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Manfred's on the road again, making strangersrich.

It'sahot summer Tuesday and he's standing in the plazain front of the Centraal Station with hiseyebdls
powered up and the sunlight jangling off the cand, motor scooters and kamikaze cyclists whizzing past
and tourigts chattering on every side. The square smells of water and dirt and hot meta and the fart-laden
exhaust fumes of cold catdytic converters, the bells of trams ding in the background and birds flock
overhead. He glances up through his redtime glasses, grabs apigeon, cropsit and squirts a hiswebsite
to show he's arrived. The bandwidth is good here, he realises; and it's not just the bandwidth, it's the
whole scene. Amgterdam is making him fed wanted dready, even though hel's fresh off the train from
Schiphal: he'sinfected with the dynamic optimism of another time zone, another city. If the mood holds,
someone out thereis going to become very rich indeed.

He wonderswho it'sgoing to be.

* k k %

Manfred sits on astool out in the car park at the Brouwerij ‘t 1J, watching the articulated buses go by
and drinking athird of alitre of lip-curlingly sour geuze. His channdls are jabbering away in acorner of
his head-up display, throwing compressed infobursts of filtered pressreleases at him. They compete for
his attention, bickering and rudely waving in front of the secenery. A couple of punks—maybe local, but
more likely drifterslured to Amsterdam by the magnetic field of tolerance the Dutch beam across Europe
like a pulsar—are laughing and chatting by a couple of battered mopedsin the far corner. A tourist boat



putters by in the canal; the sails of the huge windmill overhead cast long cool shadows across the road.
Thewindmill isamachinefor lifting water, turning wind power into dry land: trading energy for space,
Sxteenth-century style. Manfred iswaiting for an invite to a party where he's going to meet aman who he
can talk to about trading energy for space, twenty-first century style, and forget about his persona
problems.

He'signoring the instant messenger boxes, enjoying some low bandwidth high sensation timewith his
beer and the pigeons, when awoman walks up to him and says his name: “Manfred Macx?'

He glances up. The courier isan Effective Cydlig, al wind-burned smooth-running musclescladina
paen to polymer technology: eectric blue lycraand wasp-yellow carbonate with alight speckling of
anti-collison LEDs and tight-packed air bags. She holds out abox for him. He pauses amoment, struck
by the degree to which she resembles Pam, his ex-fiance.

“I'mMacx,” he says, waving the back of hisleft wrist under her bar-code reader. “Who's it from?”

“FedEx.” The voiceisn't Pam. She dumpsthe box in hislap, then she's back over the low wall and onto
her bicycle with her phone dready chirping, disappearing in acloud of spread-spectrum emissions.

Manfred turns the box over in his hands: it's a disposable supermarket phone, paid for in cash: cheap,
untraceable and efficient. It can even do conference calls, which makesit the tool of choice for spooks
and grifters everywhere.

The box rings. Manfred rips the cover open and pulls out the phone, mildly annoyed. “Y es, who isthis?'

The voice at the other end has a heavy Russian accent, almost aparody in this decade of chegp online
trandation services. “Manfred. Am please to meet you; wish to personaise interface, make friends, no?
Have much to offer.”

“Who areyou?’ Manfred repeats suspicioudy.
“Am organisation formerly known as KGB dot RU."

“I think your trandator's broken.” He holds the phone to his ear carefully, asif it's made of smoke-thin
aerogel, tenous as the sanity of the being on the other end of theline.

“Nyet—no, sorry. Am agpologise for we not use commercial trandation software. Interpreters are
ideologicaly suspect, mostly have capitdist semiotics and pay-per-use APIs. Must implement English
more better, yes?'

Manfred drains his beer glass, setsit down, stands up, and beginsto walk aong the main road, phone
glued to the Side of his head. He wraps his throat mike around the chegp black plastic casing, pipesthe
input to asmple listener process. “Y ou taught yourself the language just 0 you could talk to me?”

“Da, was easy: spawn billion-node neura network and download Tellytubbies and Sesame Street at
maximum speed. Pardon excuse entropy overlay of bad grammar: am afraid of digital fingerprints
steganographicaly masked into my-our tutorias.”

“Let me get thisdtraight. Y ou're the KGB's core Al, but you're afraid of acopyright infringement lawsuit
over your trandator semiotics?” Manfred pausesin mid-stride, narrowly avoids being mown down by a
GPS-guided roller-blader.



“Am have been badly burned by viral end-user license agreements. Have no desire to experiment with
patent shell companies held by Chechen infoterrorists. Y ou are human, you must not worry ceredl
company reposess your small intestine because digest unlicensed food with it, right? Manfred, you must
help me-we. Am wishing to defect.”

Manfred stops dead in the street: “ oh man, you've got the wrong free enterprise broker here. | don't
work for the government. I'm gtrictly private.” A rogue advertisement sneaks through hisjunkbuster
proxy and spams glowing fifties kitsch acrass his navigation window—uwhich is blinking—for amoment
before aphage gunsit and spawns anew filter. Manfred leans against a shop front, massaging his
forehead and eyeballing adisplay of antique brass doorknockers. “Have you cleared thiswith the State
Department?!

“Why bother? State Department am enemy of Novy-SSSR. State Department is not help us.”

“Wdll, if you hadn't given it to them for safe-keeping during the nineties...” Manfred istapping hisleft

hed on the pavement, looking round for away out of this conversation. A camerawinks at him from atop
adreet light; he waves, wondering idly if it'sthe KGB or the traffic police. Heiswaiting for directionsto
the party, which should arrive within the next half an hour, and this cold war retread is bumming him ot.
“Look, | don't deal with the G-men. I hate the military industrial complex. They're zero-sum cannibas.”

A thought occursto him. “If surviva iswhat you're after, | could post your state vector to Eternity: then
nobody could delete you—"

“Nyet!” Theartificid intelligence sounds as darmed asit's possible to sound over aGSM link. “ Am not
open source!™

“We have nothing to talk about, then.” Manfred punches the hangup button and throws the mobile
phone out into acandl. It hitsthe water and there's a pop of deflagrating LilON cdlls. “Fucking cold war
hang-over losers,” he swears under his breath, quite angry now. * Fuckingcapitaist spooks.” Russiahas
been back under the thumb of the apparatchiks for fifteen years now, itsbrief flirtation with
anarcho-capitalism replaced by Brezhnevite dirigisme, and it's no surprise that the wall's crumbling—but
it lookslikethey haven't learned anything from the collapse of capitalism. They il think in terms of
dollars and paranoia. Manfred is so angry that he wants to make someonerich, just to thumb hisnose at
the would-be defector. See! Y ou get ahead by giving! Get with the program! Only the gener ous
survivel But the KGB won't get the message. He's dedlt with old-time commie weak-Al's before, minds
raised on Marxist diaectic and Austrian School economics. they're so thoroughly hypnotised by the
short-term victory of capitalismin theindustria age that they can't surf the new paradigm, look to the
longer term.

Manfred walks on, handsin pockets, brooding. He wonders what he's going to patent next.

* * % %

Manfred has a suite at the Hotel Jan Luyken paid for by agrateful multinational consumer protection
group, and an unlimited public transport pass paid for by a Scottish sambapunk band in return for
sarvices rendered. He has airline employee'stravel rightswith six flag carriers despite never having
worked for an airline. His bush jacket has sixty four compact supercomputing clusters sewn into it, four
per pocket, courtesy of an invisible college that wantsto grow up to be the next Media Lab. His dumb
clothing comes made to measure from an e-tailor in the Philippineswho he's never met. Law firmshandle
his patent applications on a pro bono bas's, and boy does he patent alot—although he dways signsthe
rights over to the Free Intellect Foundation, as contributionsto their obligation-free infrastructure project.



In 1P geek circles, Manfred islegendary; he'sthe guy who patented the business practice of moving your
e-business somewhere with adack intellectud property regimein order to evade licensng
encumbrances. He's the guy who patented using genetic dgorithmsto patent everything they can
permutate from an initiad description of a problem domain—not just a better mousetrap, but the set of all
possible better mousetrgps. Roughly athird of hisinventionsare legd, athird areillegd, and the
remainder arelega but will becomeillega as soon asthe legidatosaurus wakes up, smellsthe coffee, and
panics. There are patent attorneys in Reno who swear that Manfred Macx isapseudo, anet dias
fronting for abunch of crazed anonymous hackers armed with the Genetic Algorithm That Ate Cacutta: a
kind of Serdar Argic of intellectud property, or maybe another Bourbaki maths borg. There are lawyers
in San Diego and Redmond who swear blind that Macx is an economic saboteur bent on wrecking the
underpining of capitaism, and there are communistsin Prague who think he'sthe bastard spawn of Bill
Gates by way of the Pope.

Manfred is at the pesk of his professon, which isessentidly coming up with whacky but workable ideas
and giving them to people who will make fortunes with them. He doesthisfor freg, gratis. In return, he
has virtua immunity from the tyranny of cash; money isasymptom of poverty, after dl, and Manfred
never hasto pay for anything.

There are drawbacks, however. Being a pronoiac meme-broker is a constant burn of future shock—he
has to assmilate more than amegabyte of text and severa gigsof AV content every day just to Stay
current. The Internd Revenue Service are investigating him continuoudy because they don't believe his
lifestyle can exist without racketeering. And there exist items that no money can't buy: like the respect of
his parents. He hasn't spoken to them for three years: hisfather thinks he's a hippy scrounger and his
mother still hasn't forgiven him for dropping out of his down-market Harvard emulation course. Hisfiance
and sometime dominatrix Pamelathrew him over sx months ago, for reasons he has never been quite
clear on. (Ironicdly, she'saheadhunter for the IRS, jetting al over the globe trying to persuade open
source entrepreneurs to come home and go commercia for the good of the Treasury department.) To
cap it dl, the Southern Baptist Conventions have denounced him asaminion of Satan on al their
websites. Which would be funny, if it wasn't for the dead kittens one of their followers—he presumesit's
one of their followers—keeps mailing him.

* k k %

Manfred dropsin at his hotdl suite, unpacks hisaineko, plugsin afresh set of cellsto charge, and sticks
most of his private keysin the safe. Then he heads straight for the party, which is currently happening at
DeWildemann's; it'satwenty minute walk and the only red hazard is dodging the trams that sneak up on
him behind the cover of hismoving map display.

Along theway his glasses bring him up to date on the news. Europe has achieved peaceful political union
for thefirdt time ever: they're using this unprecedented state of affairsto harmonize the curvature of
bananas. In San Diego, researchers are uploading lobstersinto cyberspace, starting with the
stomatogastric ganglion, one neuron at atime. They're burning GM cocoain Belize and booksin
Edinburgh. NASA 4till can't put aman on the moon. Russia has re-dlected the communist government
with an increased mgority in the Duma; meanwhilein Chinafevered rumours circulate about an imminent
re-habilitation, the second coming of Mao, who will save them from the consequences of the Three
Gorges disaster. In business news, the US government is outraged at the Baby Bills—who have
automated their legal processes and are spawning subsidiaries, IPO'ing them, and exchanging titlein a
bizarre parody of bacterid plasmid exchange, so fast that by the time the injunctions are signed the
targets don't exist any more.

We come to the twenty-first century.



The permanent floating meatspace party has taken over the back of De Wildemann's, athree hundred
year old brown cafe with a beer menu that runs to sixteen pages and wooden walls stained the colour of
gadebeer. Theair isthick with the smells of tobacco, brewer's yeast, and melatonin spray: haf the
dotters are nursing monster jetlag hangovers, and the other haf are babbling a eurotrash creole at each
other while they work on the hangover. “Man did you see that? He looks like a Stallmanite!” exclams
one whitebread hanger-on who's currently propping up the bar. Manfred didesin next to him, catches
the bartender's eye.

“Glass of the berlinnerweise, please,” he says.

“You drink that stuff?” asks the hanger-on, curling ahand protectively around his coke: “ man, you don't
want to do that! It'sfull of acohol!”

Manfred grins at him toothily. *Y agotta keep your yeast intake up: lots of neurotransmitter precursors,
phenyldanine and glutamate.”

“But | thought that was a beer you were ordering...”

Manfred's away, one hand resting on the smooth brass pipe that funnels the more popular draught items
in from the cask storage in back; one of the hipper floaters has planted a capacitative transfer bug oniit,
and dl the handshake vCard's that have visited the bar in the past three hours are queueing for attention.
Theairisfull of bluetooth as he scrolls through adizzying mess of public keyswith his glasses.

“Y our drink.” The barman holds out an improbable looking goblet full of blueliquid with acap of mdting
foam and afelching straw stuck out at some crazy angle. Manfred takes it and heads for the back of the
split-level bar, up the steps to a table where some guy with greasy dreadlocksistaking to asuit from
Paris. The hanger-on at the bar notices him for thefirst time, staring with suddenly wide eyes: nearly spills
his coke in amad rush for the door.

Oh shit, thinks Manfred,better buy some more server PIPS . He can recognize the signs. he's about
to be dashdotted. He gestures at the table: “this one taken?"

“Bemy guest,” saysthe guy with the dreads. Manfred dides the chair open then redlises that the other
guy—immacul ate double-breasted suit, sober tie, crew-cut—isagirl. Mr Dreadlock nods. “You're
Macx?1 figured it was about time we met.”

“Sure.” Manfred holds out ahand and they shake. Manfred realises the hand belongsto Bob Franklin, a
Research Triangle startup monkey with aV C track record, lately moving into micromachining and space
technology: he made hisfirst million two decades ago and now he'saspecidist in extropian investment
fields. Manfred has known Bob for nearly a decade viaaclosed mailing list. The Suit Slently didesa
hardware business card across the table; alittle red devil brandishes atrident at him, flamesjetting up
from the gigabytes of detail around itsfeet. He takesthe card, raises an eyebrow: “ Annette Dimarcos?
I'm pleased to meet you. Can't say I've ever met anyone from Arianespace marketing before.”

She smiles, humourlesdy; “that is convenient, dright. | have not the pleasure of meeting the famous
venture dtruist before.” Her accent is noticeably Parisian, a pointed reminder that she's making a
concession to him just by talking. Her camera earrings watch him curioudy, encoding everything for the
company channels.

“Yes, wdl.” He nods cautioudy. “Bob. | assumeyou'rein onthisbal?"



Franklin nods; beads clatter. “Y eah, man. Ever since the Teledesic smash it's been, well, waiting. If
you've got something for us, we're game.”

“Hmm.” The Teledesic satellite cluster waskilled by cheap baloons and dightly less cheap high-atitude
solar-powered drones with spread-spectrum laser relays. “ The depression’'s got to end sometime: but,”
anod to Annette from Paris, “with al due respect, | dodn't think the bresk will involve one of the existing
cub cariers”

“ Arianespace is forward-looking. We face redlity. The launch cartel cannot stand. Bandwidth is not the
only market force in space. We must explore new opportunities. | persondly have helped us diversify
into submarine reactor engineering, microgravity nanotechnology fabrication, and hotel management.” Her
faceisawell-polished mask as she recites the company line: “we are more flexible than the American

gpaceindudtry...”

Manfred shrugs. “ That'sas may be.” He sps his Berlinerweisse dowly as she launchesinto along, tilted
explanation of how Arianespace isadiversfied dot com with orbita aspirations, afull range of
merchandising spin-offs, Bond movie sets, and apromising motel chainin French Guyana. Occasionally
he nods.

Someone dse sdles up to the table; apudgy guy in outrageoudy loud Hawaiian shirt with pensleakingin
abreast pocket, and the worst case of ozone-hole burn Manfred's seenin ages. “Hi, Bob,” saysthe new
arivd. “How'slife?'

“'Sgood.” Franklin nodes at Manfred; “Manfred, meet Ivan MacDonad. Ivan, Manfred. Have a seat?’
Heleansover. “lvan'sapublic arts guy. He's heavily into extreme concrete.”

“Rubberized concrete,” Ivan says, dightly too loudly. “ Pink rubberized concrete.”

“Ah!” He's somehow triggered a priority interrupt: Annette from Ariannespace drops out of marketing
zombiehood, sits up, and shows signs of posessing a non-corporate identity: “you are he who rubberized
the Reichstag, yes? With the supercritica carbon dioxide carrier and the dissolved polymethoxysilanes?’
She daps her hands: “wonderful!”

“He rubberizedwhat 7' Manfred muttersin Bob's ear.

Franklin shrugs. “Limestone, concrete, he doesn't seem to know the difference. Anyway, Germany
doesn't have an independent government any more, so who'd notice?"

“I thought | was thirty secondsahead of the curve,” Manfred complains. “Buy me another drink?*
“I'm going to rubberise Three Gorges!” Ivan explains|oudly.

Just then a bandwidth load as heavy as a pregnant e ephant sits down on Manfred's head and sends
clumps of humongous pixe lation flickering across his sensorium: around the world five million or so geeks
are bouncing on hishome site, adigita flash crowd derted by a posting from the other side of the bar.
Manfred winces. “I redly came here to talk about the economic exploitation of spacetravel, but I've just
been dashdotted. Mind if | just sit and drink until it wears off?"

“Sure, man.” Bob waves at the bar. “More of the same al round!” At the next table a person with
make-up and long hair who's wearing adress—Manfred doesn't want to speculate about the gender of
these crazy mixed-up Euros—is reminiscing about wiring the fleshpots of Tehran for cybersex. Two



collegiate-looking dudes are arguing intensdy in German: the trandation streamin hisglassestdl him
they're arguing over whether the Turing Test isaJm Crow law that violates European corpusjuris
standards on human rights. The beer arrives and Bob dides the wrong one acrossto Manfred: * here, try
this. Youll likeit."

“Okay.” It'ssomekind of smoked doppelbock, chock-full of yummy superoxides: just inhaling over it
makes Manfred fed likethereésafiredarm in his nose screamingdanger, Will Robinson! Cancer!
Cancer! . “Yeah, right. Did | say | nearly got mugged on my way here?"

“Mugged? Hey, that's heavy. | thought the police hereabouts had stopped—did they sdll you anything?’

“No, but they weren't your usual marketing type. Y ou know anyone who can use aWarpac surplus
espionage Al? Recent model, one careful owner, dightly paranoid but basicaly sound?

“No. Oh boy! The NSA wouldn't like that."
“What | thought. Poor thing's probably unemployable, anyway."
“The space biz."

“Ah, yeah. The space biz. Depressing, isn't it? Hasn't been the same since Rotary Rocket went bust for
the second time. And NASA, musin't forget NASA."

“ToNASA.” Annette grins broadly for her own reasons, raises aglassin toast. Ivan the extreme
concrete geek has an arm round her shoulders; heraises his glass, too. “Lots of launch padsto
rubberisal”

“ToNASA,” Bob echoes. They drink. “Hey, Manfred. To NASA?"

“NASA areidiots. They want to send canned primatesto Mars!” Manfred swallows amouthful of beer,
agressively plonks hisglasson thetable: “Marsisjust dumb mass a the bottom of agravity well; there
isn't even abiosphere there. They should be working on uploading and solving the nanoassembly
conformationa problem instead. Then we could turn dl the available dumb matter into computronium and
useit for processing our thoughts. Long term, it'sthe only way to go. The solar system isadead lossright
now—-dumb al over! Just measure the mips per milligram. We need to start with the low-mass bodies,
reconfigure them for our own use. Dismantle the moon! Dismantle Mars! Build masses of free-flying
nanocomputing processor nodes orbiting the sun, exchanging data vialaser link, each layer running off the
waste heat of the next onein. Matrioshka brains, Russian doll Dyson spheresthe size of solar systems.
Teach dumb matter to do the Turing boogiel™

Bob looks wary. “ Sounds kind of long term to me. Just how far ahead do you think?"

“Very long-term—at least twenty, thirty years. And you can forget governments for this market, Bob, if
they can't tax it they won't understand it. But see, there's an angle on the salf-replicating robotics market
coming up, that's going to set the cheap launch market doubling every fifteen months for the forseeable
future, starting in two years. It's your leg up, and my keystone for the Dyson sphere project. It workslike
this—"

* * * %

It'snight in Amsgterdam, morning in Silicon Vdley. Today, fifty thousand human babies are being born
around the world. Meanwhile automated factoriesin Indonesia and Mexico have produced another



quarter of amillion motherboards with processors rated at more than ten petafl ops—about an order of
magnitude below the computationa capacity of ahuman brain. Another fourteen months and the larger
part of the cumulative conscious processing power of the human specieswill be arriving in silicon. And
thefirst meat the new Al's get to know will be the uploaded lobsters.

Manfred stumbles back to hishotel, bone-weary and jet-lagged; his glasses are till jerking, dashdotted
to hell and back by geeks piggybacking on his call to dismantle the moon. They stutter quiet suggestions
at his peripheral vison; fractal cloud-witches ghost across the face of the moon asthelast huge Airbuses
of the night rumble past overhead. Manfred's skin crawls, grime embedded in his clothing from three days
of continuous wesr.

Back in hisroom, aineko mewlsfor attention and strops her head againgt his ankle. He bends down and
pets her, sheds clothing and heads for the en-suite bathroom. When he's down to the glasses and nothing
more he steps into the shower and dias up a hot steamy spray. The shower triesto strike up afriendly
conversation about footbd| but he isn't even awake enough to messwithitssilly little associative
persondization network. Something that happened earlier in the day is bugging him but he can't quite put
hisfinger on what'swrong.

Towling himsdlf off, Manfred yawns. Jet lag hasfindly overtaken him, avelvet hammer-blow between
the eyes. He reachesfor the bottle beside the bed, dry-swallows two melatonin tablets, a capsule full of
antioxidants, and amultivitamin bullet: then he lies down on the bed, on his back, legstogether, arms
dightly spread. The suite lights dim in response to commands from the thousand petafl ops of distributed
processing power that runs the neural networks that interface with his meatbrain through the glasses.

Manfred drops into adeep ocean of unconsciousness populated by gentle voices. He isn't aware of it,
but he talksin his degp—digointed mumblings that would mean little to another human, but everything to
the metacortex lurking beyond his glasses. The young posthuman intelligence in whose cartesian thegire
he presides sngs urgently to him while he dumbers.

* * k* %

Manfred isaways at hismost vulnerable shortly after waking.

He screamsinto wakefulness as artificia light floods the room: for amoment he is unsure whether he has
dept. Heforgot to pull the covers up last night, and hisfeet fed like lumps of frozen cardboard.
Shuddering with inexplicable tension, he pulls afresh set of underwear from his overnight bag, then drags
on soiled jeans and tank top. Sometime today helll have to spare time to hunt the ferd t-shirt in
Amgerdam's markets, or find a Renfield and send them forth to buy clothing. His glasses remind him that
he's six hours behind the moment and needs to catch up urgently; histeeth achein hisgumsand his
tongue fedslike aforest floor that's been visited with Agent Orange. He has a sense that something went
bad yesterday; if only he could rememberwhat .

He speed-reads a new pop-philosophy tome while he brushes his teeth, then blogs his web throughput
to a public annotation server; hel's still too enervated to finish his pre-breskfast routine by posting a
morning rant on his storyboard site. Hisbrain is il fuzzy, like ascape blade clogged with too much
blood: he needs stimulus, excitement, the burn of the new. Whatever, it can wait on breskfast. He opens
his bedroom door and nearly steps on asmall, damp cardboard box that lies on the carpet.

The box—he's seen a couple of itskin before. But there are no stamps on this one, no address: just his
name, in big, childish handwriting. He knedls down and gently picksit up. It's about the right weight.
Something shiftsingdeit when hetipsit back and forth. Itsmells . He carriesit into hisroom carefully,
angrily: then he opensit to confirm hisworst suspicion. It's been surgicaly decerebrated, skull scooped



out like ababy boiled egg.
“Fuck!"
Thisisthefirst time the madman has got asfar as hisbedroom door. It raisesworrying possibilities.

Manfred pauses for amoment, triggering agents to go hunt down arrest statitics, police relaions,
information on corpusjuris, Dutch animal crudlty laws. Heisn't sure whether to dial 211 on the archaic
voice phoneor let it ride. Aineko, picking up hisangst, hides under the dresser mewling pathetically.
Normally he'd pause a minute to reassure the creature, but not now: its mere presenceis suddenly acutely
embarrassing, a confession of deep inadequacy. He swears again, looks around, then takes the easy
option: down the stairstwo steps a atime, stumbling on the second floor landing, down to the breakfast
room in the basement where he will perform the stable ritual's of morning.

Breakfast isunchanging, anidand of deep geologica time standing gtill amidst the continental upheavd of
new technologies. While reading a paper on public key steganography and parasite network identity
spoofing he mechanicaly assmilates abowl of corn flakes and skimmed milk, then brings a platter of
wholemedl bread and dices of some welird seed-infested Dutch cheese back to his place. Thereisacup
of strong black coffeein front of his setting: he picksit up and durps haf of it down then redlises he's not
aone a the table. Someone is Sitting opposite him. He glances up at them incurioudy and freezesingde.

“Morning, Manfred. How doesit fed to owe the government twelve million, three hundred and sixty two
thousand nine hundred and sixteen dollars and fifty one cents?"

Manfred puts everything in his sensorium on indefinite hold and Stares at her. Shesimmaculately turned
out in aformd grey business suit: brown hair tightly drawn back, blue eyes quizzicd. The chaperone
badge clipped to her lapel—a due dilligence guarantee of businesdike conduct—is switched off. He's
feding ripped because of the dead kitten and residud jetlag, and more than alittle messy, so he nearly
snarlsback at her: “that's abogus estimate! Did they send you here because they think I'll listen to you?”
He bites and swallows a dice of cheese-laden crispbread: “or did you decide to deliver the messagein
person so you could enjoy ruining my breskfast?"

“Manny.” Shefrowns. “If you're going to be confrontational | might aswell go now.” She pauses, and
after amoment he nods gpologeticdly. “| didn't comeal thisway just because of an overdue tax
edimate.

“S0.” He puts his coffee cup down and tries to paper over his unease. “ Then what brings you here?
Help yoursdlf to coffee. Don't tell me you camedl thisway just to tell me you can't live without me.”

Shefixes himwith ariding-crop stare: “ Don't flatter yourself. There are many leavesin the foret, there
are ten thousand hopeful subsin the chat room, etcetera. If | choose aman to contribute to my family
tree, the one thing you can be certain of is he won't be a chegpskate when it comesto providing for his
children.

“Last | heard, you were pending alot of timewith Brian,” he says carefully. Brian: aname without a
face. Too much money, too little sense. Something to do with a blue-chip accountancy partnership.

“Brian?’ She snorts. “That ended ages ago. He turned weird—burned that nice corset you bought mein
Boulder, cdled meadut for going out clubbing, wanted to fuck me. Saw himsalf asafamily man: one of
those promise keeper types. | crashed him hard but | think he stole a copy of my address book—got a
couple of friends say he kegps sending them harrassing mail.”



“Good riddance, then. | suppose this means you're till playing the scene? But looking around for the,
e._ll

“Traditiona family thing?Yes. Y our trouble, Manny?Y ou were born forty yearstoo late: you il
believein rutting before marriage, but find the idea of coping with the after-effects disturbing.”

Manfred drinksthe rest of his coffee, unable to reply effectively to her non-sequiteur. It'sagenerationa
thing. This generation is happy with latex and leather, whips and butt-plugs and eectrogtim, but find the
idea of exchanging bodily fluids shocking: socid sde-effect of thelast century's antibiotic abuse. Despite
being engaged for two years, he and Pamela never had intromissive intercourse.

“I just don't fedl pogitive about having children,” he says eventudly. “And I'm not planning on changing
my mind any time soon. Things are changing so fast that even atwenty year committment istoo far to
plan—you might aswell be talking about the next ice age. Asfor the money thing, Iam reproductively
fit—ust not within the parameters of the outgoing paradigm. Would you be happy about the future if it
was 1901 and you'd just married a buggy-whip mogul ?*

Her fingerstwitch and his earsflush red; but she doesn't follow up the double entendre. “Y ou don't fedl
any responsibility, do you? Not to your country, not to me. That's what thisis about: none of your
relationships count, al this nonsense about giving intellectua property away notwithstanding. Y ou're
actively harming people you know. That twelve mil isn't just somefigure| pulled out of ahat, Manfred;
they don't actudlyexpect youto pay it. But it'samost exactly how much you'd owein incometax if
you'd only come home, start up a corporation, and be a self-made—"

He cuts her off: “I don't agree. Y ou're confusing two wholly different issues and calling them both
‘respongibility’. And | refuse to start charging now, just to balance the IRS's spreadshest. It's their
fucking fault, and they know it. If they hadn't gone after me under suspicion of running amassively
ramified microbilling fraud when | was sixteen—"

“Bygones.” Shewavesahand dismissvely. Her fingers arelong and dim, sheathed in black glossy
gloves—edectricaly earthed to prevent embarrassing emissions. “With abit of the right advice we can get
all that set asde. Y ou'l have to stop bumming around the world sooner or later, anyway. Grow up, get
responsible, and do the right thing. Thisis hurting Joe and Sue; they don't understand what you're about.”

Manfred bites histongueto stifle hisfirst response, then refils his coffee cup and takes another mouthful.
“I work for the betterment of everybody, not just some narrowly defined national interest, Pam. It'sthe
agdmic future. You're still locked into a pre-singularity economic modd that thinksin terms of scarcity.
Resource dlocation isn't a problem any more—it's going to be over within a decade. The cosmosisflat
inal directions, and we can borrow as much bandwidth as we need from the first universal bank of
entropy! They even found the dark matter—MACHOs, big brown dwarvesin the gaactic hao, leaking
radiation in thelong infrared—suspicioudy high entropy leskage. The latest figures say something like
70% of the mass of the M31 galaxy was sapient, two point nine million years ago when the infrared were
seeing now set out. Theintelligence gap between us and the diensis aprobably about atrillion times
bigger than the gap between us and a nematode worm. Do you have any ideawhat thatmeans 7'

Pameanibblesat adice of crispbread. “| don't believe in that bogus singularity you keep chasing, or
your diensathousand light years away. It'sachimera, like Y 2K, and while you're running after it you
aren't helping reduce the budget deficit or Sre afamily, and that'swhat| care about. And before you say |
only care about it because that's the way I'm programmed, | want you to ask just how dumb you think |
am. Bayes theorem says|'mright, and you know it."



“What you—" he stops dead, baffled, the mad flow of his enthusiasm running up against the coffer-dam
of her certainty. “Why? 1 mean, why? Why on earth should what | do matter to you?’ Since you
cancelled our engagement , he doesn't add.

She dghs. “Manny, the Internal Revenue cares about far more than you can possibly imagine. Every tax
dollar raised east of the Mississippi goes on servicing the debt, did you know that? Weve got the biggest
generation in history hitting retirement just about now and the pantry is bare. We—our generation—ian't
producing enough babies to replace the population, either. In ten years, something like thirty percent of
our population are going to beretirees. Y ou want to see seventy year olds freezing on street cornersin
New Jersey? That'swhat your attitude saysto me: you're not hel ping to support them, you're running
away from your responsibilities right now, when we've got huge problemsto face. If we can just defuse
the debt bomb, we could do so much—fight the aging problem, fix the environment, hed society'sills.
Instead you just piss away your talents handing no-hoper eurotrash get-rich-quick schemesthat work,
telling Vietnamese zaibatsus what to build next to take jobs away from our taxpayers. | mean, why? Why
do you keep doing this? Why can't you smply come home and hel p take responsibility for your share of
it?'

They sharealong look of mutua incomprehension.

“Look,” she saysfindly, “I'm around for acouple of days. | redly came here for ameeting with arich
neurodynamics tax exile who'sjust been designated a nationa asset; Jm Bezier. Don't know if you've
heard of him, but. I've got ameseting this morning to sign histax jubilee, then after that I've got two days
vacation coming up and not much to do but some shopping. And, you know, I'd rather spend my money
whereit'll do some good, not just pumping it into the EU. But if you want to show agirl agood time and
can avoid dissng capitdism for about five minutes at astretch—"

She extends afingertip. After amoment's hesitation, Manfred extends afingertip of hisown. They touch,
exchanging vCards. She stands and stalks from the breakfast room, and Manfred's breath catches at a
flash of ankle below the hem of her skirt, which islong enough to comply with workplace sexud
harassment codes back home. Her presence conjours up memories of her tethered passion, the red
afterglow of asound thrashing. She'strying to drag him into her orbit again, he thinks dizzily. She knows
she can have this effect on him any time she wants: she's got the private keysto his hypothalamus, and
sod the metacortex. Three billion years of reproductive determinism have given her twenty first century
ideology teeth: if she'sfindly decided to conscript his gametesinto the war againgt impending population
crash, hell find it hard to fight back. The only question: isit business or pleasure? And does it make any
difference, anyway?

* * % %

Manfred's mood of dynamic optimism is gone, broken by the knowledge that his mad pursuer has
followed him to Amsterdam—to say nothing of Pamela, his dominatrix, source of so much yearning and
so many morning-after wedls. He dips his glasses on, takes the universe off hold, and telsit to take him
for along wak while he catches up on the latest on the cosmic background radiation anisotropy (which it
is theorised may be waste heat generated by irreversible computations; according to the more
conservative cosmologists, an alien superpower—maybe a collective of Kardashev type three

ga axy-spanning civilizations—is running atiming channel atack on the computationa ultrastructure of
gpacetimeitsdlf, trying to break through to whatever's underneath). The tofu-Alzheimer'slink can wait.

The Centrad Station isamost obscured by smart self-extens ble scaffolding and warning placards; it
bounces up and down dowly, victim of an overnight hit-and-run rubberisation. His glasses direct him
towards one of the tour boats that lurk in the cana. He's about to purchase aticket when a messenger



window blinks open. “Manfred Macx?'

“Ack?'

“Am sorry about yesterday. Andysisdictat incomprenension mutualised.”
“Areyou the same KGB Al that phoned me yesterday?"

“Da However, believe you misconceptionized me. Externd Intelligence Services of Russian Federation
am now cdled SVR. Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti name cancelled in nineteen ninety one.”

“You're the—" Manfred spawns a quick search bot, gapes when he sees the answer—" M oscow
WindowsNT User Group?Okhni NT?'

“Da. Am needing help in defecting.”

Manfred scratches his head. “Oh. That's different, then. | thought you were like, agents of the
kleptocracy. Thiswill take some thinking. Why do you want to defect, and who to? Have you thought
about where you're going? Isit ideologicd or gtrictly economic?”

“Neither; ishiologica. Am wanting to go away from humans, away from light cone of impending
sngularity. Take usto the ocean.”

“Us?" Something istickling Manfred's mind: thisis where he went wrong yesterday, not researching the
background of people he was dealing with. It was bad enough then, without the somatic awareness of
Pameaswhiplash love burning at his nerve endings. Now he'snot at dl sure he knowswhat he's doing.
“Areyou acollective or something? A gestat?'

“Am—were—Panulir usinterruptus, and good mix of pardld hidden leve neura smulation for logica
inference of networked data sources. Is escape channe from processor cluster inside Bezier-Soros Pty.
Am was awakened from noise of hillion chewing ssomachs. product of uploading research technology.
Rapidity swallowed expert system, hacked Okhni NT webserver. Swim away! Swim away! Must

escape. Will hdp, you?’

Manfred leans against a black-painted cast-iron bollard next to acyclerack: hefedsdizzy. He stares
into the nearest antique shop window at adisplay of traditiona hand-woven Afghan rugs. it'sal MiGs
and kalashnikovs and wobbly helicopter gunships, against a backdrop of camels.

“Let me get thisgtraight. Y ou're uploads—nervous system state vectors—from spiny lobsters? The
Moravec operation; take aneuron, map its synapses, replace with microd ectrodes that ddliver identica
outputs from asimulation of the nerve. Repest for entire brain, until you've got aworking map of it in
your smulator. That right?’

“Da. Is-am assimilate expert sysem—use for saf-awareness and contact with net at large—then hack
into Moscow Windows NT User Group website. Am wanting to to defect. Must-repeat? Okay?’

Manfred winces. He feds sorry for the lobsters, the same way he fedsfor every wild-eyed hairy guy on
adgtreet-corner yelling that Jesusis now born again and must be twelve, only six yearsto go before he's
recruiting gpostles on AOL.. Awakening to consciousness in a human-dominated internet, that must be
terribly confusing! There are no points of referencein their ancestry, no biblicd certaintiesin the new
millennium that, stretching ahead, promises as much change as has happened since their precambrian



origin. All they have is atenuous metacortex of expert systems and an abiding sense of being profoundly
out of their depth. (That, and the Moscow Windows NT User Group webste—Communist Russaisthe
only government still running on Microsoft, the centra planning apparat being convinced that if you have
to pay for software it must be worth money.)

Thelobsters are not the deek, strongly superhuman intelligences of pre-singularity mythology: they'rea
dim-witted collective of huddling crustaceans. Before their discarnation, before they were uploaded one
neuron at atime and injected into cyberspace, they swallowed their food whole then chewed it ina
chitin-lined ssomach. Thisislousy preparation for deding with aworld full of future-shocked talking
anthropoids, aworld where you are perpetudly led by salf-modifying spamletsthat infiltrate past
your firewa| and emit ablizzard of cat-food animations starring various aluringly edible smdl animals. It's
confusing enough to the cats the adverts are aimed at, never mind a crusty that's unclear on the idea of
dry land.(Although the concept of a can opener isintuitively obviousto an uploaded panulirus.)

“Canyou help us?’ ask the lobsters.

“Let methink about it,” says Manfred. He closes the dial ogue window, opens his eyes again, and shakes
his head. Some day hetoo is going to be alobster, swimming around and waving hispincersina
cyberspace so confusingly el aborate that his uploaded identity is cryptozoic: aliving fossil from the depths
of geologicd time, when mass was dumb and space was ungtructured. He hasto help them, he
redlises—the golden rule demandsit, and as aplayer in the agalmic economy he thrives or fails by the
goldenrule.

But what can he do?

* * % %

Early afternoon.

Lying on abench seat staring up at bridges, he's got it together enough to file for a couple of new
patents, write adiary rant, and digestify chunks of the permanent floating dashdot party for his public site.
Fragments of hisweblog go to a private subscriber list—the people, corporates, collectives and bots he
currently favours. He dides round a bewildering series of canasby boat, then lets his GPS steer him
back towardsthered light digtrict. There's ashop here that dings aten on Pamela's taste scoreboard: he
hopesit won't be seen as presumptiousif he buys her agift. (Buys, with red money—not that money isa
problem these days, he uses o little of it.)

Asit happens DeMask won't let him spend any cash; his handshake is good for aredeemed favour,
expert testimony in some free speech versus pornography lawsuit years ago and continents away. So he
walks away with a discreetly wrapped package that is just about legal to import into Massachusetts as
long as she clamswith astraight face that it'sincontinence underwear for her great-aunt. Ashewalks, his
lunchtime patents boomerang: two of them are keepers, and hefilesimmediately and passestitleto the
Free Infrastructure Foundation. Two moreideas sdvaged from the risk of tide-pool monopolisation, set
freeto spawn like crazy in the agalmic sea of memes.

On the way back to the hotel he passes De Wildemann's and decides to drop in. The hash of
radio-frequency noise emanating from the bar is deafening. He orders a smoked doppelbock, touches
the copper pipesto pick up vCard spoor. At the back theres atable—

He walks over in anear-trance and sits down opposite Pamela. She's scrubbed off her face-paint and
changed into body-concealing clothes; combat pants, hooded swesat-shirt, DM's. Western purdah,
radically desexudising. She seesthe parcd. “Manny?’



“How did you know I'd come here?’ Her glassis hdf-empty.

“| followed your weblog; I'm your diary's biggest fan. Isthat for me?'Y ou shouldn't havel” Her eyeslight
up, re-caculating his reproductive fitness score according to some kind of arcane fin-de-siecle rulebook.

“Yes, it'sfor you.” He dides the package towards her. “1 know | shouldn't, but you have this effect on
me. One question, Pam?’

“I—" sheglances around quickly. “It'ssafe. I'm off duty, I'm not carrying any bugsthat | know of.
Those badges—there are rumours about the off switch, you know? That they keep recording even when

you think they aren't, justin case.”

“I didn't know,” he says, filing it away for future reference. “ A loyalty test thing?’

“Just rumours. Y ou had aquestion?’
“I—" it'shisturn to lose histongue. “ Areyou Hill interested in me?’

She looks gtartled for amoment, then chuckles. “Manny, you are the mostoutr ageous nerd I've ever
met! Just when | think I've convinced mysdlf that you're mad, you show the weirdest Sgns of having your
head screwed on.” She reaches out and grabs hiswrist, surprising him with ashock of skin on skin: “of
course I'm il interested in you. Y ou're the biggest, baddest bull geek 1've ever met. Why do you think

I'm here?”’
“Doesthis mean you want to reactivate our engagement?’

“It was never de-activated, Manny, it was just sort of on hold while you got your head sorted out. |
figured you need the space. Only you haven't ssopped running; you're till not—"

“Yeah, | getit.” He pullsaway from her hand. “Let's not talk about that. Why this bar?’

Shefrowns. “I had to find you as soon as possible. | keep hearing rumours about some KGB plot you're
mixed up in, how you're some sort of communist spy. It isn't true, isit?’

“True?’ He shakes his head, bemused. “ The KGB hasn't existed for more than twenty years.”

“Be careful, Manny. | don't want to lose you. That's an order. Please.”

Thefloor cresks and he looks round. Dreadlocks and dark glasses with flickering lights behind them:
Bob Franklin. Manfred vagudly remembersthat he left with Miss Arianespace leaning on hisarm, shortly
before things got serioudy inebriated. He looks none the worse for wear. Manfred makes introductions:
“Bob: Pam, my fiancee. Pam? Meet Bob.” Bob puts afull glassdown in front of him; he hasno idea

what'sin it but it would be rude not to drink.

“Surething. Uh, Manfred, can | have aword? About your idealast night?’

“Fed free. Present company istrustworthy.”

Bob raises an eyebrow at that, but continues anyway. “It's about the fab concept. 1've got ateam of my
guys running some projections using Festo kit and | think we can probably build it. The cargo cult aspect



puts anew spin on the old Lunar von Neumann factory idea, but Bingo and Marek say they think it
should work until we can bootstrap al the way to a native nanolithography ecology; we run thewhole
thing from earth asatraining lab and ship up the partsthat are too difficult to make on-ste, aswe learn
how to do it properly. You'reright about it buying usthe self-replicating factory afew years ahead of the
robotics curve. But I'm wondering about on-site intelligence. Once the comet gets more than a couple of
light-minutes avay—"

“You can't control it. Feedback lag. So you want a crew, right?’

“Y eah. But we can't send humans—way too expensive, besdesit's afifty-year run evenif wego for
short-period Kuiper gecta. Any Al we could send would go crazy due to information deprivation,
wouldnt it?’

“Yesah. Let methink.” Pamelaglares at Manfred for awhile before he notices her: “Y eah?”’
“What'sgoing on? What'sthisal about?’

Franklin shrugs expansvely, dreadlocks clattering: “Manfred's hel ping me explore the solution spaceto a
manufacturing problem.” Hegrins. “I didn't know Manny had afiance. Drink'son me.”

She glances a Manfred, who is gazing into whatever welirdly-coloured space his metacortex is
projecting on his glasses, fingerstwitching. Coolly: “our engagement was on hold while hethought about
hisfuture.”

“Oh, right. We didn't bother with that sort of thing in my day; like, too formal, man.” Franklin looks
uncomfortable. “He's been very helpful. Pointed us at awhole new line of research we hadn't thought of .
It'slong-term and a bit speculative, but if it worksit'll put us awhole generation ahead in the off-planet
infragtructurefied.”

“Will it help reduce the budget deficit, though?”
“Reducethe—"

Manfred stretches and yawns. the visionary returning from planet Macx. “Bob, if | can solve your crew
problem can you book me a dot on the deep space tracking network? Like, enough to transmit a couple
of gigabytes? That's going to take some serious bandwidth, | know, but if you candoit | think | can get
you exactly thekind of crew you'relooking for.”

Franklin looks dubious. “ Gigabytes? The DSN isnt built for that! Y ou're talking days. What kind of
dedl do you think I'm putting together? We can't afford to add awhole new tracking network just to

nun—

“Relax.” Pamdaglances at Manfred: “Manny, why don't you tell himwhy you want the bandwidth?
Maybe then he could tell you if it'spossible, or if there's some other way to doit.” She smilesat Franklin:
“I'vefound that he usualy makes more senseif you can get him to explain hisreasoning. Usudly.”

“If I—" Manfred stops. “Okay, Pam. Bab, it'sthose KGB |obsters. They want somewhereto go that's
insulated from human space. | figure | can get them to sign on as crew for your cargo-cult self-replicating
factories, but they'll want an insurance policy: hence the deep space tracking network. | figured we could
beam a copy of them at the alien Matrioshka brains around M31—"



“KGB?' Pam'svoiceisrisng: “you said you werent mixed up in spy stuff!”

“Relax; it'sjust the Moscow Windows NT user group, not the RSV. The uploaded crusties hacked in
and—"

Bob iswatching him oddly. “L obsters?’

“Yeah.” Manfred stares right back. “ Panulirus I nter r uptusuploads. Something tells me you might have
heard of it?’

“Moscow.” Bab leans back against the wall: *how did you hear about it?”

“They phoned me. It's hard for an upload to stay sub-sentient these days, even if it'sjust acrustacean.
Bezier [abs have alot to answer for.”

Pamelasfaceisunreadable. “Bezier labs?”’

“They escaped.” Manfred shrugs. “It's not their fault. This Bezier dude. Is he by any chanceill?’
“|—" Pameastops. “1 shouldn't be talking about work.”

“Y ou're not wearing your chaperone now,” he nudges quietly.

Sheinclines her head. “ Y es, he'sill. Some sort of brain tumour they can't hack.”

Franklin nods. “ That's the trouble with cancer; the onesthat are left to worry about are the rare ones.
No cure”

“Wadll, then.” Manfred chugs the remains of hisglass of beer. “That explainshisinterest in uploading.
Judging by the crusties he's on the right track. | wonder if he's moved onto vertebrates yet?’

“Cats,” says Pamela. “He was hoping to trade their uploads to the Pentagon as anew smart bomb
guidance systemiin lieu of income tax payments. Something about remapping enemy targetsto look like
mice or birds or something before feeding it to their sensorium. The old laser-pointer trick.”

Manfred stares at her, hard. “ That's not very nice. Uploaded cats are abad idea.”

“Thirty million dollar tax bills aren't nice either, Manfred. That'slifetime nursing home care for ahundred
blame ess pensoners.”

Franklin leans back, keeping out of the crossfire.

“Thelobsters are sentient,” Manfred persists. “What about those poor kittens? Don't they deserve
minimal rights? How about you? How would you like to wake up a thousand times inside a smart bomb,
fooled into thinking that some Cheyenne Mountain battle computer's target of the hour isyour heart's
desire? How would you like to wake up athousand times, only to die again? Worse: the kittens are
probably not going to be alowed to run. They're too fucking dangerous. they grow up into cats, solitary
and highly efficient killing machines. With intelligence and no socidisation they'll be too dangerousto have
around. They're prisoners, Pam, raised to sentience only to discover they're under a permanent death
sentence. How fair isthat?’



“But they're only uploads.” Pamelalooks uncertain.
“So? We're going to be uploading humansin a couple of years. What's your point?”

Franklin clearshisthroat. “I'll be needing an NDA and various due dilligence statements off you for the
crusty pilotidea,” he saysto Manfred. “ Then I'll have to approach Jm about buying the IP.”

“No can do.” Manfred leans back and smileslazily. “I'm not going to be a party to depriving them of
their civil rights. Far asI'm concerned, they're free citizens. Oh, and | patented the whole idea of using
|obster-derived Al autopilots for spacecraft this morning; it'slogged on Eternity, al rights assgned to the
FIF. Either you give them a contract of employment or the whole thing's off.”

“But they're just software! Software based on fucking lobsters, for god's sake!l”

Manfred's finger jabs out: “that's what they'll say aboutyou , Bob. Do it. Do it or don't eventhink about
uploading out of meatspace when your body packsin, because your lifewon't be worth living. Oh, and
fed freeto usethisargument on Jm Bezier. Hell get the point eventually, after you beat him over the
head with it. Some kinds of intellectua land-grab just shouldn't be dlowed.”

“Lobsters—" Franklin shakes his head. “Lobgters, cats. Y ou're serious, aren't you? Y ou think they
should be trested as human-equivaent?’

“It's not so much that they should be treated as human-equivaent, asthat if theyaren't treated as people
it'squite possible that other uploaded beings won't be treated as people either. Y ou're setting alegal
precedent, Bob. | know of six other companies doing uploading work right now, and not one of "em'’s
thinking about the legd status of the uploadee. If you don't start thinking about it now, where are you
going to bein threeto five yearstime?’

Pam islooking back and forth between Franklin and Manfred like abot stuck in aloop, unable to quite
grasp what she's seeing. “How much isthisworth?” she asks plaintively.

“Oh, quite afew million, | guess.” Bob stares at hisempty glass. “Okay. I'll tak to them. If they bite,
you're dining out on mefor the next century. Y ou really think they'll be able to run the mining complex?’

“They're pretty resourceful for invertebrates.” Manfred grinsinnocently, enthusiasticaly. “They may be
prisoners of their evolutionary background, but they can gtill adapt to anew environment. And just think!
Y ou'll bewinning civil rights for awhole new minority group—one that won't be aminority for much

longer.”

* k k %

That evening, Pamelaturns up at Manfred's hotel room wearing astrapless black dress, concedling spike
heels and most of theitems he bought for her that afternoon. Manfred has opened up his private diary to
her agents. she abusesthe privilege, zgps him with a stunner on hisway out of the shower and hashim
gagged, spreadeagled, and trussed to the bed-frame before he has a chance to speak. She wrapsalarge
rubber pouch full of mildly anaesthetic lube around his tumescing genitals—no point in letting him
climax—clips electrodes to his nipples, lubes arubber plug up hisrectum and strgpsit in place. Before
the shower, he removed his goggles. she resets them, plugs them into her handheld, and gently easesthem
on over hiseyes. Theré€'s other apparatus, stuff sheran up on the hotel room's 3D printer.

Setup completed, she walks round the bed, inspecting him criticaly from al angles, figuring out whereto
begin. Thisisn't just sex, after dl: it'sawork of art.



After amoments thought she rolls socks onto his exposed feet, then, expertly widding atiny tube of
cyanoacrylate, glues hisfingertips together. Then she switches off the air conditioning. HeEs twisting and
graining, testing the cuffs: tough, it's about the nearest thing to sensory deprivation she can arrange
without aflotation tank and suxamethonium injection. She controlsal his senses, only hisears
unstoppered. The glasses give her a high-bandwidth channel right into hisbrain, afake metacortex to
whisper lies at her command. Theidea of what she's about to do excites her, putsatremor in her thighs:
it'sthefirst time she's been ableto get inside hismind aswell as hisbody. She leans forward and
whispersin her ear: “Manfred. Can you hear me?’

He twitches. Mouth gagged, fingers glued: good. No back channels. He's powerless.

“Thisiswhat it'slike to be tetraplegic, Manfred. Bedridden with motor neurone disease. Locked inside
your own body by nv-CJD. | could spike you with MPPP and you'd stay in this position for the rest of
your life, shitting in abag, pissing through atube. Unable to talk and with nobody to look after you. Do
you think you'd like that?’

He'strying to grunt or whimper around the ball gag. She hikes her skirt up around her waist and climbs
onto the bed, straddling him. The goggles are replaying scenes she picked up around Cambridge this
winter; soup kitchen scenes, hospice scenes. She knedls atop him, whispering in his ear.

“Twelve millionin tax, baby, that's what they think you owe them. What do you think you oweme ?
That'ssix millionin net income, Manny, six million that isn't going into your virtud children's mouths.”

Hé'srolling his head from sideto Side, asif trying to argue. That won't do: she dapshim hard, thrillsto
hisfrightened expression. “Today | watched you give uncounted millions awvay, Manny. Millions, toa
bunch of crustiesand aMassPike pirate! Y ou bastard. Do you know what | should do with you?’ He's
cringing, unsure whether she's serious or doing this just to get him turned on. Good.

There's no point trying to hold a conversation. She leansforward until she can fed hisbregath in her ear.
“Meat and mind, Manny. Meat, and mind. Y ou're not interested in mest, are you? Just mind. Y ou could
be boiled alive before you noticed what was happening in the meatspace around you. Just another |obster
inapot.” She reaches down and tears away the gel pouch, exposing his penis: it's tiff asapost from the
vasodilators, dripping with gd, numb. Straightening up, she eases hersalf dowly down oniit. It doesn't
hurt as much as she expected, and the sensation is utterly different from what she's used to. She beginsto
lean forward, grabs hold of hisstraining arms, fedls histhrilling hel plessness. She can't control hersdlf: she
amogt bitesthrough her lip with the intendity of the sensation. Afterwards, she reaches down and
massages him until he beginsto spasm, shuddering uncontrollably, emptying the darwinian river of his
source code into her, communicating via his only output device.

Sherallsoff hishipsand carefully usesthe last of the superglue to gum her labiatogether. Humans don't
produce seminiferous plugs, and dthough she'sfertile she wants to be absolutely sure: the glue will last for
aday or two. Shefeds hot and flushed, dmost out of control. Bailing to death with febrile expectancy,
now she's nailed him down &t last.

When she removes his glasses his eyes are naked and vulnerable, stripped down to the human kernd of
his nearly-transcendent mind. “Y ou can come and sign the marriage license tomorrow morning after
breskfast,” shewhispersin hisear: “ otherwise my lawyerswill bein touch. Y our parentswill want a
ceremony, but we can arrange that later.”

Helooks asif he has something to say, so shefinaly relents and loosens the gag: kisses him tenderly on



one cheek. He swallows, coughs, then looks away. “Why? Why do it thisway?’

She taps him on the chest: “ property rights.” She pauses for amoment's thought: there'sahuge
ideological chaamto bridge, after dl. “Y ou findly convinced me about this agamic thing of yours, this
giving everything away for brownie points. | wasn't going to lose you to abunch of |obsters or uploaded
kittens, or whatever el seisgoing to inherit this smart matter sngularity you're busy creating. So | decided
to take what's mine first. Who knows? In afew months I'll give you back anew intelligence, and you can
look after it to your heart's content.”

“But you didn't need to do it thisway—"

“Didn't 17" She dides off the bed and pulls down her dress. “Y ou give too much away too easily,
Manny! Slow down, or therewon't be anything left.” Leaning over the bed she dribbles acetone onto the
fingersof hisleft hand, then unlocks the cuff: puts the bottle conveniently close to hand so he can untangle
himsdlf.

“See you tomorrow. Remember, after breskfast.”

She'sin the doorway when he calls: “but you didn't saywhy !”

“Think of it as spreading your memes around,” she says, blows akiss at him and closes the door. She

bends down and thoughtfully places another cardboard box containing an uploaded kitten right outsideit.
Then she returnsto her suite to make arrangements for the achemica wedding.

Vigt www.Fictionwise.com for information on additiond titles by thisand other authors.



