
"Janey, it is funny." He pulled the plasticwap froma hand-stitched denim
shirt. Then he peeled off his paper suit. He stood there naked in his big
paper hat and shades, the paper suit pool ed around his ankles, tugging the
fine
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bl ue shirt onto his skinny arns. "You can get all hot and bot hered about the
inplications and the norality and all that shit, if you really want to. O

el se, you can just try and live in the nodemworld! It doesn't nake a damm bit
of difference either way!"



He ki cked the paper suit off his feet, then stood on top of the paper and
pull ed off his right shoe. "The border is |lucked, and the governnent is
flicked!" He pulled off the left shoe and flung it aside. "And society is
flicked, and the climate is really fucked. And the media are |ucked, and the
econony is lucked, and the snartest people in the world live |Iike refugees and
crimnals!" He ripped the plasticwap off a pair of patterned silk boxer
shorts and stepped into them "And nobody has any idea how to make things any
better, and there isn't any way to nmake things better, and there isn't gonna
be any way, and we don't control anything inportant about our lives! And
that's just howit is today, and yes, it's funny!" He |aughed shrilly. "It's
hilarious! And if you don't get the joke, you don't deserve to be alive in the
2030s. "

Alex clinbed into a satiny pair of brown jeans, carefully tucking in the denim
shirttails. "And what's nore, right now |'ve got nyself a really nice shirt.
And real nice pants too. And boots too, |ook, these boots are hand-tool ed
Mexican | eather, they're really beautiful." He unrolled a pair of thick cotton
boot socks.

"The Troupe aren't gonna appreciate this. They're not really into, y'know,

pl ay- cowboy gear."

"Janey, | don't give a rat's ass what your friends think about ny goddam
clothes."” He stepped into the socks, janmed his feet in the boots, then wal ked
over to the robot nule, |ooked into its enpty cavity one last time, and
slamed its top.

After a three-second pause, the nule suddenly whipped its tripod shut and

fired itself into the air. "If it were up to you and your friends," Al ex said,
wat ching it bounce nadly away, "I'd be wearing plastic toilet paper the rest
of my life. I"'mnot a weather refugee, and I'm not gonna pretend to be one.

And if they don't like what |I'mwearing, they can make nme ride point again, if
they're too god-

dammed timd to do it thenselves." He watched the nmachi ne boundi ng of f

sout hward, as he carefully buttoned his shirt cuffs. "I amwhat | am If you
want to stop nme, then shoot ne."

THE RANGER POSSE showed up at three that afternoon. Jane

- was unhappy to see them She was never happy to see Rangers, and worse yet,
she had a yeast infection and was running a | ow grade fever.

It wasn't the first tinme she'd had yeast. Yeast was conmon. The pollution from
overuse of broad-scale antibiotics had made candi da fiercer and scarier, the
same way it had supercharged staph and flu and TB and all the rest. Candida
hadn't bootstrapped its way up to the utter lethality of, say, Bengal

cholera, but it had gotten a | ot nore contagi ous, and nowadays it actually was
a genital infection that you could catch off a toilet seat.

A few discreet inquiries around canp established that none of the other Troupe
worren had yeast, so it had to be a repeated flare-up of her old curse, the
yeast she'd caught back in 2027. That one had flared up in sullen little bouts
of nastiness for alnost six nonths, until her inmune systemhad finally gotten
on top of it. She'd hoped she had the yeast knocked down for good, but yeast
was a lot like staph or herpes, it was always there lurking |l owlevel, and it
went crazy when it got a good excuse.

And she had to admit that it had a pretty good excuse now. She'd been having
sex until it hurt. It wasn't very sc¢nsible to do that, but sex wasn't very
much use to her when it was sensible. Jane hadn't truly appreciated sex,
really, until she'd gotten into headlong sex at full tilt. Hard, claw ng,
yelling sex that didn't stop until you were sweaty and chafed and sore. Sex on
a nice confy bed of rock-hard Texas dirt, with a guy in top physical condition
who was a lot taller than you were and outwei ghed you by twenty kilos. It was
like discovering a taste for really hot food. Like a taste for whiskey. Except
t hat whi skey was a poi son, and you regretted whiskey in the norning, but a
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really passionately physical affair had been a tonic for her, and she'd never
regretted it for a nonment.

It had changed her. In a surprising nunber of ways. Physically, even. It was
kind of weird and didn't sound real plausible, but she could swear that her
pel vis had actually changed shape in the past year. That her hipbones fit at a
di fferent angle and she actually wal ked differently now Differently and
better, with her back straight and her head up. But she was only flesh and

bl ood. The spirit was willing and the flesh was nore than willing, but the
body could only take so nmuch. She'd asked too much of the body. And now she
had the crud.

And then there was that even nore harassi ng annoyance, the cops. The Rangers.
There were six of them and they rode boldly into canp in three hand-ne-down
U S. Arny pursuit vehicles. They rolled in a cloud of yellow dust right

t hrough the canp's perineter posts, which i mediately went into panic node,
whoopi ng and flashing Iights and arcing electricity in big harm ess crackling
gouts. One of themfired a taser dart on a | eash, which m ssed.

Greg rushed into the conmand yurt and quickly shut off the alarns while the
Rangers slowy clinmbed Qut of their slab-sided carbon-arnored prowl cars and
stood there in the settling dust, in their hats and sungl asses and guns.

Once upon a time the Texas Rangers had basically been packs of frontier
vigilantes violently enforcing the peace on pretty nuch anything that noved. A
hundred years later Texas was settled and civilized, and the Texas Rangers
wer e paragons of professional |aw enforcenment. And then a century later yet,
everything had pretty much gone to hell. So now the Texas Rangers were pretty
much what they'd been two hundred years ago.

One Ranger tradition always rang true, though. Texas Rangers always carried an
absol ute shitl oad of weaponry. If a bad guy had a six-gun, then a Ranger had
two six-guns, plus arifle and a bowie knife. If bad guys had rifles, then
Rangers had tommy guns, shotguns, and gas grenades. Now bad guys had crazy
stuff like plastic explosive and smart |and nines and electric rifles, so
Rangers had
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toxic fl échette pistols and truck-nmounted machi ne guns and rocket-sl ug sni per
rifles and heat-seeking aerial drones. Plus satellite backup and their own
cel l ul ar bands.

- The | eader of the Rangers was a Captain Gault, down from what was |eft
of Amarillo. Captain Gault had a white cowboy hat, a neat gray-streaked
ponytail in a silver band, smart sungl asses, and a droopi ng bl ack nustache.
Captain Gault was in creased khaki trousers and a bel | ows- pocket ed,

| ong- sl eeved khaki shirt with a silver-star badge at the breast. He wore a
neatly knotted black tie and two broad, silver-buckled, black-Ieather belts,
one belt for the khaki trousers, the other for his tw n, pearl-handled

pi stols. They were beautifully polished fléchette pistols in elaborate black
| eat her hol sters. The captain's shining guns were so radiant of sonber police
authority that there was sonething al nbst papal about them

The four Ranger privates were in chocolate-chip U S. desert canmou fatigues.
They had brown cowboy hats with the Lone Star on the crown, and brown | eat her
hol sters with the Lone Star inset in the |eather, and trail boots with the
Lone Star on the uppers, and one of themeven had a little silver Lone Star
inset in his front tooth. They were bearded and hairy and slit-nouthed and
dusty, and they bristled with guns and cell phones, and they | ooked extrenely
t ough.

And then there was the last guy. He was wearing a khaki T-shirt and cutoff
fatigue pants and runni ng shoes, and he had a beat-up cloth fatigue cap and a
nasty-1 ooking, well-worn rifle across his back

This last guy was black. He had a mess of kinky buffal o-soldier |ocks. Jane
never put nuch enphasis on skin color. ~-People who made fine ethnic



di stinctions always smacked of weird ethnic race-war craziness to her, and
consi deri ng her own ethni c background, Jane figured she had a right to be a
little nervous about that kind of hairsplitting attitude. Carol was bl ack, and
nobody much noticed or cared. Rudy Martinez |ooked kinda |ike sone grandparent
of his m ght have been black. But this Ranger guy was really black, like

i nhumanly satin black. Sonetines people did odd chenmical things to their skin
nowa
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days. Especially if they spent a lot of tine out in the open sun, and thought
a | ot about ozone damage.

Jerry came out of the command yurt to greet the Rangers, flanked by G eg and
Joe Brasseur, trailed by a reluctant, shuffling Alex. Jerry had thrown off his
usual ratty paper suit and was wearing clean slacks and a decent buttoned
shirt and a white coat. Joe Brasseur had a shirt and a tie and gl asses, and
was carrying a clipboard and | ooking very lawerly. G eg | ooked pretty much
like Greg always did: jeans, arny shirt, shades, muscle. Alex was in his new
shirt and brown jeans and | ooked |ike he wi shed he was on sone ot her

continent.

The nmen gat hered around the Ranger prow cars and started nmuttering deep in
their chests. This was another thing Jane didn't |ike about Rangers. They were
unbel i evabl y chauvini st. Jane knew that a few Texan policewonen had joi ned the
Rangers decades back, but when the Rangers had started routinely shooting
people in | arge nunbers again, the whole sex-integration thin a suddenly
evaporated. It was as dead as drug-law enforcement and racial integration and
uni versal health care and ot her perished niceties of the period. There were no
worren in conbat positions in the Texas Rangers, or the state National Guard
units, or the U S. Arny for that matter. And the nmen in these little all-male
encl aves of violence were nore than a little obnoxi ous about it.

Alex submtted to Captain Gault's brief interrogation and then left in a
hurry, with relief all over his face.

The extrenely black guy noticed Jane watching fromthe sidelines. He
dogtrotted over to her, grinning. "Got any water? Got any salt?"

"Sure, Oficer." Jane called Ellen Mae on the phone.

The bl ack Ranger nodded peaceably, dipped into the baggy pockets of his
cutoffs, and began to hand-roll a marijuana cigarette. The guy's shins and
forearns were chicken-scratched with fine scars. He had a big scarred crater
in the side of his neck that Jane could have put the end of her thunb into.
"I"'mnot sure a |law enforcement officer on duty ought to be snoking

marij uana," Jane said.
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The Ranger flicked a wooden match with his callused thunbnail, lit the joint,
and inhaled sharply. "Get a life," he suggested.

Young Jeff Lowe appeared on the trot fromthe kitchen yurt, with a canteen and
an antiseptic paper cup, two salt tablets, and a couple strips of jerky. He
handed them shyly to the Ranger

"Are you snoking dope?" Jeff said, w de-eyed.

"I got glaucomm,"” the Ranger offered. He bolted the salt pills, knocked back
three cups of water, took a last long huff off his joint, then stonmped it out
and began hungrily gnawi ng the jerky.

"Good jerky," he said, nouth full. "You don't nmeet many fol ks these days who
can really cure a deer." He began sidling back toward his vehicle.

"Wait a sec,"” Jane said. "Please."

The Ranger raised his brows.

"What's it all about?"

"Livestock snugglers,” the Ranger told her. "They got those pharm goats
hot-wired to do all kinds of weird shit nowadays... . Run 'em up backroads by
night, mx ~emup with meat goats, and you can't tell no difference wthout a
DNA scan.... That was a pretty tough outfit you net, we been watchin' out for



"emawhile, y'all was lucky."

"What kind of 'weird shit' do you get fromillegal goats?" Jeff asked.
"Plastic explosive, for one thing. Strain it out of the mlk, make cheese out
of it, put a fuse init, and structure-hit the hell right out of anything."
"Expl osive goat's mlk," Jane said slowy.

"You're kidding, right?" Jeff said.

The Ranger sniled broadly. "Yeah, folks, |I'mkidding, sorry.~~

Jane stared at him The Ranger stared back. There was no expression in his
refl ective shades. "What are you gonna do now?" Jane said.

"Find the contact point, I'lIl track 'emthrough the brush.... W'IlIl catch 'em
by morni ng. Maybe noon. Cap'n Gault likes to go by the book, he'll give 'ema
chance to throw down their guns and come quiet. Thanks for the
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water, ma'am Y all take care now " The Ranger trotted off.

Jeff waited until the Ranger was out of earshot. Then he spoke w th hushed
amazement and respect. "Janey, they're gonna kill themall."

"Yeah," Jane said. "I know "

VI OLENT, DEADLY STORMS broke Qut in profusion in the |last two weeks of My
2031. Unfortunately they were in Kansas, lowa, M ssouri, Nebraska, and
Arkansas. A minor front swept Tornado Alley on May 27, ardently pursued by the
Troupe, but it yielded no spikes.

Statistically, this was not unusual. However, the statistics thensel ves had
become pretty dammed unusual as the century had progressed. Before heavy

weat her, there had been about ni ne hundred tornadoes every year in the United
St ates. Nowadays, there were about four thousand. Before heavy weather, a
year's worth of tornadoes killed about a hundred people and caused about $200
mllion (constant 1975 dollars) in danage. Now, despite vastly better warning
systens, tornadoes killed about a thousand people a year, and the danage was

i npossible to estimate accurately because the basic econom c nature of both
"val ue" and "currency" had gone nonli near

Tor nadoes were, for obvious reasons, easier to find nowadays. But nost storns,
even violent stornms with good indicators, never spawned tornadoes. Many hunts
were sinply bound to turn up dry, even with excellent weather nonitoring and
rapid all-terrain deploynent. And even the much-ravaged Texas- Gkl ahorma Tor nado
Al ley, the planet's prem er spawning ground for twi sters, had to get sone
peace and qui et sometines.

The dry spell visibly affected the Troupe's norale. Alex saw that they were
still on their best behavior around Mil cahey, but Mil cahey hinsel f becane

wi t hdrawn, wrapping hinself in marathon sinmulation sessions. The Troupe got
bored, then petulant. Carol and G eg, whose relationship seemed unstabl e at
the best of tines, started openly sniping at one another. Peter and Ri ck took
a notorcycle
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and sidecar into Amarillo "to get laid,"” and cane back hung over and beaten
up. Rudy Martinez went to San Antonio for a week to visit his ex-wife and his
kids. Martha and Buzzard, who found one another physically repul sive but
couldn't seemto |l et one another alone, got into a mean, extensive quarre

over mnor damage to one of the ultralights. And Juanita spent a |ot of her
time tearing around uselessly in the dune buggy, ostensibly to give its new,

i nproved interface a shakedown, but nore, Al ex suspected, for the sake of her
own nerves than anything to do with the car

The Hi gh Plains down around Big Spring and Odessa had gotten generous rains
this year, but the Troupe had since noved far north, near Palo Duro Canyon. Up
here, the grasslands had gotten a good start for spring and then stalled. The
unnatural |ushness of greenhouse rain had faded to the wi ndy dryness once nore
natural to the Texas Panhandl e, and the supercharged vegetation started to



hesitate and shut down. It didn't wither exactly-stuff like hairy grama,

el bowbush, and buffal o grass was way too tough and nean-spirited to do
anything as sissy as "withering"-but it got yellow and tight and sere and

spi ky. And up in the klahoma Panhandle, it hadn't rained since |late March

Al ex had a high tolerance for boredom True restlessness required a |evel of
ani mal energy that he sinply didn't possess. Unlike the Troupers, he didn't
fidget or conplain. Gven working lungs, a screen to | ook at, and a place to
sleep, Alex felt basically content. He hadn't asked to join a group of touchy
thrill freaks as their unpaid amateur goat-herd, and he recogni zed the true
absurdity of his situation, but he didn't actually mnd it much. The weat her
was |ovely, the air was clear, his health was good, and he was being |eft
alone all day with some goats and the Library of Congress and a smart rope.
This suited him The goats were an appreciative audi ence for his grow ng
repertoire of rope tricks, and they made excellent targets for the new, w cked
noose he had installed at the rope's end. As a bonus, now that he had his big
| eat her boots from Matanoros, Alex no |onger fretted
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much about thorns, spines, stinging nettles, and big slithering venonous

rattl esnakes. The main inconveni ence of his existence was the three neals a
day, when he had to deal face-to-face with the Troupers. Besides, the food was
awf ul

Bei ng shot at for the cause had very nmuch hel ped Al ex's social position in
canp. Not many of the Troupers had actually been shot at under any

ci rcunmst ances. Except for Ellen Mae several times, and Peter once, and Rudy on
a couple of occasions in civilian life, and Geg "lots of times." Surviving
gunfire was an experience the Troupers val ued highly, and being shot at in the
actual service of the Troupe itself brought Alex a certain cachet. He'd gotten
a few grudging, snotty remarks about his new clothes, but the clothes didn't
stay new for long. Al ex never changed them rarely washed, and had stopped
shaving. H s jeans and enbroidered shirt were soon filthy, and the paper
sonmbrero, which never left his head, grew steadily nore wadded and hi deous.
Plus, he grew a patchy blond beard. After that, nobody paid hi mnmuch
attention. He'd gotten his w sh, and becorme a ci pher

As tension nounted in the canmp, though, Al ex decided that his situation had
become solid enough for himto take a few useful steps. He quietly approached
Joe Brasseur about his legal and financial situation

Al ex was used to |l awyers. He'd grown up in the conmpany of his father's
nunerous hired attorneys. Brasseur was a bent attorney-that odd and highly
exceptional kind of |awer who wasn't personally well-to-do. Alex strongly
suspected that Brasseur had been on the wong side of politics during the
State of Energency.

Most peopl e had gotten over that period of history and managed to or et the

peculiar way they'd been behaving at the time, but Joe Brasseur, |ike other
Troupers, was pretty clearly not nost people.
Al ex knew that it was useless talking to | awers unless you were willing to

tell thema lot of enmbarrassing things. He felt pretty sure that Brasseur was
not a narc or sone cop's little finger, so he told Brasseur in detail about
his financial arrangenents with the clinica in Nuevo Laredo.
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Most people went through Iife wi thout ever using a private currency. Mst~
peopl e were, of course, poor. They didn't have enough wealth to buy into the
privat e- nobney system or enough contacts or market smarts to use private
currencies effectively. Except, of course, during the State of Emergency, when
every Anerican, rich and poor alike, had been forced to use a private currency
because the Regi ne

. had privatized the U S. dollar.

Al ex wasn't exactly sure how "currency privatization" had been acconplished,



back at the time. He was simlarly vague about the Reginme's massive "data
national i zati ons. ~~ Joe Brasseur, however, seened to have an excell ent grasp
of these principles. Brasseur was in charge of the Troupe's financial books,
and they were a rat nest of private currencies.

Al ex was well-to-do, and he had some unlikely friends, so he had the basics
down pretty well. It all had to do with unbreakable encryption, digita

aut henti cati on, anonynous remailing, and network untraceability. These were
all computer networking techni ques that had once been considered very odd and
naughty. They were also so elementary to do, that once they were in place,
they couldn't be stopped without tearing the whole Net down.

O course, once these techniques were in place, they conclusively destroyed
the ability of governnments to control the flow of electronic funds, anywhere,
anytime, for any purpose. As it happened, this process had pretty nuch
destroyed any human control at all over the nodern el ectronic econony. By the
time people figured out that ragi ng nonlinear anarchy was not exactly to the
advant age of anyone concerned, the process was sinmply too far gone to stop
Al'l workabl e standards of wealth had vaporized, digitized, and vanished into a
nonstop hurricane of electronic thin air. Even physically tearing up the fiber
optics couldn't stop it; governnents that tried to just found that the whole
encryption nmess oozed swiftly into voice mail and even fax machi nes.

One nmmj or upshot of the Regine's privatization of the currency was that |arge
amounts of bl ack- market weal th bad suddenly surfaced. This had been part of

t he pl an,
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apparently-that even though the government was sabotaging its own ability to
successfully inpose any incone tax, the government would catch up on the other
end, by inposing punitive taxes on previously hidden bl ack-market
transactions.

They'd swiftly di scovered, however, that the scale of black nobney was titanic.
The bl ack-market wealth in tax evasion, kickbacks, official corruption, theft,
enbezzl ement, arms, drugs, prostitution, barter, and off-the-books
nmoonl i ghting was far huger than any conventional econom st had ever inagined.
The gl obal ocean of black noney was so vast in scope that it was instantly,
crushingly obvious that the standard doctrines of conventional finance had no
wor kabl e contact with reality. Econom sts who' d thought they understood the
basi ¢ nature of nodern finance had been living in a dogmatic dream and as
irrelevant as Marxism After that terrible revelation, there'd been savage
runs on nost national currencies and the stock markets had col | apsed.

As the Energency had deepened, the panicking Regine had rammed its data
national i zati ons through Congress, and with that convul sive effort, the very
nature of noney and information had both mutated beyond any repair.

The resultant swirling chaos had becone the bedrock of Alex's everyday notions
of nmodem normality.

Alex did not find it surprising that people like the Chinese Triads and the
Corsican Black Hand were electronically mnting their own cash. He sinply
accepted it:

el ectronic, private cash, unbacked by any government, untraceable, conpletely
anonymous, global in reach, lightninglike in speed, ubiquitous, fungible, and
usual ly highly volatile. O course, such funds didn't boldly say "Sicilian
Mafia" right on the transaction screen; they usually had sone stuffy

of ficial -sounding alias such as "Banco Anbrosi ano ATM Euro-DigiLira," but the
private currency specul ators would usually have a pretty good guess as to the
sol vency of the issuers.

Quite often these private currencies would col |l apse, though sheer greed,

m smanagenment, or just bad luck in the market. But the usual carnivorous
free-enterprise mar-
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ket forces had jolted sone kind of rough order into the ness. Nowadays, for a
| ot of people, private currencies were just the way noney was.

When you used private, digital cash, even the people who sold you their noney
didn't know who you were. Quite likely you had no real idea who they were,

ei t her,

eother than their rates, their nmarket recognition, and their performance
history. You had no identity other than your unbreakably encrypted public key
word. You could still use governnent currencies if you really wanted to, and
nost people did, for the sake of sinmplicity or though | ack of alternatives.
Most peopl e had no choke in the matter, because nost people in the world were
poor .

Unfortunately, thanks to their catastrophic |oss of control over basic
economni cs, so were nost governnments. Government-issued currencies were
scarcely nore stable than the private kind. Governments, even the governnents
of powerful advanced countries, had already |ost control of their currencies
to the roiling floodwaters of currency trading as early as the 1990s. That was
the main reason why the Regi ne had given up backing U S. dollars in the first
pl ace.

Joe Brasseur's private-currency node in the Troupe's system was not untypica
inthe trade: it was the digita

* equivalent of an entire twentieth-century banki ng congl onerate, boiled down
to a few sectors on a hard disk

In order to gain adnmittance to the dinica in Nuevo Laredo, Alex had left a
hefty wad of private currency under a secured lien by a third party. He hadn't
gotten the noney back, had no real idea howto get his noney back, but he

t hought that maybe Brasseur woul d be the | ogical choice to find that noney and
fetch it out somehow. If so, then the Troupe was wel come to use it.

Brasseur took in Alex's confession with a calm priest-like air, gazing
solemmly at himover the rins of his glasses, and then Brasseur had nodded and
set to work, and Al ex bad never heard another word about the subject. Except
that thin s perked up narkedly for the Troupe after a week and a ha ~f. A bunch
of former Troupers, Fred and José and Maureen and Pal ani appan and Kenny,
showed up in a
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convoy with a lot of canned food and a beer keg. The conmmand yurt got a new
carpet. A new inproved air condenser arrived that weighed | ess than the old
one, used | ess energy, and supplied nore water. There was a party, and
everyone's nood inproved for a few days.

Nobody thanked Alex for this. Just as well, Alex thought, that there was no
public fuss made about hinmself or his role. Those who needed to know were
going to know. Al ex had al ready concluded that al nost everything that really
mattered in Troupe life took place way under the surface. It was a lot like
l[ife in a barracks, or a dorm or a Th ward.

Sonme Troupers, such as Mikahey, Brasseur, and Carol and Greg, knew pretty nuch
everything, pretty rmuch i mediately. The second rank were those who were gonna
catch on pretty fast on their own, like Ellen Mae and Rudy Martinez and M ckey
Ki ehl. Then there were those who were gonna get told the official version by

somebody el se, like Peter and Rick and Martha and Sam And certain bel oved
characters were gonna be gently protected fromthe full awful truth for their
own good, |ike Buzzard and Joanne and Jeff and, in her own uni que way,
Juani t a.

The very last and | owest rank were the passing wannabes, and city

boy/girl friends, and ex-husbands/ex-w ves, and hangers-on and netfriends and
hi nsel f, Al ex Unger, and the various other non-Troupe subhumans. And that was
the way it was al ways gonna be with the Storm Troupe, until they all turned on



each other, or they were all shot by bandits or hit by lightning, or unti
they found the

F- 6.

Alex didn't know if he believed in the F-6. But he believed that the Troupe
believed. Wth every day that passed, they were getting nore keyed up to

pl unge headl ong into sonmething truly dreadful. And the bottomline was that he
didn't want to | eave-not until he knew what they would find and what it would
do to them

On May 31, as if to change their |uck, Mikahey deliberately noved canp twenty
kil ometers northwest, into Hall County. The burst of action seermed to help
noral e sone.
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On June 2, heavy weather hit again. The luck of the assignnent-as if there
were any "luck" involved where Mikahey's orders were concerned-had Al ex
confined to the canp as "support crew." Alex figured this was just as well.
Let the others have a chance to bl ow off steam

And then there was another, and far nmore serious, matter: his cough was back.
It had started really small at first, just a little throat-clearing rasp, but
Al ex had known for sone time that the dosage of blue goo was losing its charm
H's lungs no longer felt Iike sweet slick paper dipped in oil. Slowmy but with
terrible sureness, they were starting to feel a hell of a lot nore like his
own lungs. He'd worn the breathing mask faithfully, until his tanned face had
a white triangular rmuzzle of untanned skin just |like a raccoon's, but that
wasn't enough. He was going to have to take steps.

The June 2 pursuit was all-out. They were up before dawn, and Mil cahey hinsel f
went into the field. The only people left in canp were Joe Brasseur doing

navi gati on, Buzzard as network coord, and Sam Moncrieff as nowcaster. And, of
course, Alex, nomnally in charge of the support jeeps.

This was not a very taxing job. The support jeeps were unnmanned, and were
supposed to carry supplies into the field through global positioning. If
cal l ed upon, Al ex was supposed to instantly |load the jeeps with spare

what charmacal lits and then route them | ong-di stance to a rendezvous.

Al ex assumed that this assignment was a subtle reference on Mil cahey's part to
Al ex's covert use of a dope mule. Kind of a deliberate shoulder tap there on
the part of the Troupe jefe. To Alex's deep relief, Milcahey al nost never took
any notice of Al ex, favorable or unfavorable. He'd never called Alex in for
one of those head-to-head encounter sessions that seened to | eave the other
Troupers so bent out of shape. But every once in a while there would be these
anbiguous little jabs. Intended, Alex figured, to intimdate him to assure

hi mt hat Mul cahey did have an eye on him so he wouldn't try anything really
st upi d.
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When you cane right down to it, this tactic worked pretty well

In reality, Alex's support job consisted nostly of fetching venison chili for
Sam Joe, and Buzzard, since the men were |eashed to their machinery. The
goats were taken care of: the Troupe had stretched a line of wire around the
perimeter posts and had corralled the goats inside the canp. The goats were
cropping all the grass in canp, and crapping all over the ground as well, but
they' d be breaking canp tonmorrow and leaving, so it didn't matter much.

Sam Moncrieff was thrilled with his nowaster status. He'd been Mil cahey's
star grad student before Mikahey had |l eft acadenmia (in a shanbles), and Sam
took the exalted central role of Troupe nowcaster with conplete and utter
seriousness. He was stonping around blindly in the command yurt with his head
in a virching helnmet, burrow ng through scientific visualizations |ike sone

ki nd of data-gl oved gopher

Joe Brasseur had his own navigation setup in the command yurt's |eft-hand



annex.

So Alex found hinmself alone in the right-hand annex, the sysadnin station
with Buzzard.

Buzzard was in a peculiar nood.

"I hate what Janey has done to this system dude," Buzzard opined, clunsily
rolling a marijuana cigarette. "It don't crash as much now, and Christ knows
it looks a lot prettier, but it's a real mud bath to run."

Al ex exam ned the gndwork of the display for his support jeeps. It always
amazed hi m how many forgotten little ghost towns there were, out in Wst
Texas. "l guess you'd rather be out virching your 'thopters.”

"Aw, you can't chase '"emall," Buzzard said tolerantly. "Let Kiehl get his
chance out in the field, this candy-ass sysadm n desk work woul d drive anybody
nuts.” He lit his joint with a Mexican cigarette |lighter and inhal ed. "Want
some?" he squeaked.

"No thanks."

"When the cat's away, dude." Buzzard shrugged. "Jerry would get on my case
about this, but | tell ya, you

F
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spend fourteen straight hours shuffling icons, and it downright helps to be
ripped to the tits."

Al ex watched as Buzzard plunged into his thicket of screens and menus. Al ex
guessed that he was tweaking the flow of data from di stant Troupe weat her
instruments, but as far as Al ex knew, Buzzard might as well have been bobbi ng
for digital apples.

Buzzard worked a long tine, in a glassy-eyed trance of efficiency, stopping
twi ce to decant some dire herbal concoction into a paper cup

Alex, testing his ingenuity toits limts, nmanaged to pry open one of the
Troupe' s comuni cation channels on a spare laptop. Rudy and Rick, in the Baker
pursuit vehicle sonewhere in C marron County, Oklahoma, were getting very

excited about hail. Not so nuch the size of it, as the color. The hail was
bl ack.
"Black hail," Al ex renmarked.

"That's nothing," Buzzard said, tugging on the netal |unp he wore on a thong
around his neck. "Just neans there's a little dust init. It's gettin' rea

dry up in Colorado. Lotta dust, lotta haze up top . . . black hail. It can
happen. "

"Well, 1've never seen black hail before," Alex said. "And it sounds |ike they
haven't either."

"I saw a stone fall out of the sky once," Buzzard said. "It hit my fuckin'
house. "

"Real | y?"

"Yeah. And this is the one." Buzzard tugged the nmetal lunp, sharply. "The

bi ggest piece of it, anyhow Cane right through the roof of my bedroom | was
ten. "

"Your house was hit by a meteor?"

"Cotta happen to sonebody," Buzzard said. "Statistics prove that." He paused,
stared into the screen in deep abstraction, then | ooked up. "That's nothin'
either. Once | sawa ram of neat."

"Meat fell out of the sky," he said sinply. "I sawit with my own two eyes."
He sighed. "You don't believe ne, do ya, kid? Well, go back in the anonaly
records sonetime and have a | ook at the stuff people have seen in the past,
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falling out of the sky. Amazing stuff! Black bail. Black rain. Red rain. Big
rocks. Frogs. Rains of fishes. Snails. Jelly. Red snow, black snow. Chunks of



ice have fallen out of the sky as big as fuckin' elephants. Dude, | saw neat
fall out of the sky."

"What kind of neat?" Al ex asked.

"Shaved meat. No hair on it, or anything. Looked kinda like, | dunno, sliced
mushroons or sliced potatoes or sonething, except it was red and bl oody wet
and it had little veins init. It just kinda fell out of a dark cloudy sky one

sumer, fallin' kinda slow, |ike somebody throwi ng potato chips. Alittle
shower of sliced-up neat. About as wide as, | dunno, a good-sized hi ghway, and
about eighty meters long. Enough to fill up a couple of big |l awmn bags, if you
raked it up."

"Di dyou rake it up?"

"Fuck no, man. W were scared to death."”

"There were other people seeing this?" Al ex said, surprised. "Wtnesses?"
"Hell yes! Me, ny dad, ny cousin Elvin, and ny cousin Elvin's probation
officer. We were all scared to death." Buzzard's eyes were dilated and shiny.
"That was during the State of Energency.. . . Mst of middle Arerica was one
big dust bowl. | was a teenage kid in a suburb in Kentucky, and the sky would
get bl ack at noon, and you'd get a |layer of airborne |Iowa or Nebraska or sone
shit, onto your doors and wi ndows, dry brown dirt in |layers as thick as your
fingers. Heavy weather, man. People thought it was the end of the world."
"I"ve heard of big dust stornms. |'ve never heard of any shaved neat."

"I dunno, man. | saw it happen. | never forgot it, either. | think ny Dad and
El vin managed to forget about it after a couple years, kinda block the nmenory
out, but | sure as hell never did. Sonetimes | get the feeling that people
nmust see shit happen like that all the time. But they' re always too scared to
report it to anyone else. People don't like to look like they're ....... . And
you sure didn't want to do it during the State of Energency, they were doing
t hat ' denographic relocation' shit at the tine, and people were
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really scared they were gonna end up in weather canps. It was nega- heavy,

nmega- bad.
Buzzard gl anced down at his screen. What the hell is this?" He dug down in the
maze of screens and came up with a flashing security alert. "Hell, we got sone

ki nd of ground car outside the canp! Dude, run outside and see!"

Alex didn't run, but he left the yurt at a brisk wal k and | ooked. There was an
al nost silent, spanking-new civilian truck outside the canp, a big
cream col ored four-wheeler with tinted wi ndows and an air-conditioned camper.
The truck stopped well outside the perinmeter in a spew of dust, exciting the
goats, who bounded off timdly anbng the tepees.

Al ex ducked back inside the conmand yurt. "Sonebody's here, man! Sone kind of
fancy truck with a big aerial."

"Hel | !'" Buzzard | ooked annoyed. "Storm spotters, wannabes. You go tell 'emto
get lost, man, tell '"emthere's nothing going on here. If you need any help,
yell, and me and Joe and Samwi || back you up."

"Ckay," Alex said. "I get it. No problem™

He wal ked deliberately into the open outside the yurt, waved his paper hat at
the truck, and waited for themto open fire on him

The strangers didn't shoot. Two nmen cl inbed peaceably out of their nice truck
and stood there. His heart rate slowed. Life would go on

Al ex began to feel alnost fond of the two nmen. It seemed very decent of them
to be so obligingly normal, to just be a couple of guys in a truck, instead of
ni ght mari sh mani ac structure-hit bandits randomy shooting up the canp while
everyone el se was in Cklahoma. Al ex put his hat back on and strolled toward
the strangers, slowy and with his hands in plain sight. He deliberately
hopped the wire around the perineter posts.

As he wal ked slowy closer he recogni zed one of the men. It was the bl ack
Ranger bush tracker, one nmenber of the Ranger posse who'd visited canp a
coupl e weeks earlier. The Ranger was in civilian gear, ragged jean cutoffs
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and a beat-to-shit yellow T-shirt with the | egend NAVAJO NA11ON RODEO on it.
No rifle this time, apparently.

To Al ex's considerable surprise, he recogni zed the other man as well.

The circunstances cane back at himwi th a sharp chemnical rush.

He' d been in a backroom of the Gato Negro in Monterrey, with four of his
dope-vaquer o acquai ntances. They were on a field trip from Mat anoros, where

Al ex had been undergoing treatnent at the time. The vaqueros were killing tine
waiting for their man from Monterrey to show with sonme of the nedically
necessary. So they were doing lines of cocaine off the marble café table,
cocaine cut with one of Don Al do's home-brewed nenory stimulants, one of those
bl azingly effective smart-drug concoctions that bad so thoroughly fucked the
ability of governnent and business |leaders to function in the longer term
Bei ng dope vaqueros, their idea of a good tinme was to get really wired on this
shit and then play a big-stakes tournanent of the Spani sh-1anguage versi on of
Trivial Pursuit. Cocaine gave Alex heart fibrillations, and he didn't drink
either, and thanks to enornous gaps in his education and his general life
experi ence, he was dog neat at any kind of Trivial Pursuit, much less a

Mexi can version. But Don Aldo had favored himw th a thunbnail's worth of the
smart drug, and Alex hadn't quite dared to spurn the good Don's hospitality.
He snorted it up and began placing little side bets on the progress of the
gane. Alex was a very good loser. It was the key to his popularity in these
circles.

After about twenty minutes, everything in the Gato Negro had started to take
on that false but radi ant sense of deep neani ng that always acconpani ed

chemi cal nenory enhancenent, and then these other guys had come in. Three of
them very well dressed. They breezed past the muscle guy at the door, w thout
bei ng patted down for weapons. And this caused Don Al do, and Juan, and Paco,
and Snoopy imredi ate concern, for Mnterrey was not their turf, and their own
ceram c Saturday-night specials were in the possession of the house.

The three strangers had regally ignored the vaqueros
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and had sat down at the rooms far corner, and had ordered café con | eche and
i medi ately plunged into | ow, intense conversation

Don Al do had beckoned a waiter over with a brisk gesture of sonebody el se's
hot-wi red pl ati num debit card, and had a few words with the waiter, in a
border Spanish so twisted with crimnal argot that even Al ex, sonething of a
connoi sseur in these matters, couldn't followit. And then Don Al do sniled
broadly, and he tipped the waiter. Because one of the three strangers was the
police comm ssioner for the state of Sinaloa. And it was none of their

busi ness who El General's two good friends were.

Except that one of El General's friends was the very gentleman who had j ust
stepped out of the helicopter. He'd been of no special relevance to Al ex at
the tine, but thanks to that snort of mmenonics, the guy's face and nanneri sns
had been irrevocably punch-pressed on the surface of Alex's brain. At the very
sight of him that haircut, the sunglasses, the neatly cut safari jacket, Al ex
had fl asbbacked with such intensity that he could actually taste the nenory
dust on the back of his throat.

"~Qué pasa?" he said.

"How do you do?" said the stranger politely. "I'mLeo Mil cahey, and this is ny
travel i ng conpani on, M. Smithers."

"How do you do, M. Smithers?" said Alex, sliding instinctively into parody.
"How pl easant to see you again."

"Yo," grunted Smthers.

"And you are?" said Mikahey.

Al ex | ooked up at the thin rose-quartz |enses of Mil cahey's shades, and felt



instantly, with deep and total conviction, that this encounter was not in the
best interests of hinmself or his friends. The tall, charm ng, and

di stingui shed Leo Mil cahey was exudi ng a bone-chilling reek of narc

at nosphere. Rangers were bad, bad enough anyway, but the well-grooned spook
friend of El General was not the sort of person who should ever be in the canp
of the Storm Troupe, for any reason, under any circunstances.

"M. Leo Mikahey," Alex said. "Any rel ation?"
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"I"'mJerry's big brother," said Leo Mul cahey, with a gentle snile

"Must feel pretty special to have a little brother who could break your back
like a twig."

Miul cahey twitched. Not a big reaction, but a definite startled twitch. "Is
Jerry here? May | speak to Jerry?"

"Sorry to tell you that Jerry's out of canp, he's off doing stormpursuit.”
"I't was my understanding that Jerry always coordinated the pursuits. That he
stayed in canp as the group's . . . | forget the term"

"Nowcaster. Yeah, that's the usual, all right, but right now Jerry's off
chasi ng spi kes somewhere in Ckl ahoma, so under the circunstances |'m afraid
can't allow you into the canp.”

"l see," said Leo.

"What the hick you tal kin' about?" said Smithers suddenly. "Kid, we were just
in your canp three weeks ago and | been |l ookin' forward to nore o' that
jerky."

"No problema," Alex said. "G ve me sonme positioning coords and I'Il route you
all the jerky you want. Today. No charge."

"I's there soneone el se we can talk to?" Leo said.

"No," Alex said. Brasseur would tenporize. Buzzard woul d knuckl e under. Sam
Moncrieff would do whatever seenmed best. "No, there isn't."

"Kid, don't be this way," said Snmithers. "I'mthe heat!"

"You're the heat when you're running with Rangers. You're not the heat when
you're running with this guy. If you're cops, show ne sone ID and a warrant."
"I"'mnot a police officer, for heaven's sake," Leo said, chidingly. "I happen
to be a devel opnental, econom st."

Smithers, surprised, |ooked at Leo in frank disbelief, then back at Al ex
again. "Kid, you got sone cojones pullin' that city-boy crap out here. Were's
your goddamm

| D?"

Al ex began to sweat. The fear only nade himangry. "Look, Smithers, or
what ever the hell your real nane is, | thought you were a heavier guy than
this. How cone
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you' re shaking me down for this fucking narc? This guy's not even a cop! How
much i s he paying you?"

"That's my name!" objected Smthers, wounded. "Nathan R. Smithers."

"I don't understand why this has become so unpl easant," said Leo, reasonably.
"Maybe you ought to give sonme thought to the way you treated your good friend
t he general de polida, back in Sinaloa." It was a shot in the dark, a blindly
| aunched harpoon, but it |landed hard. Leo reacted with such a start that even
Smithers seened al arned

"Sinal oa," Leo nused, recovering hinmself. He stared down hard at Al ex. He was
very tall, and though he didn't have the weightlifter beef of his brother

Jerry, he looked, in his own snooth way, |like a bad nan to cross. "Of course,”
he concl uded suddenly. "You rmust be Alex. Little Al ejandro Unger. M
goodness. "

"I think you'd better leave," said Alex. "You and your kind aren't wanted
here.”



"You' ve been here less than a nmonth, Alejandro! And akeady you're carrying on
like Jerry's guard dog! It's amazing the loyalty that man inspires.”

"Have it your way, Leo," Alex said. "I'll let you in the canmp when Jerry says
you can comre in, how about that?" He suddenly sensed weakness, and pounced.
"How about you wait here while |I call Jerry up? | can contact Jerry out in the
field, easy enough. Let's see what Jerry says about you.

"I have a counterproposal,"” Leo said. "Way don't | assune that you have no
aut hority whatever? That you're sinply inventing all this on the fly, through
some silly grudge all your own. That you're an unbal anced, sick, spoiled
little rich-boy punk, who's in way over his head, and that we can sinply wal k
ri ght past you."

"You'll have to knock nme down first."

"That doesn't look difficult, Alex. You' re still emaciated fromthat

bl ack- mar ket shooting parlor in Nuevo Laredo. You look quite ill."

"You're gonna | ook quite dead, Leo, when the guy who
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put that |aser dot on your forehead pulls the trigger and your brains fly
Qut."

Leo turned slowy to Snmithers. "M. Smithers. Do tell. Do i in fact have a

| aser rifle sighted on nmy person?”

Smithers shook his head. "Not that | can see. Kid, it is really fuckin' stupid
to say sonething like that to a guy like ne."

Al ex took his sunglasses off, and then his hat. "Look at ne," he told
Smithers. "Do | |look afraid of you? You think I'minpressed ?~" He turned to
Leo. "How about you, Leo? Do |I look like |I care whether we get in a fistfight
right now, and you end up shot? You really wanna hit ne, and risk catching a
very real bullet, just so you can swan around in sone enpty paper tents and
pull a fast one on your brother when he cones back-probably with all his
friends?"

"No," said Leo, decisively. "There's no need at all for any of this
fool i shness. W don't want Juanita upset, do we? Janey?"

"You stay the hell away from Jane," Alex said, in throttled fury. "Letting
that one slip was a real blunder! Get away fromnme and ny sister, and stay
away from us, you spook narc son of a bitch. Get out of here now, before you
lose it and try sonething even stupider than showing up here in the first

pl ace."

"This is conpletely pointless," Leo said. "I don't see what you think you' ve
acconplished with this ridiculous junkie's bravado. W can sinply return at
some later time, when there are sone sane people here."

Al ex nodded and crossed his arns. "Ckay. Yeah. It's pointless. Come back next
Christmas, big brother. In the neantine, go away. Now. "

Leo and Smithers exchanged gl ances. Leo shrugged el oquently, his shoul ders
ri sing beneath the paddi ng of his spanki ng-new safari jacket.

Wt hout haste, the two nen clinbed into the truck. Smithers started the
machine, and it turned and left. As it vanished Alex saw Leo lifting a
videocamto his face, nethodically scanning the canp.

Al ex wal ked slowy back to the conmand yurt. Buz

zard was waiting at the door flap. Samwas still in his nowaster hel net.
There was no sign at all of Joe Brasseur

"Who were those guys?" Buzzard said.

Al ex shrugged. "No problem | took care of 'em A coupla wannabes."
CHAPTER



unbr oken mal i gnant
hi gh had been sitting, for six |long weeks, over Colorado. It seened to be
anchored there. The high hadn't moved, but it had expanded steadily. A great
done of dry, superheated air had spread from Col orado to northeastern New
Mexi co and the Panhandl es of Okl ahona and Texas. Beneath it was the evil reign
of drought.
Jane was rather fond of Okl ahoma. The roads were generally in worse condition
than Texas, but the state was nore thoroughly settled. There was good civil
order, and the people were friendly, and even way outside the giant nodern
nmegal opolis of Cklahoma City, there were living little rural towns where you
could still get real breakfast and a decent cup of coffee. The sky was a
subtler blue in Oklahom, and the wildflowers were of a gentler palette than
the harshly vivid flowers of a Texas spring. The soil was richer, and deeper
and iron red, and quite a lot of it was cultivated. The sun never clinbed
quite as punishingly high in the zenith, and it rained note often
But there was no rain now. Not under the slow swell of
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the continental nmonster. Rushing stormfronts had scourged M ssouri and | owa
and Kansas and Illinois, but the high at the foot of the Rockies had passed
froma feature, to a nuisance, to a regional affliction
- SESAME's Cimate Analysis Center liked to netcast a

standard graphics map, "Departure of Average Tenpera-

ture fromNormal (C)," a neteorol ogi cal docunent that

SESAME had inherited from some precybernetic federal -

government office. The map's format was rather delight-

fully antiquated, both in its ol d-fashioned distinction of

"Centigrade" (the old Fahrenheit scal e had been extinct

for years) and in its wistful pretense that there was stil

such a thing in Anerican weather as "Normal." The map's

col ored shadi ngs of tenperature were crudely vivid, with

the crass aesthetic Iimts of early computer graphics, but

for the sake of archival continuity, the maps had never

been redesigned. In her Troupe career, Jane had exani ned

dozens of these average-tenperature maps. But she'd never

bef ore seen so much of that vividly anomal ous shade of hot

pi nk.

It was only June, and people were already dying under

t hose pi xel ated hot - pi nk pools. Not dying in | arge num

bers; it wasn't yet the kind of heavy weather where the feds

woul d start sending in the iron-barred evacuation trucks. It

was still only early June, when heat could be very anona-

ions without becoming actually lethal. But it was the kind
I - of heat that kicked up the stress several notches. So the old
fol ks' pacemakers failed, and there'd be gunfire in the evening and a riot at
the mall.



The tenperature map di ssolved on Charlie's dashboard readout, then blushed
again into a bl otchy new depiction
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"I"ve never seen it like this before," Jerry comented, fromCharlie's
passenger seat. "Look at the way it's breaking, way outside the rimof that
hi gh. That's not supposed to happen."

"I don't see how anything can happen until that air mass noves," Jane said.

"It doesn't make any sense."

"The core's not nmoving for hell, but it's still ripping | oose today, all along
t hat secondary dryline," Jerry said.
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"We're gonna see sonme F-2s, F-3s drop out of this, and they're going to be"-he
t hought it over-"a minor feature."

Jane | ooked up at the northern horizon: the stormline that was their
destination. Beyond a line of wilting Okl ahoma cottonwoods, there were towers
rising-sheetlike in parts, half-concave, starved for noisture. They didn't

| ook powerful, but they didn't |ook mnor; they |ooked convul sive. "Wll," she
said, "maybe we're finally seeing it, then. Maybe this is what it |ooks |like
when it starts.”

"The F-6 isn't supposed to shape up like this. The nmesosphere's all wong and
the jet streamis hanging north like it was nailed there."

"Well, this is where the F-6 ought to be. And the tine is right. So what el se
could it be?"

Jerry shook his head. "Ask me when it starts moving."

Jane sighed, and nunched a handful of governnent granola from her paper bag,
and pul |l ed her booted legs up in the driver's seat. "I can't believe that you
gave up now casting, and canme out to hanmer sonme spikes with nme, and now
you're telling me they're a nminor feature."

Jerry | aughed. "Spikes. They're like sex. Just 'cause you' ve nailed 'emonce
bef ore, doesn't nean you lose all interest the next tine."

"It's good to have you out here with nme." She paused. "You' re being real sweet
to nme lately, under the circunstances."

"Babe," he said, "you were in canmp two nonths before all willpower shattered,
renenmber? If we can't make love, we won't. Sinple." He hesitated. "It's hell,
true, but it's sinple.”

Jane knew better than to take this nale bravado at face value. Al was not

well in canp. Her infection, the drought. Nerves, restlessness. M ssed
connecti ons.

One of the things Jane | oved best about chasing spi kes was that |iberating way
that gigantic storms smashed flat and rendered irrelevant all the kinks in her

personal life. You couldn't sweat your own angst in the face of a nonster
spike; it was stupid and vul gar and deeply beside the
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point, like trying to make the Grand Canyon your spittoon

She did | ove Jerry; she |loved himas a person, very dearly, and she often

t hought she ni ght have | oved himal nost as nmuch, even if he'd never given her
any tornadoes. She could have loved Jerry even if he'd been somnething everyday
and nonexotic and dull, like, say, some kind of economist. Jerry was skillful
and acconplished and dedi cated and, when you got used to him rather intensely
attractive. Sonmetinmes Jerry was even funny. She often thought that even under
ot her circunstances, she mght easily have becone his lover, or even his wife.
It woul d have been nuch nore like her other affairs, though; the ones with the
vase throwing and the screaning fits and the shaking sense of absol ute bl ack
desperation in the back of a linp at three in the norning.

Jerry made her do crazy things. But Jerry's crazy things had al ways nade her
better and stronger, and with Jerry around, for the first time in her life she



no |l onger felt mserably troubl ed about being her own worst eneny. She'd

al ways been wrapped too tight, and wired too high, and with a devil inside; in
retrospect, she could see that dearly now Jerry was the first and only nman in
her life who had really appreciated her devil, who had accepted her devil and
been sweet to it, and had given her devil some proper down-and-dirty
devil-things to do. Her devil no |longer had idle hands. Her devil was worKking
its ass off, all the tine.

So now she and her devil were quite all right, really.

It was as if acting crazy, and taking crazy risks, had conpletely freed her of
any obligation to actually becone crazy. It mght sound rather sappy, but
really and truly, Jerry had made her a free woman. She was dirty and she was
broke and she snelled bad nost of the tine, but she was free and in | ove.
She' d spent nost of her life in a fierce, determ ned, |osing battle to make
hersel f behave and make sense and be good and be happy; and then she'd met
Jerry Ml cahey and had given up the war. And when all that old barbed wire
snapped | oose inside of her, she'd discovered surprising reservoirs of sinple
decency and goodwi |l in
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hersel f. She wasn't even half as bad as she'd thought she was. She wasn't
crazy, she wasn't w cked, she wasn't even particul arly dangerous. She was a
mature adult woman who wasn't afraid of herself, and could even be a source of
real strength to other people. She could give and sacrifice for other people,
and | ove and be | oved, without any fear or any nean cal cul ati on. And she
acknow edged all this, and was grateful for it.

It was just that she really, really hated to talk about it.

Jerry wasn't any better at discussing it than she was. Jerry Mil cahey wasn't
like other men. Not that that was entirely to Jerry's credit; Jerry wasn't
much |i ke any kind of human bei ng. Jane was a bright person, and Jane knew
what it was like to be brighter than other people; bright enough to be
disliked for it, sonmetines. But she knew she wasn't bright like Jerry was. In
particul ar areas of his conprehension, Jerry was so bright as to be quite
alien. There were | arge expanses of his mental activity that were as bl ank and
hot and shiny as soneone on drugs.

Jane had no gift for mathematics; math was sonet hing that she had to craw

t hrough on her belly, like mud. It had taken her quite sone tine to fully
conprehend that this strange man in the wastel ands of Wst Texas with his
cobbl ed-up crew of eccentrics was, really and truly, one of the brightest

mat hematici ans in the world.

Jerry's parents had both been computer-science researchers in Los Al anos.
They' d both been good at their work too; but their son Jerry had been doing
cutting-edge magnet ohydrodynam cs when he was twelve. Jerry had pioneered in
fields like nmultidimensional mninmal-surface manifolds and hi gher-order

i nvariant polynonials, things that nmade your brain explode just to | ook at
them Jerry was good enough at math to frighten people. H s coll eagues
couldn't make up their mnds whether to envy himfor his gifts, or resent him
for not publishing nore often. Every once in a while Jane woul d have sone
net-idiot give her a hard time about Jerry's "professional qualifications,"”
and she would E-mail the skeptic the paper that Jerry'd done back in 2023 that
est abl i shed the Mil cahey Conjecture, and the skeptic would try to read it and
his brain
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woul d expl ode, and he would quietly slink away and never be heard from again.
Unl ess he turned out to be one of the math wannabes. The Troupe attracted al
ki nds of wannabes, npbst of themrather nutty, but every once in a while sone
anxi ous weedy-1| ooki ng guy woul d show up at canp who didn't give a shit about
tornadoes and really, really wanted Jerry to forget all about it and get back



to proving how many soap bubbles could fit inside a collapsing torus in

hyper space. Jerry was always terribly kind to these peopl e.

The weight lifting was another prom nent aspect of Jerry's oddity. He hadn't
al ways been that way. She'd seen pictures of Jerry as a teenager-his nother
had sent them

-and Jerry had been lithe and slender, with a tall kid's wary stoop. Lots of
Troupers were into weights; Jane lifted weights herself, enough to get strong,
enough to get the point of doing it. But Jerry was doing weights just because
a saved himtime. It saved himtine and effort to be as big as a house so he
could briefly surface out of his abyss of distraction, and snap out sonet hing,
and have people just junp up and run do it for him Because he radiated raw
physi cal authority, Jerry didn't have to sl ow down to explain very nuch. Plus,
t he wei ghts gave Jerry sonething to do while he was thinking seriously, and
Jerry liked to think seriously for about five hours straight, every day. The
fact that he was lugging thirty kilos of steel on his legs at the tine never
seened to regi ster on him nuch.

There was no question that the great trial of Jerry's life was relating to

ot her human beings. Jerry had really worked terribly hard at this problem

wi th such pai nstaking patience and suffering and dedication, that her heart
truly nmelted for him

Jerry didn't readily enpathize with people, because Jerry just wasn't a very
peopl el i ke being. But he could nodel people. He could dryly conprehend the
whol e Structure of their personalities, and re-create themas a kind of dry
run in his own head. He had built his relationships with the other Troupers
like a one-arned man buil dl ug nodel cathedrals out of toothpicks.

And when he had it all figured, then he would sit you
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down. And start telling you exactly what you were really thinking, and what it
was that really notivated you, and how you coul d get what you wanted and how
that would, by the way, help himand the others too. It would be laid out with
such amazing clarity and detail that your own self-inage would crunble by
conparison. Jerry would have invented this thing, just by watching you closely
and specul ating, but it was so nuch nore |like you than you were that it felt
nore real than your own identity. It was like confronting your ideal self,
your better nature:

snoot her, nore sensible, wiser, a lot better managed. Al you had to do was
let the scales fall fromyour eyes and reach out for it.

Jane had gone through this process exactly once. Wll, half of once, actually.
It was hard to seduce soneone while in a paper junpsuit. You could zip it down
to the waist and coyly peel it open, and it felt |like you were offering a guy
a couple of bran nmuffins out of a bakery bag. But once he'd started in on her
with the toothpick analysis, she'd known that the only way to break himout of
it was to knock him down and straddle him

It had worked brilliantly too. It had shut Jerry up to the great satisfaction
of all concerned. Now she and Jerry could freely and openly discuss all kinds
of things: spikes, interfaces, tools, canp, feds, Rangers, other Troupers,
even money. But they didn't discuss The Rel ati onship. The Rel ationship didn't
even have a name. The Relationship had its own shape and its own life and it
was not made of toothpicks.

But Jerry had assigned hinmself to her car. He never did this w thout reason
Sooner or later the shoe would drop. The big hot core was gone from The

Rel ati onshi p, and both of them were hurting, and sone rational analysis was
going to come out of Jerry. She was hoping for the best.

"For the first time I'mreally getting afraid of this," he said.

Jane set her granola bag on the floorboard. "Wat is it you' re afraid of,
darl i ng?"

"I think we may be shaping up toward the bad scenario.

\Y
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"What' s bad about it?"

"I"ve never told you fully what | thought this would be like if it becane a
per manent fixture."

"Al'l right," she said, bracing herself. "If that's on your mnd, tell ne,
then. ™

"The winds are not the half of it. It could strip the earth's surface right
down to bedrock. It could vent nore dust into the troposphere than a najor
vol canic eruption.”

"Ch," she said. "You nean the F-6."

He gave her the oddest | ook he'd ever given her. "Are you okay, Janey?"
"Yeah, sure, |I'mas okay as anybody with a yeast infection ever is. Sorry, |
t hought you were di scussing sonething el se. What about the F-6, sweetheart?"
"Ch, nothing really,"” Jerry said, staring straight ahead. "Just that it m ght
kill everyone w thin hundreds of kiloneters. Including us, of course. Al in
the first few hours. And after that-a giant, permanent vortex on the planet's
surface. That could happen! It could actually take place in the real world."
"I know that," Jane said. "But for some reason, | just don't worry about it
nmuch. "

"Maybe you should worry a lot nore, Jane. It could mean the end of
civilization."

"I just can't believe in it enough to worry," she told him "I nean, | do
bel i eve sonething really awesonme is going to break | oose this season, but |
can't believe it neans the end of anything. It's |ike-somehow | just can't
believe that civilization is going to get off the hook that easy. 'The end of
civilization'-what end? What civilization, for that matter? There isn't any
end. We're in way too deep to have any end. The kind of troubles we got, they
aren't allowed to have any end."

"The troposphere could saturate with dust. There could be a nuclear winter."
He paused. "O course, a majot drop in tenperature would starve out the
vortex."

"That's just it! It's always sonething like that! Things can get totally
awful , but then sonmething el se conmes up that's so amazingly screwy that it
makes it all irrelevant. There never was any nuclear war or nuclear w nter
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There's never gonna be one. That was all just stupid hype, so they could go on
ruining the environment, so we'd end up living just like we're |iving now,
living with the consequences.

She sighed. "Look, | saw the sky turn black when | was a kid-1 saw it turn

bl ack as the ace of spades! It didn't last, though. It was just a big dust
bowl. Even if the F-6 is really awful, somebody somewhere woul d survive.
MIlions of people, billions maybe. They'd just march into some fucking salt
mne, with the chlorophyll hack and some gene-splicing and sone

super conductives, and as |long as theyhadtheir virching and cable TV, npst of
"em woul d never even notice!"

"People talked |ike that before heavy weather," Jerry said. "It wasn't the end
of the world, but they noticed, all right. If they lived | ong enough."
"Ckay," Jane said. "Have it your way. Let's assume for the sake of argunent
that the F-6 is the end of the world. What do you wanna do about it?"

He sai d not hing.

"You wanna go down to Costa Rica? | knowthis cute little hotel there, they've
got frozen margaritas and hot showers."

"You' re gonna go and hack the F-6 no matter what, aren't you? Of course you
are. And good ol' Janey's gonna go with you to do it. O course | am End of
story."



"It bothers ne when you talk like this, Jane. You're not that cynical."

Jane stopped. It was rare of Jerry to confess so openly that he was upset. She
| owered her voice. "Darling, listen to me. Don't be so anxi ous about us.
Everybody in the Troupe knows that this is very dangerous. You haven't been
hiding that fromus, that's not any surprise to us. You can't protect us, we
know that. W're all adults-well, alnost all adults-and we know what we're

doi ng." She shrugged. "Pretty much, anyhow. A lot nore than those dunb feds at
SESAME. And a hell of a lot nore than the poor damed civilians."

"I think we'd better have a Troupe powwow after this
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chase, and make ~II of this very clear and straightforward to everyone."

"Good. Fine. If that'll make you feel better. But | can already tell you
what's gonna happen. Nobody's gonna junp up and say, 'Ch wait, Jerry! Areally
bi g tornado? Nope, no, sorry, I'mtoo scared to go watch.' That'll never
happen in eight nmillion years!" She |aughed. "You couldn't keep 'emaway wth
a cattle prod."

"The F-6 is not just a spike. I'mthinking nore and nore . . . along the lines
of a different order of storm something unprecedented. We'll be going up

agai nst sone-thing | don't understand. The Troupe are good people. They trust
nmy judgnent, and they might be killed because of that. It wouldn't be right."
"Jerry, we Troupers are like soldiers, we don't need any rights. Anyway, we'd
all be chasing spikes even if you weren't around. If you think I'm doing al
this just to please you, you can think otherwise. The F-6 is the big one, it's
the payoff. It's what | want." She fetched up her granola bag. "I can get
April Logan to cone down here."

"Your design professor? Why?"

"April's way out of academ a now, she's mega-big in netcritique! She has real
i nfluence! She's the heaviest net-friend | have. If April Logan puts the word
Qut that we have a hot presentation coming up, we can pull sone nega

post producti on peopl e. People who can take our data, and do it up really right
for once. We'll pull a major audience."

"Money, you nean."

"That's right, Jerry. Money. Pots of it." She shrugged. "Well, the

net - equi val ent. Attention, access. Fane. | can turn that into noney. It ain't
easy, but there are ways."

"I see.”

"Good. So you can forget all that gallant stuff about protecting little ne
fromthe big bad storm"

"Al'l right," he said. "That's good, Jane. You've done well and |I've conme to
expect that fromyou. But what about after the storn®"

"What do. you nean?"

"That's the other eventuality, the one that really stuns 'ne. Suppose that we
survive the F-6. That we ace this.
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That we nail it and make pots of nobney and fanme, and we put it all behind us.
Wiat' || we do then? What will becone of us? You and ne?"

She was surprised, and nore than a little alarmed, to hear Jerry bring this
up. "Well, nothing has to change, darling! It's not |like |I never had noney
before! | can deal with noney, you know | can! That's not a problemfor us!
W' || kick back on the off-season, like the Troupe al ways does. And we'll
upgrade our hardware, really decently this tine. You can wite a paper, and
['"lI'l have plenty of network on ny hands. . . . Then we'll wait for next
season. "

"There's not gonna be an F-6 next season. And with the global CO2 finally
droppi ng, there may not ever be another F-6."

"So what? There will always be other spikes. Even if the CO2 drops, that
doesn't mean the weather's gonna get any calner. There was less CO2 in the air



during the State of Emergency! Besides, CO2's just one part of the climatic

di sruption. There's still tropical deforestation and del ayed ocean warm ng."
Jerry sai d not hing.

"There's thermal pollution fromcities. And changes in the North Atlantic
currents. Gacier retreats in Antarctica

- and hi gher al bedos in Africa, and CFCs in the ozone, and that permanent
hitch in the ENSO cycle, and the solar variation . . . Christ, | can't even
count themall. Jerry, the weather's never gonna cal m down and be normal. Not
inour lifetine. Probably not in three hundred years. W'l

- have all the spikes we ever want! You and ne, we're disaster experts with an
endl ess supply of disaster! And if you nail the F-6 while the feds are sitting

on their hands saying an F-6 isn't even possible, then you' Il be fanmpus
forever."

"Jane, |1've been forecasting the F-6 for ten years. | don't just chase spikes,
anyone can chase spi kes. Spikes aren't enough. There are thousands of spikes,
and thousands of weather people, but I'mdifferent, and the F-6 is why. |'ve
been so obsessed by it, so consuned and fascinated and intent on this terrible
thing, that | have no real idea howl'll live when it's gone. Everything has
been
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honed for this crisis, and we're in top condition to do it. we're all united
to do this, to go through hell to nail this thing. But after that, what's to
becone of us?"

"Jerry . . ." She bit her lip. "Jerry, | prom se you, as long as |'m m your
life, you re never gonna lack things to do, and a reason to live. Al right?"
"That's sweet of you, but it's just not like that," he said, sadly. "It's hard
to explain, but . . . I have to have the Wirk. And it has to be big, bigger

than nysel f, because the way | do my Work is with sonething that's too big.
It's me all right, it's very much part of nme, but it's not something I'min
conmmand of, and | don't control it. It's like a force, a conpul sion, that
tears at things, and sheds them and chops them up, and conprehends them and

| don't control it, and | never have. | can't. You understand?"
"Yes. | do understand. It's like a spike, inside."
"Yes." -"I have one of those too, you know. It's just very different from

yours. And being with you, Jerry, it's helped me with it, and |I'mbetter! What
we have together, what we give to each other, it's not hurtful or doomed or
destructive, it's really good and strong! W do see a lot of hurt. And | don't
know, the world around us m ght be doomed. And we study destruction all the
time, every day. But what you and | have, together, in the mddle of all of
that, it's really good and strong! There's nothing weak or frail about it.

["lI'l never |ove anyone else, the way |'ve learned to | ove you."

"But when this nonster has smashed everything, what if we're part of the

wr eckage?”

"Il still want you and | ove you

"I mght become sonething very different, after the F-6. | know | won't be
able to stand still. 1'll have to change, there's no avoiding that. Wo knows?

| mght be-come sonmething |ike Leo."
She sat up very straight. "What do you nean by that? Tell ne.
"I mean that | just bear witness, Jane. The Troupe, we all just bear w tness.
Hal f of Okl ahoma coul d be snmashed into rubble, and we'll just bear witness.
But there are those
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who tal k about the weather-as | do and you do-and those who do sonet hi ng about
it. Leo, and his friends, his people, they all do things. He's a man of the
worl d, nmy older brother, he's a nman of conpetence, a man of influence. And
it's a dreadful world, and my brother does sone very dreadful things. | watch
destruction, but Leo abets it. |I'mnothing but eyes, but Leo has hands."
Jerry shook his head. "I don't know exactly what Leo's done, or how he's done



it or who hel ped himhe doesn't tell ne, for good and anpl e operationa

reasons, and | don't want to learn. But | know why. | know why Leo does what
he does, and | know why the prospect of action fascinates him You see, it's
not just one spasnodic passing horror in a small locality, like a spike is.
The nodem worl d of global strategic politics and economics, that's Leo's
world, and it's eight billion people who' ve lost all control over their

destiny, and are gnawi ng the planet down to the bone. It's our civilization
turned -into an endl ess world-eating horror, just like the F-6 itself may well
turn out to be. And Leo, he lives inside that, and feeds it energy, and tries

to bend it to his will. He'd very much like ne to join himin there, you know.
To hel p hi m maneuver the chaos, by whatever neans necessary. And | can
understand my brother. | can synpathize. My brother and I, we have a simlar

affliction. W understand one another, as few people ever do."

"Al'l right," Jane said. She put her hand on his. "Jerry, when this is over,
then that's what we're going to do. Wen the F-6 is over, and it's all behind
us, and we've shown the whole world what we know and what we witnessed, then
we're going to go after your brother. You and ne, together, and we're going to
rescue himfrom whatever trouble he's in, and we'll set himall straight."
"That's a maj or challenge, darling."

"Jerry, you said you wanted a big problem WlIl, you' ve got a big problem I

see that now | don't care how many political friends your brother has, he's a
big problembut he's just a human being, and he's not as big as a stormthat
can smash Okl ahoma. I'mnot afraid of your storm and |I'mnot afraid of you,
and |'mnot afraid of your
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brother. You can't scare nme away fromyou with any of this talk, | love you
and |'mstaying with you, and nothing will take you from me, nothing but

death. W can do this thing. We're not just hel pl ess watchers, we are doers
too, in our owmn way. In our own way, you and |, we are both very practica
peopl e. "

"Darling," he said, and nmeant it, "you are very good to ne."
The speaker erupted. "This is Rick in Baker! W got circulation!"

ENDLESS RA. Th~1 COULD depress you, and there was no disaster like a flood, but
t here was sonet hi ng uni quely mean and pi nched and harsh about a drought.
Drought was a trial to the soul

They' d foll owed the spike along the rimof the great high. It was a | ong,
ropy, eccentric F-2, and it had noved, with particular oddity, fromthe north
toward the southwest, a very unusual stormtrack for Tornado Alley. The F-2
had been exceptionally long-lived, never achieving true earthshaki ng power,
but sipping some thread of persistent energy fromthe edge of the high. And
there had been hail with it, nasty, black, dust-choked hail; but scarcely a
drop of rain.

Now the F-2 had roped out and Jane and Jerry were in the canyonl ands west of
Amarillo, the part of the Texas Panhandl e people called the Breaks. They'd
been running cross-country in a flat plain, and then the earth opened up in
front of them The Canadi an River of the Panhandl e was not a mmjor river now,
but it had been a very major river during the last ice age, and it had done
some dreadful things to the | andscape here. Real nesas, not the slunped

- hills of the south H gh Plains. Mesas weren't nmountains. They were not

vi gorous upthrustings in the | andscape. Mesas were remants, nmesas were al
that was left, after ages of stubborn resistance to rainsplash and sheetwash
and channel cutting. The nesas had a | ayer of hard sandstone, t caprock, up on
top, but bel ow that caprock |ayer was a soft, reddi sh, weak, and treacherous
rock that was scarcely
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petrified nud. That rock wa~ so weak you could tear off clods of it and
crumble it to dust with your fingers. The nesas were toothless and terribly
patient and all winkled down the sides, eaten away with vertical gullies,
their slopes scattered with the cracked remai ns of undereaten sandstone sl abs.
It was very old and very wild country. It had few roads, and those in poor
repair. Around |ocal creekbeds and water holes, people sometines found

twel ve-t housand-year-old flint spearheads, mxed with the bl ackened, broken
bones of extinct giant bison. Jane al ways wondered what the reaction of those
flint-w elding Fol som Poi nt peopi e had been when they realized they had
exterm nated their giant bison, wiped theminto extinction with their dreadful
high-tech ati-atls, and their cutting-edge flint industry, and the

all -consuming giant wildfires they'd used to chase whol e assenbly |ines of

bi son pell-mell off the canyon cliffs. Maybe some had condemmed the wildfires
and atlatls, and tried to destroy the flints. While others had been sick at
heart forever, to find thenselves p arty to such a dreadful crinme. And the
vast majority, of course, sinply hadn't noticed.

The canyon walls of the Breaks played hell with communications. They cast a
maj or radi o shadow, and if you got really close to themthey could even bl ock
satellite relay. That posed no challenge for Pursuit Vehicle Charlie, though
who put his superconductive to work and scuttled up the slope to the top of
the [ argest nesa in the nei ghborhood. That mesa was hel pfully festooned wth
big towers and mnicrowave horns.

Jane and Jerry weren't the first to cone here for their own purposes. Mst of
the horns were lavishly stenciled with bullet holes, sone old, sone new A
structure-hit gang had tagged the tower blockhouses with nuch-faded graffiti.
O d-fashi oned psycho-radi cal slogans |ike SMASH THE BALLOT MARKET and t.rr
m~it EAT DATA and SCREAM NG wou SURVI VES, done with that kinky urban folk
intensity that urban graffiti had once had, before the spirit had suddenly and
i nexplicably | eached out of it and the whole practice of tagging had dried up
and gone away.
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There was a fire pit with sone ancient burned nesquite stubs, and a ness of
scattered beer cans, the old al um num ki nd of beer container that didn't nelt
inthe rain. It was easy to inagine the vani shed Luddite marauders, up here
with their dirt bikes and guns and how i ng, chanting boom boxes.

Jane found this intensely sad, sonehow nore lonely than if there had never
been anyone here in the first place. She wondered who the gang had been, and
what in hell they had thought they were doing way out here, and what had
become of them Maybe they were just plain dead, as

dead as the Folsomflint people. The state of Texas had

. al ways been remarkably generous with the noose, the chair, and the
needl e, and in the early days of parole cuffs

there'd been little conplaint about tanperproofing themw th contact nerve
poi son. And that was just the fornal

- way-the polite and legitimate way of erasing people. If the gang had
been junped by Rangers they'd be unnarked

graves by the roadside now, green lunps in sonme overgrown pasture. Mybe they
had bl own thenselves up, trying to cook denolition bonbs out of sinple
househol d cheni cals. Had they snapped out of the madness and achi eved a
foothold in what passed for real life? Did they have jobs now?

She' d once asked Carol, tactfully, about the Underground, and Carol had said
bluntly: "There is no nore alternative society. Just people who will probably
survive, and people who probably won't." And Jane could pretty nmuch go with

t hat assessnent. Because from her own experience with structure-hit activity,
t he people who were into that radical bullshit were just |ike Rangers, only
stupi der and not as good at it.



The sun was setting. Of in the western distance, beneath the dissolving

cl ouds, Jane could see, with intense and lovely clarity, the skeletal

sil houetting of very distant trees. The trees were whol e kil ometers away and
no bigger than a fingernail paring, and yet she could see the shape of their
every branch in the clear still air, stenciled against the colors around the
sun, great bands of subtle, gradated, desert color, umber to amber to

transl ucent pearly white.
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The chase was over now. It was time to call canp.

Jerry got the spider antenna out of its bag and kicked

its tripod open and started cranking it into full extension

And then the wind stopped. And it grewterribly still.

And then it began to get hot.

Jane | ooked at the barometer readout. It was soaring- noving visibly even as
she | ooked.

"What' s goi ng on?" she said.

"It's a solitary wave," Jerry said. "It nmust have peeled off the high
somehow. " Not a wind, not sonething you could feel as nmoving air, but a kind
of silent conpression wave in the atnosphere, a silent rippling bul ge of
pressure and heat. Jane's ears popped loudly. The hot air felt very dry, and
it smelled. It snelled of drought and ozone.

She | eaned agai nst the car and the edge of the door

stung her hand with a sharp pop of static electricity.

Jerry |l ooked up at the tallest of the mcrowave horns.

"Jane," he said in a tight voice, "get back in the car, get the

caneras runni ng. Somet hi ng's happeni ng."

"Al'l right." She got in.

It grew darker, and then she began to hear it. Athin, flowng hiss. Not a
crackle, but a sound |like escaping gas. The tall tower had begun to vent
somet hing, to ooze sonething, something very odd, sonething |ike w nd
something like fur, sonething like flane. Wiite, striated, gaseous spikiness,
a flickering, rippling presence, at the corners of the old tower's braced

gal vani zed-iron uprights and crossbars. Al on one side, vow ng up and down
one netal corner of the tower, like glowing ball noss. It hissed and it
ffickered and it noved a little, fitfully, like the spitting breath of ghosts.
She watched it steadily through the binocul ar cameras, rock steadily, and she
called out, very unsteadily, "Jerry! Wat is it?"

"It's Saint Elnmo's fire."

Jane suddenly felt the hair rise all over her head. She didn't stop recording,
but the electric fire had fallen on her now, it had seeped down and cone
inside the car with her. The corona lifted her hair like a pincushion. Deep
natural electricity was discharging off the top of her head. Her
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whol e scal p, fromnape to forehead, felt like an eyelid felt when an eyelid
was gently peel ed back.

"I"ve seen this at Pike's Peak," Jerry said. "lI've never seen it at this |ow
an el evation."

""WIIl it hurt us?"

"No. It should pass us when this wave passes.”

"All tight. I'mnot afraid.”

"Keep recording."

"Don't worry, |'ve got it."

And in less than a m nute the wave passed. And the fire

e was gone away fromthem the strange deep fire was gone conpletely. Just as
if there had never been anyt hing.



I T WAS VERY hard to sleep together when you weren't allowed to sleep together
Jane had al ways had trouble

. sl eeping, always ready to prow around red-eyed and pull an all-nighter
Jerry had no such problenms. Jerry was good

at catnaps; he could turn off his virching helnmet, lie down on the carpet with
hi s head inside the casket of blackness,

. sleep twenty minutes, and then get right up and resune his cal cul ations.
But tonight, although Jerry was silent and still, Jerry

. wasn't sl eeping. Jane had her head in the hollow of his |left shoulder, a

place that fit her as if it had been designed for

her, the place where she had passed the npst sweetly restlLtd nights of her
life. They would come away from a chase and have a furious encounter, and then
she woul d fling one naked possessive |eg over himand put her head on his
shoul der, and she'd cl ose her eyes and hear his heart beating, and she would
tunmbl e headl ong into a dark sated slunber so deep and healing that it would
have set Lady Macbeth to rights.

But not tonight. Her nerves felt as tight and hi gh-pitched as a mariach
violin, and she found no confort in Jerry. Sonmehow he didn't snell right. And
she didn't snell right either: she snelled of topical vaginal ointnent,

possi bly the | east erotic scent known to humanki nd. But unless at |east one of
t hem got sone real rest, something awful was going to happen
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"Jerry?" she said. In the still of camp-the ticking of insects, the distant
whoosh of the wi nd generator-even a tender whi sper sounded | oud as a gunshot.
" Mmph. "

"Jerry, I'mgetting better now, | really am Maybe we should try sonething."

"I don't think that's a good idea."

"Ckay, maybe you're right, but that's no reason why you should have to lie
there stiff as a board. Let ne try sonething, darling, let me see if | can
make you feel better." Before he could say anything, she slipped her hand down
and gripped his cock.

H's penis felt so odd and hot in her fingers that for one shocked instant she
t hought somet hing had gone terribly wong with him Then she realized that he
didn't have a condomon. She'd touched it before, and even stroked it and

ki ssed it, but never w thout the condom

Well, no harm done. Not just with fingers.
"Al'l tight?" she said.
"Al'l right."

He didn't seemto |lack enthusiasm And if she stopped and got out in the pitch
dar kness and made him put a condomon, it would be a nega drag. Forget it: so
far, so good. She stroked himpatiently and persistently, until she got a bad
cranp in her forearm Then she burrowed down into the sleeping bag and tried
kissing for a while, and although he didn't come, he at |east began to make
the right noises.
Then she cane out of the bag for some nuch-needed air and tried rubbing sone
nor e.
It was taking a very long time. At first she felt intensely enbarrassed; and
then she got used to it, and began to feel better, thinking that even if this
was a very ungainly and unsatisfactory substitute for sex, at |east she was
doi ng somet hing practical. At |east she was taking charge of their troubles.
Then she thought that he was never going to cone, that she wasn't skilled or
sweet enough to make himdo it, and that brought the threat of a cavernous
sense of failure.
But he was stroking her neck and shoul der in an en-
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couragi ng way, and finally he started breathing seriously

hard. Then he groaned in the dark, and she held it care-



fully, and she felt it pul sing.
The wetness on her fingers felt viscous and drippy. It
felt rather like nmotor oil. She had seen senen before, and
she even knew that odd and particular snell that it had,
but never in her life had it actually touched her skin. It was
an intimate bodily fluid. Intimate bodily fluids were very

danger ous.
"I"'mtwenty-six years old," she said, "and this is the
. first time |I've ever touched this stuff.”

He put his arm around her shoul ders and hugged her to
him "My sweet darling," he said quietly, "it won~t hurt
you.

"I know that. You don't have any viruses. You're not
sick! You're the healthiest person | how "

"You have no way to really know that, though."
 "Have you ever had sex with anybody, wi thout using a
condon®"

e "No, never, of course not."

"Me either. So then how could you possibly have any
STh?"

"Bl ood transfusion, maybe? |1V drugs? Anyway, | m ght
be |ying about the condom use."

"Ch, for heaven's sake! You're not a liar, |'ve never
known you to lie. You never lie to nel" Her voice trem
. bled. "I can't believe that |I've known you all this time, that
you're the man | | ove nore than anyone el se in the world,
. and yet | never really knew about this sinple thing that you

do, this sinple thing that conmes out of your body." She burst into tears.
"Don't cry, sweetheart."

"Jerry, why is our life this way?" she said. "What did we ever do to deserve
this? W don't hurt each other! W |ove each other! Wy can't we be |like nen
and worren used to be? Wiy is everything always so difficult for us?"

"It's for protection.

"I don't need any protection fromyou! | don't want any protection from you!
I"'mnot afraid about this! Christ. Jerry, this is the part of being with you
that |'m never
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afraid about! This is the part that's really wonderful with us, it's the part
that we're really good at." She held on to himand sobbed.

He held her close and tight for a long time as she shook and wept. Finally he
began to deliberately kiss the tears away from her inflaned and achi ng face.
When their nmouths met, she felt a rush of passion so intcnse that her soul
seened to flow fromher lips. She slid on top of himin a patch of cooling
stickiness and janmed his cock into her aching, needful body.

And it really hurt. She wasn't at all well, she was sick, she had yeast. It
stung and burned, but nowhere near enough to nmake her want to stop. She put
her arms out straight to support herself and started rocking on himin the
dar kness.

"Juanita, yo te quiero."

It was such a perfect, intoxicating thing for himto say at that nonent that
she lost all sense of herself. She went way past the hurt and into frenzy.
Maybe forty seconds of it, something like forty aeons in the hottest Tantric
circle of Nirvana. Her yell of exultation was still ringing in her ears when
he grabbed her hips hard enough to bruise and ranmed into her from underneath
and he came, he pul sed, deep inside of her

She slid off him exhausted and drenched with sweat. "My God."

"I didn't knowit was going to feel like that." He seemed stunned.

"Yes," she said thoughtfully, "it was sort of quick."

"I couldn't help it,"” he said. "I didn't know it was going to feel so intense.



It's |
"Is it
"Yes.

ike a completely different experience."
really, sweetheart? It's nice for you that way.
Very." He kissed her

She felt perfectly cal mnow Everything was becom ng very clear. That

nmean-t enpered tight-stretched whine in her nerves was conpletely gone,
to sonmething like the nellow vibratory aftergl ow of gently plucked angelic
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darling. We're going to be all right now Everything will be all right.
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harp strings, and everything was suddenly making a | ot of
solid good sense.

"Y' know, Jerry, | think maybe it's the latex that's at
fault."

"What ?"

"I think the condomis ny health problem That I'm
allergic to the latex, or whatever they nmake condons out
of these days, and that's why | got all nmessed up in the first
pl ace."

"How coul d you suddenly devel op an allergy like that,
after a whole year?"

"Well," she said, "fromrepeated exposure.”

He | aughed.

"I do have allergies, you know | nean, not |ike Al ex
does, but | have a couple of them | think we should al ways
have sex this way, fromnow on. It's sweet, it's good, it's
perfect. Except that ... well, everything's all wet. But
that's okay."

"Jane, if we always have sex like this, you're going to
get pregnant."

"Holy mackerel! | never thought of that." The concept
amazed her. She might get pregnant. She coul d conceive a
child. Yes, that astounding event could actually take place;
there was nothing left to stop it from happeni ng. She felt
like a fool for not considering pregnancy, but she sinply
hadn't; the |long shadows of disease and di saster had over-
whel nmed that whol e idea

"Just like nen and wonmen used to be. Before birth
control." Jerry | aughed. "Maybe we shoul d count our
bl essings. If these were the 1930s instead of the 2030s,
you' d be a downtrodden faculty wife with five kids."

"Five kids in less than a year, Professor? You're sone

ki nda guy." Jane yawned, sweetly and uncontroll ably.
Sl eep was near, and sleep was going to be so good.
"They' ve got those pills for taking care of that, though
Those nonth-after pills.™”

"Contragestives."

"Yeah, you just eat one pill and your period comnes
ri ght back. No problem Governnent-subsidized and ev-
erything." She hugged him "I think we've got this beat,
Sterling

so happy."

tur ned

f eel

MOST OF ri* Troupers were hard at work shuffling data. They were assenbling

some f
Juani t

airly major net-presentation, to inpress some bigwi g netfriend of

a's, who was due for a visit to canp.

None of the Troupers struck Al ex as showing a particular dramatic flair for

net - presentation work, with the possible exception of Juanita herself.

net - presentation was the kind of |abor that could be distributed to a mllion

But



little cut-rate nouse-potato desktoppers all over the planet, and know ng
Juanita, it probably woul d be.
Carol Cooper, however, wasn't having any of that. Carol Cooper was doi ng some

welding in the garage. "I don't like systens," she told Alex. "I'mvery

anal og. "

"Yes," said Alex, clearing his throat, "I recogni zed that about you the nonent
we net."

"So what's in that big plastic jug there?"

"You're very direct, | noticed that also."

Carol put a final searing touch to a I ength of bent chromed pipe and set it
aside to cool. "You sure are a sneaky little flicker, for a guy your age. Not

everybody woul d have thought to spot-weld a noose on the end of that smart
rope." She took off her wel ding goggles and put on safety gl asses.
"It's a smart lariat now Lariats are useful. Comanches used to catch coyotes
with lariats. From horseback, of course.”
"OfF course," Carol scoffed. "Did you know that Janey threw that gun you bought
her right down the latrine?"
"Just as well, it was probably pretty dunb to trust her with a firearmin the
first place."
"You oughta go nore easy on Janey," Carol chided. She picked up a dented
| ength of bunper fromthe dune buggy, and fit it methodically into a big bench
vi se. She was wearing her baroneter watch, under her slashed-paper sleeve. On
her right wist, the opposite wist fromthe Troupe cuff.
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"She sure was noisy last night," Carol remarked, mnedi-
tatively, as she tightened the vise. "Y know, the first tine |

ever heard Janey cut loose like that, | thought we were
under attack. And then | thought, Christ, she's doing sone
ki nd of sick-and-tw sted status thing, |like she wants every-
body to know that Jerry's finally dami her. But then after a
coupl e weeks, | figured out, that's just the way Janey is.
Janey just plain needs to yell. She's not okay unl ess she
yells."

Carol picked up a big | ead-headed nall et and gave the

bunper a pair of hard corrective wallops. "But the

. weirdest p art is that we all got so used to it. For nonths we
all thou~t ite was mega-hilarious, but now we don't even
make j okes about Janey's yelling. And then when she
stopped yelling for a couple weeks there, we all started to
get really worried. But |ast night, y' know, off she goes.

. And today, | feel okay again. | feel like maybe we're gonna
ace this thing after all."

"Peopl e can get used to anything," Al ex said.

"No, they don't, dude," Carol said sharply. "You only
think that 'cause you're young." She shook her head.
"How ol d do you think I an®"

"Thirty-five?" Al ex said. He knew she was forty-two.

"No way, |'malnost forty. I had a kid once who could
al nost be your age now. Kid died, though."

"I"'msorry to hear that."

She swung the hamrer. Bang. Wham d ank cl ank
dank. "Yeah, they say having a kid can keep your nmar-

. riage alive, and it's really kinda true, because a kid gives
you sonething to pay attention to, besides each other. But
they never tell you that |osing your kid can kill your nar-
riage." Wack. Crunch. "Y' know, | was young and ki nd
of stupid back then, and | used tofight with that guy a lot,
but hell, | married himon purpose. W got along. And then

our kid died. And we never got used to that. Not ever. It
. just nurdered us. W couldn't stand the sight of each



other, after that."

"What did your child die of?"

"Encephalitis."

"Real | y? My nom di ed of encephalitis.”
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"You' re kidding. Wich wave?"

"The epidenic of '25 was pretty bad in Houston."

"Ch, that was a late one, ny little boy died in 2014. It was a State of

Emer gency t hing. "

Al ex sai d not hi ng.

"Can you fetch ne that big-ass vise grip over there?"

Alex pulled the coil of smart rope fromhis shoul der, put his gl oved hand on
it. The thin black rope slid out instantly across the bubbl epak fl ooring,
reared |like a cobra, seized the end of the vise grip inits metal-collared
noose, and lifted the tool into the air. It then swayed across

e the floor, the vise grip dangling gently fromthe noose, and hung the too
in mdair, within her easy reach

. "Christ, you're getting good with that thing." Carol took the vise grip,
with gingerly care. The rope whi pped back to coil around Al ex's shoul der.

"I"ve got sonething | need to tell you," Al ex said.
. She cl anped the vise grip onto the bunper and put her back into tw sting
it. "I know that," she grunted. "And |'m

e waiting."

"Do you know Leo Mil cahey?"

Her hands froze on the vise grip and she | ooked up with eyes like a deer in
headl i ghts. "Ch hell."

"You do know him"

. "Yeah. \What about Leo?"

"Leo was here at canp yesterday. He came in a truck. He wanted to see Jerry,
he said."

She stared at him "What happened?”

"I sent himoff with a fleain his ear; | wouldn't let himconme in the canmp. |
said | would punch himout, and that there was a Trouper in the tents who
woul d shoot him He had a Ranger with him that tracker guy who was here
earlier. But | wouldn't et himin canp, either.”

"Christ! Wy?"
"Because Leo is evil. Leo's a spook, that's why."
"How do you know that bullshit?"
"Look, | just know he's a spook, okay?" Al ex coughed, then | owered his voice.
"Spook biz has this atnosphere, you get to where you can snell it." It had
been a bad
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m stake to get excited. It felt as if sonething had peel ed
| oose inside his chest.

"How did he | ook? Leo?"

"Very snooth. Very spooky."

"That's himall right. Very charmng." Carol picked up
her mallet, |looked at it blankly, set it back down.

"Y' know," she said slowy, "I like Geg. | like Geg a lot.
But on the off-season, | don't hear word one fromthat guy.
Not a phone call. Not even E-rmail. He'll be off nountain

clinmbing or shooting rapids or some fucking thing, and he
never calls nme, never." She was scowling. "That's why you
need to be nicer to Janey. It's not |ike other Troupe ro-
mances; if you can call themromances, whatever the hel

. they are, when tornado freaks get together. But Jane really
| oves Jerry. She's loyal to him she's good to him she'd go
t hrough hell for Jerry. If | had a sister like that, and |I was
her brother, I'd try to | ook after ny poor sister some, I'd



try to help her be all tight."
. Al ex digested this strange speech, and reached the only
. possi bl e conclusion. Hs throat was really starting to hurt.
"Are you telling me you' ve been fucking Leo?"
Carol stared at him guilt witten all over her face. "I
hope | never hit you, Al ex. Because you're not the kinda

guy that I. could hit just once.”

"It's okay," he said hoarsely. "I figured Leo nmust have
some plant inside the canp. That's why | didn't tell any-
body yet. I"'mstill trying to figure howto break the news to

. H s Hi ghness. "

"You want ne to tell Jerry about it?"

"Yeah. If you want to. That m ght be good." He drew a breath. "Tell Jerry that
| wouldn't let Leo in canp, unless Jerry said it was okay first."

"You know what Leo is?" Carol said, slowy. "Leo is

« what Jerry would be, if Jerry wanted to hick with people's heads, instead of
fucking with the whol e uni verse. "

"I don't know what Jerry is,"” Alex said. "I never saw anything like Jerry
before. But Leo-you can ask any dope vaquero in Latin America about a guy like
Leo, they all know what he is, and what he's doing. They may not know up here
i n Estados Uni dos, but down in El Sal vador they
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know, in Ni caragua they know, they all fuckin' know, it's not any secret to
anybody." He broke into a fit of coughing.

"What the hell is with you, Al ex? You | ook awful."

"That's the other part | have to tell you," Al ex said. He began, haltingly, to

expl ai n.
By the time he finished, Carol had become quite pale.
"They call it a lung enema?" she said.

"Yeah. But it doesn't matter what they call it. The point is that it works,
that it really helps ne."

"Lemme see that jug."

Wth an effort, Alex hefted the plastic medical jug onto the workbench. Carol
squinted at the red-on-white adhesive | abel

"Palmtic acid," she read aloud, slowy. "Anionic lipids. Silicone surfactant.
Phosphati dyl gl ycer ol

Jesus Christ, this is a witches' brew And what's all this other shit down
here, all this stuff in Spanish?"

"I sotherm of a PA/SP-B1-25m on a NAHCOB- buffered saline subphase,” Al ex
translated swiftly. "lIt's just a Spanish-language repetition of the basic

i ngredients.”

"And |' m supposed to put a tube down your throat and decant this stuff into
you? And then hang you upsi de down?"

"That's pretty nuch the story, yeah."

"Sorry, no way.

"Carol, listen. I'msick. I"'ma |lot sicker than anyone here realizes. |'ve got
a major syndrome, and it's com ng down on nme hard right now. And unless you
hel p ne, or somebody helps nme, | could die here, in real short order."

"Why don't you go back home?"
"They can't help me at home,"” Alex said sinply. "All their nmoney can't help
me, nobody can fix what's wong with ne. Not that they didn't try. But it's

not just encephalitis, or cholera, or one of those things that kill you
quickly. I"'mnot that lucky. Wat |1've got, it's one of those conplicated
things. Environmental. Genetic. Whatever. They' ve been patching nme up since
was six days old. If I'd been born in any other time but now, |'d have died in
my crib."
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"Can't you get sonebody else to do this fucking thing



for you? Janey? Ed? Ellen Mae?"

"Yeah. Maybe. And 1'Il ask '"em if | have to. But | don't
want anybody el se to know. "

"Ch," Carol said. "Yeah, and | can see why not..

Y' know, Alex, |'ve been wondering why you' ve been
hangi n' out here with us. Anyone can tell that you and
Janey don't get along for hell. And it ain'j because you like
. to p lay games with rope. It's because you're hiding. You're
hi di ng sonet hi ng. "
"Yeah, that's right,” Alex told her. "I was hiding.

nmean, not so nuch fromthose contrabandi sta nedicos

that | burned down in Nuevo Laredo-they're a tough

outfit in their way, but hell, they don't really give a shit
about me, they've got a line of no-hope suckers outside

that clinica that's longer than the Rio Grande. | was hiding
here fromny own goddamm life. Not ny life, but that
. thing that | do, that other people call living. | amreal close
. to dead, Carol. It's not all in ny head, |I'mnot making this
. up. | can't prove toyou what's wong with me, but | know

it's the truth, because I've lived in this body all ny life, and

| can feel it. There's not much left of me. No matter what

anybody does, no matter how rmuch noney anybody

spends, or how many drugs they punp into nme, | don't

think I'm gonna nmake twenty-two."

"Christ, Alex."
e "I"'mjust hiding up here because it's like-a different

life. Arealer life. |I never do very nuch for the Troupe,

because | just can't do nuch, I'mjust too sick and too
. weak. But when I'mhere with you people, |I'mjust sone

kid, 1"'mnot just some dying kid." He stopped a nonent,
. t hi nking hard. "But Carol, that's not all of it, either.

nmean, that's what it was like at first, and it's all still true,
. but it's not the way |I really feel anynore. You know what ?
. ["minterested.”
"I nterested?"
"Yeah. Interested in the F-6. This big thing that's been hangi ng over us.
really believe init now | really knowit's therel | knowit's gonna really
happen! And | really want to see it."
Brijce Sterling
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Carol sat down, heavily, on a folding canmp stool. She put her head in her
hands. Strong, winkled hands. \When she | ooked up again, her face was wet with
tears.
"You had to come pick on ne, didn't you? You had to come tell me that you're
dyi ng. "
"I"'msorry, Carol, but you're the only one here that | really trust."
"Because |'ve got a big soft heart, you little flicker. Because you know you
can pick on ne! Christ, this is just what | went through with Leo. No wonder
you scoped himout so fast. Because there's not a dinme's worth of difference
bet ween you and him"
"Yeah, except that he kills people, and |I'm fucking dying! C non, Carol."
"We didn't kill anybody," Carol said bitterly. "Al that structure-hit
stuff-it's just killing things, is what it is. Leo knew. Hell, Leo was the
best we ever had. You never saw us just now people down, even though we could
have done that real easily. W were just trying to kill the machineiy. ' Get
ridof it. Al that junk that had killed our world, y'know, the bulldozers and
the coal plants and the |oggi ng machi nes and the snokestacks, the Goliath, the
Monster, Behenoth, the Beast. It!" She shook herself, and wi ped at her cheeks
with the backs of her hands. "'Cause it was too late to stop it any other way,
and we all knew damm well what was a ning to the world. . . . And if you think



the Underground is all gone now, well, you got it wong! They're not gone at
all. Hell no, they're just real different now They've got power now, a |ot of
"em They're actually in the governnment, what passes for the govermment these
days. Now t hey've got real power, not that hopel ess pissant rebel shit with
the Mol ot ovs and t he nonkey wrenches and the builshit manifestos, | nean rea
power, real plans, terrible power, terrible plans. They're all people Iike
him"

"Sorry.
"Quys like you, though ... you new kids, you hopeless little chickenshits
People will get used to anything, yeah, if they' re young enough! Peopl e used

to screamtheir heads off at the thought of dying of stupid slit
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like Th or chol era, now you don't even raise your voice, you just nmake it your
own little secret, and you keep watching TV until you drop dead di screetly on
t he couch. People just put up with living in hell! They just ignore it all

and they're sure the world is always, always gonna get worse, and they don't
ever wanna hear about it, and they're just grateful they're not in the

rel ocation canmp."

"I"mnot giving up, Carol. |'m asking you to help ne. Please help ne."

"Look, I"'mnot a nedic. | can't do anything like that. It's too awful, it's
too much like it was in the canps."

"Carol," he grated, "I don't care about the weather canps. | don't care about
your crazy Luddite friends. | know it was heavy then, and | know it was
horrible then, hut I was only five years old then, and it's all history to ne,
it's dead history. I'mliving in a camp right now, this canp right now, and
if 1 dieinacanp I'll think that Cnlucky! I'mnot gonna have any history.
I'"mnot even gonna nake it through another year! | just want to see this thing
that's comng, that's all that |I'm asking of you!" He | eaned agai nst the
table, heavily. "Frankly, | kinda hope that the F-6 is gonna kill me. | kinda
like that idea, it's worthwhile and it saves a lot of trouble all around. So
now, if you'll just help me out here, | think I'm gonna be able to see it
while I'mstanding up on my own feet, that naybe | can pass for a human being
while I'mbusy getting killed. WIIl you help me please, Carol? Please!"

"Al'l right. Stop crying."

"You started it."

"Yeah, |'mstupid." She stood up. "I cry. | have a big nouth, | have no
operational discretion at all, and that's why | hang out here in the ass end
of nowhere, instead of with a real life in some real city, where sone

good- | ooki ng mal e cop can wheedle it all out of me, and yank a bunch of
former friends out of their condos and bust themall on a terror-and-sabotage
rap. I'ma born sucker, I"'ma real noron." She sighed. "Look, if we're gonna
do this at all, let's get it over with quick before anybody sees us, because
it's areally sick and twisted thing for me to do to you, and Geg has got a
bi g j eal ous bone."

23~ Bruce Sterling

"Ckay. Right. | get it. Thanks a lot." Alex wiped his eyes on his sleeve.

"And | want you to prom se nme something, Medicine Boy. | want you to prom se
to stop picking on your sister. She doesn't need any trouble out of a damed
fool like you, she's a good person, she's an innocent person, she neans well."
"Maybe," Al ex said. "But she used to beat the shit out of ne when we were
kids. | have tapes of her trying to snother nme to death with a pillow "
"What ?"

"I was three, she was eight. 1'd been coughing a lot, at the tine. | think it

got on her nerves."
Carol stared at hima long time, then rubbed her reddened eyes with her
thunbs. "Well, you're just going to have to forgive her that."



"I forgive her, Carol. Sure. For your sake." Alex clinbed up onto the

wor kbench and lay down flat on his back. He pulled a narrow translucent hose
fromhis jeans pocket and a flat packet of anesthetic paste. "Here, take this
and screw it on that threading on the end of the jug."

"Ww, this jug is hot."

"Yeah, | kept it out in direct sun today, it's pretty dam close to bl ood
heat . "

"I can't believe we're actually doing this."

"My whole life is just like this." Alex tilted his head back and practiced
rel axing his throat. "Do you have any idea how deep Jerry is into her? | mean,
financially?"

"I think he's pretty much wi ped her out, Alex. Not that he wants to do that,
but he just doesn't care about anything except hacking storns."

"Well, don't tell anybody. But |'ve nmade Juanita ny sole heir. | think that'l
probably help the Troupe sone. Alot, really."

Carol hesitated. "That was a pretty dunb thing to tell ne. I'ma Trouper, too,
y' know. "

"It's all right. I want you to know. "

"You really do trust ne, don't you?"

"Carol, | think you're the only actually good person here. One of the few
truly good people |I've ever net.
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Thank you for hel ping ne. Thank you for |ooking after ne. You deserve to know
what's going on, so | told you, that's all. |I'm probably gonna pass out during
this. Try not to worry too rnuch."
He opened the packet of anesthetic paste, sneared it with his smart-gl oved
fingers over the nozzle of the tubing, and then, with a single gesture that
took all the courage he had, deliberately shoved it down his own throat. He
successfully avoi ded the back of his tongue, felt it fficker down his sore and
swol I en larynx, down through the beating center of his chest. He'd nerved
hinself to do this, maybe even to talk, but as the anesthetic kicked in. al
the strength flew out of himlike an exploding covey of quail, and left him
enpty and cold and sick
Then the fluid cane. Are you a good swimrer, Alex? It was cold. It was too
cold, it was cold as death, cold as the red Laredo clay. A great rippling
bel ch burst out of his lungs. He heaved for air, eyes bulging in panic, and
felt a great interior tide of the stuff slide through his tubercles, a deadly,
crazy, cold ampeba. His teeth cl anped on the hose, he panicked, he sat
upright. Liquid shifted inside himlike a strong kick to a hal f-enpty beer
keg, and he began coughi ng convul sively.
Carol stood there with the jug still clutched in her arns, the picture of
di sgust and terror. Alex pulled the hose, pulled the hose, pulled the hose,
like a hateful battle with sone deadly tapeworm and finally it cane free, in
a frothy spew. Carol junped back as the jug kept siphoning, the hose trailing
and spewi ng, and Al ex kept coughing. His lungs felt |ike bloody foam rubber
He stood up. He was extremely weak. But he was still conscious. He was
hal f-full of lung-enenma fluid, and he was still conscious. He was carrying the
wei ght of it around inside himlike sone kind of obscene gestation.
He tried to talk, then. He faced Carol and noved his nouth and a sound cane
out of himlike a drowning raccoon and his nmouth filled with great crackling
sour bubbl es.
Sonet hi ng i nside him broke, then, and it really started to hurt. He fell to
hi s knees, doubl ed over, and started
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venting the stuff across the bubbl epak floor. Geat deadly vom tous gouts of
it, a huge insupportable fizzing bolus. H's ears rang. |I-1is hands were
spattered with it. It was all over his clothes. And he still wouldn't,



coul dn't pass out.

It was starting to feel good.

Carol stared at himin disbelief. All the fluid was draining fromthe jug,
trickling relentlessly fromthe hose. Shut it off, shut it off, he gestured,
maki ng a drowned gobbling noise, and then another fit of the coughing seized
him and he made anot her |ong, blackening, agonized swoop toward col |l apse.
Sonme monents |later he felt Carol's arnms | ocked around him She sat himup
proppi ng himagainst the leg of the table. She |ooked into his face, checked
his eyelid with her thunb, her broad-cheeked face pale and grim "Al ex, can
you hear ne?"

He nodded.

"Alex, that's arterial blood. |I've seen it before. You' re henorrhagi ng."

He shook his head.

"Alex, listen to ne. |I'm gonna get Ed Dunnebecke, and we're going to take you
to a hospital somewhere in a city."

Al ex swal | owed hard. "No," he whispered. "I won't go, you can't nake ne. Don't
tell. Don't tell. I'"magetting better."

CHAPTER

8

By June 15 it was obvi ous

to the veriest wannabe weather tyro that an outbreak fromthe dinmension of

hel | was about to descend upon Ckl ahonma. As a direct consequence, the state
was having its largest tourist boomin ten years.

Everyone with the |l east trace of common sense had battened down, packed up
and/ or evacuated. But the sensible evacuees did not begin to match the raw
denogr aphi ¢ nunmbers of people wi thout any conmmon sense, who had cone swarm ng
in an endl ess procession of trailers, chartered buses, and notorized bicycles.
&l ahoma had becone an instant necca for heavy-weat her freaks. And there were
far nore of these people than Jane had ever imagi ned.

After sone hesitation, many of the people with sense had shamefacedly returned
to ground zero, to make sure that the freaks were not stealing everything.

Whi ch, in fact, the freaks were doing, in their jolly, distracted sort of way.
Anadar ko, Chi ckashaw, Weatherford and Elk Cty, their cheaper hotels packed
and their city parks full of squatters'
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tents, had turned into slobbering, good-natured beer busts, punctuated wth
occasi onal nocturnal shootings and smash-and-grab raids. The National Guard
had been called out to maintain order, but in Cklahoma the National Guard was
pretty much always out. The National Guard was one of the |argest enployers in
the state, right up there with crops, livestock, tinber, and Portland cenent.
The paramilitary Guard sold the marauders souvenir T-shirts and Sno- Kones by
day, then put on their unifornms and beat the shit out of them by night.

To judge by the frantically enthusiastic |ocal TV coverage, nost everybody

i nvol ved was perversely and frankly enjoying the hysterical, unbearable edge
of weather tension. The sky was canary yellow and full of dust, and great
fearsone sheets of dry heat |ightning crackled all evening, and everything
snelled of filth and sweat and ozone, and the people were actively savoring
this situation. The drought had sinply gone on too |ong. The people of Tornado
Alley had suffered far too nuch already. They had gone far past fear. They had
even gone past grimresignation. By now, the poor bastards were deep into
convul sively ironical black hunor.

The people trickling in fromall over America-including, of course, Mexico and
Canada-were a far different crowd of wannabes than the standard tornado
chasers. The standard tornado freak tended to be, at heart, a rather bookish,



ow ish sort, carefully reading the |latest netcasts and polishing his digita
bi nocul ars so he could junp out the door and frantically pursue a brief,

el usi ve phenonenon that usually | asted bare m nutes.

But the current heavy-weather crowd was a different scene entirely, not the
weat her peopl e Jane was used to, not the ones she had expected. Even though
they were in the heart of the continent and |ong kilometers from any shore,
they were much nore |ike your basic nodern hurricane crowd.

Heavy- weat her freaks canme in a |lot of sociological varieties. First, there
were a certain nunber of people who genuinely didn't give a damm about I|iving.
Peopl e in despair, people actively hunting their own destruction. The
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overtly suicidal, though a real factor and kind of the heart-and-soul of the
phenonenon, were a very small mnority. Mst of these nmournful black-clad
Ham et s woul d suddenly redi scover a strong taste for survival once the w nd
outside hit a solid, throbbing roar

Second, and far nore nunerous, were the rank thrill freaks, the overtanned
jocks and precancerous nuscul ar surfer-dude types. It was amazi ng how few of
these reckless idiots would be killed or nai ned, by even the worst storns.
They usual ly sported aqual ungs and wi ndsurflng smart boards, with which to
hunt the Big Wave, the Really Big Wave, the Insanely Big Wave. No surf in
&l ahoma, though, so, with the grotesque ingenuity of a leisure industry far
gone into deep psychosis, they had brought dozens of nean-ass little

di anond- hubbed "w nd schooners," sail-powered vehicles so inherently

unpredi ctabl e that even their onboard conputer navigation acted crazy. And yet
the sons of bitches who rode the things seemed to bear a charmed life. They
were as hard to kill as cockroaches.

Then there were the largest group, the variant people who sinply admred and
doted on storms. Mst of themdidn't hack stornms. Sonetimes they took photos
or videos, but they had no intellectual or professional interest. They were
sinmply storm devotees. Sone of them were deeply religious. Some wote really
bad net-poetry. Sone few of themwere very private people, with tattoos and
chains and scab art, who would take halluci nogens and/or hold deliberate
orgies in bunkers at the height of the troubles. They all tended to have a
trademark | ook of vacant sincerity, and odd fixations in dress and diet.
Fourth, thieves. People on the | ookout for the main chance. Looters, black
mar ket eers, rip-off people. Structure-hit people too. Not trenendous numnbers,
not whol e maraudi ng arm es of them but plenty to worry about. They tended to
| eave mnysterious chal k-mark synmbol s wherever they went, and to share

mul | i gat awny stew i n vacant buil di ngs.

And | ast-the group rising up the charts, and the group that Jane found,
basically, by far the | east explicable, the creepiest, and the nost
portent ous- evacuati on freaks.
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Peopl e who flourished just after storms. People who liked to dwell in

evacuation canmps. Perhaps they'd grown up in such a canmp during the State of
Emer gency, and al ways perversely m ssed the experience afterward. O maybe
they just enjoyed that feeling of intense, slightly hallucinatory human
conmunity that always sprang up in the aftermath of a major natural disaster.
O maybe they just needed disaster to really live, because having grown up
under the crushi ng wei ght of heavy weather, they had never possessed any rea
life.

If you had no strong identity of your own, then you could becone anyone and
everyone, inside an evacuation canp. The anni hilation of a town or suburb
broke down all barriers of class, status, and experience, and put everyone
into the same paper suit. Some peopl e-and growi ng nunmbers of them
apparently-actively fed on that situation. They were a new cl ass of human



bei ng, sonething past charl atan, sonething past fraudster or hustler

somet hing wi t hout real precedent, sonething past history, sonething past
identity. Sometinmes-a |lot of times-the evacuation freak would be the heart and
soul of the local recovery effort, a manic, pink-checked person al ways
cheerful, with a snile for everybody, always ready to consol e the bereaved,

bat he t he wounded, play endl ess ganes of cot-side charades with the grateful
crippled child. Oten they passed thensel ves off as pastors or nedical workers
or social counselors or mnor-|eague feds of sone kind, and they woul d get
away with it too, because no one was checking papers in the horror and pain
and confusi on.

They woul d stay as long as they dared, and eat the governnent chow and wear

t he paper suits and claimvaguely to be from"somewhere around." Cddly,
evacuation freaks were al nost always harm ess, at least in a physical sense.
They didn't steal, they didn't rob, they didn't kill or structure-hit. Sone of
them were too dazed and confused to do nmuch of anything but sit and eat and
smle, but quite often they would work with literally selfless dedication, and
i nspire the people around them and the people would | ook up to them and
admre them and trust theminplicitly, and depend on these holl ow people as a
commu
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inty pillar of strength. Evacuation freaks were both nen and wormen. What they
were doi ng was not exactly crimnal, and even when caught and scol ded or

puni shed for it, they never seemed able to stop. They would just drift to some
fresh hell in another state, and rend their garnments and cover thenselves wth
mud, and then stagger into canp, faking distress.

But the very weirdest part was that evacuation freaks al ways seemed to travel
entirely al one.

"Juanita," said April Logan, "l always sensed you night p rove to be one of ny
star students."”

"Thank you, April."

"How do you count yourself, in this little social analysis of yours?"

"Me?" Jane said. "Scientist."

"Ch yes"-April nodded slowy-"that's very good."

Jane | aughed. "Well, you're here too, you know "

"OfF course," April Logan said. Her styled hair lifted alittle in the dry,

sour breeze, and she gave a long, meditative stare around the Troupe canp,
sucking in everything with her flat, yellow sh, all-conprehendi ng gaze.

If not for the drought, it would have been a very pretty area. The Troupe was
cam~ west of El Reno on Interstate 40, an area of red cliifs of crunbling
sandstone, red soil, creek bottonms full of pecans and as p ens and festooned
wi t h honeysuckl e, a place of gol denrod and wi necup and conefl owers and
trailing purple |l egune. Spring hadn't given up yet. It was parched and covered
with dust, but spring hadn't given up.

April Logan was wearing a tailored paper junpsuit printed in gold leaf: a
perfectly body-norphed adaptati on of one of the nore |ysergic ornanents from
the Book of Kells. It was just like April to wear sonething like that:

costume as oxynoron. Gl ded paper. Preindustrial handicraft warped by
postindustrial machi ne, a consumer conundrum fromthe warring no-man's-1and of
Cost versus Val ue versus Wrth. And it was, coincidentally, quite beautiful
"I"'mstill riding the back of the Project,"” April Logan said. "The Project
wanted nme to come here, you know "

"You' re kidding. ~~
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"Ch no," said April. "The Project is sonetinmes crazy, but it never kids."

Jane had hel ped to build the Project, as an undergraduate. It was sonething
Prof essor Logan had been patiently assenbling and refining for years-an
eldritch chinera of nonster clipping service, genetic algorithm and neura



net. A postliterate, neoacadem c Correl ati on Machi ne, a negachi pped
Synchronicity CGenerator. There were a lot of lunps in April's vast analytica
stew. denographi cs, enpl oyment records, consunption trends. Geographica

di stribution of network data trafficking. Mrtality rates, flows of private
currency. And various arcane indices of graphic design-like April herself, the
Project was very big on graphic-design trends.

When di scussing her Project, April liked to dwell on the eldritch
twentieth-century correl ati on between wonen's hemnl i nes and the stock market.
The market would go up, hemines would go up. The market would drop, henlines
woul d drop. Nobody knew why, or ever |earned why, but the correlation held
quite steady for decades. Eventually, of course, the stock market |ost al
contact with reality, and wonen no | onger gave a damm about their henlines
even if they bothered to wear skirts, but, as April said, the crux of her
Project was to discover and seize simlar nodern correlations while they were
still fresh, and before the endl ess chaos of society necessarily rendered them
extinct. Gven that chaos, the "why" of the correlation was indetermni nate. And
gi ven those genetic al gorithns, causation wasn't even logically traceable
within the circuits of the nmachine. In any case, reason and causation were not
the point of April's effort. The crux of the matter was whether April's
massi ve sinulation could parallel reality closely enough to be a useful design
t ool .

The Project wasn't that rmuch different, in its basic digital operation, from
Jerry's weat her nodel i ng-except that Jerry's sinulations were firmy based on
openly testable, fully established |aws of physics, while April Logan was not
a scientist but an artist and design critic. As far as Jane could figure,
April's analytical armature wasn't nuch of a genuine intellectual advance over
a tarot deck. And yet,
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like a tarot deck, no matter what nonsense the damm thing threw out, it always
seened to work sonehow, to make a certain deep and tantalizing sense.

It wasn't science, and didn't pretend to be, but it had made April Logan into
a very wealthy and influential woman. She had | eft academ a-where she had been
doi ng quite well-and now commanded enornous fees as a private consultant.

Peopl e-sensi bl e, practical people-paid April Logan huge sums to predict things
like "the color of the season.” And whether there m ght be a nass narket for

di sposabl e fast-food plasticware that you could chew up and eat. And why
hotel s were suffering a plague of teen suicides inside glass elevators, and
why installing bright pink carpeting mght help. April had become a genui ne
Design Guru

The years hadn't been kind to April. Seeing her teacher in person again,
outside the hard controlled gl eamof April's precisely calculated public

i mage, Jane noticed trenmor and fl aki ness there, a touch of nadness, even.

April ~an was not a happy woman. But success hadn't changed her nuch. Apri

had al ways had that innate jitter and tang, and it was slowy and visibly
eating her heart out

-but April Logan had a |ot of heart. She had her muse in a hamrerl ock, and she
was possessed by the Wirk. Just to be around April was to feel a radioactive
glow from a capabl e, perceptive, brilliant woman, soneone paying a focused and
terrible attention to things nost human beings coul dn't even see. April was a
real artist, the truest artist Jane had ever net. The genuine article. Even
the worst and nost disnmal conmmercial bullshit in a hell-bound planet coul dn't
kill themall off.

"True innovation tends to afflict the eccentric

April mused. "A mnority of the eccentric, one in a hundred, maybe." She
paused. "OF course, that |eaves society with the burden of ninety-nine
pretentious, ill-behaved basket cases.”

"Same ol d Professor Logan."

"I mght have known |I'd see you end up in the heart of an event like this,



Juanita. There's no question that it's an event of some pivotal inportance.
|"ve watched it work its
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way from speculation, to fad, to near mania. . . . If it's a natural disaster
that matches its advance billings, this could beconme a | ong-term soci et al

I andmar k. "

"And we're docunenting it."
"It's very dangerous, isn't it? Not only physically, but it is clearly
attracting a | arge nexus of unstable social elenments.”

"Fortune rewards the brave," Jane said cheerfully. "W'll be fine. W know
what we're doing. And so will everyone else, if you will help us."
"Interesting,"” April said. Fromher, that was high praise. "I did a

conpr ehensi ve category search through the Project for neural weightings for
your friend, Dr. Mulcahey. It's rare for the Project to single out any

i ndi vidual, especially one as publicly little known as he is, and yet Dr.

Mul cahey registers in no less than fourteen different categories.

"Real ly."

"That's quite extraordi nary. And yet he has an even | esser-known brother who
showed up in no |l ess than seventeen!"

"Do you ever | ook yourself up in the Project?"

"Every day. |'ve gotten as high as five, sonmetines. Six once, briefly." She
frowned. "Of course, you could argue that a | ower nunber of categories deepens
the basic societal influence."”

"Ri ght. Have you | ooked ne up, lately?"

April gazed tactfully across the canp. "What is that device they're

[ aunchi ng?"

"Weat her bal |l oon," Jane said, standing up. No use taking offense. It was just
a big damm fortune-telling machine. 'Wuld you like to watch?"

JERRY STOOD BEFORE the firelight, his head bare, his hands behind his back
"Tonmorrow we are going to track the nost violent stormin recorded history,"

he said. "It will break tonorrow, probably by noon, and it will Kkill

t housands, probably tens of thousands of people. If it's stable and it
persists beyond a few hours, it may kill millions. If

F

I
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we had time, and energy, and opportunity, | would try to save lives. But we

don't, and we can't. We don't have tinme, and we don't have authority, so we
can't save anyone. W can't even save ourselves. Qur own lives are not our top
priority tonorrow "

The people in the powww circle were very silent.

"In the terrible scale of tonorrow s event, our lives just don't matter much.
Knowl edge of the F-6 is nore inportant than any of us. | wish this weren't the
case, but it's the truth. | want you to understand that truth and accept it, |
want you to take it into your hearts and feel it, and resolve to act on it.
Peopl e, you've all seen the sinulations, you know what | nean when | say F-6.
But people, the damed thing is finally upon us. It is here, it's real, no

pl ayback this time, no simulacrum It is with us in stark reality. W have to
know all that we can about the real F-6, at all costs. It is a terrible event
that nust be docunmented-at all costs. Tonorrow, we nust seize as nuch of the
truth as we can possibly steal fromthis dreadful thing. Even if we all die
doing this, but some survivor learns the truth about it because of our

efforts, then that will be an excellent price for our lives."

Jerry began to pace back and forth. "I don't want any reckl essness tonorrow. |
don't want any amateurism | don't want any nonsense. Wat | want fromyou is



conpl ete resol ve, and conpl ete understandi ng of the necessity and the
consequences. W have only one chance. This is the greatest heavy-weat her

chal | enge that our Troupe will ever face, and | hope and believe it will be
the single nost violent weather event we will see in our natural lifetinmes. If
you believe that your life is nore inmportant than hacking this storm | can
understand that belief. It's wi se. Mdst people would call it sensible. You are

all here with me now because you're definitely not nost people, but what I'm
asking fromyou nowis a terrible thing to ask of anyone. This isn't just
another stormpursuit. It's not just another front, and another spike. This
thing is Death, people. It's a destroyer of worlds. It's the worst thing human
action has brought into this world since Los Alanps. If your life is your
first priority, you should | eave this canmp i medi ately,

242

now. | amforecasting a weather event that is nore swift, nore volatile, nore
massi ve, and nore violent than the strongest F-S maxitornado, by a full order
of magnitude. If you want to escape the disaster, you should flee right now,
due east, and not stop until you are on the far side of the Mssissippi. If
you stay, stay in the full know edge that we are going after this catastrophe
head-on. "

Nobody noved. Nobody sai d anyt hi ng.

Suddenly the air was split with a bloodcurdling bestial yell, a warbling,
yodel i ng, exultant screech |ike a madworman gl oati ng over a freshly severed
scal p.

It was Joanne Lessard. They all stared at Joanne in conpl ete astoni shrment.
Joanne was sitting cross-legged on a patch of bubbl epak near the canpfire. She
had just washed her thin blond hair and was conmbing it. She said nothing, but
only smiled sunnily in the flickering firelight, and shrugged her shoul ders
once, and kept combi ng.

Even Jerry seened stunned.

"I"ve said enough," Jerry realized, and deliberately sat down.

Rudy Martinez stood up. "Jerry, are you nowcasting tonorrow?"

"Yeah. "

"I'"ll go anywhere as long as Jerry is nowcasting. |'ve said enough." Rudy sat
down.

Joe Brasseur stood up. "lI'mavailable for consultation by anyone who hasn't
made their will. Dying intestate, that's no joke for your heirs. W got enough
time tonight to record a will, put on a digital signature, and pipe it to an
of f-site backup. This means you, Dunnebecke. |'ve said enough." He sat down.
Nobody said anything for a long tine.

Finally Jane felt she had to stand up. "I just want to say that | feel really
proud of everybody. And | have a good feeling about this. Good hunting
tomorrow, people. |'ve said enough." She sat down.

April Logan stood up. "Forgive me for interrupting your deliberations, but if
it's all right with the group, I'd like to ask all of you sonething."

April Logan | ooked at Jerry. Jerry lifted his brows.

VEATHER

"Actually, it's sonething of a poll query."

"Go ahead, just ask," Jane hissed at her.

"My question is: Wien do you think the human race conclusively |ost control
over its own destiny? I'd |ike everyone here to answer, if you don't nmind."
April produced a handhel d notepad. "Please just start anywhere in the
arclc-here at ny left, will do."

Mart ha Madroni ch stood up, reluctantly. "Well, | hate ao first, but in answer
to your question, um Professor, |

figured we lost it for good sonetine during the

or Energency." She sat down.



Ed Dunnebecke stood up. "I'd have to say 1968. Maybe 1967. If you | ook at the

CO2 statistics, they had a chance to choke it all back right there, and they

knew wel I they were screwi ng the environnent. There was

iitely revolutionary potential in the period, and even ~ne pQitical wll, but

t hey squandered the opportunity in the drugs and the Marxi smand the nystica

crap, and they

ever regai ned the nonentum N neteen sixty-eight, defil've said enough.”

rreg Foul ks stood up. "I'"'mwth Ed on that one, except was one |ast chance in

1989 too. Maybe even as late

-' after the First &Gulf War. Well, that one was actually econd Gul f War

strictly speaking. But after they blew big chance at genui ne New Wrld Order

in'89 and

they were definitely trashed. |'ve said enough.” He sat down.

- Carol Cooper stood up. "Well, you hear this question bit, of course.
Call me romantic, but | always

~d 1914. The First World War. | mean, you |l ook at peace in Europe before the

slaughter, and it |ooks ation m ght have had a chance to stick. And if we 't

bl own nmost of the twentieth century on fasci sm and

nmmuni sm and the rest of the ismbullshit, naybe we ti M have built something

decent, and besides, no matter at Taney says, Art Nouveau was the last really

truly

-1 ooki ng graphic-art movenent. |'ve said enough." ~am Moncrieff took his turn
"Late 1980s .. . there re sone congressional hearings on gl obal warm ng that
rybody ignored. . . . Also the Montreal Accords on
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chl orof l uorocarbofl S; they shoul d have passed those with some serious teeth
about CO2 and met hane, and things would be a Iot better today. Still heavy
weat her, probably, but not insanely heavy. Late eighties. Definitely. 1've
sai d enough. "

Rick Sedletter rose. "What G eg said." He sat down.

Peter Vierling stood up. "Maybe it's just nme, but | always felt like if
personal computers had conme along in the 1950s instead of the 1970s, everybody
woul d have saved a lot of tinme. Well . . . never nmind." He sat down.

Buzzard stood up. "I think they blewit with the League of Nations in the
twenties. That was a pretty good idea, and it was. strictly pig-stupid

i solationismon the part of the USA that scragged that whole thing. A so the
early days of aviation should have worked a | ot better. Kind of a rea

W ngs-over-the-world opportunity. A big shane that Charles Lindbergh |iked
fascists so nuch. 1've said enough.™

Joanne stood up. "N neteen forty-five. United Nations could have rebuilt
everything. They tried too. Some pretty good decl arations, but no good

foll owthrough, though. Too bad. |'ve said enough.”

Joe Brasseur stood. "I'mw th Joanne on the 1940s thing. | don't think
humanity ever really recovered fromthe death canps. And Hiroshinma too. After
t he canps and the Bonb, any horror was possible, and nothing was certain
anynore. . . . People never straightened up again after that, they always

wal ked around bent and shivering and scared. Sonetines | think |I'd rather be
scared of the sky than that scared about other human bei ngs. Maybe it was even

wort h heavy weather to mi ss nucl ear Armageddon and genocide. . . . | wouldn't
m nd di scussing this nmatter with you | ater, Professor Logan. But for the
nmeantime, |'ve said enough.”

El l en Mae Lankton spoke. "Me? If | gotta blame sonebody, | bl ane Col unbus.
Five hundred thirty-nine years of oppression and genocide. | blanme Col unbus,

and that bastard who designed the repeating rifle. You' d never find an F-6 on



any plain that was still covered with buffalo.

But |1've said this before, and |I've said it enough.” She sat down.

Ed Dunnebecke stood up. "Funny thing, but | think the French Revol ution had a
very good chance and blew it. Europe wasted the next two centuries trying to
do what the Revolution had right inits grasp in 1789. But once you stunble
into that public-execution nonsense . . . Hell, that was when | knew the
Regime had lost it during the State of Energency, when they started

cabl ecasting their goddamm executions. Gve 'emto Madane Quillotine, and the

Revolution will eat its young, just as sure as hell

Yeah, put ne down for 1789. |'ve said enough.”

Jeff Lowe rose to his feet. "'I don't know very nuch aboui history. Sorry."

M ckey Kiehl stood up. "I think we lost it when we go for nucl ear power. They
coul da desi gned nuch

better plants than they did, and a hell of a lot better dissystem but

they didn't because of that noral taint the Bonb. People were scared to death
of any kind of

iatation' even when a few extra curies aren't really danrous. 1'd say 1950s.
When the at om c-energy people hid

the mlitary-security bullshit instead of really trying make fission work
safely for real people in real life. So got all-natural CO2 instead. And the
COX2 ruined everying. rye said enough.”

Jerry stood up. "I think it's fruitless to look for first sea or to try to
assign blanme. The atnosphere is a chasystem hunmanity m ght have avoi ded al
those ms~s and still found itself in this conjunction. That begs question of
when we | ost control of our destiny. W ~ none now, | doubt we ever had any."
with Jerry on this one," Jane said cheerfully. nore so. | nmean, if you | ook
back at the glacial for the Eem an Period, the one before the last set of
ages, there were no people around to speak of, and yet weather was conpletely
crazy. G obal tenps used to

- and dip eight, nine, ten degrees within a single cenThe clinmate was

hi ghly unstable, but that was a corntezy natural state. And then right after
that, nost of rope, Asia, and Amrerica were covered with giant cliffs
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of ice that smashed and froze everything in their path. Even worse than
agriculture and urbani zation! And a | ot worse than heavy weather is now Pm
real sorry that we did this to ourselves and that we're in the fix we are in
now, but so-called Mdther Earth herself has done worse things to the planet.
And believe it or not, the human race has actually had things worse.

"Very good," said April Logan. "Thanks very nuch for that spectrum of opinion
by peopl e who ought to know. Since |I have no intention of being here when Dr.

Mul cahey's forecast is tested, |I'll be taking his advice and | eavi ng Ckl ahona
i mediately. | wish you all the very best of luck." She turned to Jane. "If |
can do anything for you, leave E-mail."

"Thanks, April."

"Wait a monent," Carol said aloud. "You don't want to miss the night's
entertai nment. "

"I beg your pardon?"

"Alex is doing sonething for us, right after the powwow. "

Al ex. Where was Al ex? Jane realized with a guilt-stricken start that she
hadn't even missed him

"Yeah," Rick blurted. "Were is ol' Al ex?"

Carol snmiled. "Ladies and gentlemen, Al ex Unger and his Magic Lariat!"

Al ex wandered into the circle of firelight. He was wearing | eather chaps and
pearl -buttoned shirt and a ten-gallon hat. He'd polished his Mexican boots and
put clown white and lipstick on his face.

"Yi ppee-ti-yi-yo," Peter suggested warily.

Al ex whi pped the smart rope off his shoulder. He had done something to it,
greased it or oiled it somehow, it | ooked very shiny tonight.



He whipped a little energy into it with a pop of his skinny arm then sent a
big loop of it rotating over his head. Hi s face was stony, perfectly sol emm.
The [ oop hung over himlike a halo for a noment, humm ng with speed. Then he
somehow bent the | oop sideways and began to junp through it. Not nuch of a
junp really; a feeble hop, so that his bootheels barely
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cleared the earth; but the |loop of smart rope went whizzing past himwth

i mpressi ve buzzing speed, kicking up brief gouts of dirt.

Alex threwthe thing a full twenty neters into the air, then sent the | oop at
its end ricocheting back and forth, over the heads of the crowd. It went

hi ssi ng through every point of the circle, darting anong themlike the head of
a snake. Peopl e whooped and flinched, some of them whacking out at it with

t hei r hands.

The lariat loop at the end of the rope suddenly went square: a raggedly

revol ving square of spinning rope. Then it turned triangular. Then, amazingly,
a five-pointed Texas star. It was nore than a little odd to see a cowboy's
rope behaving in that fashion; it was, Jane thought dizzily, downright outreé.
Al ex tugged the star inward, toward hinself, then bounced it around the
circle, stenciling the star across the earth, bouncing it on its points. Alex
turned slowmy on his heels. The rope passed unharned through the flames of the
canpfire.

Peopl e began | aughi ng.

Al ex waved with his free hand, in acknow edgnent, and then began catching and
tossi ng pieces of flam ng wood. He | assoed a burning | ength of cedar fromthe
fire, tossed it high in the air, and caught it with the end of the |oop. He
flipped the flam ng branch end over end, lassoing it repeatedly with unerring,
supernatural accuracy. After a nmonent Jane realized that the trick wasn't that
hard; he wasn't actually casting the rope, he was holding the loop up in

wai ting, then snapping it shut as the stick fell through it. But the effect
was so unnaturally fluid and swift that it actually did | ook magical. It was
just as if her little brother had hog-tied the | aws of physics. Jane broke
into a gale of laughter. It was the funniest thing she had seen in ages, and
by far the funniest thing she had ever seen Al ex do.

Now, amazingly, Al ex sonmehow hog-tied his own waist and lifted hinself up
hanging in mdair. He seenmed to Iift hinself by his own bootstraps. He hung
there in space, magically hoisted by his own H ndu rope trick
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while the wide | oops of smart rope spun around on the earth beneath him Iike
the rimof a wobbling corkscrew.
First he rolled awhile, slowy spinning hinself around, |ike some |ost fancy

sock in a laundry. Then he began, clumsily, to hop. He'd nutated the smart
rope into a spiraled, wiry pogo stick. The Troupers were falling all over
thensel ves with hilarity. Carol was clinging onto Geg's shoulder, so
convul sed with | aughter that she was hardly able to | ook. Even Jerry was

| aughi ng al oud.

"My word," April Logan commented. "Wy, he's rather good!"

"That's Alex!" Jane told her. "He's ny-" She stopped. "He's one of our

Tr oupe. "

Jane felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Ed Dunnebecke. Ed bent |ow, beside
her right ear. "I didn't know he was this funny, did you?"

"No, | didn't."

"I gotta | eave, Jane, | got business tonight, but your little brother can

really hack that thing."
"Yeah, Ed, he can, can't he?"
"It's not a real useful hack, | guess, but hell, this is real entertainnent!



He's got imagi nation!"

"Thanks, Ed."

"I"mglad you brought him here. Bye, Janey." He patted her shoul der and left.
Al ex was holding on to the rope with both hands, with extra | oops snaked
around his ankles, and he was rolling around the edge of the circle of
Troupers, doing a giant cartwheel. Al ex went head over heels, head over heels,
head over heels, his clown-white face scything along, while the night rang out
wi t h whoops and appl ause.

Then he lost it suddenly, and wobbled, and fell. He fell headl ong, and he fel
pretty hard. Dust whunped the earth where his booted | egs fl opped down.
Everyone was silent. Jane heard the fire crackle.

Al ex got up again, quickly but shakily. He slapped dust fromhis fancy shirt,
trying ganely to smile. He'd been to town, sonehow, into some neowestern
clothing store. Probably sneaked off on a bike to Cklahoma City while nobody
was paying attention to him
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He said his first words of the evening. "Spinnin' a rope is fun," he shouted
raggedly, "if yore neck ain't init!"

The Troupe broke into how s of |aughter

"Now for my goldurn piece de résistance," Al ex shouted. He began whi ppi ng
energy into the rope, his dust-smeared pale face set grinmy. The rope rose,
began to spin, then to spiral inward. Narrow at the bottom Broader at the
top. It spun so fast that the |lines of rope becane a glimering bl ur

And faster yet. The fire billowed in the wind of its passage. It was sucking
up dust fromthe ground.

Alittle toy spike.

The whi ppi ng rope was bl owi ng hard enough to feel. As the vortex wandered past
her at the end of the rope, Jane felt the rush of wi nd tugging her hair. Then
up at the very top, the end of the smart rope whi pped | oose, |ashing out above
their heads with a nasty whip crack of toy thunder. It cracked again, then a
third time. The spi ke spun faster, with a nmean dynamo hum Al ex was putting
everything into it that the battery could hold. Jane saw hi mcrouching there,
flinching away bel ow, wary, at the edge of control, frightened of his own
creation.

Then he turned it off. It sagged in mdair, and fell over in a heap of |oops.
A dead thing, dead rope.

The Troupe appl auded wildly.

Al ex stooped and gat hered the dead rope up in both his arns.

"That's all I've got for y'all," he said, bowing. "Thanks a lot for your
kindly attention."

CH ER
APT



Zl The day dawned bilious yellow and veined with blue, |like a bad cheese. The
jet streamhad shifted, and at last, the high was on the nove.

Jane and Al ex took Charlie west down H ghway 40 in pursuit of ground zero
Jane didn't know why Jerry had assigned her Alex as a chase conpanion, on this
critical day of all days. Maybe to teach her sone subtle | esson about the

i nevitabl e repercussions froman arrogant good deed.

She had anticipated a nean-spirited battle of wills between herself and her
brot her, but Al ex was unusually subdued. He | ooked genuinely ill-or nore
likely, doped. It. would have been only too nmuch like Alex, to sneak into
&l ahoma City and score sone hellish concoction

But he did as he was told. He took orders, he tried running the caneras, he
kept up with the chase reports from canmp, he downl oaded naps and took notes.
She couldn't call himenthusiastic, but he was watchful and careful, and he
wasn't maki ng many nistakes. Actually, Al ex wasn't any worse as a traveling
conpani on than any
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ot her - Trouper. Sonehow, despite everything, he'd actually

edone it. Her brother had becone just another Trouper

He had his rope with him He always carried the rope now, |ooped around his
bony shoul der 1ike a broken puppet string. But he'd put away his play-cowboy
finery and was wearing a sinple paper refugee suit, fresh off the roll. And
he' d sponge-washed, shaved, and he'd even conbed his hair.

For once, Alex wasn't wearing the breathing mask. She al nost wi shed that he
was. Wth his pale nuzzle and striped cheeks, and the waxy skin and too neat
hair, he |l ooked Iike some half-finished project off an undertaker's slab
Long kil ometers of western Gkl ahoma went by m silence, broken by reports from
the Aerodrone Truck and the Radar Bus.

"What's with the paper suit, Al ex?"

"I dunno. The other clothes just didn't fit anynore."

"I know what you mean.~~ A lot nore |ong silence.

"Put the top back," Al ex said.

"It's really dusty out there."

"Put it back anyway."

Jane put it back. The car began to fill with fine whirling vu There was a
nasty hot breeze down at ground level, a breeze fromthe far west with a bad
snel | of ashes and ,mininification

Al ex craned his narrow head back and gazed straight the zenith. "Do you see
that stuff up there, Janey?"

"It looks like the sky is breaking into pieces."

There was a | ow | evel yellowi sh haze everywhere, a 1st haze like the filmon
an animal's teeth, but far up

the dust, it was dry and clearer. C ear enough so that newhere at the

strat osphere, Jane could see a little ciru. More than a little cirrus, when
she got used to looking r it. A very strange. spiderwebby cirrus. Long, thin,
filaof feathery cloud that stretched far across the sky, in parallel waves
either, as mght be expected from ~nzs, but crossing at odd angles. A broken

grid of high,
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razor-thin ice cloud, like a dust-filthy mrror cracking into hexagons.

"What is that stuff, Janey?"
"Looks |ike sone kind of Bénard convection,'

Jane said. It was amazi ng how



much better heavy weat her felt when you had a catchphrase for it. If you had a
cat ch-phrase, then you could really talk successfully about the weather, and
it alnpst felt as if you could do sonething about it. "That's the kind of
stratus you get froma very slow, gentle, general uplift. Probably sone
thermal action way up off the top of the high."

"Why aren't there towers?"

"Too lowin relative humdity."

On 283 North, just east of the Antelope Hills, they encountered a rabbit

hor de.

Al t hough she had eaten far nore than her share of gamy, rank, jackrabbit
tamal es over the past year, Jane had never paid nmuch sustained attention to
jackrabbits. Qut in West Texas, jackrabbits were conmon as dirt. Jack-rabbits
could run like the wind and junp clean over a parked car, but in her own
experience, they rarely bothered to do anything so dramatic. There just

weren't many natural predators around to chase and kill jackrabbits, anynore.
So the rabbits-they were hares, if you wanted to be exact about it-just ate
and reproduced and died in their mllions of various nasty parasites and

pl agues, just like the other unquestioned masters of the earth.
Jackrabbits had gray-brown speckled fur, and absurdly |ong, veiny,
bl ack-ti pped ears, and the long, gracile linbs of a desert animal. Qi npsed
| opi ng around through the brush, eating nost anything-cactus, sagebrush, beer
cans, used tires, old barbed wire maybe-jackrabbits were | opsided, picturesque
ani mal s, though their bul ging yellow rodent eyes rivaled a lizard' s for blank
stupidity. Until now, Jane had never seen a jackrabbit that |ooked really
upset .
But now, | oping across the road |ike some boiling swarm of gangling,
dirt-colored vermn, cane dozens of jackrabbits. Then, hundreds. Then
t housands of them endl ess swarning ragged | oping rat packs of them Charlie
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slowed to a crawl, utterly confused by a road transmnuted

into a boiling, leaping tide of fur

The rabbits were anything but picturesque. They were

brown and gaunt wi th hunger, and trenbling and desper-

ate, and ragged and nasty, like junked, threadbare stuffed

ani mal s that had been crammed through a knot hol e. Jane

was pretty sure that she could actually snell the jackrab-

bits. A hot panicky snell rising off them |Iike burning

nmanur e.
The car pulled over and stopped.
"Well, that tears it," said Alex, neditatively. "Even

t hese harebrai ned things have nore common sense than we
do. If we had any smarts, we'd turn off the road right now
and head wherever they're heading."
"Ch, for heaven's sake, Alex. It's just a mgration. It's
because of the drought. The poor things are all starving."
"Maybe they are, but that's sure not why they're run-
ning. You seen any birds around here |l ately? Red-tailed
hawks? Turkey vultures? Scissortails? Me neither."
"What are you getting at?"
"Janey, every wild creature that can get away fromthis
. place is running as fast as it can run. Get it? That's not any
accident." He coughed a bit, cleared his throat. "And |'ve
been doi ng sone research,"” he announced. "There are cer-
tain towns in this area that have a |ot of avail able shelter
Real |y good, solid stormshelter. Like, say, Wodward.
That town got wiped flat by an F-4 about ten years ago, so
they got thenselves a bunch of dianond drills and they
dug out underground in a mega way. Big-city shelters,
whole malls down there, lots of private shelters too. And
. it's only twenty mnutes from here."



"You don't say. It's nice of you to take so nmuch initia-

tive."
"I want to nmake you a deal," Alex said. "Wen this
thing really rips the lid off, I want you to get to a shelter."
"Me, Alex? Me, and not you?"
"Exactly. You won't |ose anything by doing that. | can
get you all the data you want. I'll punch the core on the
thing for you, I swear to God | will. | can do that. But you

need to live through this so you can put it all together |ater
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and understand it. And sell it too. Right? If | don't make it through this
experience, it's no big loss to anybody. But Janey, if you don't survive this,
it's gonna put a pretty serious long-termcrinp in your career."
"Alex, this is ny career."
"You' ve got nothing, unless you stay alive. That makes good sense, so think
about it."
"Do | look afraid to you? You think I want to run for cover? You think I like
this stupid idea of yours?"
"I know you're real brave, Janey. That doesn't inpress ne. i'mnot afraid,
either. Do | look afraid to you?" He didn't. "Do | |ook Iike I'm kidding about
this?" He wasn't. "All I'mtelling you is that it's a bad idea for both of us
to get killed today. Both the Unger kids killed at once? \Wat about our dad?"
"What about hi n®"

"Well, he's no prize, our querido papd, but he cares! | mean, he cares sone.
At |east, he wouldn't send his daughter into a death trap, just to gratify his
own curiosity!" Alex started talking really quickly. "I think Ml cahey does

care about you sone, when he can be bothered to notice you instead of his

mat hematics, and in fact that's why Jerry stuck ne in here with you today, so
you woul d sl ow down sone, and not do anything really crazy. R ght? Right!
That's himall over!"

Jane stared at him speechl ess.

"So maybe Jerry cares about you, | grant you that, but he doesn't care about
you enough! | don't care what charming bullshit he gave you, or how he
convinced you to live his life for him but if he | oved you the way sonmebody
ought to |l ove you, he woul d never have sent you out here, never! This is a
sui ci de mssion! You're a young woman with a |l ot going for you, and you

shoul dn't end up as sone kind of broken, stonped, bloody doll out in this
goddammed wastel and!" He broke into a fit of coughing. "Look at those cl ouds,
Jane!" he croaked. "Cl ouds are never supposed to took like that! W're gonna
get ridden down and stonped flat out here, just like two of those rabbits!"
"Take it easy! You're losing it."
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"Don't talk down to me, just look up at the sky!"

Jane, against her own will, |ooked up. The-dust had thinned, and the sun was
hi gher, and the cirrus | ooked utterly bizarre. There were hundreds of little
growi ng patches of it now. Shapes just |like frost on a wi ndowpane, |ike patchy

mut ant snowf | akes. The clouds | ooked |ike a down feather might look if you
shot ten thousand volts through it.

But that wasn't the half of it. The crazy thing was that all the little
feather clouds were all exactly the sane shape. They weren't the sane size.
Sone were huge, sone were tiny. They were pointed in different directions. Not
all different directions, nmind you-exactly six different directions. And yet
hellishly, creepily, the clouds were all identical. Alittle coma drip on one
end, a curved spine with a hook at the other, and hundreds of fine little
electrified streamers branching off from both sides.

It looked like a tiling pattern. Like ceramic tiling. The Okl ahoma sky was
tiled |li ke a bathroomfl oor



"Bénard convection does that sonetimes," Jane babbled. "The cells have six
different axes of rotation and that self-simlarity has gotta mean that the
cell updraft vectors are all, well . . ." Wrds failed her. Wrds failed her
quite suddenly, and really badly. A kind of software crash for |anguage.

Wr ds-yeah, even scientific words-there were tinmes and contingenci es when
reality ripped | oose fromverbal synbolismand just went its own goddammed
way. And this was one of those tines.

"What's that big seam growi ng up the niddl e?" Al ex saa

"l dunno. Cet the caneras on it."

"Good idea." Alex put his face into the canera goggles and tilted them upward
on the weapons mounts. "Ww. "

"That's gotta be the jet stream" Jane said. "The nmjor, polar jet stream
that's been hanging north all this tinme. It's finally noved."

"Janey, | don't know much about the jet stream but | know the jet stream
doesn't bend at that kind of angle.”

"Well, it's probably not really bending; it just |looks that way fromthis
angl e of observation."
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"The hell it is. The hell it does. Janey, | can see it through these caneras a

hell of a lot better than you can, and whatever that thing is, it's coning
down. It's coming down right at us, it's gonna hit the earth.”

"Great! Keep recording!"

H s voice cracked. "I think we'd better leave this place.”

"Hell no! That's it! O course! O course, that's what Jerry's been | ooking
for-a permanent source of power for the F-6, and the jet streamis pernmanent
power! It waps the whole planet, and it's seven kiloneters thick and it's
fifty degrees below zero and it does two hundred klicks an hour. God, the jet
stream if the jet stream spikes down out of the stratosphere, then it's al
gonna add up!" She grabbed for her headset.

"Janey, that thing's going to kill us. W're gonna die here."

"Shut up and keep recording." A remarkably stupid robot truck raced suddenly
past them mangling and crippling dozens of bloodied flopping jackrabbits. The
rest of the rabbits exploded off in all directions, like fleas on a hot plate.
"Jane in Charlie here!" she shouted. "W got a nassive outbreak! These are the
coords .

She began readi ng them off, her voice rising.

An aval anche of freezing air fell out of the sky. The stratosphere was ten

kil ometers up. Even at two hundred klicks an hour, it took the jet streama
good four minutes to fall to earth.

First, the sky cracked open, on a long, furred, spiky seam Then, maybe ninety
seconds down, the vast, thick surge of air hit a warmlayer in the upper

at nosphere. There was a mmssi ve, soundl ess expl osion. Freezing gouts of
ice-white cloud blew out in all directions. The clouds touched the sun, and in
i nstants, everything began to darken

The stream pl owed through the spewi ng clouds |ike a bullet through an appl e,
and hit a second thernopause. There was another fantastically powerful

expl osion. There was still no trace of wind at ground |evel, but the sound
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fromthat first overhead expl osion reached the earth then, a cataclysmic rol

of thunder that did not vary and did not stop. A cottonwood tree at the side
of the road trenbled violently, for no visible reason, so violently that it
shed all its |eaves.

From t he second expl osion, actual vortices blasted out in every corner of the
conpass, literal swirls of splitting, freezing, curling air, whirlpool swirls
of air as big as towns.

She had one last glinpse up the central core of the falling jet stream It was
clear and cold and vast and lethal. She could see stars through it.



Then the jet streamhit the living earth, maybe three kil ometers away. The
earth erupted in tornent and dozens of vast clotted cobras of filth | eaped
skyward instantly. Jane jamred her sound-cahcel |l ati on earphones over her head
then so she did not go deaf, but the sound of the F-6 was sonething far beyond
the Train. It was a sonic weapon pressing through her body and crushing her
inside. It was nore than sound, it was raw shock, terrible, unendurable,

deadl y.

She fought with the car then, trying to get Charlie to turn and run. Not hing
happened; the machine sat as if stunned. Lightning Iike no Iightning she had
ever seen caine out of the erupting colums of dirt. It was dirt |ightning,
rock lightning. It was thick and crooked and horizontal, and it |ooked |ike
flying, spinning swastikas. A great flying conplex of crooked lightning flew
right over their heads, and it broke apart in front of her eyes into gigantic,
gl owi ng, sparking chunks.

The car nmoved. She turned and ran. The day was gone. They were in black hell,

i nstant Gehenna. A hurricane of dirt had spread all over the sky. They were
buried alive under a giant spreadi ng pl ateau of scream ng, crackling filth.
The air was half-dirt. The maddened earth had forgotten the difference between
air and dirt. Dirt and air were going to be the sane thing fromnow on. The

bl ack slurry of wind was hanging over them it was all around them

And out at the far edge of it-at the very far, spreading edge, where there was
still a little squashed and sickly Iight
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at the horizon: there were spikes dropping. Spikes, all around them Dozens of
spi kes. A corona of spikes, a halo of spikes. F-is, F-2s, F-3s. Kinky spikes.
Fat spi kes. Spi kes as squat as footballs. Spikes that whipped Iike

venom spitting manbas. Spikes that the F-6 had flung out all around itself in
a single gesture, spikes it had conjured up and flung to earth in a nmonment, a
chorus line of devils at the skirts of its Dance of Destruction

Charlie flew as it had never flown before. They ran east over a darkened road,
and the pursuit vehicle's conplex wheels scarcely touched the ground. Jane

gl anced at Al ex. He was still |ooking through the caneras. He was stil

recordi ng-everything that he could. He had the caneras turned backward and he
was | ooki ng behind the car

Then suddenly Alex flung the caneras off his face and he doubl ed over hard,
and he wrapped both arms around his head. Jane wondered for a passing instant
what he had seen, and then in the next instant, the car sinply becane
airborne. Charlie was actually flying. No illusion. No simulation. No

hal | uci nation. A very sinple matter

They were flying through the air. Maybe ten neters off the road. They were up
inthe air in an arctic, polar, stratospheric gust of wind that had sinply
caught the car and plucked it fromthe earth |ike a paper cup, and it was
bearing themalong inside it, |like a supersonic torrent of black ice.

Jane felt a chill existential horror as they remained airborne, remained
flying, and things began to drift gently and visibly past them Things? Yes,
all kinds of things. Road signs. Bushes. Big crooked pieces of tree.

Hal f - naked chi ckens. A cow. The cow was alive, that was the strangest thing.
The cow was alive and unharnmed, and it was a flying cow She was watching a
flying cow A Holstein. A big, plump, well-Ilooked-after barnyard Hol stein,
with a smart collar around its neck. The cow | ooked like it was trying to
swim The cow would thrash its great clunsy legs in the chilly air, and then
it would stop for a second, and | ook puzzl ed.

And then the cow hit a tree and the cow was smashed and dead, and was
instantly far behind them
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And theft Charlie hit another, different tree. And the air bag depl oyed, and
it punched her really hard, right in the face.

When she cane to, Alex was driving, or trying to. Everything was pitch-black
Great sheets of lightning tore across the sky and the noi se-cancell ation
phones, amazingly, were still on her head. She was slunped in the passenger
seat and drenchi ng wet.

They were in sonme small town. The town strobed, periodically, into visibility
around them in massive flashes of sky-tearing |ightning. Because everything
was utterly noisy, everything beneath her headphones was silent. The town was
a silent ghost town, under silent artillery bonmbardnment. The town was sinply
bei ng bl owmn down, bl own apart. Walls were being tw sted apart, and roofs

nmet hodi cal |y caved in. But the bare wind was not alone in its work. The w nd
had brought its -friends. Thinp-projcctiles, shrapnel-were randonly snashing
t he town, smashing anything that stood up, smashing anything that resisted,
flying and smashi ng and crushing and bursting. Flying, wecking things.

Anci ent tel ephone poles frombefore the wrel ess days-they were bei ng snapped
up clean and picked up and thrust through the sides of multistory buildings.

Wth a weird kind of ease, |ike someone piercing big blocks of tofu with a
breadsti ck.
Everything was airborne, like a little city churned into a dense aerial mulch

Laundry. Stoplights. Bicycles. Dog-houses. Sheets of tin, bending and tunbling
and rippling just like big shining sheets of paper. Hlls of branches,
nount ai ns of | eaves. Satellite dishes, multibranched hollow radio and

tel ephone aerials. The town's water tower had fallen over and ruptured like a
big metal egg. Dirt. Dirt everywhere. Sudden nean gusts of dirt like a
sandblast. Dirt that pierced the skin like ink froma tattoo needle. Dirt and
hail, and water that was full of dirt, and water drops that hit her hard as
hai I .

Al ex had twin runnels of blackness streaking down his face and she realized
nunbly that his nose was bl eeding. Her nose too. Her nose hurt; the weck had
really hurt her nose.. . . Alex was driving down the nmain street of
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town, rather slowy and clunsily really, and with a ot of pained attention to
detail. There were cars turned upside down all over the place, kicked-over
cars like a giant child disturbing a convention of turtles.

A quite large brick building gracefully gave up the ghost as they passed it,
and it cascaded gently into the street |ike a sackful of dominoes. Inside it,
every object on its walls and floors took flight |ike |iberated pigeons, and
its guts spewed great crackling gouts from severed power |ines.

Qutside the city, they picked up speed again. Jane's head began to hurt a lot,
and suddenly she regained full consciousness, and she canme to herself. She
went at once for the conset, pressed the nmike to her lips between two cl osed
hands, and began shouting into the nmike. Not that she could hear herself. Not
that anyone in the Troupe could hear her, necessarily. But just to bear

Wi tness. Just to bear witness to everything, to bear witness as |long as she
coul d.

They entered some kind of forest. That seened like a really bad idea.
Charl i e-began junpi ng over downed trees in the road, and she could tell from
the way his wheels scrunched against the tarnac that this was not at all good
for the car. The car was badly danmaged. How badly, she couldn't tell.

Trees were whi ppi ng back and forth at the roadside |ike damed soul s
frantically flagging down a Iift. Another great sheet of cloud-to-cloud
lightning arc-1it the zenith, and, incidentally, also lit an F-i that was
striding knee-deep through the forest alongside them not fifty nmeters away.
The spi ke was just churning along there, spinning Iike a black cone of wet
rubber and methodically tossing a sal ad of smashed tree. She saw it again,
three nore tinmes, in three nore lightning flashes, until it neandered out of
si ght.



On the far side of the forest an insane wi nd gust pounced on them and al nost
bl ew t hem away. Charlie actually leaped into the air |ike a hooked fish and
sort of skipped, |eaning and kicking violently agai nst the wi nd, an odd
maneuver dredged up from sone subroutine she'd
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never seen before. Jane said as nuch, into the mke, for sonething to say, and
then she | ooked at her it Trouper cuff.

It was June i6, at two-thirteen in the afternoon

Then anot her stronger gust hit them broadsi de, and Charlie was knocked
conpletely off its wheels, and roiled right over and junped up. And rolled
over and junped up, and roiled and junped in yet a third sonmersault~ tunbling
inthe grip of the wind Iike an aikido master. Until Charlie fetched up, very
hard, with his undercarriage smashing into the unyielding trunk of a tree. And
then all maneuvers stopped.

Jane did not pass out. The air bags had depl oyed again, but w thout the sane
sl amm ng gusto they had shown before. She realized fromthe sharp stink of
ozone and the steady buzzing that the superconductive had cracked.

Al ex gripped her shoul der-from above, since they were now hangi ng si deways
in-their seats, propped against the tree trunk-and he shouted sonething at

her, which of course she could not hear. He shook her and shouted again and
shook his narrow, rain-drenched head, and then he clinbed out of the top of
the vehicle and vanished into the dark

Jane assuned that Al ex had at | east sone vague idea what he was doi ng, but she
felt very weak and tired, and she had no urge to | eave the vehicle. Jane had
often inmagi ned herself dying in a wecked pursuit car, and it was a relatively
peaceful and natural idea for her. It certainly seenmed nore confortable and
decent than stunbling into the woods in a violent rainstormto hunt for sone
fresh way to be killed

She kept on tal king. She wi ped fresh blood from her upper Iip and she kept

tal king. There were no answers, but she kept talking. Charlie's
superconductive blewits last fizzing volt and all the onboard instrunentation
crashed. The radi o stayed on, though. It bad its own battery. She kept

t al ki ng.

After half an hour Al ex showed up again. The wi nd had begun to slack off in
spasns, |long gl assy nonents of weird calmamd the roar. Also, it was not
quite so dark.
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There was a rimof drowned greenish light in the west-the F-6 was novi ng east.
The F-6 was noving past them

And apparently civilization was not so desperately far away as it seenmed from
the tilted seat of a smashed car, because Al ex, amazingly, was carrying a
hooded terry-cloth baby towel, a six-pack of beer in biodegradable cans, and
half a | oaf of bread.

She tried talking to Alex then, shouting at himover ~ atches in the constant
runbl e of thunder, but he shook is head and patted one ear. He had gone quite
deaf. He'd probably been deaf fromthe very first instant the F-6 hit. He

m ght, she thought, be deaf forever now. Wrse yet, he | ooked conpletely

i nsane. His face was drenched with rain and yet still black with dirt-not just
dirt on the skin, but dirt tattooed under his skin, his face stippled with

hi gh-speed flying filth.

He offered her a beer. She couldn't think of anything she wanted | ess at that
nmonent than a beer-especially one fromsonme cheap Ckl ahona nicrobrewery call ed
"Cki e Doubl e-X"-but she was very dry-throated from shock, so she drank sone.
Then she~wi ped her bloodied face with the towel, which hurt a lot nore than
she had expect ed.

Al ex skul ked of f again. Hunting something, out in the black pitching nmess of
trees. What on earth was he | ooking for? An unbrella? Gal oshes? A credit card,



and wor ki ng fax machi ne? Wat ?
Not two m nutes |ater Leo Miul cahey showed up, and rescued her

LEO mivm I N an agi ng Texas Ranger riot-control vehicle, a big eight-wheel ed
urban chugger with a peeling Lone Star over black ceramc arnor. What the hel
a Texas Ranger vehicle was doing this far out of Texas jurisdiction was a
serious puzzle to Jane, but the thing was a bitch to drive and Leo was in a
tiny captain's chair |ooking through sone virtuality bl ocks and wearing a
headset. Jane sat slunped in the back in a cranped little webbing chair,
shaki ng very hard. Leo was very occupi ed by the chall enge of driving.

They drove maybe ten kiloneters, a lurching, awful
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trip, pausing half a dozen times to work around or smash their way over downed
trees. Then Leo drove the vehicle down a wet concrete slope into an

under ground garage. A steel garage door slid shut behind themlike an airlock
and the torrent of noisy wi nd ceased quite suddenly, and fluorescents flicked
on.

They were in a stormshelter.

A privately owned shelter, but it was a big place. They took stairs down from
the garage. A nice place, a regular underground mansion by the | ook of it.

Thi ck carpeting underfoot, and oil paintings on the walls, and designer
lighting and a big superconductive soneplace to keep all those |ights burning.
Qut si de, hell was raging, but they bad just sealed thenselves in a big
nmoney-|ined kIl ahorma bank vaul t.

Leo stepped into a small tiled roomwi th a conpost toilet, and opened a pair
of overhead cabi net doors, and offered her a thick canary-yellow towelL As if
in afterthought, he pulled a pair of foamplugs fromhis ears, then ran one
hand t hrough his disordered hair. "Well, Juanita,"” he told her, smling at
her. "Janey. Well nmet at |ast, Jane!"

Jane rubbed at her hair and face. Filthy. And her nose was still bleeding a
little. It seemed a real shame to put blood on such a nice thick dry towel.
"How d you find me, out there?"

"I heard your distress call! | scarcely dared to | eave the shelter, but there
cane a break in the weather, and you were close to the shelter, and well"-Leo
sm |l ed-"here we are, both safe and sound, so the risk was well worth it."

"My brother's still out there.™

"Yes"-Leo nodded-"1 did overhear that. A shanme your brother-Alex, isn't

it?-didn't have the wisdomto stay with the vehicle. Wen it dies down, naybe
we can nmake a try to find young Alex. Al right?"

"Why not rescue himright now?"

"Jane, |I'mno nmeteorologist, but | can read a SESAVE report. Al hell is
breaking | oose out there. I"'mvery sorry, but I won't conb a patch of woods
far a m ssing boy while the | andscape swarnms with tornadoes. You and | were
lucky to get back here alive."
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"I'"ll go alone, | can drive that thing."

"Jane, don't be troublesome. | don't own that vehicle."

"Who owns it, then?"

"The group owns it. I'mnot here all alone, you know. | have ny friends!

Friends who strongly disapproved of my leaving this shelter in the first

pl ace. Wuld you think this through a bit, please? Consider this from ny

per spective."

Jane fell silent. Then she couldn't restrain herself. "My brother's life is at



st ake! "

"So is ny brother's," Leo said sternly. "Do you know how many peopl e have died
in this horror already? It's already |leveled five towns, and the F-6 is headed
right for Cklahoma City! Tens of thousands of people are going to die, not
just one person that you happen to know It's a hol ocaust out there, and

don't propose to joinin it! Get a grip on yourself!" He opened a tall closet.
"Look, here's a bathrobe. Get out of that wet paper, Jane, and try to comnpose
yourself. You're in a stormcellar now, and that's where sane people are
supposed to be, during a storm W're going to~y here now W won't be | eaving
again."

He shut the ck~& and left her alone in the bathroom Alone again, she began
shaki ng violently. She glanced at herself in the mirror. The sight of her own

face sent a chill through her. She |ooked terrifying: a madwoman, a bl oodi ed
gor gon.

She tried the faucet; a thin trickle of ill-snelling water energed. Very
chlorinated. If you were rich in Cklahoma, you could drill a big hole in the
ground and put a mansion inside it, but that still wouldn't get you decent

wat er. She stoppered the sink and rinsed her face, quickly. Then she put a
cupped handful of water through her hair. Something like a kilo of

rust-col ored Gkl ahoma dirt dripped out of her hair and into the sink. And her
paper suit was sneared with wet dust.

She stepped out of the paper suit, and put it into the sink and ran a little
water over it, and washed her hands and wists. Then she pulled the suit out
again and wiped it with the towel, and the paper suit was pretty darn cl ean
It dried out in no tinme. Good old paper. She stepped back into it and zi pped
it up.
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She -opened the bat hroom door again. There were di stant voices down a sl oping
corridor. Jane tronped down the corridor in her trail boots. "Leo?"

"YesP~ He handed her a nug of sonething hot. Café con |l eche. It was very good.
And very wel come.

"Leo, what on earth are you doing in this place?"

"Interesting question," Leo admitted. "It's no accident, of course."

"I thought not, sonehow "

"Even the bl ackest cloud has a chrome lining," Leo offered, with a tentative
snmle. He led her into an arched, bonbproof den. There was a sitting area with
low, flowi ng, |eather couches in a conversation pit. The walls were stuccoed
ceram c and the roof was a thick bl astproof stuccoed ceram c done, |like the
inside of a roe's egg. A brass chandelier hung on a chain fromthe top of the
done. The chandelier swayed a little, gently.

There was a nedia center with a pair of silent televisions on, and an old
rosewood |iquor cabinet, and a scattering of brass-and-I|eather hassocks of

br own-and-white furred brindl ed cowhide. There were a pair of Rem ngton
bronzes of mustached cowpokes on horseback doing unlikely horse-breaker
things, and a pair of awesone octagon-barreled frontier rifles were nounted on
the wai l

And there were eight strangers in the shelter, counting Leo. Two wonen, SiX
men. Two of the men were playing with an onyx Mexi can chess set, off at the
far end of the conversation pit. Another was gently nanipul ati ng a squeal i ng
br oadband scanner hooked to an antenna feed. The other four were playing sone
desultory card gane on a coffee table, pinochle or poker maybe, and nunchi ng
froma red |l acquered tray of mcrowaved hors d' oeuvres.

"Well, here she is," Leo announced. "Everyone, this is Jane Unger."

They | ooked up, mildly curious. No one said nmuch. Jane sipped her warm coff ee,
hol ding the mug wi th both hands.

"Forgive me if | don't nake introductions,” Leo said.

"You know what would be a really good idea, Leo?" said one of the chess

pl ayers, mldly, |ooking over his rim
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| ess glasses. "It would be a really good idea if you put Ms. Unger back
out si de. "

"Al'l in good tine," Leo said. He turned to the silent televisions. "Ch dear,

just look at that havoc." He said it in a voice so flat and numbed that Jane
was taken aback. She set her coffee mug down. Leo | ooked at her. She picked

t he nug back up.

"It's pretty much leveled El Reno," remarked the other chess player,
cheerfully. "Pretty danm good coverage too."

"Have they structure-hit that broadcast tower outside Wodward yet?" Leo said.
"Yeah. It cane down three nminutes ago. A good hit, Leo. Real solid hit.

Pr of essi onal . "

"That's great," Leo said. "That's splendid. So, Jane. What would you like? A
few spring rolls with hot nmustard? You do |ike Thai food, don't you? | think
we have some Thai in the freezer." He took her el bow and I ed her to the open
ki tchenette.

Jane pulled her armfree. "What the hell are you doi ng?"

Leo smiled. "Short explanatin, or |ong explanation?"

"Short. And hurry up."

"Well," said Leo, "shortly, ny friends and | are very interested in dead
spots. This is a big dead spot, and that's why we're here. W' ve put ourselves
here quite deliberately, just like you and your Troupe did. Because we knew
that this area would be the epicenter of damage frommy brother's F-6."

"Leo, | gotta hand it to that brother of yours!" called out the second chess
pl ayer, with what sounded like real gratitude. "Personally, | had the gravest
doubt s about any so-called F-6 tornado, it seenmed |ike a real reach, a rea

nut case | ong shot, but Leo, | admit it now. " The chess player straightened up
fromhis board, lifting one finger. "Your brother has really delivered.

mean, just | ook at that coverage!" He pointed briskly at the television. "This
di saster is world-class!"

"Thanks," Leo said. "You see, Jane, there are many places in America where

human beings just can't -live anynore, but that's not true for our
communi cati ons techno
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ogles. The machines are literally everywhere. In the U S. - even

Al aska! -there's not one square nmeter left that's not in a satellite footprint,
or a radio-navigation triangul ation area, or a cellular link, or in packet
range of nenmpode sites or of wireless cable TV. . . . '"Wreless cable,' that's
a nasty little oxynoron, isn't it?" Leo shook his head. "It took a truly

war ped society to invent that termnol ogy...."

Leo seened |l ost for a nonent, then recovered hinself. "Except, Jane, not here,
and not now For one shining nmonent, not here, not around us! Because we are

i nside the F-6! The nost intense, thorough, w despread devastation that the
nati onal commruni cations infrastructure has suffered in nodern tinmes. Bigger
than a hurricane. Bigger than earthquakes. Far bigger than arson and sabot age,
because arson and sabotage on this huge scale would be far too risky, and far
too much hard work. And yet here we are, you see? In the silence! And no one
can overhear us! No one can nonitor us! Not a soul."

"So that's why you overheard nme in my car? My distress call? Because you're
payi ng so nuch attention to broadcasts?"

"Yes, that's it exactly. W're listening to everything on the spectrum

Hopi ng, aimng, for perfect silence. Luckily, we have the resources to help
the project along a bit-to take out a few crucial relays and especially solid



towers, and such. Because God knows, the damed repairmen will all be back in
force soon enough! Wth their cellular emergency phone service, and the
energency radi o relays, and even those idiot ham operators with their damed
private services out of ham shacks and even their bathroom closets, God help
us! But for alittle while, a brilliant, perfect silence, and in that nonent
all things are possible. Everything is possible! Even freedom™

Soneone, | ackadai sically, appl auded.

Jane swal | owed coffee. "Wy do you need that much sil ence?"

"Do you know what 'electronic parole' is?"

"Sure. Wen they put, like, a government wist cuff on
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prisoners. Wth a tracker and a relay inside. My Trouper cuff is alittle like
that, actually." She held up her wist.

"Exactly. And all of us here, we all have simlar devices."

She was amazed. "You're all out on parol e?"

"Not the common kind. A special kind, rather nore sophisticated. It's nore
accurate to say that my friends and | are all bonded people. W gave our word
of bond. But we're in a Troupe, of a sort. A Troupe of people in bondage."
"Excuse me," said the man at the broadband scanner. He was a | arge, hefty,

m ddl e-aged man, with short brush-cut hair. "May | see that device, please?"
"My Trouper cuff?"

"Yes, ma'am"

Jane unbuckled it and handed it to him

"Thanks." The man rose, examining Jane's cuff carefully, then wal ked into the
kitchen. He placed the cuff carefully beside the sink, opened a kitchen
drawer, swiftly renoved a neat-tenderizing hanmer, and smashed Jane's cuff,
repeatedly.

"Why are you doing this?" Jane shout ed.

"It's a big world," Leo said, between his friend' s precisely judged hamer
blows. "It's an old world, it's a sad and wicked world. . . . W in this room
we are definitely people of the world, Jane. W're a very worldly lot!" The
radi oman carefully ran sink water over Jane's shattered cuff.

"We've done sone of the work of the world, in our day," Leo said. "But you
can't acquire that kind of power without responsibility. Power doesn't cone

wi t hout an obligation, wthout an account to pay. The people who put these
cuffs on us-well, you might say that we all quite voluntarily put themonto
one anot her, really-these bracel ets are badges of honor. W thought of them as
badges. As fail-safes, as a kind of noral insurance. As talismans of security!
But after the years roll on . . . It doesn't ever stop, Jane, tine just keeps
goi ng on, consequences just keep mounting up." He lifted his arm and | ooked at
his watch. It | ooked just |ike any other watch. Nothing too
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speci al about Leo's watch. Just another netal -banded busi nessi nan's watch.
Except that the skin beneath the watch was very white.

"We've cone here to stop being what we are,"” Leo said. "There's no way out of
the Gane, no way outside the code of silence. Except for death, of course;
death al ways works. So we've found a kind of silence nowthat's an el ectronic,

virtual death. We're going to cut our bonds away, and we'll die in the world
of the networks, and we'll becone other people, and we'll |eave and vanish for
good. "

"Li ke evacuation freaks?"
One of the poker players burst into |aughter. "Hey! That's a good one! That's
dead on. Evacuation freaks. You mean those weird poseurs with no I D who just



haunt the canps, right? That's good, that's very good. That's us right to a

T "

"Leo, what have you done that's so horrible? Wy do you have to do anything
this weird and el aborate?" She | ooked into his eyes. They were not cruel eyes.
They were like Jerry's eyes. They only | ooked very troubled. "Leo, why don't
you just cone to the Troupe canp? W have our own people there, we have

resources and ways to get people out of trouble. | can talk to Jerry about it,
maybe we can straighten all this out."
"That's very sweet of you, Jane. It's very good of you. I'msorry | never had

a chance to know you better." He lifted his voice to the others. "Did you hear
that? What she just offered? | was right to do what | did." He | ooked into her

face. "It doesn't matter. In any case, after this neeting you'll never see ne
again."
"Why not ?"

He gestured at the ceiling-at the stormoutside their bank vault. "Because we
are far beneath the disaster now W're all just enpty names now, in the |ong
roll call of the dead and m ssing fromthe F-6. Everyone you see here-we all
died inside the F-6. W vani shed, we were consuned. You'll never see ne again;
Jerry will never see nme agam- ever. We're cutting all ties, annihilating our
identities, and Jane, we're the kind of people who know how to do that,
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and are good at doing it. And that's the way it has to be.
There's no way out of what |'ve becone, except to stop
bei ng what | am Forever."

"What on earth have you done?"

"It's inpossible to say, really,"” one of the wonen re-
marked. "That's the beauty of the schene."

"Maybe you'll understand it best this way," Leo told
her. "Wen your friend and col |l eague April Logan was

. asking the Troupers about when the human race | ost al

power over its own destiny-"

"Leo, how do you know about that? You weren't

there."”

"Ch," said Leo, surprised. He smiled. "I'minside the
systemin canp. |'ve always been inside the Troupe's sys-
tem No one knows, but, well, there | am Sorry."

"My brother's an academic, academ cs never pay any

real attention to security updates.”

. "I"ll say," said another of the shelter people, speaking up for the
first time. He was big and dark, and he was wearing a charcoal -gray tailored
suit, and Jane noticed for the first time that he was very young. Younger than
twenty. Maybe no ol der than seventeen. How had this boy .

And then she | ooked at him He was very young, but his eyes were |like two dead
t hi ngs. He had the skin-creeping | ook of a professional poisoner

"You see," said Leo, "the human race still has a great deal of control over
our destiny. Things are by no nmeans so chaotically hopel ess as people like to
pretend. The governments can't do anything, and our lives are very anarchic,
but all that neans is that the work that the governments ought to do is
shrugged onto vigilantes. There are certain things, certain activities, that
transparently require doing. Wiat's nore, there are people who recogni ze the
necessity to do them and who can do them and are even willing to do those
things. The only challenge in the situation is that these necessary things are
unbearably horribl e and repugnant things to do."

"Leo," said the first chess player, in weary exaspera

tion, "why on earth are you dropping our pants to this wonman?"



One of the wonmen spoke up. "Ch, go ahead and tel

her, Leo. I"'menjoying this. It doesn't matter. W're free

now. W're inside the big silence. W can talk."

"That's you all over, Rosina," said the first chess player in disgust. "I hate
this bullshit! | hate watching people blow all operational security, and spew

their guts like some teenage burglar, drunk in a bar. W' re professionals. for
Christ's sake, and she's just some prole. Don't you have any pride?"

"She's not just anyone," Leo protested. "She's famly.

She's ny sister-in-law "

"No, I'mnot," Jane said. "I didn't marry him Leo."

"Details."” Leo shrugged, irritably. "Jerry will marry you. | suppose you don't
realize that yet, but he'll doit, all right. He'll never let you go, because
he's pulled too nmuch of you inside of himnow and besides, you re too useful

to him and he needs you too rmuch. But that's fine, that's fine, | like that

i dea; you'd never do anything to hurt Jerry, would you? No, | can see that. O
course not. It's all right it's all just fine."

"You are being a conplete noral idiot," said the chess

pl ayer.

"Look," Leo snapped at him "if | wanted to stay in the Geat Gane, do you
think I'd have gone this far? Do you know anybody el se who coul d get that danm
cuff off you? Then shut up and listen. It's the last tine you'll ever have to
hear ne out."

"Have it your way," the chess player interrupted, with a cal mand deadly | ook
"Jane Unger, listen to ne. | can see that you're a very observant person. Stop
wat ching me so very observantly. | don't like it, and | won't have it. It's
boring and clumsy to threaten people, but I'mthreatening you, so listen." He
pul | ed his mani cured hands fromthe chessboard and steepled his fingertips. "I

can commit an act in three seconds that will make you a clinical schizophrenic
for eighteen nonths. You'll hear voices in your head, you'll rave about
conspiraci es and plots and enem es, you'll paint yourself with your own shit,

and that can all
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be done in three seconds with | ess than three hundred nicrograns. Dead nen
actually do tell tales sometinmes

but madworen tell nothing but pathetic lies, and no one believes what madwonen
say, about anything, ever. AmI| clear? Yes? Good." He noved a bishop

Jane sat, weak-kneed, on one of the cowhide hassocks.

"Leo, what are you doi ng? What have you gotten into?"

"It wasn't for us. It was never for ourselves. It was for

the future.”

The wonman spoke up again. "The delightful part about the G eat Gane-l nean,

t he genuinely clever and innovative part-is that we don't even know what we've
done! It all takes place through electronic blinds, and cells, and fail-safes,

and need-to-know, and digital anonymity and encryption. One cell, for
instance, will think up five potential direct actions. Then another cell wll
choose just one candidate action fromthat list of five, and break the action
up into independent pieces. And then, yet other cells will distribute that
work into small independent actions, so fragmented as to be meaningless. It's
just the way engravers used to design nmoney. \Wen nobney was on engraved paper
and noney still meant sonething.”

"Right," said the second chess player, nodding. "So that one year, sone
theorist predicts how useful it would be to have Bengali chol era decimate sone
overcrowded hell hole of a city. And eight nonths |ater, soneone watches sone
little paper sailboats nelting in a reservoir.”

Jane stared. "Why woul d anyone do that ?"



"The best of reasons,"” Leo said. "Survival. Survival of humanity, and of

mllions of endangered species. A chance for humanity to work its way out of
heavy weather into real sunlight an& blue skies again. W had a | ot of chances
to take steps to save our world, and we blew themall, Jane. Al of them W

were greedy and stupid and shortsighted, and we threw all our chances away.
Not you personally, not ne personally, not any of us personally, just our
ancestors, of course. No one convenient to blanme. But you, and ne, and the
peopl e here, we are all the children of heavy weather, and we have to live
under consequences,

we have to deal with them And the only real way to themis ugly, just
unbearably ugly."

why you, Leo?"

"Because we know! Because we can! For the sake of the

rvivors. | suppose." He shrugged. "There's no gl oba

There's no fornmal, deliberate control over the ~se or events, anywhere.
Institutions have given up. vernnents have given up. Corporations have given
up. 'the people in the room and the nmany others who are us and with us, we've
never given up. We're the closest this planet has to an actual working
government." ane | ooked around the room They were agreeing with It wasn't any
joke. He was telling a truth that they all and recognized.

"Some of us, mpbst of us, are in the governnent. But there's not any governnent
in the world that can stand up publicly, and say coldly and openly, that the
eight billion people on this collapsing planet are at least four billion
peopl e too many. Jane, each year, every year, there are

children born on Earth to equal the entire popul aot Mexico. That's insanely
far too many, and it's been

that for eighty years now. The situation is so desperate

mat working to solve it is like joining a bonmb squad. Every

war a bonb explodes, and it's a bonb made of hunman

and every human splinter in that bonb neans extincand carbon di oxi de and
toxi ns and nethane and pestiand cl earcutting and garbage and further decline.
were a |l ot of ways out once, but there are no nore rnatives now Just people
who wi Il probably survive, people who probably won't."

"Leo's being a bit dramatic, as usual, but that's part of bis charm" said the
woman, Rosina, with a fond smle at

him Rosina | ooked Iike a schoolteacher m ght |ook-a

xfit eacher with a taste for platinumjewelry and expen,c facial surgery. "The
Geat Gane is less ronmantic than

i ni aht sound. Basically, it's just another American secret

nt, and while thos¢ are comon enough, they

iasr long. We're very much |like the southern resisace during Reconstruction

Li ke the Invisible Enmpire- e Ku Klux Klan. For a decade or so, the Ku Kl ux

Kl an
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was a genui ne underground governnent! \Were everybody took turns hol ding the
rope for a mnute. So nobody really |lynched the darkie. You see, the darky
just sort of perished.”

She smled. She said this terrible, heart-freezing thing, and she smled,
because she found it amusing. "And everybody involved went right back to being
a county judge and a policeman and a | awyer and the owner of the hardware
store. And next week they rode out in their hoods and masks and they killed
again. That's exactly what it's like for us, Jane. It can really happen. It
has happened. It's happened in the United States. And it's happened here
be-fore, long before networks or encryption, or any of the really easy, safe,
convenient ways to facilitate large conspiracies. It's not farfetched at all,
it's not even hard. It's quite easy if you work at it sincerely, and it's very
real, it's real like this table is real." She slapped it

"Just because we few are dropping out of the gane doesn't nean that the G eat
Gane will end," said another poker player. He | ooked vaguely Asian, with a



West Coast accent. There weren't any bl ack peopl e among these people. No

H spani cs, either. Jane got the strong inpression that ethnic bal ance hadn't
been hi gh on the agenda when they did their recruiting, however people like
this did their recruiting. Floating Nietzschean Ubernensch I Q tests in obscure
corners of networks, maybe. Intriguing intellectual puzzles that only those of
a certain cast of mind could win. Little suction spots in the Net where people
could slip into the Underground and never, ever cone out . . . "Like AIDS for

i nstance. That bug is a godsend, we m ght have cured it by now, but there are
brave, determ ned, clever people who will guard every last AIDS variant |ike a
Holy Grail. . . . Avirus that kills sexually carel ess people! Wile at the
same time |lowering nnmunity, so that afflicted people become a giant natura
reservoir for epidemcs. It's thanks nmainly to AIDS that new tubercul osis
treatments become so useless so quickly. . . . If AIDS didn't exist, we'd have
been forced to invent it. If it weren't for AIDS, we'd have ten billion people
now, not eight."

"My dear friend Rosina has misled you sonmewhat with
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that anci ent KKK anal ogy," said Leo, gently. "W're certainly not racists,
we're very nulticultural; we never aimto exterm nate any ethnic group, we
simply work consistently to | ower global birthrates and rai se global death
rates. Really, our activity is no nore a lynching than this F-6 is like a

I ynching. Like the F-6, it's a death renpotely traceable to human action, but
taking steps to increase the global death rate doesn't nake death into nurder
An epidemic isn't genocide, it's just another epidem c. Anyway, the vast
majority of all our actions are perfectly |egal and aboveboard, things that

woul d never raise a second glance! Things such as . . . offering a schol arship
to a nedi cal student."”
He poured hinmself some coffee and added steamed ml k. "lInstead of saving

t housands of harnful human |ives through public-health neasures |like clean

wat er and sewers, why not train that doctor to do el aborate, costly neasures,
i ke neural brain scans? Usually, the heart and soul of a nation's
public-health work are a few very |lonely, very dedi cated people. They are easy
to find, and their organization can be structure-hit in a very subtle way.
These sel fless neurotics don't have to be shot out of hand or |ynched by

raci sts, for heaven's sake. Cenerally, all they need is a few kind words and a
little gentle distraction.™

"Yeah, a fad here, a twist there," said the Asian guy, "a brief delay in
shipping to sone hard-hit fanmine site, or a celebrity scandal to chase off
news coverage of some lethal outbreak . . . The current nuddl ed senil ega
situation with drugs, for instance, that was a work of genius.

A great source of finance for anybody's underground, and the peopl e who shoot
up heroin are extrenely reckless and credul ous. Street drugs will al nost never
be tested for additives, as long as they supply the thrill. There are

nar cocont racepti ves-one shot nakes a woman permanently allergic to the lining
of her own uterus, sonething the woman woul d never notice, except that a

fertilized egg will never adhere to her wonb." He nodded sagely. "That works
very well with mass inoculations too, if you can manage to contam nate the
vaccines. . . . | suppose you could argue the technique's rather sexist, but

we've tried
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covert sterilization with nmen, and statistics prove that the cohort of fertile
worren i s the real crux of population expansion; it's all in the wonb, that's
just the way human reproduction works... . People willing to take intravenous
drugs are already flirting with suicide; there's no real harmin assisting
them™
"Not to mention |egalizing euthanasia on demand," said the second woman,
testily. "And at |east that form of suicide tends to be far nore nal e-based.”



"The whole military policy of structure hits was based on destroying eneny

i nfrastructure-avoiding the political enbarrassment of battlefield deaths so
that the eneny popul ace died of apparently natural causes." It was the radio
guy again, sitting ranrod straight in his chair before the scanner. "It was
Luddismwit large-the first deliberate policy of national Luddism That the
practice of structure hitting quickly | eaked into the Arerican civilian

popul ace only indicates the broad base of support for the practice. . . . Very
much like the CIA and lysergic acid, if you don't mnd a favorite anal ogy of

m ne. "

Leo sipped his coffee. "I"'mgoing to mss all of you very much,"” he confessed.
"I told you he was sentinental," said Rosina.

"It seens such a terrible shame that the talents of a group like this should
be wasted on entirely cl andesti ne endeavors. That you'll never have your rea
due. You all deserve so nuch better."

"Ch, none of us are any worse off than Al an Turing was,'
chess player. "Just nore deep, dark, digital spooks."

obj ected the second

"Someone will track it down someday," Rosina told Leo, confortingly. "W
ourselves don't know the full extent of Gane activities, but there nust be
tens of thousands of buried traces. . . . Soneone in the future, the next

century maybe, with time on their hands and real resources for once and sone
proper database investigation, they'd be able to dig us all up and piece the
story together." She smled. "And utterly condemm us!"

"That's their privilege. A privilege we're giving to the future. Two great
privil eges-survival and innocence."
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"That's why we're dead people now," Rosina said. "You know what we are, Jane?
W are |ifeboat cannibals. W did sonething terrible that had to be done, and
now we're sitting here, sitting here on these couches right nowin front of
you, still smacking our lips on the shreds of neat froma dead baby's

t hi ghbones. We've done things that are way past sin and becone necessity. W
are vile little pale creepy creatures that |live deep under the rocks, and we
bel ong by rights with the anonynmous dead." She turned to the man at the
scanner. "How does it | ook, Red?"

"It looks pretty good," Red said. "Real quiet."

"Then | want to go first. Get this damed thing off ne, sonebody." She lifted
her left arm No one noved.

Rosi na rai sed her voice. "I said | want to go first! I'mvolunteering! So
who's gonna cut it for me?"

The very young man in the suit stood up. "You know what the hell of this is?"
he said to Jane, his dark eyes like two oysters froma can. "The hell is that
you bust your ass for five years finding sone network doods that are truly

el ect, and then they turn out to be this crowd of m ddl e-aged rich pols and

| awyers! Peopl e who post way too much about acadenic political philosophy shit
t hat doesn't mean anything, and then when it finally cones to taking sone rea
action, it's always sonebody else's fault, and they end up hiring sone bent
Mexican cop to do it for them Jesus Christ!" He sighed. "G nme that
pneuratic. dood."

The second chess player reached under the | eather couch and handed the young
man a pair of pneumatic di anond-edged bolt cutters. "You want the safety
goggl es?"

"Do I look like I want fuckin' safety goggles? Wnp!" He hefted the bolt
cutters and turned to Rosina. "Qut. Qut on the stairs."”

The two of themleft.

No one said anything for thirty seconds. They dealt cards, they studied the
chessboard, Leo pretended huge interest in the broadband scanner. They were in
angui sh.

Rosi na came back in, her wist bare. A big bright smle. Like a woman on
cocai ne.
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"I't works!" gasped the second chess player. "Me next!"

The young man canme in with the bolt cutters. The arnmpits of his suit were
soaked with sweat.

"Do ne next!" said the second chess player

"Are you kidding?" said the very young man. "l know statistics. Let sonmebody
else do it this time."

"I'"ll doit," Leo told the chess player. "If you'll do ne afterward."

"Deal, Leo." The chess player blinked gratefully. "You're a straight shooter
Leo. I'mgonna m ss you too, man."

They went out of the room A mnute passed. They cane back in.

"We're real lucky," said the second chess player. He w ped sweat fromhis
forehead with a canary-yell ow washcl oth he'd snagged fromthe bat hroom
"Either that," the very young man scoffed, "or they're not designed as well as
we thought. What'd you do with the dead bracel et s?"

"Left '"emin the hall."

"We'd better detonate 'emlater. Wuldn't want anybody reverse-engi neering
that circuitry.”

"Right," said Leo, with a glance at Jane. "You can see now why the Crinson
Avenger becanme so integral to our group! Only nineteen years old-but there's
one of those young rascals in every network; it happens to even the best of

conmpany. "

"Why did you cone here?" Jane asked the Crinmson Avenger

"I been in the Gane five years now," the Crinson Avenger muttered. "It gets
real old." Hs face clouded. "And besides, if | don't clear town but good, I'm
gonna have to kill both my lame bitchfucker parents! Wth a fuckin' shotgun!”

Two of the poker players rose-the Asian guy and the second woman. They
exchanged a silent glance heavy with deep personal meaning and the man took
the bolt cutters and they left together
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Fifteen seconds later there was a | oud expl osion. Then, screans.

Everyone went white as paper. The screans dw ndl ed to agoni zed breathy sobs.

The Crimson Avenger reached inside his jacket and pulled Qut a snub-nosed

ceram c revol ver and wal ked stiff-legged to the door. He yanked it open

| eaving it open behind him There was a brief gabbling wail of anguished

terror, and a shot. Then another shot. And then a long, neditative silence.

And then another final shot.

Crimson Avenger cane back in, with his suit lightly spattered with bl ood,

flying little droplets of blood on the shins of his charcoal -gray trousers. He

had the cutters-the dianond jaws of the device were bl ackened with inpact.

"Hers blew, " he said. "W don't have to do his now. He's dead too."

"I think I've changed nmy mind," said the first chess player.

Wt hout changi ng expression, Crimson Avenger |owered his pistol and pointed it

at the bridge of the first chess player's glasses. "Ckay, dood."

"Never mind, I'mgoing." He | ooked at Red, the radioman. "Let's do it."

"I"mgoing too," said Crinmson Avenger

"Why?" said the chess player

"Because | got left over, and you're gonna do nme |ast. And because if you w np

out and try to run off with that bracelet on, you' re gonna do it with ny

bullet in your head." He sniffed, and coughed. "Dood, for a guy with three

advanced degrees, nman, you are fuckin' slow"

They left. And they cane back alive.

"I think a twenty-five-percent nortality rate is extraordinarily good under

the circunstances," said Leo.

"Consi dering the extreme precautions taken to keep us from acconplishing this
yes, quite acceptable," said the second chess pl ayer.



The tel evision, which had been showi ng snow, flickered into |ife again.
"Look, it's hitting Cklahoma City," said the first chess player. He turned up
the sound a bit, and the six surviving
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Garners settled in on the couch, their faces alight with deep interest.
"Look at the way they've networked those urban securicans to catch that first
damage wave coming in," said Red. "Not only that, but they are the very first
back on the air! The staff at Channel 005 are really technically adept."
"Leave it on 005," said the second chess player. "They're definitely the best
fast-response stormteamin the country."
"You got it." Red nodded. "Not that we have any choice. | think everything
else is still down." He began channel -swi tching the second set.
"Whoa," Leo told him "Look at that SESAME satellite shot. . . . That's very
odd, people. lahorma City seenms to be under siege by a giant doughnut.”
Rosi na chuckl ed.
"That's a very odd shape, isn't it, Jane? \Wat does it mean?"
Jane cleared her throat. "It means . . . it nmeans that Jerry is right. Because
|'ve seen that shape before, in his sinulations. That's not a spike, it's a

well, it's a giant torus vortex down on the ground. | nean, you think of a
tornado . .. and you turn it sideways and you put the tip of it into the top
of it, like a snake eating its own tail.
And it becones a giant ring, a tows. And it sucks in updraft from al
directions outside the ring, and it spews downdraft out the top and sides, and
it's stable. And it just gets bigger until all the heat and noisture are

gone. "
"What does that inply, exactly?"
Jane felt tears slide thinly down her cheeks. "I think it means that all ny

friends are dead."

"And that Okl ahoma City is definitely dog neat," Rosina added.

"Mega," said Crinmson Avenger.

&l ahoma City was nethodically recording its own destruction. Jane knew

i medi ately that she was seeing history bubble off the screen, an odd and
i ntense kind of history. Like sone decadent Roman poet reciting his

aut obi ography as he opened a vein in the bath.
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At the touch of the F-6, nowin its full fury, klahoma Gty was expl odi ng on
tel evision, block by block. It was being sucked up and peel ed apart and
smashed. Heavily reinforced high-rises were being pulled up bodily out of the
ground, like a farmer pulling up carrots. They were very hard and very strong
bui | di ngs, and when they fell over and started rolling, all their contents
woul d gush out of their windows, in a fountaining slurry of glass and trash
and mst. The falling high-rises would rip up big patches of street with them
and when the wind got under the Street, things would start fountaining up
There was a ot of roomunder the earth in Cklahoma City, a lot of roomwith a
| ot of human beings in it, and when the wind got into those 'long shelters it
simply blew themlike a flute. Manholes blew off the streets and bi g whal e
gushes of vapor cane Qut of the pavenent, and then a whole pod of whal es
seened to surface under the street, because another skyscraper was slowy
falling over and it was ripping up the street surface with its internet |inks
and its indestructible ceramic water pipes and its concrete pedestrian subway.
And sonebody was putting this vision together, deliberately assenbling it.
Sonebody had broken the screen into conpound niniscreens |like a bee's eyes:
traffic securicams and buil ding securicams and m ni bank securicanms and all the
ot her nodern urban securicans that offered no one even the tiniest trace of
security. And as the canms were blinked out and smashed and ripped apart and
expl oded and were blinded and crushed, whoever was at work just kept adding
nore Vi ewpoi nts.

One of themwas a sudden glinpse of the Troupe. It was Jerry, he had his back



hal f-turned to the canera, he was | eaning, half-doubled, into the gusting

wi nd. He was shouting and waving one arm It was Troupe canp, and all the
paper yurts were snmashed and torn and withing in the wind. Jerry turned to

t he canera suddenly and he held up a broken-w nged ornithopter, and his face
was alight with conprehension and terror

And then he vani shed.

It didn't look like a nmachine was doing these viewpoints. It was the sort of
nont age techni que often best |eft
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to machi ne, but Jane had a very strong intuition that someone was doing this
wor k by hand. Human auteurs were putting it together, very deliberately,
swiftly, and deftly assenbling it with their own busy human fingertips. Doing
it, knowi ng they were going to die at their post.

And the sorrow and pity of the great disaster struck her then, lancing into
her right through that busy thicket of interface. And she felt the hurt

expl ode inside of her. And she thought, with greater clarity than she had ever
t hought of anything before, that if she ever, sonmehow, managed to escape from
this shelter and fromthese People of the Abyss, then she would learn to | ove
somet hing el se. Something new. To learn tu |love sonmething that didn't stink at
its spinning core, of disaster and destruction and despair.

Then the broadcast blinked out.

"Lost transmi ssion again," said Red. "I bet it took down the main towers out
on Britton Road this tinme-who wants to bet?"

"That was great," said Rosina, appreciatively. "I can't wait till they compile
all this coverage and do the definitive disk."

Red conbed channels. "SESAME's still up."

"Yeah, the feds keep their weather links down in the old mssile silos," said
chess player two. "Practically Unnukable."

"Where are we exactly?" asked Crinmson Avenger, |ooking at the SESAVE map. Red
pointed. "Well," Avenger said, "I don't see any precipitation over us. | think
we're in the clear!”

Suddenly there was a violent series of explosions just outside the

door - expl osions actually inside the shelter. Leo wi nced, then suddenly
grinned. "Did you hear that, people! Those were our detonation signals!"
"Close," said chess player one, and plucked at his |lower |lip. He had gone
quite pale. "Real close."

"How d they squeeze that signal through?" said the second chess player.

"I"d bet autononously launched drone aircraft," Red theorized. "Probably
sweepi ng the whole locale. O
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course, if a drone can safely fly over us, that ought to nmean that we can

| eave here safely.”

"Fuck the theory, I'mcheckin' this out," Crimson Avenger declared. He left.
He was back within a mnute, his handsone | eather shoes |eaving faint snudges
of fresh blood on the shelter's thick carpet. "The sun is out!"

"You' re kidding."

"No way, dood! It's wet, and everything is smashed conpletely flat, but the
sky is blue and the sun is shining and there's not a cloud in the sky, and
people, | amout of here." He wal ked into the kitchen and pulled a shining
ceram c valise off the top of the freezer

"You won't get far on foot," said chess player one.

Crimson Avenger glared at him "How stupid do you think I am Ganps? | don't
have to get far. | know exactly where |I'm going, and exactly what |'m doing,

and ny plans don't include you. CGood-bye, doods. Good-bye forever." He opened
t he door and stal ked away, leaving it ajar behind him
"He's got a point," Leo said. "It's a good idea for us to split up as quickly



as possible.”
"You want to ferry us out in the personnel carrier?"

"No," Leo said. "It's wiser to stick to Plan A You | eave on foot, and ||

pl asti que the works here. The cars, the tank, the bikes, the shelter
everything."

"The bodies," Rosina pointed out.

"Yeah, okay, |'ll put the deceased directly inside the tank before | detonate

it."

"Il help you, Leo,
after all this."”
"Good. Tinme's pretty short, people, let's get nmoving."

Leo and his five remaining friends went into the hall. The woman and the Asian
man were lying very dead on the sloping floor, the carpet sopping with their

bl ood. The walls were pockmarked with shrapnel fromthe ei ght discarded cuffs
that had detonated there. It stank of plastique. Rosina, and the ol der chess
pl ayer, and Red the radi oman picked their ways daintily past the corpses, with
their eyes averted.

the second chess player said. "I owe you that much,
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Jane tarried at the back of the hall. She wasn't too upset by the corpses. She
had seen worse corpses. She was far nore appalled by the Iiving.

"Wet work," said the second chess player, sadly.

Leo hesitated. "I think we'd better use | atex and nedi cal paper for this job.
That's a lot of body fluid."

"W don't have tine for precautions. Leo. Besides, they were two of us;
they're clean!™

"I don't know. | wouldn't put it past Ruby," Leo said, neditatively. "Ruby was
quite the personal devotee of retrovtrus.

Jane began to wal k up the hall. She brushed past the two of them Her boots
squel ched noistly on the carpet. She was trenbling.

"Jane," Leo called out.

She broke into a run

"Jane!"

She broke out through the garage door. There was no wi nd. The sun was shi ning.
The worl d snelled like fresh-plowed earth. The sky was blue. She ran for her
life.

ALEX WAS SITtINGup in a tree eating a |loaf of bread. It wasn't a fresh | oaf,
because the smashed home where he'd rai ded the bread had been abandoned for at
| east two days. It had been the hone of a man and his wife and the man's

not her and the couple's two bucktoothed little kids. Wth a lot of religious
stuff inside it; gold-franed devotional prints and evangelical literature and
a thoroughly smashed farmtruck with bunper stickers readi ng ETERNI TY- WHEN?
and AFt ER DEATH WHAT THEN?

It looked like it had been kind of a nice little farnhouse

- once; it had its own cistern, anyway, and a chicken coop, but it was al
shattered now, and being Christians, the occupants woul d probably act rea

t hankful about it. Alex had been astounded to discover that the inhabitants
had a big stack of paper com c books, Christian evangelical comics, the rea
thing, in English no less, with hand draw ngs and bl ack i nk and real netal
staples. A shane they were all torn up and rain-soaked and uncoll ecti bl e.
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Of in the distance, to the north, came an enornous explosion and an uprushing
colum of filthy snoke. The wi nd was so cal mnow, and the danmp sweet sky so
beautifully blue, that the burning colum rose straight up and stood there in



the sky and preened itself. It sure | ooked and sounded |ike a massive
structure hit, but maybe he was bei ng uncharitable. Could have been a

det onati ng natural -

tank or nmaybe a broken propane line. These things did Not every nmishap in the
wor |l d was sonebody' s

[aUt L.

Al ex chewed nore bread and had some carrot juice. The Christian famly had
been very big on organic whole juices. Except for the dad, presunably, who
kept his truly awful Ckie Doubl e-X beer hidden under the sink

Alex's tree was a large and fragrant cedar that had been uprooted and knocked
over at an angle. Many of the branches had been twi sted off by a passing F-2,
showi ng red heartwood that snelled |lovely. He had clinbed into the downed tree
and was |ying on the sun-warned trunk about four meters up in the air, his
back agai nst the underside of one of the thicker |inbs. The gray-barked trunk
under his paper-clad buttocks was as solid as a bench. His

wasn't too far fromthe site of the crash. He could see dead weck of Charlie
from where he sat.

Juanita was gone, and to judge by the tracks in the sh nud, she had left with
a rescuer in civilian shoes who sonic kind of big mlitary truck. That was
good news Al ex, because Juanita's eyes had been crossed and gl assy

| ast hours, and he had her figured for a mld con;ion. He felt sure that
Juanita, or at |east some hel pful uper, would show up again in pretty short
order, sonme~, soon. She'd be coming to find him And even if she 't want to
find himin particular, that car had a ot of iand megabytage in it.

Alex felt rather restful and at peace with hinmself. He partially deafened, and
his face hurt, and his lungs and his eyes hurt, and he could taste bl ood at
the of his tongue. Scranbling through the roadside forest

-ma mndl ess panic, basically-had left himstriped with
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many nasty scratches and a couple of hefty, aching bruises, plus a thick
coating of cedar gumand dirt.

But he had seen the F-6. It had been pretty much what he'd been |l ed to expect.
It was nice not to be di sappoi nted about sonething in life. He felt he could
put up with dying with a better grace now.

He chewed nore bread. It wasn't good bread, but it was better than canp food.
There was a gray squirrel running around on the forest floor. It was drinking
out of the rain puddle in the roots of the fallen tree. Didn't seem upset in
any way. Just another squirrel going about its job.

Vaguel y, under the persistent whine of aural aftershock, Al ex heard sonmeone
calling out. Calling his name. He sat up, put his foot in the smart rope,

| owered hinself down fromthe trunk to the ground, and swiftly coiled the rope
around hi s shoul der.

He worked his way through the labyrinth of fallen trees back to the site of

t he wreck.

But whea he gl J~~j the rescuer, searching vaguely around the weckage, Al ex
fled. He reached the fallen cedar again, cast his rope back up, and yanked

hi nsel f quickly back into the tree

"Over here," he called, standing on the trunk and waving. He couldn't call out
too loudly. Shouting really hurt himinside.

Leo Mul cahey wal ked over, methodically working his way through the naze of
fallen linbs. He wore a sturdy felt Stetson and a safari jacket.

He stopped in a small patch of knee-high undergrowth and | ooked up at Al ex.
"Enj oyi ng yoursel f?" he said.

Al ex touched his ears. "Wat's that, Leo? Conme closer. |I'mkind of deaf.
Sorry."
Leo stepped closer to the leaning tree trunk and | ooked up again. "I m ght

have known 1'd find you nuch at your ease!"



"You don't have to shout now, that's fine. Were's Juanita?"
"I was going to ask you that, actually. Not that you care.”
Al ex narrowed his eyes. "I know that you took her
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away, so don't bullshit me. You wouldn't be stupid enough to hurt her, would
you, Leo? Not unless you've really got it in for Jerry, as well as ne."

"I have no quarrel with Jerry. Not any longer. That's all in the past now. In
fact, I"'mgoing to help Jerry. It's the last act | can conmt that will really
help ny brother." He pulled a ceram c pistol out of his jacket pocket.

"Ch, that's really good," Alex scoffed. "You dunb spook bastard! |'ve had two
t uber cul ar henorrhages in the past week, and you're com ng out here to shoot
me and | eave ne under this tree? You hopel ess gringo noron, | just |ived
through the F-6, | don't need some pissant assassin like you! I can die
perfectly well all by myself. Get lost before | |ose ny tenper."

Leo, astonished, |aughed. "That's very funny! Wuld you like to be shot up in
that tree, where it night be painful, or would you like to come down here,
where | can make it very efficient and qui ck?"

"Ch," said Alex, daintily, "I prefer being nmurdered in the nost renote,
i npersonal, and clinical manner possible, thank you."
"Ch, with you and I, it's personal,"” Leo assured him "You kept nme from

telling nmy brother good-bye, face-to-face. | dearly wanted to see ny brother
because | had certain inportant personal business with him and |I mght well
have gotten past his entourage and seen himprivately, but you interfered. And
then, in the press of business, it becanme too late." Leo' s brow darkened.
"That's not sufficient reason to kill you, | suppose; but then, there's the
nmoney. Juanita has no noney left; if you' re dead, she gets yours, and Jerry
gets hers. So your resources go to environnental science, instead of being

squandered on the drug habits of some decrepit weakling. Killing you is
genuinely helpful. It'lIl make the world a better place."

"That's wonderful, Leo," Alex said. "I feel so honored to assuage your
delicate feelings in this way. | can only agree with your trenchant assessnent

of my nmoral and societal worth. May | point one thing out before you execute
nme? If the shoe were on the other foot, and I were
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about to execute you, |I'd do it without the fucking |lecture!"

Leo frowned.

"What's the matter, Leo? An old bulishit artist |like you can't bear to |et
your condemed man have the | ast word for once?"

Leo raised the pistol. Behind his head, a thin black noose snaked up silently
fromthe forest floor.

"Better kill nme now, Leo! Shoot quick!"
Leo took careful aim
"Too | ate!"

The smart rope hissed around his neck and yanked hi m backward. He flew off his
feet, his neck snapping audi bly. Then he | eaped up fromthe forest floor |ike
a puppet on a string as the serpentine coils of the smart rope hissed around
the butt of a cedar branch. There was a fragrant stink of burned bark as the
body was haul ed al of't.

The hanged man swayed there, violently, dangling fromthe tree. And at |length
was still.

I T TOOK ALEX forty-seven hours to get froma smashed forest in Oklahoma to his
father's penthouse in Houston. There was a | ot of bureaucratic hassle around



the federal disaster zone, but the Guard and the cops couldn't stop himfrom
wal ki ng, and his luck changed when he got his hands on a notor bicycle. He
didn't eat nmuch. He scarcel~ slept. He had a fever. Hi s lungs hurt very badly,
and deat was near, death was very near now, not the romantic death this tine,
not the sweet, drug-addled, transcendent death. Just real death, just death of
the cold, old-fashioned variety, death Ilike his nother's death, an absence and
a being still, forever. He didn't |ove death anynmore. He didn't even I|ike
death anynore. Death was somet hing he was going to have to get over with.
It wasn't easy to get into his father's part of town. The Houston cops had
al ways been nean, tough cops, the kind of cops that had teeth |ike Dobermans,
and heavy weat her had not nade them ki nder. The Houston cops were kind to
peopl e like him when people-like-himlooked |ike peopl e-
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e-him but when peopl e-like-himlooked the way that he now, the Houston cops
in 2031 were the kind of ho collared di seased vagrants off the street and did
secret things to themfar out in the bayous.

But Al ex had his ways. He hadn't grown up in Houston r nothing, and he knew
what it neant to have people owe himfavors. He got to his father's building
wi t hout so nuch as a change of cl ot hes.

And then he had to work his way past his father's own

wor ked his way into the building. He won his own way with the nachine in the
el evator. The human receptioni st at the penthouse floor et himin; he knew
the receptionist. And then he found hinself waiting in the usual narble
anteroomwi th the giant Aztec mandal as and the orangutan skulls and the

Chi nese | anps.

He sat there coughing and shivering on a velvet bench, in his filthy paper
suit, with his hands on his knees and his head swinmmng. He waited patiently.
It was always like this with his Papa. There were no alternatives, none. If he
wai ted | ong enough, sone gopher woul d show up and bring himcoffee and sweet
Engli sh biscuits.

After maybe ten m nutes the bronze doubl e doors opened at the far end of the
anteroom and in cane one of the npbst beautiful wonmen he'd ever seen. She was
a nineteen-year-old violet-eyed ganine with a sweet little cap of black hair
and a short skirt and patterned hose and hi gh heels.

She took a few tentative steps across the inlaid marble floor and | ooked at
hi m and sinpered. "Are you hin?" she

i n Spani sh.

"Sorry," Alex said, "I don't think I am"

She switched to English, her eyes widening. "Do you want . . . to go
shoppi ng?"

"Not right now, thank you."

"I could take you shopping. | know many ni ce places in

LIStO .

"Maybe another time," said Al ex, and sneezed vi oShe | ooked at himw th deep
concern, and turned
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and left, and the doors cl osed behind her with a tonblike clunk

Maybe seven minutes |later a gopher showed up with the coffee and the biscuits.
It was a new gopher-it was pretty much al ways a new gopher, gopher being the

| owest rung in the Unger organi zation-but the British cookies were really
good, and the coffee, as always, was Costa Rican and fine. He kept the cookies
down and had several cautious sips of the coffee, and he physically recovered
to the extent that he really began to hurt. He ordered the gopher off for sone
aspirin, or better yet, codeine. The gopher never returned.

Then one of the private secretaries arrived. He was one



of the ol der secretaries, Sefior Pabst, a famly loyalist, a

nicely groonmed old guy with a Mexican | aw degree and a

wel | - conceal ed drinking probl em

Pabst | ooked himover with genuine pity. Pabst was from Matanoros. There were
a lot of Unger famly connections in Matanoros. Alex couldn't say that he and
Pabst had had~actual dealings, but he and Pabst had sonething akin to

an- under st ~andi ng.

"I think you'd better get right to bed, Al ejandro.”

"I have to see El Viejo."

"You're not in any condition to see El Viejo. You're going to do sonething
foolish, sonething you'll regret. See himtonorrow It's better."

"Look, will he see nme, or won't he?"

"He wants to see you," Pabst admitted. "He always wants to see you, Al ejandro.
But he won't like to see you like this."

"I think he's past shock by this time, don't you? Let's get this over with."
Pabst |ed Alex to his father

Quillernp Unger was a tall, slight man in his late fifties, with carefully
waved artificial blond hair the very color of the finest-quality creanmery
butter. He had blue and very watery eyes behind very thick glasses, the
unfortunate | egacy of a prolonged experinent with computer-assisted
percepti on. Beneath his nedi cated pancake nakeup, the acne fromthe hornone
treatments was flaring up again. He was
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wearing a tropical linen suit. H s nood seened-not good, you could never cal
it good-but positive.

"So you're back," he said.

"I'"ve been staying with Juanita."

"So | understand."

"I think she's dead, papa."

"She's not dead," his father said. "Dead wonen don't read their E-mail." He
sighed. "She's still shacked up with that big dunb bastard of a mat hemati ci an
He's taken her off sonewhere in New Mexico now. A failed academic, for
Christ's sake. A crazy man. She's thrown it all over, she's let himsmash her
whol e career. God only can hel p her, Al ejandro. Because God knows | can't."

Al ex sat down. He put his hands to his head. His eyes filled with tears. "I'm
really glad she's still alive."
"Al ej andro, |look at ne. Wiy the paper suit, like a bumoff the street? Wy the

dirt, Alejandro? Way do you conme into ny office | ooking this way, couldn't you
at | east get dean? We're not poor people, we have baths."

"Pa pd, I'mclean as I'mgoing to get. |I've been inside a big tornado. The
dirt | odges deep in your skin. You can't wash it out, you just have to wait
till it grows out. Sorry."

"Were you in Gklahoma City?" his father asked, with real interest.

"No, Dad. W& were out where the stormset down at first. W were tracking it
and we saw where it started."

"Cklahoma City was very heavily mediated,” his father said, reflectively.
"That was a rather inportant event."

"W weren't inside klahoma City. Anyway, they all died there.™

"Not all of them" his father said. "Hardly nore than half of them'

"We didn't see that part. We only saw the begi nning of the F-6. We-the
Troupe-they wanted to track the stormfromthe beginning, for scientific
reasons, to understand

it.

"Understand it, eh? Not very likely! Do they know why the storm stopped so
suddenly, right after Okl ahoma Gity?"
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"No. | don't know if they understand that. | doubt they understand it." Al ex
stared at his father. This was going nowhere. He didn't know what to tell the
man. He had nothing left to tell him Except the ugly news that he was very
near death, and soneone in the famly had to watch himdie now Just for
formal reasons, basically. And he didn't want Jane to have to do that. And his
father was the only one left.

"Well," his father said, "I've been wondering when you'd conme back here, back
to sense and reason.”

"I'" m back, papa.”

"I tried to find you. Not nuch luck there, not with your sister hiding you
fromne."

"She, uh . . Well,, | can't defend her, papd. Juanita's very stubborn

"I had good news for you, that's why | wanted to talk to you. Very good news.
Very good nedi cal news, Alex."

Al ex grunted. He slunped back in his chair.

"I don't know howto tell you the details nyself, but we've had Dr. Kindscher
on retainer for sonme tine, so when | heard you had arrived, | called him" He
gestured above a lens inset in his desk

Dr. Kindscher arrived in the office. Alex got the strong inpression that Dr.
Ki ndscher had been kept waiting for sone tine. Just a matter of nedica
etiquette, a way to establish whose tinme was nore inportant.

"Hello, Alex."

"Hel |l o, Doctor."

"We've had new results from Switzerl and on your genetic scan.”

"1 thought you'd given up that project years ago."

Dr. Kindscher frowned. "Alex, it's not an easy matter to scan an entire human
genone right down to the last few centinorgans. Doing that for a single

i ndividual is a very conpl ex business."

"We had to subcontract that business," his father said. "Bits and pieces.
"And we found a new bit, as M. Unger has said," Dr. Kindscher said, radiating
sati sfaction. "Very unusual. Very!"

HEAVY WEATHER 293

"What is it?"

"It's a novel type of mucopol ysaccharidosis on chrompsone 7-Q 22."

"Could I have that in English?"

"Sorry, Alex, the original lab report is in French."

"I meant give me the upshot, Doctor," Al ex croaked. "G ve ne the executive
report."

"Well, since your birth, this genetic defect that you suffer from has been
peri odi cally bl ocki ng proper cellular function in your |ungs, proper
expression of fluids. A very rare syndrome. Only four other known cases in the
world. One in Switzerland-we were quite lucky in that eventuality, | think-and
two in California. Yours is the first known in Texas."

Al ex | ooked at the doctor. Then at his father. Then at the doctor again. It
was no joke this tine. There wasn't any of the usual hedgi ng and nmunbo junbo~
and alternate prognoses. They really thought they had it this time. They did.
They had it. This tinme they actually had the truth.

"Why?" he croaked.

"Mit ageni ¢ damage to the egg cell,"” Dr. Kindscher said. "lIt's a very rare
syndrone, but all five of them di agnosed so far have -involved materna
exposure to an industrial solvent, a very particular industrial solvent no

| onger in use.

"Chip assenbly,"-his father said. "Your nmother used to do chip assenbly in a
border factory, long before you were born."

"What? That's it, that's all there was to it?"

"She was young," his father said sadly. "W lived on the border, and | had
just begun the start-up, and your nother and I, we didn't have nuch noney."



"So that's it, eh? My nother was exposed to a nmutagen in a maquil adora pl ant.
And all this time |I've really been sick."
"Yes, Alex." Dr. Kindscher nodded. He seemed deeply noved
T
"And the best news of all is, there's a treatnent."
"I mght have known."
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"Il'legal in the US.," his father said. "And far too advanced for any border
clinica. But this tine it sticks, son. This time they really have the root of
it."
"W have a clinic contacted already, and they're ready to take you, Al ex.
Cenetic repair. Legal in Egypt, Lebanon, and Cyprus."
"Ch . . ." Al ex groaned. "Not Egypt, | hope."
"No, Cyprus," his father said.
"Good, | heard there's a bad staph strain in Egypt." Al ex stood up and wal ked
painfully, to the doctor's side. "You're really sure about it, this tinme?"
"As sure as |'ve ever been in ny career! Intron scans don't lie, Alex. You can
depend on this one. The flawis witten in your genes, obvious to any trained
techni ci an, and now t hat we've spotted the exact position right down to the
branch of the chronosone, any |ab can verify that for you. 1've already
verified it twice!" He beamed. "We've beaten this thing at last, Alex. W're
going to cure you!"
"Thanks a lot," Alex said. "You son of a bitch." He hit Dr. Kindscher in the
face.
The doctor staggered and fell. He scranbled up, anazed, hol ding his cheek
then turned and fled the office.
"That's going to cost nme," Alex's f~ther observed.
"Sorry," Alex said. He | eaned onto the table, shaking. "Really sorry."
"It's all right," his father said, "a son of a bitch Iike that pest, you can't
hit himjust once."
Al ex began weepi ng.
"I want to do this for you, Al ejandro. Because now | know, it was never your
fault, my boy. You were damaged goods right out of the box."
Al ex wiped his tears away. "Sane old papd,"” he croaked.

"I don't know if things will change when you are no |onger a nmutant," his
father declared, nobly, "but maybe you will. Wio knows? |'m your father, ny
boy, | feel | owe you that chance at life." He frowned. "But no nore

foolishness this tinme! None of these scandals |ike that shameful business in
Nuevo Laredo! Al ejandro, those people have | awers on ne! You are going to
Cyprus, and you're going
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right away, and you're going to stay there. No tal king, no
phone calls, no charge cards, and you do just as you're
told! And no nore nonsense fromyou, and especially none
fromyour damm fool of a sister.”
"Al'l right," Alex said. He sat in the chair, half coll aps-
ing. "You win. | give up. Call the anbul ance." He began
gi ggl i ng.
"Don't |augh, Al ex. CGene replacenment therapy-they
tell me it really hurts.”
. "It always hurts," Alex said, laughing. "It all hurts.
Everything hurts. For as long as you can still feel it."
EPI LO~ UE



A

ustin, Texas, had once

been called the "City of the Violet Crown," back when the city had been small
enough to fit within its bow of hills. That bow of hills was alleged to
serve as protection fromlocal tornadoes. O course the Violet Crown no |onger
did that, if in fact it ever had, and even the ol dest central section of
Austin had been ravaged by an F-2 within the past five years.

The spi ke had tracked right through the city's ol dest northern suburb, an
ancient residential district just north of The University of Texas. The area
was now part of The University's privately nanaged, and privately policed,
urban denesne. There was not nuch overt sign left of the spike damage, except
for sone ancient and now spectacularly crippled trees. Big old pecans nostly;
some dead and replaced by saplings, but many of them mai med and | eft upright.
To Alex's eye, the danmage track was easy to spot. You'd be driving under an
even canopy of flourishing, panmpered, C02-glutted streetside giants, and then
there
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woul d be this tortured Goyaesque mutant breaking out all up and down with
scrawny little green sapling |linbs, maybe one original crooked branch |eft as
a kind of beckoning finger. He pointed this out to his conpanion

"We never have tornadoes in Boston," she said.

Hs sister was living in a little crackerbox place. Alittle brown-and-white
shack that |ooked a hundred years old, if it was a day. Back in the early
2020s, when the practice had been in vogue, sonebody had sprayed the outside
of the entire building with a weat herproof |acquer. The white housepai nt
beneat h the | acquer |ooked unnaturally clean and sprightly.

When Al ex stepped up to the concrete porch, he could see that the housepaint
trapped beneath the | acquer had given up the ghost and shattered into tens of
mllions of tiny paint flakes no bigger than fine dust. It didn't matter. The
dust wasn't goi ng anywhere. That |acquer was there for the ages.

JANE LOOKED THROUGH t he security glass at her door and saw a short, plunp
young blond man in a suit and tie. And a very odd-1ooki ng woman. A tiny,

wi t chy-1 ooki ng boho student type, in a slashed silk dress and stri ped
stockings and red ankle-tied sandals. Half her face-ear, cheeks, tenple-was
di sfigured by a huge purple tattoo.

They didn't | ook armed, though. And not very dangerous. Anyway, there was
rarely much civil trouble around The University. Because The University had
massi ve heaps of data and attention, and even sone nobney, and nore
inmportantly, it had a large paranilitary phal anx of armed, disciplined, and
ent husi astically violent students.

Jane opened the door. "Hello?"

"Janey?"



"Yeah?"
"It's me."
Jane stared at him "Christ! Alex."
"This is Sylvia," Alex said. "Sylvia Miuybridge. She's traveling with ne.
Sylvia, this is my sister, Jane Unger."
"How do you do," Jane said. "Actually, | go by Jane
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Mul cahey these days. It's sinmpler, and besides, it's legal." She held up her
hand with the gold ring.

"Yes," Alex said, pained, "I knew you had a nmarried name, but | thought you
still networked professionally as Jane Unger."

"Yeah, well, |'m probably gonna change that too."

Al ex paused. "Can we cone in?"

"Ch hell, yes!" Jane | aughed. "Come on in."

She knew that the place | ooked disastrous. It was astrew with printouts,

t ext books, and heaps of disks. There was a giant franed multicol ored chart on
the wal |l reading

UNI TED STATES FREQUENCY ALLOCATI ONS: THE RADI O SPECTRUM

Jane threw a cat off the couch-a paper-covered futon

-and cleared a small space for themto sit. "Are you still allergic to cats?"
"No. Not anynore," Al ex said.

"How | ong has it been, Al ex?"

"El even months," he said, sitting. "Al nost a year."

"Dam, " Jane said. "What can | get y'all?"

Syl via spoke up for the first time. "You got any ibogane?"

"What's that?"

"Never mind, then."

Jane touched her brother's shoul der. "They nust have been pretty good to you
in Cyprus, because you |l ook pretty fine, Alex."

"Yeah," Alex said, "they tore out all ny seans and rewove ne, in Nicosia. They
tell me |'m supposed to be this fat. Metabolically, | mean. Genetically, I'm
supposed to be a big fat blond guy, Janey. O course, I'll never get over
being stunted in my youth." He | aughed.

"I"'msorry | didn't recognize you at first. Mstly it was that suit."

"No," he said. "No, I"'mconpletely different now, | know that. Genetics, it's
the core of everything, Janey, it's nega witchcraft. Just | ook at my hands! It
was supposed to change ny lungs, and it did that, my lungs are like rock now.
But | ook at my hands! They never |ooked like this."

Jane held her own hand out and placed it gently agai nst

his. "You're right. They |l ook just |ike ny hands now. They're not all

well, they're not all thin.'

"It's sinmple, really,"” Alex said. "I didn't have a |life before they rewove ne,
and now, after this, after everything | went through, | actually have a lifel

I"mjust |ike anyone else, now The curse is lifted. It's been erased, w ped

out. I'mprobably gonna live a really long tine."

Jane gl anced at Alex's girlfriend. She~assuned this was a girlfriend. Nornmally
a wonman woul dn't dress so provocatively and travel alone with a guy unless

t here was sonet hi ng happeni ng. Her being here could only nean that Al ex was
del i berately showi ng her off.

But then there was that face. That huge blotch on her face. It was really hard
to look at. And she'd done sonmething to it too; it wasn't just a giant

port-w ne-stain birthmark, she'd messed with it too; she'd outlined the edges
of it in some kind of very fine and very el aborate stippling. Like dots of

rai nbow i nk, that shinmered. Jane had never seen anything like it. She found
it frightening.

"How are the Troupe peopl e doi ng?"

"Ch, we hear fromthem sonetines,” Jane said. "Buzzard, quite a bit. Rudy and
Sam and Peter and Rick have their own teamup in Kansas now, they're stil
chasing. Martha never calls nuch, but | never got along much with Martha. W



see Joe Brasseur socially sonetinmes, he's got some cushy job in town with the
State Water Commussl on
"I never got a chance to tell you how sorry | was about G eg and Carol. And
M ckey too." -
"Well," she said sinply, "M ckey was a good man, and Greg and Carol were ny
cl osest friends."
"How i s Ed?"
"Well, Ed's got the use of both his arns again. Not |ike before, but pretty
much. Ellen Mae is a lot better too. She's up in Anadarko now. ..
"How i s Jerry doing? Is Jerry here?"
"No. He's at The University. |I'mexpecting him" She glanced at her watch.
"You want sone |unch? |I'm naking tacos, it's easy."
"Il help,"” Al ex said.
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THEY DRI FTED | NTO Juanita's cranped and anci ent kitchen. Sylvia stayed on the
couch. Alex winced as he heard her deftly fire up the TV with a renote. She
began met hodi cal Iy conbi ng through Austin's eight hundred avail abl e channel s,
with repeated dabs of her thunb.
He noved beside the electric range and watched the taco m x bubbling in a pan
The top of Juanita's stove was liberally spattered with orange grease. Jane
shook some garlic salt at the taco mix, as if trying to choke it into
subm ssion. His sister had to be the worst cook in the world.
"You gotta make all owances for Sylvia," he said quietly. "She's not real good
wi th ot her people, just kind of shy."
"I"mjust touched that you would bring your girlfriend along to neet ne,
Alex."
"I"d kind of like it, if you and she could get along. She's kind of inportant
to ne. The nost inportant woman in ny life, really."
"That serious, huh?"
"I don't have a lot of roomto judge there," he said. "I met her on the nets,
in a genetic-disorder support group. Sylvia's good on nets. People like Sylvia
and ne, people who've been through a | ot of sickness when young, it tends to
narrow our social skills. She had kind of an autismthing, she's had a hard
time of life. But she's all rewoven now, and she's okay underneath."
"Boy, it really is that serious," Jane said.
"How is Jerry? Are you getting al ong?"
"You really want to know?"
"Yes, really."
"He's different. I'mdifferent. We're a lot different than we were a year
ago." She | ooked at himhard, and he could see it there behind her eyes,
wai ting to pour out.
"Tell me," he said.
"Well, it's since the baby. . . . Alex, he's really good with the baby. The
baby really got through to him he's so good with his little son. It's like

he's really good
when he has soneone he doesn't have to reason with. He's so patient and kind
with that little kid, it's really amazing."
"How about you, though?"
"Us? We get along. We don't even have to get along. W're stuck here in this
dinky little house, but you wouldn't know it. He's got his little office here
with the virching stuff and his university link, and |'ve got ny net-rig in
the back in the baby's room and he does his thing, and I do my thing, and we
do our together-thing, and it works out okay, it really does."
"\What are you working on these days, exactly?"
"Net-stuff. The usual. Well, not the usual. Mommy net-stuff. The kind of stuff
you can do with one hand, while you're wi ping warmspit off your forearm™
Jane | aughed, and poked at her taco mx with a wooden spoon. "Anyway, that
data we got-the stuff you recorded when the stream broke down on us? That nade
itgn three final rel ease disks! W got noney for-that. Pretty good noney. W



bought this house with it."

"Alex, this isn't a big house, | know that, but it's a stand-alone in a really
prized area. |'ve even got a real garden in the backyard, you should see it
And you woul dn't believe the nei ghborhood politicals here in Austin, they are
really fierce. You can walk to campus, and play with your kid right in the
parks, anytime day or night, and it's areally pretty area, and it's really
safe too. The crine rate is very |ow here, and you never see a structure hit,
never. It's a real enclave here, it's a nega-good place for a little baby to
live."

"Can | see the baby?"

"Ch! Sure! Let ne turn this down."

She shut down the stove and led himinto the back room The nursery. The
nursery was the first roomin the house that actually struck himas a place
where Juanita lived. The nursery | ooked |like a roomwhere an intelligent and
hyperactive woman wi th design training had spent a long time thinking hard
about exactly how things should |l ook. It was Iike a big jewel box for a baby,
it was |like some nonster bassinet in shades of fuzzy-cuddly mn dnight
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blue. It was the kind of roomthat created in Alex the instant urge to flee.
Juani ta bent over the antique, hand-stripped, repainted wooden crib and | ooked
in on her child. Al ex had never seen quite that expression on her face before,
but he recognized it. He recognized it as the place where all Juanita's raw
ferocity had gone. Al that steany energy she'd al ways had, had been sucked
into that all-enconpassi ng Madonna | ook

She was actually tal king baby talk to the infant. Genui ne oogly-googly sounds
wi t hout enough consonant8 mthem Then she lifted the child up inits little
trailing baby dress and handed hi m over

The kid's hairless little noggin was in a little gray skullcap, kind of like a
stuffed baked nushroom Al ex was no connoi sseur of infants, but even he could
tell that his little nephew M chael G egory Mil cahey-was not an attractive

child. It was hard to tell, with the baby's squashed, cartilaginous little
face, but he seemed to have the worst features of both his parents: Juanita's
square jaw and Mil cahey's odd, bull-1like forehead.

"CGosh, he's really cute,"” Alex said. The child reacted with a fitful | ook and
vi gorous kicking. There was nothing wong with the infant's | egs. The kid had
legs like a centaur.

"You can't believe it, can you?" Jane said, and snil ed.

"No. Not really. | mean, not until now"
"Neither could I. | think of all the times | alnost took that abortifacient
thing, you know. | actually put that pill u~side ny nouth once. | was gonna

swal low it, and ny period was gonna cone back, and Jerry and me were gonna be
exactly the same, and everything was going to be extrenmely lifelike. And if |
didn't eat that pill, then the consequences were gonna be uni nagi nabl e and
extremely grave! And | chose consequences, Alex, | did it all on purpose, just
like | knew what | was doing. And now | have this little stranger in ny life.
Only he's not alittle stranger at all. He's ny baby."

"l 5CC."

"I love my baby, Alex. | don't just sort of love him I
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really love nmy baby, | |love himdesperately, we both do. W dote on him |
want to have anot her baby."
"Real ly."

"Childbirth's not that bad. It's really interesting. | kind of liked



childbirth actually. It felt really intense and inportant."”
"I guess it would,"” Alex said. "I want Sylvia to see ny nephew. "

JANE FOLLONED HER brother back to the living room He carried the child as if
M chael Gregory was a wet bag full of live frogs. The strange girl peeled her
reptile gaze fromthe tel evision, and her eyes shot fromthe baby, to Alex, to
Jane, to the baby again, and then to Jane once nore, with a | ook of such dark
and curdl ed envy and hatred that Jane felt stunned.

"He's really cute,” the girl said. "Thanks."

"That's a nice hat he's got too." "Thank you, Sylvia."

"That's okay." She started watching TV again.

Jane carried the baby back to the nursery and put himdown. He'd just had his
feedi ng. The baby was good about being handl ed. He liked to save his npst
energetic scream ngs for about 3 A M

"l guess her reaction seened strange," Alex said. "But babies are kind of a
funny topic for women with genetic disorders.™

"She really wanted to see the baby, though. She said she did."

"It's okay. Sylvia is fine."

"Did you have the baby scanned for disorders?"

"Alex . . ." She hesitated. "That's kind of an expensive proposition."

"Not for nme. | know ways, | have contacts. Really, it's no problem just slip
me a little sanple, you know, a frozen scraping off the inside of the cheek
we can get a genome rundown started right away, hit the high points, all the
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maj or fault centers. Reasonable rates. You really ought to have hi m scanned,
Jane. His uncle has a disorder."

"We're not very lucky people, are we, Al ex?"

"W're alive. That's |ucky."

"We're not lucky, Alex. This is not a lucky tinme. We're alive, and |I'm gl ad

we're alive, but we're people of disaster. W'll never truly be happy or safe,
never. Never, ever."

"No," he said. He drew a breath. A good, deep breath. "jane. | canme here to
Austin because | needed to tell you sonething. | wanted to thank you, Jane.
Thank you for saving ny life."

"De nada."

"No, Jane, it was a hit. You could have let ne be, like | was telling you to

do, and those quacks woul d have killed ne in that black-market clinica. But
you cane after me, and you got nme, and you even | ooked after nme. And even

t hough we were close to death, and surrounded by death, and we chased deadly

t hi ngs, we both canme out alive. W're survivors, and | ook, there's another one
of us now. "

She grabbed his arm "You want to tell ne sonething, Alejandro? Al right.

Tell me something that | really want to hear." She tugged himto the side of

the baby's crib. "Tell me that's your famly, Alex. Tell ne you'll help ne

| ook after him like he was fanmly."

"Sure he's famly. He's my nephew. |I'mproud of him"

"No, not that way. | nean the real way. | nean |look after him Alex, really
care about him 1like when |I'm dead, and Jerry's dead, and this city is
smashed, and everyone is sick and dying, and you don't even personally I|ike

hi mvery much. But you still care anyway, and you still save him™"

"Ckay, Janey," Alex said slowy. "That's only fair. It's a bargain."

"No! Not a bargain, not a nobney thing, | don't want that fromyou or from
anyone. | want a real promise fromyou, | want you to swear to ne so that I'lI

never doubt you
He | ooked at her. Her face was tight and her eyes were cl ouded, and he



realized, with a strange little jolt of surprise, that his sister was truly
afraid. Juanita had cone to know and understand real fear. She was nore afraid
for
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this little bundle in the crib than she had ever been for herself. O for her
friends, or for her husband, or for anyone. She had a hostage to fortune now.
That baby's sweaty little nmonkey hands had gri pped her soul

"Al'l right," he said. He raised his right hand, solemly. "Juanita Unger

Mul cahey, | promise you that I'Il |ook after your son, and all your children
| swear it on our nother's grave. Te lo juro por la tunba de nuestra mad re."
"That's good, Alex." She relaxed, a little. "I really believed you when you
said it that way."

Voi ces cane fromthe front of the house. Jerry had come hone.

Alex went to neet himin the front room

"This is a pleasant surprise,"” Jerry boonmed. He and Al ex shook hands.

Jerry had | ost weight. He'd | ost the great heaps of nuscle on his shoul ders,
and his arns and | egs were of relatively normal dinensions, and his gut | ooked
like the gut of a family man in his thirties. He'd lost nore hair, and the
sides of the beard were gone now, he had a professorial Vandyke, and a rea
haircut. He had a shirt, suit jacket and tie, and a | eather valise.

"They must be keeping you busy, Jerry."

"Ch yes. And you?"

"I"'mgetting into genetics."

"Really. That's interesting, Alex."

"I felt | had to." He |ooked hard into Jerry's eyes. Maybe he could, for the
first time ever, nake some kind of human contact there. "You see, Jerry,
genetic treatment changed ne so profoundly, | felt | just had to conprehend
it. And | nean really understand it, not just get ny hands on it and hack at
it, but genuinely understand the science. It's a difficult field, but I think
I"'mup to the challenge. If | work at it hard, | can really learnit." He
shrugged. "OF course, ~I still have to go through all that equival ency
nonsense first."

"Right," Jerry said, clear-eyed and noddi ng synpathetically, "the academc
proprieties." Nothing was wong, and no one was m ssing, and there were no
ghosts at this
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banquet, and no deep dark secrets, and for good old brother-in-law Jerry, life
was just life.

"Done any stormwork lately, Jerry?"

"OfF course! The F-6! Extrenely well documented. Enough nmaterial there for a
lifetinme."

Jane spoke up. "Nobody believed it woul d happen, even though he said it woul d.
And now he's trying to explain to themwhy it stopped.”

"That's a real problem" Jerry said, savoring it. "A nexus of problens.
Nontrivial."

"The best kind of nexus of problens, |'msure."

Jerry laughed. Briefly. "It's good to see you in such good spirits, Alex. You
and your friend should stay for lunch."

"Tacos," Jane said.

"Good! My favorite." Jerry's eyes glazed. "Just a nonment |'ve got to | ook
after some things first." He vanished into his office.

Musi ¢ burst out through Jerry's closed office door, the insistent squeaking
and rattling of a Thai pop tune. It was | oud.

"Does he really like that Thai stuff?" Al ex asked Juanita.



Juanita shrugged. "Not really," she said |oudly.

"That's just sone of nmy old college nusic, but Jerry punches up anything on

t he box when he works. . . . He plays it to drown out the city noise. To drown
out the hum y'know So he can think."

The nusic segued into an el aborate Asian cha-cha. Sylvia made a face.

"Let's go in the backyard and |I'll show you ny garden. The tacos wll keep."
It was quiet in the backyard. It was a | ovely spring day.
. It was sunny and there were honeysuckl es and a birdbath.

"Jerry's always like this when they nmake himdo polynom als,” Jane apol ogi zed.
"Always |ike what? Jerry has always acted just like that."

"No, not quite |ike he does now, but . . . well, you don't know himlike

do." She sighed. "The | abcoat peo
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pl ¢ have really got himwhere they want himnow The seminars, the |lecture
tours, the peer review conmittees . . . |If he gets tenure and they offer him
t he chai rmanshi p, we're gonna have some real problens."

"What ki nd of problens?"

"You don't wanna know. Lemme put it this way- when Monmy gets her claws on
some real noney again, Monmy's gonna buy Daddy a ni ce endowed chair where he
can sit and think quietly, all by hinself." Jane shrugged. "W've been up to
Ol ahoma City a couple of tines to |lecture and do nedia-Jerry's real popul ar

there. . . . It's really weird up there now, that city was just |eveled, and
they were all conpletely broke and tragic and desperate, and so they just
well, they just threw away all the rule books. And now they're doing the

wei rdest architecture you can imagi ne! They're rebuil ding everything
aboveground, out of dirt-cheap nothing, out of paper and software and foam
The new Okl ahoma City is just like a giant, smart, wasp's nest. Have you been
up there?"

"No! But it sounds really worthwhile," Al ex said.

"Yeah. | think so. | think it's the future, frankly. You can tell it's the
future, too, 'cause the plunmbing hardly works, and it's crowded, and it snells
bad. They got the storm probl em whi pped, though. God help themif they get a
fire." She | ooked at her garden: beans, tomatoes. "l got some special stuff
from some Okl ahoma agro-engi neers during Jerry's last speaking tour. It was
kind of a celebrity perk."

Jane was growing two rows of corn in her backyard. Corn, Zea mays, but wth

t he chl orophyll hack. It had taken the hunman race quite some tine to

under stand chl orophyl |, the chem cal nethod by which plants turned light into
food, and when the ancient secret finally canme out, the secret had turned out
to be a really dunb botch. Even after two billion years of practice, plants
had an utterly lousy notion of howto turn light into food. Plants were dam
near as dunb as rocks, basically, and their |lame idea of capturing sunlight
was the silliest, nost harebrained scheme inmaginable.

Serious-m nded human bei ngs were working on the
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chl orophyl I problem now, and they hadn't done a |lot better yet, but they were
doi ng about fifteen percent better, which was not at all bad, considering. And
peopl e mi ght do better yet, if they could get living crops to endure the
terrible inmpact of that much-concentrated human ingenuity. And, in tandem get
the ecosystemto survive the terrible consequences should such a technique
ever go feral. Alex was really interested in the chlorophyll hack. He'd read a
| ot about it, and was follow ng the bigger net-discussions. It was just about
the neatest hack he'd ever heard of.

Jane's corn plants were squat and fibrous and ugly, and the ears of corn were
about the size and shape of bow ing pins. They were splotchy and reptilian



green.
"Ww, those are really nice," said Sylvia.

"Wl d you like sone for yoursel f? Just a second." Jane wandered into her
backyard garden shed and came out with a drawstring bag. "You can have sone
spare seeds if you want." She shook half a dozen kernels of corn into Sylvia's
outstretched palm The m sshapen kernels were the size of rifle cartridges.
"Thank you, Jane," Sylvia said gratefully. "These are nmega-nice, | really Ilike
t hese. "

"Hel p yoursel f," Jane told her. "Can't copyright a living organism Ha-ha-ha."
Syl via wrapped the seeds carefully in her silk kerchief and stuffed them

unsel fconsciously, into the thigh-high top of her striped stocking.

"JANE, COME OU~ in the street for a second," Al ex said, opening the side gate
to the front yard

Shc followed him "Wat are we doi ng out here?"

"I want to show you nmy new car."

"Ckay. Great."

"I parked it up the street around the corner because | didn't want it
associated with your house."

The car was sitting where he had left it. He'd had to
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pay a stiff fee to the university police to bring it inside the district.
"Holy mackerel," Jane said, "looks like they didn't even detach the gun
nmounts. "

"Those are urban antitheft devices. It's licensed for themtoo, isn't that
great? Technically sublethal."

Jane's eyes were alight. "You' ve put it through its paces already, huh?"
"Yeah. You could say that."

"What kind of interface is it running?"

"A mega-dog-neat mlitary interface. That's why I want you to have it for a
while."

"Real | y?"

"Yeah, | want you to have this car as long as you like. It's yours, you run
it. 1'd even sign over the papers, but | don't think that's a really good

i dea, legally speaking."

" Ch?"

"Yeah, and |, uh, wouldn't take it to Hi dalgo, Starr, or Zapata counties, or

over the border into Reynosa, because it~-inight be slightly hot there."
Sylvia tugged his sleeve and whi spered, "Hey. W need that car! Don't give her
the car!"

"It's all right, trust ne," Al ex assured her, "Jane's very good w th cars,
I've never known her to so nuch as bunp a fender." He snil ed.

"You can't just give ne a pursuit car, Alex."

"Sure | can. | just did. Who's gonna stop ne? And what's nore, | want to see
you take it for a spin. Right now Sylvia and | will do lunch and | ook after
nephew, and | want to see you run this sucker out to Enchanted Rock and tear
the hide off of it."

"I don't think I can do that. Baby needs | ooking after."

"Look, Jane, you can't have it both ways. You just nmade me swear up and down |
woul d guard that child' s destiny; you're just gonna have to trust nme with him
for a couple of hours.™

"Well . . . I'mtenpted. I'mreally tenmpted, Al ex.'

He | eaned toward her, smling. "Gve in."

"Al'l right!" Suddenly she enbraced hi m

It was a solid enbrace. It felt surprisingly good to be



3l ~ Bruce Sterling

hugged by one's sister. It was a real gift to have a sister. Not a wife, not
| over, but a woman that you deeply cared about. A friend, a good friend, a
powerful ally. An ally against what? Against Nothing, that's what. Agai nst
deat h, against the big enpty dark.

He touched his lips to his sister's ear. "Go and run,

sister," he whispered. "CGo run!"
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