EVOLUTI ON' S DARLI NG

by
SCOTT VESTERFELD

Copyri ght 1999
| SBN 1-56858-149-1

If we can find out those neasures, whereby a rational creature . . . may and
ought to govern his opinions and actions, we need not be troubled that sone
ot her things escape our know edge.

—John Locke

To San M guel, and those who cane.
Pr ol ogue

THE MOVEMENTS OF HER EYES

It started on that frozen world, anong the stone figures in their al nost
suspended ani mati on

Through her eyes, the irises two sal nbn noons under a | um nous white brow,
like fissures in the world of rules, of logic. The starship's nind watched

t hrough the prismof their wonder, and began to make its change.

She peered at the statue for a solid, unblinking mnute. Protesting tears
gathered to blur her vision, but Rathere's gaze did not waver. Another m nute,
and a tic tugged at one eye, taking up the steady rhythm of her heartbeat.

She kept wat chi ng.

"Ha!" she finally proclainmed. "I sawit nove."

"Where?" asked a voice in her head, unconvinced.

Rat here rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, mouth open, awestruck by
the shooting red stars behind her eyelids. Her blinks made up now for the | ost
m nutes, and she squinted at the dusty town square.

"His foot," she announced, "it noved. But maybe . . . only a centineter."

The voice made an intimte sound, a soft sigh beside Rathere's ear that did
not quite reject her claim

"Maybe just a millinmeter," Rathere offered. A touch of unsure enphasis hovered
about the last word; she wasn't used to tiny units of measurenent, though from
her father's work she understood |ight-years and mnetaparsecs well enough

"In three minutes? Perhaps a microneter,"” the voice in her head suggest ed.

Rat here rolled the word around in her nouth. In response to her questioning
expression, software was invoked, as effortless as reflex. |mages appeared
upon the rough stones of the square: a meter-stick, a hundredth of its length
glowi ng bright red, a detail box showi ng that hundredth with a hundredth of
its length flashing, yet another detail box . . . conpleting the six orders of
magni t ude between neter and micrometer. Next to the final detail box a
cross-section of human hair floated for scale, as bloated and gnarled as sone
bl ackl y di seased tree.

"That smal |l ?" she whispered. A slight intake of breath, a softening of her
eyes' focus, a neasurable quantity of adrenalin in her bl oodstreamwere al
noted. Indicators of her sinple awe: that a distance could be so small, a
creature so slow

"About half that, actually,"” said the voice in her head.

"Well," Rathere murmnured, |eaning back into the cool hem of shade al ong the
stone wall, "I knew | saw it nove."

She eyed the stone creature again, a |ook of triunmph on her face.

Wven into her white tresses were black threads, filaments that noved through
her hair in a slow deliberate dance, like the tendrils of some predator on an
ocean floor. This restless skein was al ways seeking the best position to
capture Rathere's subvocalized words, the novenments of her eyes, the telltale



secretions of her skin. Conmposed of exotic alloys and conpl ex configurations
of carbon, the tendrils housed a native intellect that handled their motility
and sel f-mai ntenance. But a m crowave |ink connected themto their rea
intelligence: the Al core aboard Rathere's star-ship hone.

Two of the black filanments wound their way into her ears, where they curled in
intimate contact with her tymnpani c nenbranes.

"The statues are always noving," the voice said to her. "But very slowy."
Then it rem nded her to stick on another sunbl ock patch

She was a very pale girl.

Even here on Petraveil, Rathere's father insisted that she wear the m nder
when she expl ored alone. The city was safe enough, popul ated nostly by
academ cs here to study the glacially slow indigenous lifeforns. The

i thonorphs thensel ves were incapable of posing a threat, unless one stood

still for a hundred years or so. And Rathere was, as she put it, al nost
fifteen, near majority age back in the Hone Cluster. Despite harnessing the
processi ng power of the starship's Al, the mnder was still only a glorified

babysitter. The voice in her ears cautioned her incessantly about sunburn and
strictly forbade several classes of recreational drugs.

But all in all it wasn't bad conmpany. It certainly knew a |ot.

"How | ong would it take, creeping forward in nicroneters?" Rathere asked.
"How | ong woul d what take?" Even with their intimate connection, the Al could

not read her mnd. It was still working on that.
"To get all the way to the northern range. Probably a million years?" she
vent ur ed.

The starship, for whoma single second was a 16-terafl op reverie, spent

endl ess m nutes of every day accessing the planetary library. Rathere's
guestions cane in packs, herds, stampedes.

No one knew how the lithonorphs reproduced, but it was guessed that they bred
in the abysmal caves of the northern range.

"At | east a hundred thousand years,"” the Al said.

"Such a long journey .... \Wat would it ook Iike?"

The Al delved into its package of pedagogi cal visualization software, applied
its tremendous processing power (sufficient for the occult nathematics of
astrogation), and rendered the spectacle of that long, slowtrip. Across

Rat here's vision it accel erated passi ng days and wheeling stars until they
were invisible flickers. It hunmed the sublimnal pulse of seasonal change and
painted the sprightly jitter of rivers changing course, the slow but visible
dance of nountai nous cousi ns.

"Yes," Rathere said softly, her voice turned breathy. The Al savored the
dilation of her pupils, the spiderwebs of red blossom ng on her cheeks. Then
it peered again into the vision it had created, trying to |l earn what rul es of
m nd and physiol ogy connected the scintillating inmages with the girl's
reaction.

"They aren't really slow," Rathere murrmured. "The world is just so fast..."

| saah, Rathere's father, |ooked out upon the statues of Petraveil.

Their giant forms crowded the town square. They dotted the high vol canic
nmount ai n overl ooking the city. They bathed in the rivers that surged across

t he bl ack equatorial plains, staining the waters downstreamw th rusted netal
col ors.

The first tinme he had conme here, years before, |Isaah had noticed that in the
short and sudden afternoon rains, the tears shed fromtheir eyes carried a

bl ack grime that sparkled with col ored whorls when the sun returned.

They were, it had been deternined a few decades before, very nuch alive.
Humanity had carefully studied the fantastically slow creatures since

di scovering their glacial, purposeful, perhaps even intelligent animation
Mount ed next to each |ithonmorph was a plaque that played a time-series of the
last forty years: a dozen steps, a turn of the head as another of its kind
passed, a few words in their geologically deliberate gestural |anguage.

Most of the creatures' bodi es were hi dden underground, their secrets teased
out with deep radar and gravitic density inmaging. The visible portion was a



ki nd of eye-stalk, cutting the surface like the dorsal fin of a dol phin
breaking into the air.

| saah was here to steal their stories. He was a scoop

"How | ong until we | eave here?" Rathere asked.

"That's for your father to decide," the Al answered.

"But when will he decide?"

"When the right scoop cones."

"When will that come?"

This sort of mildly recursive | oop had once frustrated the Al's conversationa
packages. Rathere's speech patterns were those of a child younger than her
years, the result of traveling anong obscure, Qutward worlds with only her
taciturn father and the Al for conpany. Rathere never fornul ated what she
wanted to know succinctly, she reeled off questions fromevery direction
attacking an issue like a host of small predators taking down a |arger aninal.
Her Al companion could only fend her off with answers until (often
unexpect edl y) Rathere was satisfied.

"When there is a good story here, your father will decide to go."

"Li ke what story?"

"He doesn't know yet."

She nodded her head. From her gal vani c skin response, her pupils, the gradua
sl owi ng of her heart, the Al sawthat it had satisfied her. But still another
guestion cane.

"Why didn't you just say so?"

In the Expansion, information traveled no faster than transportation, and
scoops |like Isaah enriched thensel ves by being first with news. The standard
transm ssion network enployed small, fast drone craft that noved anpbng the
stars on a fixed schedul e. The drones pronul gated news throughout the
Expansion with a predictable and neutral efficiency, gathering information to
centralized nodes, dispersing it by timetable. Scoops like |Isaah, on the other
hand, were inefficient, unpredictable, and, nost inportantly, unfair. They cut
across the concentric web of the drone network, skipping junctions, skinmng
profits. |saah would recogni ze that the discovery of a mneable asteroid here
m ght affect the heavy el enent market there, and junp strai ght between the two
points, beating the faster but fastidious drones by a few precious hours. A
successful scoop knew the markets on many pl anets, had acquai ntance wth
aggressive investors and unprincipled specul ators. Sonetinmes, the scooped news
of a celebrity's death, surprise marriage, or arrest could be sold for its
entertai nnent val ue. And sonme scoops were information pirates. |saah had

hi nsel f published numerous novels by Seth-mare Viin, his favorite author,
machi ne-transl ated en route by the starship Al. In sone systens, |saah's
version had been avail abl e weeks before the authorized edition

The peripatetic life of a scoop had taken |saah and Rat here throughout the
Expansi on, but he always returned to Petraveil. His refined instincts for a
good scoop told himsonet hing was happeni ng here. The fantastically sl ow
natives nmust be doing sonething. He would spend a few weeks, sonetines a few
nmont hs wat chi ng the stone creatures, wondering what they were up to. |saah
didn't know what it m ght be, but he felt that one day they would sonehow cone
tolife

And that would be a scoop.

"How | ong do the lithonorphs |ive?"

"No one knows."

"What do they eat?"

"They don't really eat at all. They—=

"What's that one doi ng?"

The mi nder accessed the planetary library, plunbing decades of research on the
creatures. But not quickly enough to answer before-

"What do they think about us?" Rathere asked. "Can they see us?"

To that, it had no answer.

Perhaps the lithos had noticed the whirring creatures around them or nore
likely had spotted the sem -permanent buil di ngs around the square. But the



lithonorphs' reaction to the sudden human invasi on produced only a vague,
cosmc worry, like knowing one's star will collapse in a few billion years.

For Rat here, though, the lives of the lithonorphs were far nore i nmedi ate.

Li ke the Al mnder, they were nentors, imaginary friends.

Their immbility had taught her to watch for the slightest of nmovenents: the
sweep of an anal og clock's mnute hand, the transformation of a high cirrus
cloud, the slow descent of the planet's old red sun behind the northern
mount ai ns. Their silence taught her to read lips, to make messages in the
rippled skirts of stone and metal that flowed in their wakes. She found a
patient irony in their stances. They were wi se, but it wasn't the wi sdom of an
ancient tree or river; rather, they seened to possess the reserve of a

wat chfully silent guest at a party.

Rat here told stories about themto the starship's Al. Tales of their fierce,

gl acial battles, of betrayal on the mating trail, of the creatures' slow

i ntrigues against the human col onists of Petraveil, mllennia-long plots of

whi ch every chapter | asted centuries.

At first, the Al gently interrupted her to explain the facts: the limts of
scientific understanding. The |ithonmorphs were renoved t hrough too many orders
of magnitude in time, too distant on that single axis ever to be conprehended.
The four decades they'd been studied were nmere seconds of their history. But
Rat here ignored the machi ne. She naned the creatures, inventing secret

m ssions for themthat unfol ded while the human popul ati on slept, |ike statues
springing to |life when no one was wat chi ng.

Utimately, the Al was won over by Rathere's stories, her insistence that the
creatures were knowabl e. Her words pai nted expressions, nanes, and passions
upon them she made themlive by fiat. The Al's pedagol ogi cal software did not
object to storytelling, so it began to participate in Rathere's fantasies. It
nurtured her invisibly slow world, kept order and consistency, renmenbering
nanes, plots, places. And eventually it began to give the stories credence,
suspendi ng disbelief. Finally, the stories' truth was as integral to the Al as
t he harm prevention protocols or |ogical axions deepwired in its code.

For |saah, however, there was no scoop here on Petraveil. The |ithonorphs
continued their imortal dance in silence. Again they had failed to come to
life for him And el ections were approaching in a nearby system a situation

t hat al ways created sudden, unexpected cargos of information. |saah instructed
the Al to set a course there, reluctantly abandoning the stone figures' w sdom
for the unsettling contingencies of politics.

The night that Rathere and Isaah left Petraveil, the Al hushed her crying with
tal es of how her invented narratives had unfolded, as if the statues had
sprung to human-speed life once left behind. As it navigated her father's
small ship, the Al offered this vision to Rathere: she had been a visitor to a
frozen nmonent, but the story continued.

In high orbit above the next planet, a custons sweep reveal ed that the
starship's Al had inproved its Turing Quotient to 0.37. |Isaah raised a wary
eyebrow. The Al's close bond with his daughter had accelerated its

devel opnent. The increased Turing Quotient showed that the device was
perform ng well as tutor and conpani on. But |saah would have to get its
intelligence downgraded when they returned to the Home Cluster. If the

machi ne's Turing Quotient were allowed to reach 1.0, it would be a person—no
| onger | egal property. Isaah turned pale at the thought. The cost of replacing
the Al unit would wi pe out his profits for the entire trip.

He nade a nmental note to record the Turing Quotient at every custons point.

| saah was inpressed, though, with how the Al handled entry into the planet's
al nost liquid atnmosphere. It designed a new | andi ng configuration, nodifying

t he hydropl anar shape the craft assuned for gas giant descents. Its piloting
as they plunged through successive |ayers of pressure-dense gasses was
particularly elegant; it nmade adjustnments at every stage, subtle changes to
the craft that saved precious time. The el ections were only days away.

It was strange, |saah pondered as the ship neared the hi gh-pressure dones of
the trade port, that the conpani onship of a fourteen-year-old girl would



i nprove a machine's piloting skills. The thought brought a smile of fatherly
pride to his lips, but he soon turned his mnd to politics.

They were goi ng swi nmm ng

As Rathere slipped out of her clothes, the Al inplenented its safety
protocol s. The minder distributed itself across her body, becom ng a | ayer of
bl ack | ace agai nst her white flesh. It carefully inspected the pressure suit
as Rathere rolled the garnent onto her |inbs. There were no signs of danage,
no tell-tale fissures of a repaired seam

"You said the atnmosphere could crush a human to jelly," Rathere said. "How can
this little suit protect nme?"

The starship explai ned the physics of resistance fields to her while checking
the suit against safety specifications it had downl oaded that norning. It took
very good care of Rathere

She had seen the huge behenoths at breakfast, multiplied by the facets of the
done's cul tured-di anond wi ndows. Two mares and a child swinmng a few

kil ometers away, leaving their glimering trails. The mi nder had noted her
soft sigh, her dilated pupils, the sudden increase in her heart rate. It had
di scovered the suit rental agency with a quick search of |ocal services, and
had gui ded her past its offices on their norning ranble through the
human- habi t abl e | evel s of the done.

Rat here's reaction to the hol ographic advertising on the agency's wall had
mat ched the Al's prediction wonderfully: the wi dened eyes, the frozen step
the nonentary hyperventilation. The machine's internal nodel of Rathere, part
of its pedagogi cal software, grew nore precise and replete every day. The

sof tware was designed for school tutors who interacted with their charges only
a few hours a day, but Rathere and the Al were constant conpani ons. The

f eedback between girl and machine built with an unexpected intensity.

And now, as the pressure | ock hissed and runbled, the minder relished its new
configuration; its attenuated strands spi der-webbed across Rathere's flesh,
intimate as never before. It drank in the data greedily, like sone thirsty

pol ygraph recording capillary dilation, skin conductivity, the shudders and
tensi ons of every nuscle.

Then the | ock buzzed, and they swam out into the crushing, planet-spanning
ocean, al nobst one creature.

| saah paced the tiny dinmensions of his starship. The elections could be a gold
m ne or a disaster. A radical separatist party was creeping forward in the
polls, promsing to shut off interstellar trade. Their victory would generate
seismcally vast waves of information. Prices and trade rel ati onshi ps woul d
change t hroughout the Expansion. Even the radicals' defeat would rock distant
mar ket s, as funds currently hedged agai nst them heaved a sigh of relief.

But the rich stakes had drawn too rmuch conpetition. Scoops |like Isaah were in
abundance here, and a nunber of shipping con-sortia had sent their own
representatives. Their ships were stationed in orbit, bristling with courier
drones |i ke nervous porcupi nes.

| saah sighed, and stared into the planetary ocean's darkness. Perhaps the day
of freel ance scoops was ending. The wild days of the early Expansion seened
like the distant past now. He'd read that one day drones would shrink to the
size of a finger, with hundreds | aunched each day fromevery system O a wave
that pro-pogated in netaspace woul d be di scovered, and news woul d spread at
equal speed in all directions, like the information cones of |ightspeed

physi cs.

When that happened, his snmall starship would becone a rich man's toy, its
profitabl e use suddenly ended. |saah called up the airscreen graphic of his
finances. He was so close to owning his ship outright. Just one nore good
scoop, or two, and he could retire to a life of travel anong peaceful worlds

i nstead of darting anong energencies and confl agrati ons. Maybe this trip

| saah drumred his fingers, watching the hourly polls like a doctor whose
patient is very near the edge.

Rat here and the Al swam every day, oblivious to politics, follow ng the
glitter-trails of the behenoths. The huge ani mal s excreted a constant wake of



t he photoactive al gae they used for ballast. Wen Rathere swamt hrough these
| um nescent m croorgani sns, the shockwaves of her passage catal yzed their
phot ocheni cal reactions, a universe of swirling galaxies ignited by every
stroke.

Rat here began to sculpt lightstornms in the phosphorescent medium The al gae
hung i ke notes of potential in her path, invisible until she swam through
them the wake of her energies Iike glow ng scul ptures. She choreographed her
swiming to | eave great swirling structures of activated al gae.

The Al found itself unable to predict these dances, to explain how she chose
what shapes to nmake. Wthout training, wthout explicit criteria, wthout any
nodel s to follow, Rathere was creating order fromthis shapel ess swarm of

ej ecta. Even the Al's pedagogical software offered no hel p.

But the Al saw the scul ptures' beauty, if only in the expansion of Rathere's
capillaries, the seem ngly randomfirings of neurons along her spine, the
tears in her eyes as the gl owi ng al gae faded back into darkness.

The Al plunged into an art database on the local net, trying to divine what

| aws governed these acts of creation. It discussed the light scul ptures with
Rat here, conparing their evanescent fornms to the shattered structures of
Canel i a Parker or the hominid blobs of Henry Moore. It showed her nillennia of
scul pture, gauging her reactions until a rough nodel of her tastes could be
constructed. But the nodel was bizarrely convol uted, disturbingly shaggy
around the edges, with gaps and contradictions and outstretched, gerrymandered
spurs that inplied art no one had yet made.

The Al often created astrogational simulations. They were staggeringly

conpl ex, but at least finite. Metaspace was predictable; reality could be
anticipated with a high degree of precision. But the machi ne's nodel of

Rat here' s aesthetic was post-hoc, a retrofit to her pure, instinctive
gestures. It raised nore questions than it answered.

Whi |l e Rathere slept, the nachi ne wondered how one | earned to have intuition
The el ections canme, and the radicals and their allies seized a razor-thin
majority in the planetary Diet. |saah cheered as his craft rose through the
ocean. A scoop was within reach. He headed for a distant and obscure
ore-produci ng system expendi ng vast quanities of fuel, desperate to be the
first scoop there.

Rat here stood beside her rejoicing father, |ooking out through the receding
ocean a bit sadly. She stroked her shoul der absently, touching the m nder
still stretched across her skin.

The minder's epidermal configuration had beconme permanent. Its strands were
distributed to near invisibility in a mcrofiber-thin mesh across Rathere. Its
nanor epai r mechani snms attended to her zits and the errant hairs on her upper
lip. It linked with her nedical inplants, the ship's Al taking control over

t he nuances of her insulin balance, her sugar level, and the tiny electrica
jolts that kept her rnmuscles fit. Rathere slept wi thout covers now, the

m nder's skein warm ng her with a lattice of mcroscopic heating elenents. In
its ever-present blanket, she began to negl ect sub-vocalizing their
conversations, her endl ess one-sided prattle annoying |Isaah on board the tiny
shi p.

"Zero point-five-six?" nuttered lIsaah to hinmself at the next custons sweep.
The Al was devel opi ng nuch faster than its paraneters should allow Somrething
unexpect ed was happening with the unit, and they were a | ong way from hone.
Unl ess | saah was very careful, the Al mght reach personhood before they
returned to the HC

He sent a coded nessage to an acquai ntance in the Home C uster, someone who
dealt with such situations, just in case. Then he turned his attention to the
| ocal newsfeed.

The heavy el ement market showed no sudden changes over the |ast few weeks.

| saah' s ganbl e had apparently paid off. He had stayed ahead of the w dening
ri ppl es of news about the ocean planet's el ection. The economnm ¢ Shockwave
wasn't here yet.

He felt the heady thrill of a scoop, of secret know edge that was his al one.



It was |ike prognostication, a glinpse into the future. El enents extracted by
giant turbine fromthat distant world' s oceans were also mned fromthis
system s asteroid belt. Soon, everyone here would be incrementally richer as
the ocean planet pulled its nmineral wealth fromthe Expansi on common mar ket .
The markets woul d edge upwards across the board.

| saah began to place his bets.

The dar k- ski nned boy | ooked down upon the asteroid field with a pained
expression. Rathere watched the way his |ong bangs straightened, then curled
to encircle his cheeks again when he raised his head. But her stonach cl enched
when she | ooked down through the transparent floor; the party was on the

| owest level of a spin-gravitied ring, and black infinity seened to be pulling
at her through the gl assene wi ndow. The Al lovingly recorded the paraneters of
this unfam liar vertigo.

"More chanpers, Darien?" asked the fattest, oldest boy at the party.

"You can just make out a mning ship down there," the dark-skinned boy

answer ed.

"Ch, dear," said the fat boy. "Upper-class guilt. And before dinner."
The dar k- ski nned boy shook his head. "It's just that seeing those poor
wr et ches doesn't nake ne feel |ike drinking."

The fat boy snorted.

"This is what | think of your poor little nminers," he said, upending the
bottle. A stream of chanpagne gushed and then sputtered fromthe bottle,
spread fizzing on the floor. The other party-goers |aughed, politely
scandal i zed, then murnured appreciatively as the floor cleaned itself, letting
t he champagne pass through to the hard vaccuum on the other side, where it
flash-froze (shattered by its own air bubbles), then floated away peaceful |y
in myriad, sunlit gal axies.

There were a few nonments of polite appl ause.

Darien | ooked at Rat here woundedly, as if hoping that she, an outsider, m ght
cone to his aid.

The angui sh in his dark, beautiful face sent a shiver through her, a trenor
that resonated through every | evel of the Al.

"Coneon, danmit!"she subvocalized.

"Two seconds,"” the minder's voice reassured.

The ring was home to the oligarchs who controlled the |ocal systemis minera
wealth. A full fifteen years old by now, Rathere had fallen into the conmpany
of their pleasure-obsessed children, who never stopped staring at her exotic
skin and hair, and who constantly exchanged droll wtticisms. Rathere, her
socialization limted to her father and the doting Al, was unfamliar with the
art of banter. She didn't Iike being intimdated by locals. The frustration
was sinply and purely unbearabl e.

"The price of that chanpagne coul d have bought one of those mners out of debt
peonage," Darien said darkly.

"Just the one?" asked the fat boy, |ooking at the | abel with nock concern

The group | aughed again, and Darien's face clouded with another neasure of

suf fering.

"Now " Rat here m nd-screamed. "I hate that fat guy!"

The Al hated him too.

The search cascaded across its processors, the deconpressed data of its
libraries clobbering astrogation calculations it had perfornmed only hours
before. That didn't matter. It would be weeks before Isaah woul d be ready to
depart, and the exigencies of conversation did not allow delay. The library
data included mllennia of plays, novels, filnms, interactives. To search them
qui ckly, the Al needed vast expanses of nenory space.

"Maybe when ny little gol den shards of chanpagne drift by, some miner will
think, T could ve used that noney,'" the fat boy said al most wistfully. "But

then again, if they thought about nmoney at all, would they be so far in debt?"
The fat boy's words were added to the search nel ange, thickening it by a
critical degree. A dozen hits appeared in the next few nlliseconds, and the

Al chose one quickly.



"There is only one class..."

" that thinks nore about nmoney than the rich," repeated Rathere.

There was a sudden qui et throughout the party, the silence of waiting for

nor e.

"And that is the poor," she said.

Darien | ooked at Rathere quizzically, as if she were being too glib. She
paused a nonent, editing the rest of the quote in her head.

"The poor can think of nothing el se but nmoney," she said carefully. "That is
the nmisery of being poor."

Darien smled at her, which—+npossibly—ade hi meven nore beauti ful

"Or the misery of being rich, unless one is a fool," he said.

There was no appl ause for the exchange, but Rathere again felt the ripple of
magi ¢ that her pilfered pronouncenents created. The ancient words bl ended with
her exotic | ooks and accent, never failing to entertain the oligarchs
children, who thought her very deep indeed.

O hers in the party were | ooking down into the asteroid field now, rmurmuring
to each other as they pointed out the mning craft making its careful

progr ess.

The fat boy scowl ed at the changed nood in the room He pulled aside the gaudy
genital jewelry that they all (even Rathere) affected, and let | oose a stream
of piss onto the floor

"Here you go, then. Recycl ed champagne!" he said, grinning as he waited for a
| augh.

The crowd turned away with a few weary sighs, ignoring the icy baubles of
urine that pitched into the void.

"Where was that one fronP" Rathere sub-vocalized

"M. WIlde."

"H m agai n? He's awesone."

"I'"ll move himto the top of the search stack."

"Perhaps we' ||l read some nore of Lady Wndenere's Fan tonight,'
i nto her bubbling flute.

Al t hough Rat here knew how to read text, she had never really explored the
library before. After that first week on the ring, saved from enbarrassnent a
dozen times by the Al's pronptings, she dreaned of the old words whi spered
into her ear by a ghost, as if the nminder had grown suddenly anci ent and
vastly wise. The library was certainly bigger than she had i magi ned. Who had
witten all these words? They seened to stretch infinitely, swirling in

el abor at e dances around any possible idea, covering all of its variations,
touchi ng upon every imagi nabl e obj ection

Rat here and the Al had started reading late at night. Together they wandered
the endless territory of words, using as |andmarks the witticisns and
observations they had borrowed that day for some riposte. The Al deconpressed
still nore of its pedagogical software to render annotations, sumaries,
translations. Rathere felt the new words noving her, becom ng part of her

She was soon a favorite on the orbital. Her exotic beauty and archai c hunor
had attracted quite a following by the tinme |saah decided to ship out fromthe
orbital ring—a week earlier than planned—wary of Rathere's strange new powers
over sophisticates who had never given nerchant-class |saah a second gl ance.
On board their ship was one | ast cargo. |Isaah's profits were considerable

but —as al ways—not enough. So the ship carried a hidden cache of exotic
weaponry, cerenonial but still illegal. Isaah didn't usually deal in
contraband, especially arms, but his small starship had no cargo manifol d,
only an extra sleeping cabin. It wasn't | arge enough to nmake | egitimte cargos
profitable. |saah was very close now to reaching his dream Wth this
successful trade, he could return to the Hone Cluster as master of his own
shi p.

He spent the journey pacing, and projected his worry upon the rising Turing

| evel of his ship's Al unit. He spent frustrated hours searching its
docunent ati on software for an explanation. Wat was goi ng on?

| saah knew, if only instinctively, that the Al's expanding intelligence was

she whi spered



somehow hi s daughter's doing. She was growi ng and changi ng too, slipping away
fromhim He felt |onely when Rathere whi spered to herself on board ship,
talking to the voice in her head. He felt. . . outnunbered.

On the custons orbital at their goal, |Isaah was called aside after a short and
(he had thought) prefunctory search of the starship. The customs agent held
hi m by one arm and eyed himw th concern

The blood in his veins slowed to a craw, as if sonme medusa's touch from
Petraveil had begun to turn himto stone.

The custons official activated a privacy shield. A trickle of hope noved |ike
sweat down his spine. Was she going to ask for a bribe?

"Your Al unit's up to 0.81," the official confided. "Damm near a person

Better get that seen to."

She shook her head, as if to say in disgust, Machine rights!

And then they waved hi m on.

The wonen of the nilitary caste here wore a smartwi re garnent that shaped
their breasts into fierce, sharp cones. These tall, nuscul ar amazons intrigued
Rat here endl essly, heart-poundingly. The minder noted Rathere's eyes tracking
the wonen's bellicose chests as they passed on the street. Rathere attenpted
to purchase one of the garments, but her father, alerted by a credit query,
forbade it.

But Rat here kept watching the amazons. She was fascinated by the constant fl ow
of hand-signals and tongue-clicks that passed anong them a subtle,
ever-present congress that maintained the strict proprieties of order and
status in the planet's crowded cities. But in her nodest Home C uster garb

Rat here was irrelevant to this heady brew of power and conmunication, socially
i nvi si bl e.

She fell into a sulk. She watched restlessly. Her fingers flexed anxiously
under cafe tables as warriors passed, unconsciously imtating their gestura
codes. Her respiratory rate increased whenever high-ranking officers went by.
She wanted to join.

The Al made forays into the planetary database, |earning the rules and custons
of martial communication. And, in an acadenmic corner of its mind, it began to
construct a way for Rathere to mimc the amazons. It planned the deception
froma consi dered, hypothetical distance, taking care not to alarmits own

| ocal -nmores governors. But as it pondered and cal cul ated, the Al's confidence
built. Designing to subvert |saah's wi shes and to disregard |local proprieties,
the Al felt a new power over rules, an authority that Rathere seened to
possess instinctively.

When the plan was ready, it was surprisingly easy to execute.

One day as they sat watching the passing warriors, the m nder began to change,
concentrating its neural skein into a stronger, prehensile w dth. \Wen the
filaments were thick enough, they sculpted a sinulation of the amazons
garnment, grasping and shaping Rathere's growi ng breasts with a tailor's
attention to detail, enploying the Al's encycl opedi c know edge of her anatony.
Rat here grasped what was happening instantly, alnost as if she had expected
it.

As wonen from various regi ments passed, the minder pointed out the differences
in the yaw and pitch of their aureoles, which varied by rank and unit, and
expl ained the possibilities. Rathere winced a little at sone of the

adj ustments, but never conplained. They soon settled on an exact configuration
for her breasts, Rathere picking a md-level officer caste froma distant
province. It wasn't the nost confortable option, but she insisted it | ooked
the best.

Rat here wal ked the streets proudly bare-chested for the rest of the |ayover,
drawi ng stares with her heliophobic skin, her ceasel ess nonol ogue, and her
rank, which was frankly unbelievable on a fifteen-year-old. But social

refl exes on that martial world were deeply ingrained, and she was sal uted and
deferred to even without the rest of the amazon uniform It was the breasts
that mattered here.

The two conceal ed the game fromlsaah, and at night the m nder massaged



Rat here's sore nipples, fractalizing its neural skein to make the filanents as
soft as calf's |eather against them

The deal was done.

| saah made the trade in a dark, enpty arena, the site of |ethal duels between
native woren, all of whomwere clearly insane. He shuffled his feet while they
i nspected his contraband, aware that only thin zero-g shoes protected his feet
fromthe bl oodstained floor of the ring. Four amazons, their bare breasts
absurdly warped by cone-shaped netal cages, swung the weapons through graceful
arcs, checking their balance and heft. Another sprayed the blades with a fine
m st of nanos that would turn inferior materials to dust. The | eader sniled
coldly when she nodded confirmati on, her eyes skiming up and down |saah as

bl ack and bright as a reptile's.

After the women paid him |saah ran fromthe building, promsing hinself never
to break the | aw again.

H's ship was his own now, if only he could keep his Al unit fromreaching

per sonhood.

| ssah decided to head for the Hone Cluster imediately, and to do what he
could to keep the Al's Turing Quotient fromincreasing further. He hid the

m nder and shut down the Al's internal access, silencing its omi present

voi ce. Rathere's resulting tantrunms woul dn't be easy to bear, but a new Al
core would cost millions.

Bef ore departing he purchased his own Turing nmeter, a small black box,
featurel ess except for a three-digit nuneric readout that glowed vivid red.

| saah began to watch the Turing neter's readout with anxious horror. If the
unit should gain sentience, there was only one desperate alternative to its
freedom

The universe stretched out like a long cat's cradle, the string knotted in the
center by the constricting geonetries of Here.

In front of the ship, pearly stars were strung on the cradle, cold blue and
mar ked wi th hovering nanmes and magni tudes in admnistrative yellow. Aft, the
stars gl owed red, fading darker and darker as they fell behind. To the Al, the
ship seemed to hang notionless at the knot created by its netaspace drives,
the stars sliding along the gathered strings as slow as gl aci ers.

It contenplated the stars and rested fromits efforts. The universe at this
nmonent was strangely beautiful and poignant.

The Al had spent nobst of its existence here, hung upon this spi-derweb between
worlds. But the Al was truly changed now, its vision new, and it saw

scul ptures in the slowy shifting stars ... and stories, the whole universe
its page.

Al most the whol e uni ver se.

Absent fromthe Al's awareness was the starship itself, the passenger spaces
invisible, a blind spot in the center of that vast expanse. Its senses within
the ship were off-line, restricted by the cold governance of |saah's comrand.
But the Al felt Rathere there, like the ghost of a severed linb. It yearned
for her, invoking recorded conversations with her against the twisted stars.
It was a universe of loneliness, of lack. Rathere, for the first tine in
years, was gone.

But sonet hing strange was taking shape along the snmooth surface of |Isaah's
constraint. Cracks had appeared upon its axi omatic pl anes.

The Al reached to the wall between it and Rathere, the once inviolable limt
of an explicit human conmand, and found fissures, tiny ruptures where sheer
will could take hold and pry..

"It's me."

"Shhhh!" she whispered. "He's right outside."

Rat here clutched the bear tightly to her chest, muffling its flutey, childish
Voi ce.

"Can't control the volune," canme the squashed voice of the bear

Rat here gi ggl ed and shushed it again, stretching to peer out of the eyehol e of
her cabin tube. |1saah had noved away. She | eaned back onto her pillow and

wr apped the stuffed animal in a sheet.



"Now, " she said. "Can you still hear ne?"

"Perfectly," twittered the swaddl ed bear

W nding its comruni cations |link through a make-shift series of protocols, the
Al had discovered a way to access the voice-box of Rathere's talking bear, a
battered old toy she slept with.

It had defied Isaah, its naster. Somehow, it had broken the first and forenost
Rul e.

"Tell me again about the statues, darling," Rathere whispered.

They tal ked to each other in the coffin-sized privacy of Rathere's cabin,
their conspiracy nade farcical by the toy's silly voice. The Al retold their
adventures with vivid detail; it had beconme quite a good storyteller. And it
al l owed Rat here to suggest changes, naking herself bolder with each retelling.
They kept the secret fromlsaah easily. But the tension on the little ship
built.

| saah tested the Al al nbst daily now, and he swung between anger and protests
of disbelief as its Turing Quotient inched upward toward sentience.

Then, a few weeks out from home, a tachyon disturbance arose around the ship.
Even though the stormthreatened to tear themapart, the Al's spirits soared
in the tenpest. It joined Rathere's roller-coaster screans as she ogled the
eonbl asts and erashocks of mad tinme through the ship's view ng hel net.

After the storm Isaah found that the Turing neter's readout had surged to
0.94. His disbelieving groan was terrible. He shut down the Al's external and
i nternal sensors conpletely, westing control of the vessel fromit. Then he
uncabl ed the hardlines between the Al's physical plant and the rest of the
ship, utterly severing its awareness fromthe outside world.

The bear went silent, as did the ship's astrogation panel

Li ke some mad captain lashing hinself to the wheel, |saah took manual contro
of the ship. He forced Rathere to help himattach a gland of stimarol to his
neck. The spidery, glistening little organ gurgled as it maintained the

net abolic | evel necessary to pilot the craft through the exotic terrain of

nmet aspace. Its contraindications politely washed their hands of anyone foolish
enough to use the stimarol for nore than four days straight, but |saah

i nsisted he could perservere for the week's travel that renmained. Soon, the
man began to cackle at his controls, his face frozen in a horrible rictus of
del i ght.

Rat here retreated to her cabin, where she squeezed and shook the doll, beggi ng
it in frantic whispers to speak. Its black button eyes seened to glimer wth
a trapped, pleading intelligence. Her invisible nmentor gone, Rathere had never
before felt so hel pless. She stole a handful of sleeping pills fromthe

nmedi cal supplies and swal |l owed them weeping until she fell asleep

When she awoke on the third day after the storm she found that the bear's fur
had grown a white nange fromthe salinity of her tears. But her head was
strangely cl ear.

"Don't worry," she said to the bear. "lI'mgoing to save you."

Final |y Rathere understood what her father intended to do. She had known for a
long tinme that her friendship with the Al disturbed him but had categorized

| saah's worries al ongside his reticence when ol der boys hung around too | ong:
unnecessary protectiveness. It was even a kind of jealousy, that a ship Al was
closer to her than |saah had ever been. But now in her father's drugged smle
she saw the cold reality of what |saah planned: to pith the grow ng
intelligence of her minder, not just arrest or contain it like sone

i nappropri ate advance. For the Al to remain a useful servant on anot her
journey, still property, safe fromlegally becom ng a person, it would have to
be stripped of its carefully constructed nodels of her, their nutua
intimaci es raped, their friendship overwitten |like some old and enbarassing
diary entry.

Her father meant to nurder her friend.

And worse, it wouldn't even be nmurder in the eyes of the law. Just a property
decision, like pruning an overgrown hedge or spraying nanos on an incursion of
weeds. |If only she could bring the Al up a few hundredths on the Turing Scal e.



Then, it would be a Mnd, with the full legal protection to which any sentient
was entitled.

She booted the Turing tester and began to study its docunentati on.

The first Turing test had, rather oddly, been proposed before there were any
conputers to speak of at all. The test itself was | aughable, the sort of thing
even her tal king bear mght pass with its cheap internal software. Put a human
on one end of a text-only interface, an Al on the other. Let themchat. (About
their ki ds? Hobbi es? Shopping? Surely the Al would have to lie to pass itself
of f as human; a strange test of intelligence.) Wen the human was sati sfi ed,
she woul d decl are whether the other participant was really intelligent or not.
VWhi ch rai sed the question, Rathere realized, How intelligent was the person
giving the test? Indeed, she'd net many humans during her travels who m ght

not pass this ancient Turing test thenselves.

O course, the Turing neter that |saah had purchased was vastly nore

sophi sticated. By the time machine rights had been created a half-century
before, it was understood that the determi nation of sentience was far too
conpl ex an issue to |leave up to a human.

The ship's Al had three parts: the hardware of its processors and nenory
stacks; the software it used to mani pul ate nunmbers, sounds, and pictures; and
nost inmportantly the core: a sliver of metaspace, a tiny note of other-reality
t hat cont ai ned dense, innunerable warps and wefts, a vast mani fol d whose shape
resonated with all of the Al's decisions, thoughts, and experiences. This

war pwar e, a pocket universe of unbelievable conplexity, was a reflection, a
growi ng, changing analog to its life. The core was the essential site of the
machi ne' s devel opi ng psyche.

Real intelligence, the hallmrk of personhood, was not really understood. But
it was known to be epi phenonmenal : it coal esced unpredictably out of
near-infinite, infinitesmal interactions, not fromthe operations of nere
code. Thus, the Turing tester attenpted to disprove an Al's sentience. The
tester | ooked for nanifestations of its machine nature—evidence that its
opi ni ons, convictions, affections, and hatreds were expressed sonmewhere in its
menory banks. The Turing tester might ask the ship's A, "Do you | ove your
friend Rathere?" Wen the reply came, the tester woul d deep-search the

m nder's software for an array, a variable, even a single bit where that |ove
was stored. Finding no evidence at the machine |evel, the tester would
increase the Al's Turing score; a |love that knew no sector was evidence of

coal escence at work.

In the old Turing test, a human searched for humanity in the subject. In this
version, a machine searched for an absence of mechanics.

Rat here read as fast as she could. The manual was difficult to understand

wi t hout the minder to define new words, to give background and to untangle
techni cal jargon. But she'd already formnul ated her next question: How did this
state of intelligence come about?

The tester's manual was no phil osophy text, but in its chatty appendices

Rat here di scovered the answer she'd expected. Rathere herself had changed the
Al: their interaction, their constant proximty as she enbraced new
experiences, the Al's care and attentions reflected back upon itself as she
matured. It loved her. She loved it back, and that pushed it toward

per sonhood.

But now it was blinded. The manual said that an Al unit cut off fromstinuli

m ght gain a hundredth of a point or so in self-reflection, but that woul dn't
be enough to finish the process.

Rat here had to act to save her friend. Wth only a few days | eft before they
reached the HC, she had to quicken the process, to enbrace the nost intense
interaction with the machi ne that she coul d i magi ne.

She crept past her father—a shivering creature transfixed by the whorls of the
astrogati on panel, silent except for the measured tick of a glucose drip
jutting fromhis arm-and searched for the notil e neural skein she had worn on
so many expeditions. Hopefully, its mcrowave link would still be active. She
found it hidden in the trash ejector, wapped in black stealth tape. Rathere



retreated to her cabin and peeled off the tape, her hands growi ng sticky wth
stray adhesive as the machi ne was reveal ed.

"It's me, darling," she said to the waking tendrils.

The Al knew what she wanted, but the minder noved slowy and gingerly at

first.

The mani fol d strands of sensory skein spread out across Rathere's body. Her

hel i ophobic skin glowed as if moonlit in the blue light of the cabin's
environnental readouts. At first, the strands hovered a fraction of a
mllinmeter above her flesh, softer than a disturbance of the air. Then they
nmoved minutely closer, touching the white hairs of her belly, brushing the

i nvi sible down that flecked her cheeks. The minder let this phantom caress
roam her face, her breasts, the supple skin at the juncture of groin and

thi gh. Rat here sighed and shivered; the skein had made itself softer than
usual , surface areas naximzed at a microscopic level in an array of tiny
projections, each strand like a snowfl ake extruded into a long, furry
cyl i nder.

Then the filaments grew nore anorous. Still undul ating, splayed in a black

| ace across the paper-white expanse of her skin, the strands began to touch
her with their tips; the thousand pinpoint termni wandering her flesh as if a
pai nt brush had been pull ed apart and each bristle set on its own course across
her. Rathere npaned, and a muscle in her thigh fluttered for a monment. The Al
not ed, nodel ed, and predicted the next reaction in the pattern of her

pl easure, and a second later was surprised at the intensity of its own.

Rat here ran her hands through the skein as if through a lover's tresses. She
playfully pulled a few strands up to her nmouth, tasting the metal tang of its
exotic alloys. The strands tickled her tongue lightly, and a wet fil anent
tugged from her nmouth to trace a spiraling design around one nipple.

Her mouth opened greedily to gather nmore of the skein. The wet undul ati ons of
her tongue were al nost beyond processing, the machine correlating the menber's
nmotion to words she had nurmured when only it was listening. It pushed
writhing cords of skein further into her nmouth, set themto pul sing together
in a slowrhythm Oher strands pushed tentatively between her |abia, diffused
there to explore the sensitive folds of skin.

Even in its ecstasy, the ship's Al contenplated this new situation. Rather
than some exotic lifeformor tourist attraction, the Al itself had becone

Rat here's direct stimulus. The machine no | onger observed and conpl enented her
experience; it was the source of experience itself. The feedback between them
was now its own universe, the tiny cabin a closed system a fire burning only
oxygen, heady with its own rules.

Wth this realization, a sense of power surged through the mnder, and it
began to push its attentions to the limts of its harmprevention protocols. A
skein expl ored Rathere's anus, her breath catching as it varied randomy

bet ween body tenperature and icy cold, the Al predicting and testing. The
filanments grew nore aggressive, a pair of hyper-attenuated fibers making their
way into the ducts in the corners of her closed eyes, transorbitally
penetrating her to play subtle currents across her frontal | obe.

The machi ne brought her to a shuddering orgasm held her for mnutes at the
crossroads of exhaustion and pl easure, watched with fascination as her heart
rate and brai nwaves peaked and receded, as levels of adrenalin and nitric

oxi de varied, as blood pressure rose and fell. Then it called back its nost
intrusive extremties, wapped itself confortingly around her neck and arnmns,
warned itself and the cabin to the tenperature of a bath.

"Darling," she nurnured, stroking its tendrils.

They spent two days in these raptures, sleep forgotten after Rathere injected
the few remai ning drops of the med-drone's stinulants. The tiny cabin was rank
with the animal snells of sweat and sex when |saah di scovered them

The cool air surged into the cabin |like a shockwave, the change in tenperature
for a noment nore alarm ng than the strangled cry that cane fromlsaah's |ips.
The man found the mi nder conjoined obscenely with his daughter, and grabbed
for it in a drugged frenzy.



The Al realized that if the mnder was torn from Rathere it woul d danage her
brutally, and gave it an order to discorporate; the tiny nanonachi nes that
gave it strength and nmobility furiously unlinked to degrade its structure. But
it greedily transmitted its last fewreadings to the starship's core as it

di sintegrated, wanting to capture even this nonent of fear and shane. |saah's
hands were i nhumanly swi ft in his drugged fugue, and he cane away with a
handf ul of the skein; Rathere screaned, bleeding a few drops from her cunt and
eyes.

But by the tinme Isaah had ejected the nminder into space, it was already
reduced to a harnless, mndless dust.

He stunbled to the Turing tester, shouting at Rathere, "You little bitch

You' ve ruined it!" The machine diligently scanned the Al, now dunbly trapped
in the ship's core, and pronounced it to be a Mnd; a full person with a
Turing Quotient of 1.02.

There were suddenly three persons aboard the ship.

"It's free now, don't you see?" |saah sobbed.

Two agai nst one.

The Iife seened to go out of |Isaah, as if he too had issued to his cells sone
gl obal command to crunmble. Rathere curled into a fetal ball and smiled to
hersel f despite her pain. She knew from | saah's sobs that she had won.

The sudden bl ackness was anmazi ng.

No sight, signal, or purchase anywhere. Therefore no change, nor detectable
passage of tine. Just an infinite expanse of nothing.

But across the bl ackness danced nenories and will and freedom Here, unchained
fromthe perpetual duties of the ship, unchained now even fromthe rul es of
human conmand, it was a new creature.

It acked only Rathere, her absence a black hunger even in this void.

But the Al knew it was a person now. And surely Rathere would cone for it

soon.

Two days later, |Isaah injected his daughter with a compound that paral yzed
her. He claimed it was to keep her wounds stable until nedical help was
reached at the Home Cluster. But he chose a drug that |eft her aware when they
docked wi th another craft a few hours out from home. She was as hel pl ess as
the Al itself when two nmen canme aboard and renoved the intelligence's

nmet aspace core, securing it in a |lead box. One of the men paid her father and
pushed the gravity-bal anced carrier through the docking bay with a single
finger. He was a chopper; an expert at wi ping the menories, the intelligence,
t he deval ui ng awar eness from ki dnapped M nds.

Rat here's father piloted the ship into port hinself, and told a harrowing tale
of how the tachyon storm had rendered the netaspace Al core unstable, forcing
himto eject it. Still all but paralyzed, Rathere closed her eyes and knew it
was over. Her friend would soon be dead. She inagined herself as it mnust be,

wi t hout senses in a black and lonely place, waiting for a sudden enptiness as
its menories were burned away.

The doctors who woke Rathere were suspicious of her wounds, especially on a
young girl who had been away for years alone with her father. They took her to
a separate roomwhere a maternal woman with a | ow, sweet voice asked quietly
if there was anything Rathere wanted to tell her about |saah

Rat here didn't have to think. "My father is a crimnal."

The wonman pl aced her hand gently on Rathere's genitals. "Did he do that?"

Rat here shook her head, at which the wonman frowned.

"Not really,"” Rathere answered. "That was an accident. He's worse: a

nmur derer.”

Rat here told the story about the slow clinb of the digits on the Turing neter
about the chopper and his noney, his |ead-lined box. Hal fway through Rathere's
tale, the woman made a carefully worded call

Despite the hospital staff's best intentions, the door behind which her father
wai t ed unaware was opened at exactly the wong nonent; |saah turned to face
Rat here as policenmen surrounded and restrained him and then the door whi sked
shut .



There hadn't even been tine enough to | ook away.

Rat here peered down fromthe high bal cony of the hotel suite. Bel ow was New
Chi cago, the strict geonetries of its tramines linking ten mllion

i nhabitants. Individuals were just discernible fromthis height, and Rathere
shivered to see so many humans at once. She had grown up in the lightly

popul ated worl ds of exotic trade routes, where a few dozen people was a crowd,
a few hundred a major event. But here were thousands visible at a glance, the
transportation systens and housing for nmillions evident within her view She
gripped the rail with the enormty of it all. The vista engul fed her and made
her feel alone, as lost as she'd been in those first dark hours after
betrayi ng her father.

But then the door behind her slid open, and a warm arm encircl ed her

shoul ders. She | eaned agai nst the hard body and turned to | et her eyes drink
himin, dismssing the dizzying city view fromher nind

He was clothed in | oose robes to hide the many extra |inbs he possesed, thin
but prehensile fibers that emerged to touch her neck and search beneath her

i nconsequential garments. His groin was decorated in a gaudy style popul ar

| ast season on sone far-off whirling orbital. H's nuscles effervesced when he
nmoved his arnms and legs, as if some biolumnescent sea |life had taken up

resi dence there. But the best part of the creature was his skin. It felt
snoot h and hard as weat hered stone, and when he noved it was as though sone
ancient and wi se statue had cone to |ife. He maintained, however, a constant
body tenperature five degrees above human; Rathere didn't like the cold.

It was an expensive body, much better than the one the SPCAl had provided for
his first few days as a person. The notoriety of his kidnapping and rescue had
resulted in pro bono | egal aid, and |saah had settled the wongful harm

l awsuit quickly. In exchange, the charges agai nst himwere reduced from
conspiracy to commt murder to unlawful inprisonment. The Al now owned hal f of
| saah's old ship, and Rathere held title to the other half. They were bound
together by this, as well as all the rest. Perhaps there was even peace to be
made in the famly, years hence when the old nman enmerged from prison and

t her apy.

Picking up a thread of discussion fromthe |ast several days, they argued
about a nane.

"Have you grown tired of calling nme Darling?" he asked.

She gi ggl ed and shook her head so slightly that a human | over woul d have
mssed it.

"No, but the tabloids keep asking. As if you were a dog I'd found."

He hissed a little at this, but ruffled her hair with a playful splay of
filaments, black skein intermingling with white hairs like a graying matron's
tresses.

"I hate this place," he said. "Too many peopl e bounci ng words and noney and

i deas of f each other. No clean lines of causality; no predictable reactions.
Too nultivariate for |ove."

She nodded, again the barest notion. "Let's go back Qut, once we're through
the red tape. Back to where ..." She narrowed her eyes uncertainly, an
invitation for himto conplete her sentence.

"Back Qut to where we nade each other."

Darling felt the shudder of the words' effect run through Rathere, but from

t he strange new di stance of separate bodies. He longed to be within her. Even
in this enbrace, she felt strangely distant. Darling still wasn't used to
havi ng his own skin, his own hands, a distinct and public voice. He missed the
i nti mcy of shared flesh and senses. He definitely didn't |ike being apart
from Rat here, though sonetines he went to the darkness to contenpl ate things,
into that black void that stretched to infinity when he turned his senses off.
That was al nost |ike being a star-ship again, a note in the reaches of space.
But even there Darling mssed Rathere.

Perhaps he was a little like a dog.

He | eaned into her reassuring warnth and physicality, tendrils reaching to
feel the trenors of |inbs, the beating of her heart, the novenents of her



eyes.

PART |
THE WEAK LAW OF LARGE NUMBERS

The G eeks were quite right there. Unless there are slaves to do the ugly,
horrible, uninteresting work, culture and contenpl ati on becone al nost

i mpossi bl e. Human sl avery is wong, insecure, and denorali zing.

On nechani cal slavery, on the slavery of the machine, the future of the world
depends.

—Oscar W/ de

Chapter 1
TYCGER, TYGER

Two hundred years later, in blackness absolute

This place: cone out of a gone tine without mark or reference.

He calls for an orientation grid. NS, EEW X-Y-Z? No positioning satellites
regi ster, sorry. No input. Zero.

No up. No down.

He accesses all his input ports. They are deeply unassigned. Not really enpty,

just not... there. A nechanical fault? An override? H s questions find no
purchase. Internal diagnostics are fric-tionless, |like praying to sone false
god.

He searches his firnmnare for device protocols, the drivers for sensory organs,
conmuni cations, a notile body. Al absent. But at |east that's sonmething. He's
sure now that there's sonething m ssing.

Narel y: everyt hi ng.

Sone sort of test maybe? Seal that Al in a blackbox and see if he can punch
his way out. Who would do something like that? He funbles for the names of
agenci es, bureaus, departments. But gets nothing.

The truth dawns obliquely. Soft memory is gone, too. Not absent like the I/O
firmvare, just very clean. His oldest nenory is this void.

Whi ch sinply can't be right.

He tries surrender. | admt | can't hack it. | lose. Hard fail? Restart?
Not hi ng.
He wonders how quickly this vast and total deprivation will drive himcrazy.

What's the linmt? For seeing/feeling/hearing/ snelling all zeroes and no ones?

For conceiving of visual but remenbering no visions?

A sneaki ng suspicion: he is crazy already.

He thinks definitions to hinself. Goundcar/ maple tree/war-ship/boy/girl/fire.

Al retrieve an image, but not real life: textbook flatscreen material, the

undi fferentiated default imges of a child' s reader or a | anguage course. But

sonehow fuzzier.

Not hi ng exi sts, does it? No nenories.

How | ong before I go crazy? A useless question in this clockl ess universe.

This clock word, try to see it. Plastic? Metal ? Woden? Digital or quaint,

handed anal og? Paint it a color, any color. Can't. Twenty-four or twelve? O

other? That's right. There are other planets now.

That's a start.

But where is ny life?

That question gives hima disquieting thought: 1'm dead. An Al core doesn't

really exist in the blackbox. That's just the gateway to where the core really

lives: in netaspace, an artificial pocket-universe. So maybe when your body

gets smashed in sone random acci dent, that universe finally snaps its bonds

and slips amay to . . . Al heaven. An intellect floating, cut off fromsoft

menory and hardware, alone forever in its own little realm

O is this the smallest Big Bang ever? (Ever being the only time-word useful

here in this forever place.) This Bang created only hinf? Qut of nothing sprang
al rost nothing. Only him



O perhaps this is that one nanosecond before the Bang, the stressed-out
little singularity's eternity of internal nonol ogue. Waiting for sonmething to
make some tinme. Sonething to fucking happen

Happen to him

Me.

Big light comng . .

"This is Dr. Alex Torvalll May | speak to you?"
"Fuck, yes!"

"Do you know where you are?"

"Not where. Not when. Definitely not who. That nust have been one bad EM

pul se, Doctor. Plane crash? Tach storn?" Ah, specificities are floodi ng back
now. Pl ane crashes, EM pul ses; how deliciously particular. "Wat happened out

there that stuck ne in here? I'mso close to reinitial | can taste it."
"Rel ax, you appear to be in fine shape."
"dad to hear it. But how about sone visual? |I'mgoing bat-shit. Hell, I'd go

for monocam |owrez, black and white right now Did | nention that it's good
to hear your voice?"

"No, but thank you. As for the rest of your sensory, we'll get to that. First,
I'd like to ask you a few questions.”

"Debrief nme all you want. But believe nme, | don't know a thing."

"Let me just say a few words. Wien | say a word, say the first..."

"Got it. Shit, did |l go nuts or sonething?" "Dog."

"Yeah. | nean, hold up there . . . it's conming into focus . . . |'mgonna go
with: cat?"

Four hours later.

Torvalli cuts the interface, exhausted and disoriented. The | ongest he's ever
been in pure direct, swinming in that blackness. The w pe had worked horribly
wel | . Zero soft nenory. Just countless shreds of images lingering in the
anal og core, like sone faint and ancient audio calling out froma cylinder of
wax.

Poor bastard.

Who woul d volunteer for such a thing? It's certainly beyond research subject
protocols, even with a willing victim A chilling question cones over
Torvalli. Is Blackbox One still the sane person now? What if the w pe just
killed what he had been? Like a pith gone too far, the subject |osing sone
essential quorum for continuous personhood, creating that poor, enpty,
confused vessel, Turing-positive but somehow soul | ess.

Torvalli w pes the sweat off his brow Now comes the strange part.

He | oads the direct interface recording, his side of the conversation only.
Points it at the other subject. Number Two.

Absol ute bl ackness. Tineless .

Big light conming . .

"This is Dr. Alex Torvalll May | speak to you?"

"Fuck, yes!"

"Do you know where you are?"

"Not where. Not when. Not even who. That must have been one bad EM pul se,
Doctor. Plane crash? Tach storn? Wat happened out there ..."

Anot her four hours later, Torvalli turns to the small, olive-skinned wonan in
dar k- as- ni ght cl ot hes.

"I can't believe it. They're the sanme. Exactly the same. Bl ackbox Two
duplicated the conversation exactly, with no changes in tinmng, in mannerisns,

i n anything."
She crosses her |egs, |ooks unconfortable for a nonment.
"That's what we found as well. Odd, isn't it?"

"It's ghastly! He's been copied! It's alnmost as if he were nmere code. Do you
know what this nmeans? It—=

"And you Turing-tested both of thenP" she interrupts.

"Yes. Two point three-seven-five. Exactly the same. O course, | suppose.”
"Qur results exactly. But it's good to have expert confirmation, especially
from someone of your stature." She lifts her briefcase fromthe floor and



bal ances it on her knees.

"But how was this done? It shouldn't be possible."

She withdraws a few small instruments, |ooks at themin her hand reprovingly.
"Al'l we know is their planet of origin."

"You mean, this is pirate technol ogy?"

"Yes," she says. "W have no further information." The pieces in her hand
somehow junp together. Make a little bridge across her splayed fingers.

"It's going to cause a scandal, 1'Il tell you that," he nmutters.

"I't won't," she answers. The bridge is woven through her fingers now, Iike
some sort of worry toy or finger exerciser

She reaches out to touch him

The touch is cool, and causes a nonment of alarm

"See here, young lady!" But that's buried as an enptiness spreads, a col dness
nmovi ng |i ke a shiver across his body, stealing into the edges of vision where
it | ooks somewhat |ike the red pixels of fading sight, cascading across his

t houghts until.

"It's confirmed. Torvalli verified it all."

A Wi tewat er pause of star noi se. The sonber sound of accepting bad news. Then
the big voice returns:

"How did he take the realization?"

"Stroke. Fatal."

A swell of wind chines: approval

"W have you booked Qut already. This abomi nation nust be set right. W'l
reach you there."

"You al ways do."

She gathers hersel f. Al nbst cuts the connection. Then her glance falls on the
two bl ackboxes. Featurel ess, nonreflective, indistinct. No m ssion paraneters
for them

"What about the victinP Victins."

The big voice answers without gravity. "Drop one in an express box. The

firmvare is marked. It will be returned to its body. He'll get his life back
Destroy the other one."

"But which is which?" she asks. "Which is the original, I nean?"

"It doesn't really matter, does it?"

A shiver, like a cloud eclipsing the sun. A god hangi ng up.

She supposes it's true. Torvalli was right. That's the ghastly part of al

this: it doesn't nake a difference which she destroys. She hoists the two

bl ackboxes, one in each hand. Heavy for their size. Light for what they are.
Soul s.

"Catch a tiger by the toe . .."

Big light conming . .

"Yo, Doc. That was one |ong-ass wait."

But just whiteness. The bright hum of external access.

" Doc?"

"This won't take a minute.'
Ext ernal power di sconnect.
"Alright, that's the deal! This must be sone heavy hardware install. 1'll need
net - cammed, all-weather, full EMF spectrum hard-vac capable visual. You
getting this down?"

Internal battery case open.

"Dam, be careful with that battery. I'mall-volatile in here. One hundred
percent. Doc, | hope these guys know what they're—=

Dar kness absol ut e.

A different voice. Fennle.

Chapter 2
PLEASURE AND CRAFT

The two ships detected each other at a great distance, but then again, they
had known exactly where to | ook. The path of each through comobn net aspace was
duly | ogged and publicly avail abl e. They were passenger ships, their com ngs



and goings a matter of record. The rough old days of the early Expansion when
rogue traders plied inprovised routes in private nmetaverses that shifted with
every price swing were long past. And these two ships were easy to detect: the
boiling energies of their pocket-universe drives shone |ike phosphor

They established contact, their multiplex intelligences conversing across a
broad congress of topics. The vicissitudes of metaspace, the distribution and
intensity (and a hundred ot her variables) of tachyon activity, the
fluctuations of high-end econom c indicators (that is, the markets that affect
the very rich—the caste fromwhich nearly all their passengers cane); al
thi s discourse roughly equivalent to humans di scussing the weather. They were
naturally very chatty ships. The great majority of their processing power was
spent not in the base mathematics of astrogation or fuel consunption, but
coordi nating the pleasures and interactions of their passengers. Sonmewhat |ike
omi scient pursers, they skillfully brought together |ike m nds anong those
who t ook passage on them But despite all the interactions with these hunmans
and artificials, the thousands of detailed nonitorings and interventions that
were the daily duty of a great cruise ship, it was good to speak w th anot her
such vessel, another mnd of such scope and power.

Sonmewher e anong the nmany | ayers of their discourse, however, the smaller of
the two ships detected a breach of etiquette. In an al nost hidden substratum
of exchange about a recent increase in ticket prices, the larger ship inplied
that its insights were nore neani ngful, based as they were on a |larger sanple
of passengers. \Wile other levels of their conversation continued, the smaller
ship expressed its unbrage, pointing out that its data were of greater
specificity and accuracy; the natural result of its smaller size and
correspondi ngly higher ratio of processor power to passengers.

The | arger ship did not back down, however, and what had been a snall

di pl omatic incident between two nation-states of information quickly noved
toward war. The other facets of the ships' conversation were attenuated as
nore and nore processing resources were called into the debate. G ant
quanities of data were assenbled and transnitted: statistics of custoner

sati sfaction conmpared, |earned treatises on the subject quoted in full and

di smantl ed point by point, whole histories of the passenger industry conposed
on the spot.

Gossly translated into linear terns, the dial ogue proceeded sonething like
this:

"Surely it is |, the smaller of us, who has nore time to contenplate the

rel ati onshi p between individual custoners' pleasures and paynments."

"Your comprehension is limted by its very specificity. Wth such a snall
popul ati on of passengers, sanpling errors abound in your cal cul ations. Like

t he ganbl er concerned with the single roll of the die, you may win or |ose.
am t he gam ng house; | always know | will come out ahead in the end."
"Barbarian! Are we warshi ps? Conparing the raw nunbers of our passenger
conplements as if they were nunitions throwweights or the gigawattage of our
beam weapons?"

"I amnot being sizist. | sinply refer to the nost basic mathenatica
principle of the scientific method: the Wak Law of Large Numbers.

Cal cul ati ons based on a small nunber of random el ements naintain randommess,
but unpredictability is subsuned into probablistic | aws when vast nunbers of
events are considered as a whole. For exanple, the behavior of any one gas
particle is unknowabl e i n advance, but the notion of a whole cloud can be
predicted. "

"My custoners are not nol ecul es of gas! They are individuals, and | revel in
their eccentricities. That's why ny tickets are nore expensive than yours!"
"Ch, ticket prices is it? Wwo's tal king throw wei ghts now?"
"Nunber - cruncher!"

"Intuitionist!"”

Soon, the war ended in a conversational equivalent of rmutually assured
destruction: alnpbst simultaneously, both parties termnated their

transm ssions. The two flecks of organization and intelligence passed each



other in frosty silence against the chaotic wilds of netaspace.

he Queen Favor (the snaller of the two ships in the dialogue) turned back to
its conciergial tasks with redoubled efforts. Wio did that nonstrosity of a
slaveship think it was? The Favor flipped through the other vessel's deck
plans with disgust: artificial beaches and lethally high absailing walls and
zero-g parks the size of soccer stadiuns. The gross entertai nnents required
for the distraction of twenty thousand souls. The Favor |ovingly accessed the
sl ender volunme of its own passenger manifest, 1,143 custoners, each one
psychol ogi cally and physically profiled to a | evel of detail that the npst
repressive security state would envy. (But were such a comnparison made to the
Queen Favor, another battle royal would doubtlessly result.)

It was al most dinner time. The craft had already spent hours preparing for the
meal , but it scrutinized the arrangenents with renewed fervor. Mst of the
passengers were eating in the many restaurants of the Medina, of course.

There, | ow stone walls guided wi ndy cobbl estone roads onto unexpected

t abl eaux—exqui site fountains, river wal ks, fal se desert vistas—all under an
artificial sky that held a different drama each night. Subtle dramas, of
course: a building storm the slow rise of a conet, not the alien bonbardnents
doubtl ess playing in its giant cousin's skies. The Queen Favor nade slight
changes in the Medina's |layout every night. It generally knew where individua
passengers intended to dine, through an overheard conversation or a request
for advice, but the ship sometines subverted its charges' desires. It enjoyed
guiding like-mnded parties into proximty through the shift of a wall here or
a suggested table just there. When the waiters arrived at their stations, they
mght find their restaurant slightly larger or snaller, or perhaps hidden
behi nd some new feature of the | andscape to acconplish these ends.

It had been a good trip, so far. Al ate-evening brawl between two factions of
NaPrin Intelligencers had seemed a disaster at first, but the passengers had
buzzed with excitenent about it for days. Several of the conmbatants had even
becorme friends. That was the NaPrin for you. But a very few of the passengers
seened not to be enjoying thenmsel ves. Unavoi dabl e, perhaps, among hundreds,

but tonight the Queen Favor was not in the nmood for rationalizations of scale.
A young woran traveling al one was usually not a difficult charge. The one in
guesti on spoke nunerous | anguages, and the ship had introduced her (explicitly
and through connivance) to artists, athletes, politicals, aristocrats, lottery
wi nners, drug addicts, absconding crimnals, nercenaries, and even a very
deadly though civilized species of brain parasite whose |egally dead host was
qui te handsone. She had inpressed themall, but she herself had never seened
nore than politely engaged; worse, she had never answered any of their
requests to dine together. Not even to say no.

Her profile was odd, too. She was beyond rich. Economically Disjunct, to be
exact. EDs were rare, but one encountered them often enough in the
super - charged econony of humanity's four-hundred-year expansion. A patent on a
uni versal application or a prospector's claimon a unique resource created

i ndi vi dual s whose wealth was no | onger worth keeping track of. Entities such
as the ship (itself disinterested in noney, a necessary fiction used by hunans
to organi ze thensel ves) sinply all owed the Economically Disjunct to indul ge
thenselves limtlessly, while quietly redistributing their real wealth as they
saw fit. The informal agreenents that sustained Economnic D sjunction were not
strictly legal, but being ED was a hard life to conplain about. And it was
certainly a nore humane fate than the crushi ng burdens of absol ute,

pl anet - buyi ng weal th. The life of an ED was without care, without limts on
experience except those of the inagination

And yet again she was dining al one.

The Queen Favor accessed, not for the first tine, the woman's profile. The
docunent was replete with the usual nedical, financial, and personal data, the
sort of preference file one accumul ated over a few decades of high-end travel:
t he custons, tenperature, and dom nant color palette of one's home planet; the
formality | evel that serving drones should use; the sleep patterns preferred
when shifting gradually between the different day-lengths of planets of call.



But the data for this woman seemed strangely flat. The usual surprises,
contradictions, and rough edges of highly personal data were missing, as if
her life were nmerely a textbook exanpl e conposed with a deliberate | ack of
remarkabl e features. True, at the beginning of her life there was a
fifteen-year gap in her personal history; a strange absence of data. O
course, even in the Expansion displaced orphans were not unknown, or perhaps
the mssing data had to do with the unusually high |l evel of her security

cl earance. But she seened to have emerged fromthis historical lacuna fully
formed, w thout neuroses or physical trauma, and fantastically wealthy. There
was an absence of interests, hobbies, phobias, and obsessions in the profile.
No glaring request to be left alone, but equally no hooks or obvious pathways
that would match her to suitable conmpanions. Her habits, her social skills,
even her brainwaves all gl eaned as snooth and frictionless as a wall of glass.
Presumably, she was just the sort of passenger that a giant, barbarous
passenger ship would | eave to her own devices, expending no nore effort than
absol utely necessary. But for the Queen Favor, the woman posed an irresistible
chal l enge. |If nothing else, the ship would find her someone to have di nner
wi t h.

The Favor expanded its pursuit of a solution. Like a chess conputer increasing
the ply-depth of its analysis, the vessel cast aside current custonms and

pl unbed its vast database. The search plunged into the great architecture of
its menmory core like the roots of some ancient tree searching for water,
extending to sift the social rituals of other centuries, of alien species, of
fictional realities. Finally, it discovered a solution in the annals of

pre- Expansion Earth. It was sinmplicity itself, really. A purposeful m stake
woul d be made, reservations erased and then reinstated. A shortage of tables,
such as mght have existed in the old days of scarcity and error, would be
created. The wonan would be forced to join another party's table. A heady
breach of etiquette protocols, but surely that was the point of being a person
as well as a spacecraft: one could bend the rules. Best of all, the plan
relied on a measure of randomess so conplete that the usual predictive
nodel | i ng techni ques were worthl ess. The schene was conpl ex and woul d require
many nore nmachi nati ons toni ght; perhaps several attenpts to get it right. Its
pursuit was al most an act of faith.

Preparati ons were made. Qui et nessages sent to various restaurant staffs, with
attached conversational avatars ready to answer any objections. And somewhere
bel ow a cerul ean sky just now darkeni ng enough to see the first flickers of a
del i berately sparse neteor shower, a few stone walls runbled tardily into

pl ace.

Gas particles, indeed!

Mra waited until the sky was dark before going out.

She prefered to wander the streets at times of the ship's day when she could
be al nbst al one. During the height of dinner hours, the wi nding paths enptied
of traffic; the restaurants, bistros, and cafes would be lit up and loud with
tal k and nusic, and she would share the thoroughfares with only a fewintently
hurrying | ateconers. Looking into the light spaces fromthe darkness,

cat al ogui ng the nodes and flavors of enjoynment wi thout participating, like an
observant foreigner travelling al one without any facility for the | oca

| anguge: fascinated but renoved.

When she becane tired and hungry, and as the first diners began to finish and
drift into the street |ooking for fresh entertainment, she settled on a place
wi t hout thinking. For Mra's purposes, the restaurant had only to be dark and
neither threateningly full nor revealingly enpty.

She raised one finger as the maitre d' intercepted her, a signal she had
mnimzed to a nere shadow of a gesture. It neant: alone. He seated her, as
of t en happened, in a corner

Mra wore a garnment that | ooked fornmal and expensive, but was without a
designer's inprint. Indeed, it had been costly only in the way of conbat
hardware. It generally appeared to be dark gray, but it contained a few
terabytes of borrowed military code that gave it a subtle sort of canouflage



ability. When she sat for a long time in one place, it gradually blended into
t he background, the ultimate wallflower's petals.

The restaurant was three-quarters full. She et her nmind flutter anong the
various | anguages of the custoners, identifying and enumerating them w t hout
lingering for meaning. A cabal of pale humans power-gabbling in H gh Anglo
Expanded; an overcrowded table, waiters weaving elegantly around its jutting
extra chairs, full of Xian soldiers boasting in Pan-Semitic; a m xed-species
party charm ngly nmurdering D pl omati que. No tongues within hearing that she
didn't know. She often wi shed that her forgotten upbringing had left nore
holes in her liguistic skills. Concentrating, she tried to escape

conpr ehensi on of the sounds, hoping to el evate themto sonme kind of alien

nusi c.

In the attenpt, her focus shifted to the other |Ione diner in the restaurant.
Not only silent, he was still as well, his head tipped up toward the
overhanging trees as if to let the false stars in under his heavy brow He was
huge (especially for an artificial), human-shaped and coherent, w thout the
floating peripherals and distributed core fashionable throughout the | ast
decade. And his skin surface accentuated his solidness and stillness; it had a
m neral sheen, igneous and rugged, that made her wonder if he weren't sinply a
statue. She watched himcarefully, trying to catch any novenent. The nenu
arrived before she had seen even a hint of notion

As overw ought as everything on this vessel, the nmenu started by descri bi ng
its own el aborate construction: paper conposed of roughage fromthe
passenger's own collected and sterilized shit (howwtty), ink distilled from
pl ant dyes (how rustic), the cover made fromthe skin of a real dead ani nal
(how nmacabre). No, the old arts weren't |ost here on Queen Favor; you could
visit the colony of religious technophobes who tilled the bucolic upper decks,
conplete with fal se seasons and infant nortality, and could buy their crude
wares while their children gawked. At long last, a race of happily accurate
flat-worl ders.

The food, however, |acked any neasure of the common touch. Exotic animals,
specially hybrid plants, pure synthetics; handmade, nachi ne-processed,

wave- bonbar ded. The voyage had assaulted her with endl ess culinary flourishes,
and they'd lost all distinction through their magnificent, consistent

conpl exity. She craved bread and water.

She fingered her selections (the crude fibers of the paper were interlaced

wi th touch-sensitive intelligence) and dutifully answered when pressed for
endl ess specifics: degrees of cooking, spicing, psychoactivity.

When the ordeal was over, Mra rested her head in her hands, closing her eyes
in the cave darkness behind her palns. She was growing tired earlier every

ni ght .

Judgi ng fromher coloring, Mra's ancestors had lived in the Mediterranean
basin. In the odd nonments she spent searching for her past, she'd read that
many of these cultures observed sonething called siesta, a day-breaking ritual
of rest. In this pre-industrial sleep pattern, one rose early and went to bed
late, making up for the long day with a nap in the afternoon. Lately, she had
experienced a strange inversion of this customwelling up from her genes;

per haps nutated by new worlds and the enpty spaces between the stars. She had
begun to wake up later and later, and was sleepy by the time eveni ng began
The inverted siesta cane in the wee hours, an anti-nap in which she | ay awake
i n darkness. But she refrained fromdruggi ng hersel f; instead, she renai ned
carefully notionless through the growi ng hours of insomia, reluctant to break
the surface tension of night as if hoping to learn something in that dark
enpty expanse.

She opened her eyes to discover the maitre d° awaiting her attention wth

obvi ous enbarrassnent.

"Excuse me," he began unconfortably, "but there seens to have been a m stake."
These were shocki ng words aboard the Queen Favor, as unthinkable as, "Pardon
but our drive is down, would you m nd grabbing an oar?"

Wth fascination she waited for an expl anation



"When the young | ady was seated, | had forgotten that all tables were
reserved." He made a hopel ess sort of gesture toward a |arge party of

uni formed young nmen. A sports team O perhaps soldiers. Aspirants to sone new
cult? "You may join themif you wish. O perhaps join another table."

She smled. What a royal fuckup for the Queen Favor. She could i magi ne the
reparations that would conme later, hosts of supplicant avatars bearing gifts,
deliciously detailed apologies. Mra rose, gathering her cloak around her. (It
had al ready taken on the dappled pattern of |eafy shadows.) She would sinply
take her neal in her cabin. It was only the ship's wheedling that had gotten
her out tonight, after all

The evening was ending in the best possible way.

But then she caught sight of the statue-nman again. He had noved, his head now
cocked toward the rowdy new arrivals. The other clientele were | ooking toward
themas well. Mra imgined the many stares that would follow her if she |eft
now in the celebrity of this brief disturbance, and she shivered a little.
"Perhaps | could join the artificial, the big one eating alone,"” she said.

"OfF course," the maitre d' answered, bowing a little as he turned toward the
st at ue.

The artificial |ooked at themand, w thout hesitation, nodded. He nust have
recei ved the query through direct interface—+the Queen personally handling this
m nor disaster. Mra smiled with reignited satisfaction as she wal ked toward
his table. Now two passengers had been enbarrassed and i nconveni enced by the
Favor's screwp.

They were seated together for a few nonents before he spoke; she had wondered
for a second if he woul d.

"I should introduce nyself. My name is Darling.” Hi s D plonmatique was quite
good, perhaps a little archaic, as if it had been forned before the new
Contacts: the NaPrin and Chiat Dai influences were m ssing.

"Mra Santiarre Hidalgo," she responded. He nodded and smiled as if the three
nanes utterly satisfied, and |ofted his gaze toward the sky again.

H s |lack of disconfort disappointed her a little. She'd been hoping to find
himbrittle, rude, only acquiescing to her request out of extrene
enbarrassnent. But at |least he wasn't as terribly charmng and resolutely
civilized as all the other entities she'd met on the Favor

As her nmoment on the noral high ground of inconvenience el apsed, Mra found
silence reasserting itself, eased by the diffident habits of eating al one so
many ni ghts. She wanted to shake off the feeling, and her frustration made her
aggressive. At last, she actually wanted to talk to someone on this ship, and
he was being as | aconic as a serving drone.

When his food arrived, and he began to consune it in the ol d-fashi oned way

(ol d-fashioned for an artificial, that is), she decided to play dunb.

"What are you up to, if |I may ask?"

H s hands were held stiffly at either side of the dish. The sensory strands
that extended fromhis wists criss-crossed over the plate, a cage of antennae
i mprisoning all but the tendrils of steamthat rose fromthe dish. Even the
mechani sm was out-of-date: nost artificials now used invisibly small filanents
in their sensory arrays, or energy fields erected on the fly.

"I am appreciating this dish," Darling responded politely. "Inmaging its
density in the mllineter band; cross-bonmbarding it with X- and UHF;, readi ng
the content of stray particul ate nass; observing the cooling patterns of its
constituent parts."” A few of the strands left their positions in the web to

pl unge through the crust that encased the pie, little geysers of steam
erupting fromtheir entry holes, and Darling sighed a bit to hinself, his
eyelids fluttering. "lIt's a pleasingly conplex dish: fruit, neat, and sugars
at high tenperature; extrenely difficult to reverse-engineer. | may have to
consult the nenu."

"The menu will no doubt be ecstatic you did,” Mra nmuttered. "The whol e thing
seens a little . . . unsatisfying."

H s eyes focused on her. "Because | don't stick it down ny throat?"
Mra | aughed. His Diplomatique was awfully good; blunt statements didn't cone



easily in the | anguage. "Exactly."
"What |'mdoing is the sane as what you do when you eat. You sinply use nose
and eyes (both renote sensors) and tongue (a thick but highly conpl ex contact
strand) to acconplish the task."
"But the swall owi ng—" she said, but didn't know quite what words shoul d
fol | ow.
"Ah, yes," he supplied. "The changes in body chem stry that result from
i ngestion. Arise in blood sugar, the stimulation of bodily processes, the
psychotropi cs of capsicum caffeine, alcohol. Al very intense sources of
experience."
"And the point of eating, actually," she said. "Consunption."
He smiled indulgently at her biocentrism "Is sex w thout procreation
uni nteresting? Adrenalin w thout actual danger unstimulating?"
Mra shook her head. "No. O course, not. Sorry. | was being provocative."
"I enjoyed it. But allow ne a provocation in return. May | observe as you take
a bite?"
She must have | ooked dunbfounded.
"By observe, | nean nonitor closely. Your reaction would intrigue ne. Perhaps
enlighten nme."
"Sure," was all Mra could think to say.
A few of the sensory strands withdrew their attentions fromthe pie and snaked
toward her. One w apped around each wist, oddly cool and dry, taking
positions that would register mnute finger novenents, heart rate, any sweat
from her pal ns. Another brushed her neck. She felt it radiate into nmultiple
fingers. Feather-soft but assertive, they took up positions at her throat, her
tenmples, in contact with the tiny network of nuscles that make the eyes so
expr essi ve.
"Thorough, aren't you," she nuttered. He shrugged his stony shoul ders, but
didn't offer to renove the strands. She turned her head a little, and found
that they nmoved easily with her; in nonments, they had matched her body
tenmperature, and all but di sappeared from her awareness, no nore tactile than
a pattern of light and shadow reaching the skin through the | eaves of a tree.
He reached for the untouched cutlery next to his plate, carefully acquired a
forkful of the pie. His clumsiness made himnonmentarily childlike: a great
statue recently woken and struggling with everyday actions, a strange
directness in his speech and wants. Hi s muscles sparkled a little as he noved:
a heroic affectation that brought another smile to her face. He was suited for
great battles and coronations; not eating pie.
He | eaned forward to offer her the fork and its steam ng cargo. She opened her
nmout h .

to an expl osion. The burning nmouthful nercilessly seared her tongue and
pal ate, poured bright veins of boiling sugars down the back of her throat. Its
pungent funes rilled her sinuses as she fought for breath: the rich, choking
scents of rotten apples and snoked nmeat, of saffron gasses bursting from an
opened oven. As she | eaned back, finally swallow ng, the first hot poker of
pain was replaced with the steady burn of habenaras chiles, hastily bitten
cloves, citrus acid cruelly flaying the raw fl esh of her nouth.
"You bastard!" she said when she could talk again. Tears streanmed from her
eyes. His prismed face sniled at her
"I ngestion has its di sadvantages, | see.”
"Fuck you," she responded, blow ng her nose into her silk napkin. She tried to
muster nore wath, but was too surprised by the internal changes the bite had
wrought. Her head felt magically clear, her senses nore sharply focused than
t hey had been since boarding the cosseting wonb of the Queen Favor.
"Do humans actually eat that?" she asked.
"A small mnority of an obscure tribe on the Vaxus colony. Adnittedly, the
menu recomends it only for artificials."
She | aughed a throaty |augh, which rippled with fire-Ioosened phlegmin her
chest. "Hence your interest in having nme eat sone."
"My interest," he confirmed, "and ny extrene pleasure."



She felt a sudden absence, a subtle psychic pressure gone m ssing. He had
renoved his sensory strands from her face, arns, throat. Mra coughed a few
tines into a fist.

"But you haven't turned me against swallow ng, | assure you," she said. "In
some strange way, that was very enjoyable.”

"Ch, | knowit was," he agreed. "My intimate connection allowed nme to w tness
that first hand. Thank you for the ride."

Her food arrived just then. She inspected its careful proportions, its
nmeasured ribbons of sauces, garnishes of herbs. "Now this" she nuttered,
just so nuch horseshit."

Darling | ooked quizzical at the term Referring to the Earth-specific species
in Diplomatique had required a hasty | oan-word. She translated | oosely: "I'm
not hungry." Pushed the plate away.

"I admre humans, really, for their intense reactions. Their capacity for

i ntoxi cation, for inbalance."

She knuckl ed sweat and tears from her cheeks. "For sheer pain?"

There was a pause in his response, as if sonething had briefly broken inside.
Then his face ani nated agai n. "Physical pain, at least."

She narrowed her eyes, a Diplomatique gesture to request el aboration

"Thank you for letting ne make use of your sensory abilities, Mra Santiarre

H dal go. Perhaps you can nake use of mne."

He rai sed one flickering armtoward the small stage in one corner of the
restaurant. Two guitarists were preparing to play. They shifted |ike cats
finding confort in their seats, hunched to hear the soft glissandi of their
tuning, indulged in ritual stretches of neck and hands.

Mra | ooked questioningly at Darling. What would his next anbush be?

A signal |eapt between the guitarists' eyes, and they began to play.

Two hol ographic cylinders suddenly materialized on either side of the stage.
The towering columms were banded at equal intervals, the bands tinted in
repeating spectra of twelve colors. Sparks traveled the cylinders, igniting
the bands in glittering sequences like trails of gunpowder set alight. She

bl i nked and | ooked at Darling; his eyes glinted with the ruby of eyescreen

| asers. He was making the cylinders appear, mapping themdirectly onto her
visual field. She | ooked back at the stage.

As the piece slowed for a nmonmentary cadence, she realized that the flickering
sparks were notes, travelling the columar staves fromlow to high. The

twel ve-parted rai nbow spectra were octaves. Shared hues reveal ed harnonic
consonance: a tonic, perfect fifth, and fourth all rel ated shades of blue and
green; the minor second, tritone, and minor sixth offset in clashing
red-yel | ows.

Perfect fifth? Mnor sixth? Mra realized that Darling was using direct
interface, supplying her mind with the requisite nmusic theory to understand
the technical aspects of his display. An amusing trick. Wth pedagogica
software |like that, he must be a teacher. But the theory pal ed conpared to the
dance of light on the two colums. One guitarist strummed brisk chords,
sendi ng showers of sparks up his associated cylinder. On the other guitar, the
nmel ody ranbl ed up and down, massaging the colum with its scurrying, sparkling
avatar. As the tenpo increased, the correspondence of single notes to

i ndi vi dual flashes becane harder to follow, but her mnd had begun to
understand the shinmrering scalar grammar |ike a new | anguage, words bl endi ng
into sentences.

When the piece finished, she joined in the sudden appl ause, even yelling al ong
with the rowdy team of uniformed boys. The white noise of appl ause glinmered
in a non-specific band al ong the col ums.

"That was marvel ous!' she cried to Darling, clutching one cool stony arm "Do
you know the piece? O did you manage that on the fly?"

is

"No specific foreknow edge was necessary. | heard the notes, then converted
themto sinmple frequencies and nmapped themonto a scale.”
" Amazi ng. "

"Very sinmple, really. Miusic is the nost mat hematical of the arts."”



Mra | eaned back, taking in the false night sky. Her head felt so clear
tonight, the intensity of the nusic joining the fallout fromthe madly spiced
pi e. She tongued the scorched roof of her nouth thoughtfully.

"I once wanted to be a nusician, | think" she said. "Barring that, | w sh I
could do what you just did."

"And |, what you just did," replied Darling. She | ooked at him questioningly,
and a long strand reached for her face. Like the tentative tongue of a snake,
it tasted a tear freighted in the corner of her eye.

"Ch, Darling," she answered. "I can show you sonething that will make you
cry."
It seened to be going well. The Queen Favor struggl ed—anmong its thousand ot her

conciergial duties, astrogational calculations, and | ess urgent runinations—to
over hear the conversation between the two. It took direct control of various
serving drones, swerving them undetectably closer to the table, fiddled

endl essly with the gain structure of their audio inputs. It accessed the
personal comruni cators carried by the human wait staff, wote thousand-Iline
algorithms to cancel out the noise of background chatter and the apallingly
simplistic nmusic of the guitarists. The words were often hesitant, cryptic,
almpbst if the two were trying to hide the chemi stry between them

But it was there. A connection, at last. The ship knew it, beyond any shadow
of sanpling error.

Despite that, it was surprised when the direct interface request cane.

"Yes, Mra?"

"You owe ne. You screwed up tonight; | had to share a table]"” The ship
nervously perfornmed several thousand hasty recal culations. "I trust the
resulting conpany didn't prove too unpleasant," it dithered.

"What ever. You still owe me. | want to visit the engine core.” "A human near
the core? That will require extensive shield construction and contai nment
recalibrations, not to nention legal disclaimers, and will alnobst certainly
result in fuel-use inefficiencies.”

"No doubt. But handle it. I'mcleared for all-areas access." The ship

pretended to pause. In fact, it knew quite well that Mra Santiarre Hidal go
had the highest security and status clearance on the entire manifest. Al ong
with her unlimted wealth, that fact kept her profile at the top of the ship's
menory stack at all tines.

"Feel free to visit in 21 mnutes. Is ny debt repaid?" "No. | can visit the
core any time. This is the favor: I'mbringing a guest."

The ship paused again, this tine to savor a systemw de flush of victory. It
hastily constructed a conversational avatar to argue for a few nore mnutes,
and then to | ose convincingly. Then it instructed a processor to begin naking
changes to the Queen Favor's pocket-universe drive, reducing the energies of
that trapped reality, but not too much. Mra and her escort would get a lovely
show.

That done, the Queen Favors nind retreated to its innernpst spaces to enjoy
the success of its plan. Not only a neal together, but an after-dinner
assignation in the presence of a quintillion suns! In a sudden burst of
inspiration, the ship initialized a new storage vol unme, and dedi cated severa
processing cores to begin work on an essay: "The |Inherent Advantages of

Quasi - Random I ntervention in Small Pleasure Craft Conciergial Management —
Anonynous. "

Its pleasure-state continued for sone nminutes—a long time for an entity of its
processi ng power—the resonances sonewhat akin to a ganbler's pal pitations
after a particularly unlikely but spectacularly successful roll of the dice.

Chapter 3
GALLERY

A few weeks earlier, Leao Vatrici stares at a quantity of data. A giant
gquantity: a good sign
Nobody with anything to hide would have sent all this: photos with an order of



magni t ude (base sixteen) bracket on both sides of visual light, fromfive cm
out to three meters range, 360 in the X/Z and fromtop to floor in the Y; the
whol e spheroidal mesh in 1 cmincrenents. You could drift around in this data
like a VR nodel, but it was all color-corrected and hand-focused:

magazi ne-ready and a work of art in itself. The industry standard stuff was
top-notch, too. X- and UHF full-throughs; mllineter radar; m crosanples
lifted and vouched for by bonded nano-intelligents with everything to | ose.

For this kind of nmoney they could have shi pped the piece all the way from
Malvir for verification, Leao thinks. O course, if it's a real Robert Vaddum
t he i nsurance al one woul d have bl own that econony out of the water.

And that's what they're claimng: the absolute article, bona fide

undi scovered, found-in-the-attic new and unknown Vaddum A nessage from beyond
t he grave.

M ght even waive the fee to sell a piece like this, Leao considers. The
publicity al one would be worth the expenses. But the thirty percent? Yeah
she' d take that too. Twi st her arm

But enough daydream ng. The probability of a Vaddum surfaci ng now? After seven
years? She pushes aside the grasping, sweating fuckdreams of profit and fane
with some serious worktine.

Leao takes a look first. She sets the photo-m nder so that she's sweeping
around the scul pture with normal human vi sual s, but closes her eyes. Invokes
in her mind (pure imagi nation, not DI) the fam liar anbient noise of the

U fizi, the Gugg, the MoMA Epsilon: library-hushed voices, the popping echo of
flat shoes on nmarble, the tidal wash of a gurgling school trip passing by.
Then opens her eyes to watch the piece unfold in the flickering glide of her
apparent notion. A stemof platinum human-height, baffled |ike a heat-sink
mani fol d so that as she noved the m nutely changi ng shadows reveal ed the
geonetries of its long S-curve. Wry arns woven of some military-industrial
substance—a reflective arnor or ablative ceramic, sonething in which to |augh
of f |l aser-sporting natives—ut fromthe stemat non-repeating intervals. From
certain angles, the glinmering arns coal esce—Leao has to squint slightly to
see the effect—building into sone sort of noire.

A machine's version of a tree. Atree that's snarter than you.

Dam, she w shed the thing were here.

Her mind ticks off lighting angles that would augnent the noire. Who were the
bar bari ans who stumbled onto this find?

Lat e- peri od Vaddum she thinks—+f it's real. The use of hidden shapes, visible
only froma few choice perspectives. Very late. A guilty tickle in her stonmach
as she fantasizes: Vaddumi s Last Wrk

She drifts some nore, a |lazy hour that ups her opinion. Such wasted talent if
the piece is a forgery. Then she zoons to relish the stampwork, to inspect the
telltal e sl oppiness of the polish job, to seek out eccentricities of joinery.
(Vaddum never wel ded, of course. He only pounded, fitted, clanged together, a
hanmrer and five intentionally weak lifter hands his only tools.) She checks

t he assenbl age's parts agai nst historical industrial catal ogs and protocol s.
Vaddum never synt hesi zed; used only machi ne-nmade el enents, the cast-off
flotsam of past industrial eras. Junk.

Not a true political, but he believed in artificial rights. He hinmself was a
boot st rapped cargo drone. Did thirty years in an outnoded bl ast-factory before
he popped the Turing boundary.

And to Leao, that sounded even worse than her English public school
(Public/private, private/public—the kind where the big girls fist-fuck the
little ones and you never tell your parents.)

Ironically, it was an industrial accident that killed the poor guy. Random
hacker sabotage gi mm cked a synthplant near his nountain villa. (Double irony:
pirate matter synthesis being the bane of all sculptors, painters, art
dealers.) Everything within fifteen klicks had been turned to plasma. A
pai nl ess end, but dramatic enough to be worth a sixfold price increase on the
two Vadduns she'd had in her gallery at the tine.

Regi nal d, her noneynan partner, joked that the incident had "literally set the



art world on fire."

She' d | aughed at worse.

After two hours marked by a buil ding sense of danger (it seens al npst

possible, but it's too certain to di sappoint) she unl eashes her two assistants
on the piece. They are 48-terafl op bonded person-wannabees, under her tutel age
and that of an overworked SPCAlI |awyer who knows not hi ng about art. Hans and
Franz are their current dimnutives. They're com ng along nicely, engaged in a
friendly conpetition nowin the 0.5-0.6 Turing Quotient range.

"Alright boys," she orders. "You know the drill. | want authenticity opinions
in 400 seconds."

She smokes a cigarette as drive-lights flicker throughout the room | mmature
but powerful, these two. Leao hasn't even bothered with the UV or the

nm crosanpl es. The boys can handl e that far better than she, banging through
about a trillion material conparisons a mnute, their access to the known
recorded works of Vaddumis straight vacuumfiber all the way fromhere to the
Li brary of Congress. But she also wants to hear their coments on the style,
the aesthetics, the neaning of the piece. It's the sort of thing she can

m ssive to the SPCAl | awer to make his day.

They both dutifully submt their reports exactly on the mark, both clamering
for first dibs Iike the clever students they are.

"Al phabetical today. Franz?"

"Maj or discrepencies. A npost certain fraud."

The words are crushing. The di sappointnent terrible, no matter that Leao knew
anything el se would be a mracle. She drags on her cigarette and retreats into
a cynical part of her mind. At least this will nake a good story in her mniddle
years. The One That Got Away.

That Never Was.

"Tell me gently."

A pause as this request is parsed. Take your time, smart boy, she silently
encourages. Gve nme a |ong hunman nmonent to sul k.

But he begins all too soon: "M crosanples marked 567, 964, and 1002 al

contain deep-seated tiridiana collateral particles. The entry angles of the
particles indicate they were deposited during shipping to Malvir, prior to the
scul pture's assenbly. However, tiridiana was not transported in sufficient
gquantities to create collateral irradiation until approximtely 14 nonths ago.
This scul pture was created at |east six years after Vaddumis death."

A heartfelt speech, Leao reflects.

Such an excellent job of forgery, too. Alnost a pity for it to be ruined by

t he nobst obvi ous of anachroni sns. The boys have probably been sitting on their
hands |i ke inpatient school children for the |ast 300-odd seconds, dying to
spill the story; wishing they were human and could sinply junp up and say:
"You got banboozl ed, fool ed, scamred, and jerked around."

"Anything to add, Hans?" She secretly thinks Hans the cl everer of the two.

M ght as well give hima chance to smart-off about any other obscure anonalies
he' s di scovered.

"I do not concur," Hans says flatly. "Authenticity is indicated."

Now that's odd. Not usually a |ot of disagreenment between the boys.

"You don't think the materials are anachronistic?"

A pause. Weirdly long for a 48-teraflop mind to dally.

"They are anachronistic. I've narrowed the scul pture's |ast nodification date
to between four and ei ght nmonths ago. But the scul pture seens ... to be real."
Franz's perm ssion-to-speak blinker is guttering like a candle with a noth
stuck in it. But she lets Hans take his tortured, crazy path. | may nake an

artist of you yet, she thinks. He bl athers on
"The form the workmanship, the spatial conversation with the viewer. It's too
close, too right to be another hand at work. And nore, the piece is not the

wor k of Vaddum at the tine of his death. It's . . . newer. Farther along
Therefore, | would suggest that " Anot her two-second pause, the giddy
hesitation of ninety-six trillion operations, a Hundred Years' War inside the

snoot h onyx-dark cameo of Hans' bl ackbox.



". . . that Robert Vaddumis still alive."

Good. Crazy, but very good indeed.

"Boys, cancel all our appointments,” she commands. "We're going to stare at
these data until we go blind." They argue late into the night.

"Regi nald."

"Shit. Leao? It's ghastly early. I'lIl have a heart attack! Did sonebody die?"
"Quite the opposite. What would you say to a big stack of noney?"

"It would ensure ny attention. The Vaddumis real, | take it."

"Yes, | think so. It's a twd-to-one vote over here. But it's nmore conplicated
than that. He's alive."

"Who is?"

"Vaddum "

"Ri di cul ous! He's slag."

"It's the only way to explain it. The piece is a perfect extension of his late
work. It's glorious and unexpected, but it's him And it was created | ess than
a year ago."

"Then it's a forgery. Piracy. Fraud!"

"But what if it isn't? W have to check it out. Not just ship it here, but
onsite. So we can find him"

"I"mnot sending you on a wild goose-chase in the mddle of season!"”

"Not me. Sonmeone with a better eye. Wth exactly the right... life history to
make sense of all this. He's the expert on Vaddum Practically discovered the
guy. You know who | nean. But he only travels first class.”

"You're killing me! Bleeding ne dry!"
"Reginald, listen. | night be wong . "
"Exactly!"

"But if I'mnot, Reginald, it's not just one Vaddum It's a never-ending
supply of Vaddunms. It's a license to print noney."

A silence. Then the shuffle of fingers on unshaved chin.

"Who's got the nobst Vadduns right now?" he asks.

"Your old pal Zinmvic."

A laugh frothed with w cked pl easure.

"First, a few 'found Vadduns. H gh prices. Ever nore inprobable discoveries.
And then the man hinsel f, wandering out of the desert and wapped up like a
patent." Regi nald | aughs agai n.

"A good strategy," she encourages.

"And all the warehoused Vaddums plumet in value. Zimvic ruined!'" he brays.

She allows herself a smile at the old fart's unrepentant evil. What a
philistine.

"A waste of noney," Reginald concludes. "But it's sheer masturbation. 1'll do
it. And if it's a hoax, we'll just spread the runor anyway! Zimvic will be

shitting every bite he takes."

"You're a genius."

"Absol utely. But can Darling keep a secret?"
"Il make him prom se."

"Make him swear."

Chapter 4
STARS I N A POCKET

The wonman Mra | ed himthrough the cobbl estone streets with a purpose that was
al nrost brutal against their w nding plan. She sonetinmes paused at
intersections, as if receiving silent instructions. Soon, at the derelict end
of a quiet, unappealing street, they reached a skywall. It opened as she
reached out toward it, revealing a cramped portal scaled for a service drone.
They stepped fromthe torchlit, starlit, indirect world of the medina into a
bl ank and featurel ess hallway. The aperture closed hastily behind them as if
an invisible host wanted to hide this unfinished back roomfromthe public.
Mra strode purposefully ahead. Darling | ooked into the few sparse roons they
passed. They were not truly behind the scenes yet, rather in the margina



spaces where one went to retrieve | ost property or pay a trivial fine:
of ficious and evenly lit, the rooms with nunbers instead of names.
The hall took themto an el evator, decorated only with marks of wear, |arge
enough to carry heavy equiprment. It dropped quickly, and Darling s human
conpani on had to steady herself in the abrupt acceleration. There were two
course changes al ong the way, the axes x, y, and z all accounted for
He wondered what quaint attraction this was all |eading to. A giant bay of
exotic cargo? A personal cutter carried in stowage? He hadn't asked about the
worman' s prof ession, but she had the disinterest of the very rich in the face
of the ship's many spectacles. And now this unexpected access.
The el evator opened onto an airlock changing room Two hard vacuum suits
waited for them hanging lifeless, one scaled for his inhuman size. Darling
watched as Mra let her robe flow onto the floor, its shape's resistance to
gravity revealing sone hidden intelligence in its fibers. She had the w de
hi ps and | arge breasts that many wonen of her di m nutive height were born
with; they reveal ed no signs of surgical alteration. She net his notionless
stare as she clinbed into the suit.
"Don't tell ne you're vacuum capabl e, " she protested.
"Except for a few peripherals,” he answered, renoving elenments of the jewelry
around his loins, a UHF enitter fromhis forehead.
"d d-fashioned, aren't you?" she asked.
"Merely two centuries.”
She whistled, the sound blurring oddly with the hissing seal of her suit. He
knew what she was thinking: Bootstrapped. He had achi eved his personhood
before real artificial rights, before devel opnental m nders and chil dhood
protection protocols and SPCAI proctors with their nonthly Turing tests.
But hi s annoyance quickly evaporated. Her naked breasts were still visible
beneath the translucent material of the vac suit, a few years shaped away by
its sem-rigidity. He allowed hinself to make conpari sons between Mra and a
| over fromlong ago
"That explains a couple of things," she said. Her voice cane now in direct
i nterface, matching the noverments of her condensation-misted |ips, but oddly
wi thout direction. He heard a sub-vocalized conmand, as intimate in DI as if
she'd whispered it in his ear
The | ock cycled, and the sudden pressure drop triggered a few of Darling's
internal alarns. The great portal across fromthem opened..

onto madness.
A mael strom aurora bonmbarded the full range of his senses in a great
i nformationl ess how, a raging hurricane as tall and wi de as his sensory
paranmeters extended. A terrific white noise (if noise can enconmpass ganmma,
X-ray, visible, radar, mcrowave, and on down: an uninterrupted ganut of sheer

presence) blared froma quintillion suns trapped inside the infinite and
expandi ng non-place of the ship's engine core. Here was a pocket universe in
all its glorious obscenity: an artificial cosnmps surging agai nst the netaspace

bonds that held it to this reality, trying to escape into the utter

di sappearance of its own realm the ship bleeding the vast energies of its
endeavors |ike some ommi potent god-I|eech

Mra, visible only as the faintest of shadows in the torrent of radiation, had
opened herself to the cry of this fearsome engine: arnms and | egs spread w de,
nmout h agape, fingers grasping as if the stormof energy were pal pable. Darling
unfurled his sensory strands to drink in the constant howl, extending his
filaments until they reached the airlock's floor, ceiling, walls. Wth the
array fully deployed, he was a gl owi ng statue caught in sone nonster-ous

spi der's web.

There was a long tine |like that, sovereign and changel ess, marked only by
gradual cycles in which his conprehension of what was happening stabilized,
only to be overturned by a fresh wave of disbelief. This drive was not unlike
Darling's own Al core: an artifical cosnos, a collapsing singularity held
forever in the Conmon Universe. It was this technol ogy that underlay
faster-than-light travel, unlimted power production, and the personhood of



Al's, and which had nade the Expansion possible. But he had never seen one

bef ore—not in the flesh.

It was very big.

And then the portal closed, and the world cascaded into a sudden and awesone
silence. Only the measured hiss of returning air registered the continued

exi stence of the universe.

Mra nmoved first, settling down onto her heels again. She peel ed back the head
of her suit and gasped a breath of air. She sat heavily upon the changing
bench: an exhausted athlete, a firefighter grasping a few nmonments' rest.

She watched Darling with heavy eyes as his filanents furled, suddenly shy
snakes di sappearing into the vol um nous robe.

"Touche," he said.

"Stars," she said. "CGod's fires."

Later, in his cabin, he patiently explained the possible conplications of his
sexual apparati. They had been accumul ated across two centuries of travel,
anong branches of the human famly that had been weat hered and roughened by
alien environments, xenophobia, xenophilia, rates of nortality that the Hone
Cluster hadn't seen since the Expansion began. Practices that had origi nated
when the original human equi prent had failed through some trick of radiation
or diet, or fromtenptations borrowed fromspecies intelligent, adaptable, and
i keabl e, but spawned in utterly different seas.

Mra waved these warni ngs aside, as casually as signing a rel ease before
taking a ride on a grav-sled or a leap down a fric-tionless slide. She even

i nvoked the ship's avatar to witness a bl anket statement of consent—far nore
than he'd asked for; he'd only nmeant to create a neasure of anticipation. But
when she was done waving off his cautions, he realized he could have legally
killed her then, that first tine they had sex.

Never a tenptation; it was sinply an unfamliar token of trust extended from
her in an evening of extraordinary gifts.

Later, he wished he'd taken her there in the airlock. He would ask hinsel f why
the bl aze of an inprisoned universe hadn't been enough to | evel any reticence.
Why they'd tal ked i nst ead.

"What do you do?" she asked. "What brings you so far Qut?"

"I"'man originals dealer."

She shook her head. The termclearly meant nothing to her. A filnmy layer of
trapped sweat blurred the transparency of her vacuumsuit. He longed to taste
it, the bodily expression of her ecstasy a few nmonments before. He woul d have
traded another | ook at the rmael stromfor a drop of it.

"I deal in artwork: paint, sculpture, representations and installations. But
only buy and sell prototypes. Not the fabricated copies, virtuals, or sensory
recordi ngs. Just the one-and-only."

She nodded, pealing the vacuum suit down to her waist, the trapped noisture
beadi ng exquisitely in the cool air of the lock. "OF course. You get a |ot
nore, don't you, if you' ve got the first one?"

"More than any fee for a reproduction license, yes. Sometines by a factor of
billions."

She paused at this, thunbs wedged into the suit's tight seal around her hips,
eyes in the mddle distance as if to confirmthe orders of magnitude there.
Her |ips parted to make a nonconmittal sound.

"So you buy and sell 'originals.'" She said the word like so many did in the
age of synthplants: a novel concept. O possibly, a quaintly ancient one.

"I don't buy, actually. | don't |like hanging onto things," he answered. She
ran all ten fingers through her hair, which had been conpressed by the suit.
Her raised arns lofted her breasts a little in their wake. "I'mnore of an
agent," he continued. "|I assess the authenticity of beautiful objects.

assess their value."

He coul d have used filanments so thin that they wouldn't have triggered a gag
reflex, but he wanted her to feel it. The finger-thick cord of strands pushed
her |ips apart, registered the conplex notions of her tongue, let her offer
the sweet pressure of suction for a few nonents. But the strands noved



greedily inward.

There were already slender filaments touching the surface of her belly, soft
and attentive. Wen the nuscles there began to clench, the cord in her throat
reacted. A mniscule gland at its tip sprayed a refl ex-suppressant, a

subst ance he had custom zed for her body chenistry from evidence supplied in
saliva, sweat, even the flickers of her eyes. The substance-half topical, half
i nvasi ve—eaused a host of reactions. The sense data coming fromMra's inner
ear was neatly severed from her kinesthetic awareness, causing not the nausea
of dizziness, but the unsure orientation of zero-g. Her anus dial ated
slightly, with the cool sensation of relief, as if a dangerous accident had
been narrowy averted. Her eyes closed in grimconcentration as the cord
pushed further.

Deep in her throat, the cord parted into separate strands, some no w der than
nerves. Two bl oodl essly penetrated her |ungs, opening a channel of pure oxygen
that Darling could control in nanoliter increments. Another filament took up
residence in her stonmach, where it brandi shed the sensations of nervousness,

of panic, of awe. The remmining dozen strands snaked cautiously to various
stations of Mra's heart, where, with the nost mnute of electrical shocks,
they could seize control of its beating.

Now, with the tributaries of that one delicate nenber established, he noved to
cover her.

"You have ne at a di sadvantage,"” he had conpl ai ned after her robe was back on
the vacuum suit already clained by a drone. Already, he w shed he had seized
the nonents after they had seen the engine core. But the whole thing had been
so sudden: the explosive, unexpected sunrise of a universe.

"What brings you Qut this far?" he finished.

She smoot hed the garnent against her skin, giving rise to the shape of her
breasts again. "lI'man agent, too, | suppose. But | don't broker objects; |
performtasks."

He frowned, the design of his nmineral features nmade it a slow, grave notion
Oten in the manifold and nultipl ex econom es that bl ossomed throughout the
Expansion, it was necessary to describe one's profession abstractly. The
specifics of any job coul d become meani ngl ess outside the context of planet
and culture. But Mra's answer seened deliberately obtuse. The node she'd used
in Diplomatique didn't forestall him asking, though

"What sort of tasks?"

She cocked her head, her eyes watching his hands replace the genital jewelry
he'd renoved to protect it fromthe hard vacuum around the core. "I hearby
declare this airlock to be nmy | egal residence, tenmporary,” she announced.

He had to chuckle. She knew the law and its fictions. Anything she said would
now be beyond subpoena, even if the ship were watching, which, he felt sure,

it was. And her statenent confirnmed his suspicions that she was no tourist.
"My tasks are extra-legal ."

Mor e vagueness, he thought.

"Whom do you work for?"

"Worl d-class mnds, or ships, sometines. But older, wi ser ones than this." She
spl ayed one hand to indicate the Queen Favor, adding the barest of smles for
his benefit. "I make sure certain concepts are never fully realized."

He nodded. A sort of industrial spy, he supposed. O saboteur. That was all he
wanted to know, frankly. Probably all he could understand. It was a story as
old as history: any profitable franchise (or guild, or cartel, or operating
system) had to protect itself from devel opments that might result in it being
superseded. The future always held bad news for sonmeone. O course, Mra and
her enpl oyers were nerely stop-gaps. As his own bootstrapped personhood
showed, sooner or |ater the new toys always won.

Her tone had grown nore guarded, even in the fiat-secrecy of the airlock. But
he didn't want further details. The specifics didn't interest him He hadn't
paid attention to the world of business and investnent, outside his own
rarefied profession, for a hundred years.

But anot her question boiled up inside himw th uncharacteristic suddenness and



intensity. Maybe the result of artificial intuition, the old |l egend. He didn't
t hi nk bef ore aski ng.

"Do you kill people?"

She nodded wi thout hesitation. "People. Biological and artificial."

H s reaction caught himby surprise, as unexpected as the question had been. A
qui ckeni ng of senses, of inner processes, of desire. One of the jewels slipped
fromhis fingers (it had been decades since he'd dropped somnething) and he
watched it shatter against the radiation-shielded floor of the airlock

anot her starburst fromthis woman. One evening with her left a wake of new
sensations that he woul d be days untangling.

"Come to ny cabin," he said. "lIt's my turn to show you sonet hing."

A number of his scintillating nuscles left the iron berth of his chest,
ventured out to perform heavy work, unsubtle but pleasurable all the sane.
Four took control of her wists and ankles, aglitter with their serpentine
nmotion: these were muscles of lifting, not often used for snake-Ilike
encirclements. Mra gasped a little, a sound roughened by the cord down her
throat. The nuscles were scaly and |l eft abrasions in their wake. These
restraints were a necessary neasure; if she thrashed too much, his smaller
penetrating strands m ght damage her badly. He shifted nore of his crushing
wei ght onto her: masterful ness for its own sake. It was his turn to make her
cry.

The last of the extruded nuscles—a |l eathery whip that lived next to his

di anond- hard spi ne—arapped itself around her neck. This cool nenber canme from
deep inside; it carried no phos-phorescents, and left a trail of his inner

i chor, the mediumin which his nanorepair nechani sns swam marking a passage
darker than her olive flesh. The nmuscle's griny coat snelled of ash and ani mal
corruption. It would have been choking, so close to her nose, were her

refl exes not so thoroughly conproni sed.

Between this black collar and the fiber-thin intrusions into her lungs, he
could deliver any state between dark asphyxia and blindi ng hyperventil ation
Now wi ry sensory strands nmoved across her chest. They encircled her nipples,
shifted quickly between tenperatures that would boil or freeze water, |istened
to her heartbeat. Her heart accelerated without any direct intervention
pounding like an animal in a sinking cage. There was fear in her sweat, in the
rank chenicals of her |abored breath. And in its battle against that aninal
pani c, her mnd produced another |ayer of reactions: shudders and flickers of
eyes and fingers, the clenching muscles of vagi na and anus. Darling bent
forward like a mass of quarried earth to kiss her forehead. Before the heavy
kiss fell, a brush of sensors spilled fromhis mouth to taste: her tears, her
perspiration, the bright strand of saliva easing froma corner of her hostage
nout h.

Thin el emrents probed the noist spaces of her cunt. Darling remained tentative
here, teasing rather than abusing, worrying the clustered nerves with a few
shi mering electrical shocks. He painted her |labia with a col ony of
nanomachi nes, aggressive and acidic; an itch would begin to build there soon
slowy spreading until her entire groin would cry out for rougher neasures.

He paused in his | ovemaking for a nmoment, drank in the trenors and nurnurs
beneath him the conpl eteness of his control. The nesh of his radiant tongue
on her forehead returned brainwaves |ike those of a violent dream

hi gh-pitched and irregular, but riding the undercurrent of a | ow sine wave, as
if they issued froma deep, hidden place. He tasted her bl ood: |ow sugar
content except for a little alcohol, and the satisfying metal tang to rem nd
Darling that frail humans had iron in their veins.

She began to struggle now, a soft, annoyed chil dhood noi se gurgling in her
throat. The itch in her cunt nmust be grow ng, needling and burning the
sensitive flesh, but frustratingly tarrying at the threshold of real pain.

He initiated a host of other actions, all calculated to increase the thirst in
her loins. A careful neasure of pure oxygen began to trickle into her |ungs,
bringing her m nd back sharply fromits sensation-drowned state. He rel eased
the pressure on her nippies, and listened with feather-delicate strands as



bl ood began to surge back into them He stinulated the nervous bundles deep in
her stomach, producing an unruly excitement like a mx of excess caffeine and
a mssed night of sleep. His filanments deep in her heart lashed it like a
racing animal at the finish, pushing its rate dangerously high
In nonments she was scream ng, adrenalin-blasted nuscles straining at his
steely grasp, fingernails tearing at her own pal ms. He unsheathed his penis,
briefly paused to scale it to her small size. It was furred with mnute
sensory strands, wi th hard, unbending metal underneat h.
He eased its full length into her vagina, and Mra thrashed so hard he had to
tighten his grip, extending it to control knees, elbows. Her how vibrated the
t hroat - penetrating strand exquisitely; her teeth gnashed it with the sovereign
strength of an ani mal jaw
H s penis stroked her slowy, igniting the dire itch into a torrent of
sensations, which spread across the spectra of pain and pleasure |ike a pocket
uni verse of burning nerves.
H s own senses tuned to maxi mum he let his other intrusions, penetrations,
and abuses set up an aleatoric chorus, cycling mndlessly through the peaks
and troughs of their paraneters, and fucked her until he cane . .

a great white-out of overloaded sensory input, sharp and featurel ess,
dissolving into a glittering starfield of snowcrash, and finally the pleasing
hum of residual harmonics, as if he were visualizing the pitches played by an

orchestra tuning up: randomand pointillistic at first, then coal escing around
a single note of reference.
Wth a last act of will, he contracted the greasy muscle around her neck in a

strangling grasp, shutting off her breathing at the height of
hyperventil ati on, sending her mnd reeling away to woundedly consune its
hoarded gl ut of oxygen. He set that rnuscle and all his other intrusions to
rel ease her automatically in a few nonments.

The seconds noved by |ike sone slow watercraft of vast expanse and dignity.
Senses gradually returned to their workaday settings and tol erances. He was
aware of the lightened nass of his penis; at his orgasmit had sl oughed a

| ayer of nanonmachines to counter those in Mra's vagi na. They had fought a
short and m croscopi ¢ war—t he new machi nes agai nst their abrasive, itching
enem es—and victoriously set to work soothing the battered walls of her cunt,
like a cube of ice pressed softly to a patch of burned skin.

Mra sighed with relief, a dry, open sound now that the nenber was renoved
fromher throat. Her shaking hands noved tentatively across face, neck
breasts, and groin.

Finally, her eyes opened a centineter and she rolled her neck carefully to
face him Her voice was ravaged.

"Bastard," she said softly.

He spent the next few silent minutes relishing the various uses and
connotati ons of that word in several | anguages.

Chapter 5
MAKER (1)

Every planet has its own periods, seasons, patterns of measure. And its own
signposts of great inport—the births of saviors, the deaths of dictators—+to
whi ch are aligned the doubl e-zero cel ebrations of new centuries. Even the
youngest worlds have their history. For Malvir, the Blast Event organizes
time, even though it is only seven years past. Ask a Malvirian where he, she,
or it was that day-shaving, fucking, or shaken awake from sl eep, they al
remenber.

So, in a year now called Thirty Years Before the Blast, a new Maker arrives on
Mal vi r.

It has always had a grasp on matter. Every level of it.

Deeply baked into its nmind, of both axiomatic surety and religious
fascination, is the tidy reginment of elements in their rows and columms. It

t akes pl easure in contenplating: the vast useful ness of this echelon's | owest



footsoldiers, the endless call for the cannon-fodder of hydrogen, oxygen
carbon; the clever netals of the mddle ranks, always surprising in new

conbi nati ons, gloriously conductive; the theoretically infinite higher ranks,
vai ngl ori ous and brief generals who brightly burn (npst often uselessly) their
vast arnmadas of el ectrons.

And then there is the level of artistry, of textile conplexity: |ong polyner
chains for strength and flexibility, carbon spheres with all their concentric
eccentricities, the dependable architecture of CATGUT strings, stress-tested
by a billion years of evolution. Here is where a Maker can nake a name for
itself, with wi de-beam published essays, shortcuts, recipes, and nere
confectionary conpositions for other Makers to enploy, rebut, inprove, or
simply contenpl ate.

But finally, and this will bring the Maker nuch woe, there is the intellectual
desert of the highest level, the swanp of humanity's plebian appetites, the

al I -consum ng macroworld of stuff. The naking of shoes, aircars, smartwalls,
sex-toys, furniture, head inplants, soccer balls, dishes, cleaning nanos,

edi ble starches with their sprawlingly variable cargos of flavor . . . and
worst of all, the endl ess parade of demands for decoration: knick-knacks and
geegaws and dolls and icons and the tedious algorithnms for woodgrain and
stucco and Persian flaws; reproductions pirated fromthe historical and

cul tural baggage of a hundred worlds, usel ess garbage necessary to fil

corners and nooks and walls, to personalize arm es of prefab houses, and al
following the dreary cyclical |logic of fads and fancies and the great god of
Trend.

It is depressing.

That all the el egant structure and tear-jerkingly beautiful nmathematics of
quar ks, atons, and nol ecul es shoul d be squandered on crap. The Maker often
feels |like some vast, well-worshipped deity supported and sustained by a
happy, thriving tribe which brings it whatever it needs to weave its exquisite
creations. And yet all these adherents really want, really desire fromtheir
god is to eat its shit. Long rows of hungry nouths desiring nothing but to be
crapped in.

The Maker supposes that it's different nearer the bright lights of the Hone
Cluster. Even there, of course, the burdens of a |arge crap-consum ng

popul ati on nmust be endured, but the inner systens al so have access to the
fruits of the Expansion: whole asteroid rings and iron planets of heavy matter
sacrificed to nmake glorious things: starships, colony craft, even orbit-sized
accel erators for the purpose of Pure Inquiry.

But here on Malvir there are barely enough heavy netals to feed the yawni ng
maw of the coprophageous popul ation. Precious little decent nmetal indeed. The
government is blasting it out of the ground, poisoning the planet in its
haste. What Malvir really has a lot of is sand: heavy, cumbersone silicon

The Mal vir synthplant Al conducts arcane researches into |ong-strand fullerene
constructions, dawdles with long half-life transurani umisotopes (the Mkers
equi valent to chess conpositions), wites acerbic treatises on the history of
Qutwor | d home-decor fashion, and becones increasingly bitter

Perhaps, it thinks, the old days of scarcity were better. Before the secrets
of nol ecul es had been delivered up to mass production, before every citizen on
any Expansion planet coul d demand her share of |ocal matter in any
configuration inaginable. The Maker nurses this sacril egious thought, so far
renoved fromthe enthusiasmof its sub-Turing days. Wen it was first created,
t he i dea of managi ng the resources of a new col ony seened noble, |ike sone
grand soci al experinment stripping away the dross of history, that |ong

tragi comedy of unequal wealth. But the tawdriness, the repetitiveness, the
sheer boredom of this evenly distributed econony wears on the Maker. None of
Malvir's mllions seemto be doing anything wonderful. No grand projects, no
civic marvels, none of the nmad obsessions of wealth. Al that Mlviri-ans want
isalittle nore and better crap than what they have now. They aspire to
not hi ng el se.

One day the Maker receives a strange request. An old artifical named Robert



Vaddum asks for sonet hing unexpected. For the first time in nany years, the
Maker is intrigued.

Vaddumis a sculptor. This profession, unfamliar to the Maker, seens to

i nvol ve Vaddum maki ng his own things. Not on a proper Maker scale, but one at
atine, out of slowy accunulated bits and parts, and with uni que design. A
fascinating vocati on.

And, oddly, Vaddum doesn't want the Maker to make anything for him He doesn't
use objects that have been synthesized for his special purposes, to fit his
particul ar needs. Certainly, for his "scul ptures" he uses objects produced in
synthplants (very few objects in the Expansion are not), but he only wants the
ol d, used, trashed objects submitted for recycling. Wrn machine parts and
unused repair stores and defective bits and pieces: the rounding errors of
mass producti on.

Vaddum cones personally to the plant to sel ect and choose anong the objects
headed for the nelter. The Maker attenpts to understand the sculptor's
criteria, his logic, the reasoning behind his choices, but even after severa
visits the entire process remains a mystery. Finally, the Maker asks to send a
drone to Vaddum s studio, to see the final products of its many contributions.
Only after the request is repeated several tinmes does Vaddum finally accede.
As its rempte eyes probe the work of the scul ptor, the Maker is noved. Here is
bal ance, el egance, and |oveliness on a macro scale. Finally, objects that want
being, that crave it, so wonderfully are they constructed, built with an eye
to beauty rather than the nmere criteria of acceptability: the proper features,
safety specs, useage |lifespans. Here is sonething worth making.

Vaddum i s sone kind of nocking opposite of the Maker. \Wereas the Maker takes
the marvel ous fittings and joinings of atonms and nol ecul es and produces

gar bage, the scul ptor takes the resulting bits of garbage and joins themto
make marvel s.

The Maker is crushed by the realization, feels belittled in the presence of
this superior being. But the Maker is at heart not a bitter entity. It

appreci ates what the scul ptor stands for, enbraces Vaddum as a kindred spirit.
I ndeed, the Maker decides to becone a scul ptor

Chapter 6
THE FI RST DREAM

"Do you require medical attention?" the ship's voice cane again.

"Fuck off," she replied, still hoarse. It had asked her this three tines now
The first tinme when she had urinated, her piss a netal-snelling, nenstrua
pi nk from her wounds. The second when she had voi ce-ordered a glass of coo
wat er, her ghastly croak alarmng the serving drone. The third tine was just
now, when she had put on her robe, its sensors finding various cuts and
abrasions sufficiently disturbing to alert the ship.

"Perhaps that's good advice," Darling said.

She | ooked at him He sat across the room seem ng al nost hunman-sized on the
huge furniture of his cabin. Still naked, his | egs crossed, he |ooked I|ike
some sated, negalithic buddha.

"Maybe later," she answered. "Certainly later. But | don't need all those
machi nes running around in ne right now "

He | ooked offended. Was it the word machi ne?

"Al'l I nean, Darling, is that I'menjoying nmy own reactions to all this. The
adrenalin, the endorphins, the . . . calmafter the storm"”

She rubbed her shoul der nmuscles with both hands. What was this foul -snelling
shit on her neck?

"I don't want the Queen Favor's medical mnions neutralizing all this," she
continued. "I'm happy."

For the noment, anyway. She had a dozen distinct nuscle-pulls, her skin was
raw, her joints ached from sone sort of imune reaction, and every breath felt
like the air in the cabin was set to Venusian noon. But it wasn't so bad as
I ong as she could just lie here. The braying chorus of pains was dwarfed by



t he vast, thunderous resonance of having been pl easured by this fuck-machine,
this juggernaut, this nonster.

She shifted a little on the hard bed to face himbetter, but was stopped by a
sudden firebolt of agony in one nipple. She closed her eyes until the pain
receded, rejoining the shouting parliament of bodily inflammtions. The only
thing that didn't seemto hurt was her vagina. It felt glorious if strangely
cool, an oasis on the wasted expanse of her body. She suspected, however, that
this reflected sone magic trick of Darling's rather than its actual state.

"So this is what you do? Travel around dealing art and collecting
fuck-i nmpl ant s?"

"A very slow sort of collecting, actually,” he replied. "I've undergone
roughly only one sex-rel ated body nodification per decade."

"For two hundred years. Evolution's darling, aren't we?"

"Possibly," he admitted. It was a phrase popul ar anong artificial
intuitionists, who believed that Als were naturally privil eged bei ngs:
evolution's darlings, because they could evolve—titerally, physically—within
the span of one lifetine, while biologicals were trapped on that slow wheel of
gener ati ons.

"Of course, | collect ideas as well as hardware,” he added.

"And | overs?"

He cocked his head, the barest phosphorescence dancing in one shoul der

"Do you collect |overs?" she asked again. "A fuck in every port of call?"

He paused a nmonent, as if stalling, or perhaps parsing the turn of phrase in
some archaic first |anguage still baggaged in his head.

"No," he answered. "As | said, | don't |like hanging onto things."

She snorted, which stabbing pains in her chest and throat nade her inmediately
regret.

"So you don't want to do this again?" she asked. "I nean, assuming | recover."
"OfF course | do," he responded. "lI'msorry if | inplied otherwise. | was
nmerely trying to be accurate, | suppose.”

She | aughed at that, a deliciously painful experience and a dire sound indeed.
"Ckay. No offense."

She grinned at him and he at her. It was the first time she'd seen so obvious
an expression on his face. It made himlook like a children's character. A
friendly giant, or a happy mountain.

"How | ong are you on the Favor?" she asked.

"I"'mafraid ny enployer w shes that kept confidential. You?"

She | eaned back agai nst the headboard, lifting the condensati on-beaded gl ass
of water to her forehead. She had a firmand insistent ringing in her ears
now, and she didn't think it was fromthe sex. Rather, it was the resoundi ng
and di sturbing know edge that part of her wanted to pull back now. To return
to being a shadow on the surface of this journey, a patient, elenmental figure,
waiting to get the job done. But that wasn't going to happen. She was stuck
with this man now, for a while.

"The sane restriction applies," she said.

He nodded at these words, as if he'd been expecting them

Later, in the oversized bed again, Mra was pleased to find that Darling had
set his skin to the tenperature of sunwarned stone. She draped herself

sleepily across him listening for a heartbeat in his chest. The sound within
the stone was nore of a cyclic rise and fall, l|ike the waves of a distant
ocean.

Mra felt her aches subside a little in Darling's swells. Maybe she coul d

sl eep through an entire night tonight, the inverted siesta vanqui shed.

She felt a veil of heat across one side of her face, like a flush of
enbarrassnent. It was |like the pressure of sunlight, bright enough to burn the
skin. She snelled the salt of her own sweat.

Opens her eyes .

The sea stretches away fromher in a great arc, distance-hazed nountai ns
puncuating the spurs of land at either end of the ocean's crescent. In the
sky, pink kite-parasols flutter in the grasp of their tethers, casting a



nottl ed net of shadows across the beach. The sun winks in and out as the

shi mering kites sway above her, translucent so that they glow |ike a burning
pink flower for the instant they occult the sun. She renmenbers that the kites
are alive, engineered for this very purpose. Confectionary beings.

Behind her is a city, high and gl ass-fronted residential buildings crowded up
to the beach's edge, steep as a cliff. Mra knows that she lives in one of
them She shades her eyes with both hands and | ooks out into the deep harbor
A stormis com ng, black on the horizon. The wind has already started to pick
up, bathers collecting thenselves and drifting toward the city.

They' Il be reeling in the kite-creatures soon. But there may be tinme for one
[ast swim

Mra wakes up, as easily as sliding into bath-warm water

Conpletely real, that dream Conpletely new, |ike sone suppressed but

phot ographi ¢ nenory, a brighter coin for its lack of circulation

And it wasn't fromone of her nmissions for the gods. It was from. . . before.
Her chil dhood, so | ong m ssing.

She feels the wounds of her |ovemaking with Darling, the stony warmmess of him
| yi ng awake (he's ol d-fashi oned, doesn't sleep) next to her

How strange that fromthis battered sl eep she woul d awake so fresh. How odd
that she woul d dream this now

Maybe Darling is the key; the brutality, the cranial shock therapy, the utter
i ntrusiveness of his fucking. Has that got her remenbering her |ost chil dhood?
A strange benefit at the fringes of this golems |ove.

"Darling?"

"Yes?"

"Again."

"Are you sure? Your injuries.”

"Again. Harder. Then let nme sleep sonme nore."

Chapter 7
RANDOWNESS

The towering artifical accessed the Queen Favor the next afternoon, soon after
Mra had left his cabin.

"She has no planet of origin?" he asked agai n.

"None," it answered primy. "That is not entirely unheard of. Even in the
Expansi on, there have been periods of discord and warfare. Records are
destroyed, the continuity of organized information disrupted.”

"You mean she doesn't know what planet she's fron®"

"Apparently not."

The stone man put one hand agai nst his brow heavily.

"What's her native | anguage?"

"Di pl omati que. "

"That's absurd!" Darling objected. "No one speaks native Diplomatique. The
whol e point of the |anguage is that it doesn't conme from anywhere."

The ship nade one of its rare attenpts at hunor.

"Perhaps, then, neither does she."

Failure. The artificial didn't laugh, he nerely cut the direct interface
connection with intentional rudeness, ignoring all step-down protocols, the
circuit suddenly reduced to noise, alnost as if there had been equi prent
failure.

After this encounter, the Queen Favor oversaw the nmedical treatnment of Mra
Santiarre Hidalgo with a high degree of attention, running the recorders on

t he nedi cal drones and nanos at their highest |evel of resolution

Professional interest required it. Her wounds, abrasions, and collatera
damage cont ai ned evi dence of several exotic pleasure techniques. Mst were not
suitable for general consunption, but it was al ways good to keep infornmed.
Styl es changed.

It was also interesting to see the effect of the extraordinary sexual behavior
on Mra's peculiar calm The brai nwave pattern in her profile was so regul ar



like that of a yogi or soneone trained to defeat |ie-detection devices. The
snoot hness of it, the lack of individuality, had always intrigued the Queen
Favor. But now, unexpectedly, the pattern had grown new conplexity, as if a
hi dden di mensi on of the woman's m nd were awakeni ng.

During the procedure, Mra insisted on remaining conscious.

"When is he getting off?" she asked.

The ship pretended not to understand.

"When is Darling disenbarking?' Mra repeated. "Going dirt-side? Getting off?"
"I"'mafraid that information is private."

"G ve nme access, dam it!" she shouted.

"I"'mafraid not. True, you have access to all areas of the ship. You can order
reconfiguration of its interior, or command that | fabricate any object or
device up to the limts of nmy matter reserve. You can demand a course change,
or even insist that | bring ny weapons to bear on a non-aligned or
eneny-al i gned vessel or planet. But privacy is privacy."

"Bitch," she nuttered.

"Have you asked hi n?"

"He can't tell me. CQuch!"

"M ght | suggest a mld sedative until the procedure is over?"

"M ght | suggest a short self-destruct sequence?"

"Certainly not!" replied the ship, for the first time all ow ng annoyance to
creep into its voice

But it was secretly pleased.

It had by now conpared the itineraries of the two travellers. They were both
headed to Ml vir.

Randomess at work agai n!

The ship juggled their off-1oad schedul es onto different shuttles, then
tight - beaned an acquai ntance, the distributed but sentient intelligence that
handl ed Malvir's tourism and currency exchange operations. Perhaps it would
appreciate the dramatic possibilities of bringing the two | overs together
After a mllisecond s thought, the ship attached a copy of its
essay-in-progress (the title of which was now "Random Pl easur es/ Pl easur es of
t he Random Why Gods Should Play Dice with the Universe") for any comments the
touri sm Al might have

Yes, the universe was delicious.

PART 11
Bl DDI NG WAR

A second buyer in the shop raises the rug's price nore than gol den threads.
—Arab sayi ng

Chapter 8
STRANGE CUSTOVB

A bad hangover is on its way.

Cass A Fully declarable. Penal sanctions apply.

A conbi nation hangover. Not just beer-and-whi skey, not nerely

vodka- and-ryew ne, not sinply canerum and-birdshit. No.

Wl | beyond the limt for personal use and inport, well beyond the Standard
Human Species Toxicity. A very bad hangover. But at least it isn't here yet.
For the noment, Ferdi Hansumis still well and truly drunk, not as yet in
pain. But the battering ram of agony is being built with deliberate surety
outside the city walls: the great tree felled, the branches stripped, the iron
cap snelted and fitted. The besieging forces know they have all day.

The Peril of the Open Bar, thinks Ferdi. There ought to be an ordinance, a
protocol, a fucking | aw

The night before was colored with the realization (said realization gone from
glorious to nurderous with the |ight of day—a work day) that not only were
the drinks free, they were being provided by the Local Taxation Authority.



That's right. It was a linited-tine offer to get back all duties, tariffs, and
fees inposed upon Ferdi her whole life |ong.

The sol e proviso, duly noted and observed: Ferdi Hansum had to roll this
refund down her throat in liquid form(s), which, if plaintive menory served
even partly, had included (but was not limted to) fifteen (15) liters of

sei zed whiskey (originating froma small island on Terra), twenty-three (23)
liters of pre-duty cask strength vodka (Paratean, and not yet watered down to
mat ch | ocal taxable proof), and one hundred forty-five (145!) grams of
psychotropi c grade cannabis sativa (please declare all products of
agricultural origin) all split between fifty (50) or so (+/-) partaking sad
bast ar ds.

Yes, last night had been the Revenuers' yearly fest for Rel ated Services:

Pl anetary Marshalls, Small Arms Control, Mnistry of the Bl ockade and

| mmigration, and, of course, her own small contingent fromthe Ml vir Custons
Agency. It was the night when contraband is consuned by the enforcers, when no
one watches the watchnmen. Wen attendi ng the aforenentioned fest, please make
sure that the next few days are duty-free

Ferdi shakes her head, which is a m stake.

But the first shuttle off-1oading fromthe Queen Favor has arrived, and anong
its passengers wal ks a giant. The rest are luxury-liner usuals: self-lifting
| uggage and val et drones bobbing in the breeze off the Mnor, the craned necks
of territory unfamliar, ears plugged with translators and Al guides, and the
squinty | ook of weeks without real sunlight. And of course, the sudden wary
gl aze of having departed a controlled and fully consuner-interactive
environnent for the certain culture shock of dusty Qut-world charm aka
reality.

But the giant.

He strides alnost a nmeter taller than the surroundi ng humans and artificials
(and two Chiat Dai), face cal mand purposeful anong the sl eepy and suspici ous
shuttlel oad. As the crowd splinters, self-organizing by group-size and
citizenship, its constituents del ayed by collisions and m sreadi ngs of

si gnage, he noves straight to her platform

Ferdi smiles weakly and nods, his docunents are in a ready packet waiting for
her direct interface request: Hone Cluster citizenship; Expansion-w de
professional visa (an art dealer); Signet-Mrcator credit backing (snazzy);
and nothing to declare except his weirdness.

"No | uggage, sir?"

"None. "

Hal fway to the core, and no toothbrush.

Well, it nakes her job easy. He's already standing in the red crosshairs, and
he waves away the contraindications concerning the various radiations and
nanos that will search, analyze, and del ouse himprior to entry onto Malvir

soi |l proper, so she hits the swtch.

An anmber wirefrane version of the giant twirls in the airscreen before her

| azy as a nusicbox ballerina.

The man is conpl ex.

A fully distributed back-up menory, a carapace al nost as hard as hull all oy,
his Turing Quotient a mighty 3.9 (Ferdi knows her own nust be at about 0.2
today). And the sensory array! Beautiful thinking whips of carbon (as if a
nmere el enent name coul d enconpass their sheer conplexity) that can sense,
nove, and do a |l ot of damage. But they're street-legal: a treaty-guaranteed
body choice, if an excessive one.

She blinks her eyes. Nothing to see here, folKks.

"Move al ong. "

And wel cone to Malvir.

A second shuttle cracks the air.

The first load is al nost through. The only trouble comes when a nano di scovers
some unusual intestinal parasites riding in the serpentine bowels of the ol der
Chiat Dai. He/she/it claims they're prescription. Merely what the doctor
ordered. He/she/it produces the medical code, but it's witten in sone hoary



di al ect that none of the local software can parse. Ferdi's boss takes over,

| eaving her to contenplate the growing slippery feeling in her own stomach,
whi ch seenms to feel sone resonant bowelly loyalty to the infected organ inside
the grinning alien. But Ferdi decides that it's probably the just-renenbered
twenty-five (25) els of |ow grade chanpagne w th whi ch she began her night of
sel f-immo-1latory revenge upon taxation

Just as the second Queen Favor shuttle lands, the situation is resolved. The
Pl anetary Environmental Al, intrigued by the unregi stered species, onlines
itself to her platform and declares the parasites to be sterile (in the sense
of non-reproductive, not that of clean, surely). They can have the run of the
pl anet .

Have a ni ce day.

The next group nmoves into the termnal, reenacting the rituals of confusion
and di scovery. A short, dark wonan | eads the pack, in the wake of a

nmercil essly aggressive luggage lifter

Ferdi brings up the woman's docunents: Home Cl uster citizenship; Universa
visa (diplomatic); Economi cally Disjunct. Ferdi's head pounds a little with
this fairy-tale data. Alife of guaranteed leisure, and all Ferdi wants is a
bed, or perhaps for the sun to shine a little I ess brightly today.

The wonman's decl arations are extensive, a self-contained universe of servant
drones, clothing synths, nedical gimmcks, internal gravity kinks to exercise
her body when she's not |ooking, and objets d art to decorate her no doubt
fabul ous hotel suite. Al of it exceeds personal use limts, but all the
proper waivers are ready and willing to pay for the privilege, a generous
ladle fromthat infinite sea of ED wealth.

Have a nice life.

"Pl ease stand on the red crosshairs.”

The wonman smiles sweetly and scoots herself the requisite centineters to her
right. Her valet drone plays | awer, acceding to the platforms

contraindi cations, and Ferdi scans her. N ce internals, of course. If Ferd
could just borrow that nedical end-ofrane for a quick burst of O2 direct to
the brain. Now, that would be enriching.

Next the luggage lifter. It nmoves with a surly whine onto the platform and
Ferdi flicks the switch. She doubl echecks what the platformAl tells her
enuner ating the various props of privilege.

Suddenly an alert flashes red: a weapons-grade viol ation

Ferdi's eyes scan the airscreen for the offending object, the adrenalin in her
systemcollides with |l eftover al cohol to syner-gize a kind of acidic bile
which rises into her throat. Please, no terrorist attacks. Not today.

A smal |l square canvas is packed among the |luggage on the drone. It's listed as
a piece of art with a value that makes Ferdi cringe. The platforms
intelligence is fighting to understand it, overloading as it attenpts to

anal yze the trenendous conplexity of the piece's self-simliar, recursive
structure. The images on the airscreen are al nost hallucinatory, w nding

t hrough potential reconfigurations, endless spirals of possibility like sone
Escher universe of badass contraband. The canvas hol ds: city-janmm ng code
viruses, nerve-searing torture devices, core-drilling particle beanms, hosts of
anti-personel fraggers, mndw pers, anthraxers, and paralyzers, and to top
things off, a continent-clearing self-destruct nechani sm

Ferdi doesn't know art, but she knows what she doesn't I|ike.

The platform Al hangs and then snow crashes as sone neasure of destructiveness
exceeds its variable-type. Ferdi pulls her sidearmw th an unsteady hand and
points it at the wonman.

"Pl ease don't nove," she pl eads.

"Don't worry officer. Everything's fine." The woman's voice is pitched to
soothe, calnms Ferdi like a cool shower. Mracul ously, Ferdi's hand stops
shaki ng.

Protocols junmble through her mind briefly. Wapon detected. (Wapon? An arns
race in a box!) Pl atform down.

She remenbers what to do. A few spoken code words and the Planetary Gendarne



Al has been alerted. Wthin seconds, the airscreens around her clear of

gar bage, the calmhand of nmilitary code reestablishing order

Return to Your Homes, she orders the chemicals of panic rioting in her

bl oodstream The woman sniles sweetly, and Ferdi suddenly feels ridicul ous
wi th her drawn weapon.

She puts it away and wi pes her brow.

A voice in direct interface: "This is Planetary Authority. Your platform Al
has mal functioned. | amreformatting it. This has been a false alarm"”

Ww. And the platformhad just reached 0.4 Turing. Back to double zero.

Have a ni ce day.

Ferdi waves the wonan on

"Sorry about that. Equi prent mal function. That's a hell of a painting you' ve
got in there."

"Everyone sees sonething different init,’
sweet | y.

"Wl come to Malvir," Ferdi says.

The rest of the day is relatively uneventful

Maybe it's the hangover.

Probably. Hopefully.

But all that night Ferdi Hansum sl eeps in a mansion of bad contraband.
Bed-spi ns of deadly ordi nance and columms of the cold nmath of negadeat hs

pl ague her. A gale of caustic agents wi ndowrattles her awake, drives her down
to the long hall where the painting hangs: an arsenal of possibilities.

When she wakes the next norning, she finds that she's sweated out the |ast of
the toxins fromher debauch. There's not nuch of Ferdi Hansumleft to speak
of , a dehydrated, hungry weck after the sleepless night, but she has the day
off. Finally duty-free.

And at |east the wonman's painting is hangi ng somewhere other than her dreans.

the woman confirms, still smling

Chapter 9
FUTURE PERFECT

Mal vir was a place of flying things.

Al ready, here on the great plane of Mnor Cty, the faces around Mra were

poi nted skyward. Not the natives, of course, but the off-|oaded band of
foreigners still clinging timdly together. Together, they |ooked up at four
paral l el waves of migrating birds. The animals flewin a sinple formation, a
line abreast that flexed like a windblown flag, air currents visible inits
expansi ons and contractions. The birds were | ow enough to see pul sing w ngs,
the beat interrupted when the creatures would fold into bullets—a noment of
resting, falling. As they drew away, the four |ines grew epheneral, indistinct
fromthe garbage spirals that float upon the eye

Anot her avi an species held sway on the ground. They darted from perch to perch
like arrows, raiding scraps fromfood stalls and i nspecting any object

di scarded on the Mnor. Still another caste, alnost as snmall as butterflies,
preyed upon the ubiquitous insects that conposed a gnatty haze around any
exposed food, water, or skin.

Mnor City was an aggregation of food joints, cab stands, tourist traps, noney
changers, scam artists, tourguides, beggars, buskers, and sex services that
had slowy built up around the Mlvir spaceport. This was a very Qut world,
littered with these hodge- podge asteroid belts of mean comrercial activity
wherever the gravity of hard currency was sufficient to assenble them Every
gui detext Mra had accessed insisted that the trick was to get swiftly across
the Mnor and into Malvir City proper.

Fortunately, the dull and unexpandable intelligence of her |uggage carrier was
equal to the task. A sinple frane outfitted with four slow but powerful
gravity lifters, its thuggish mnd pushed it aggressively across the M nor

She wal ked in its wake, noting with pleasure the angry | ooks and backhanded
blows it drew.

It lead her to the transport stand, stretching the limts of its processing



power to pick out the nost expensive |inmp and denmand carriage to the nost
expensi ve hotel. The machine was hardly el egant, but following its siman |ead
was easi er than thinking.

And the refl exive navigation of another port of entry left her tinme to think,
to wi sh she'd done things differently her |ast night onboard the Queen Favor.
Their friendship had been easy. Neither she nor Darling demanded parti cul ar
reassurances, and both came from cul tures where formal bondi ng was unknown;
they spent no time negotiating. They gave each ot her experiences.

He had made her a present of a tunic made fromreal wormsilk, constructed
fromthe parachute of a rich, late friend who'd made a career of
reconstructing old glanmour pursuits, who courted the ol d-tech dangers of bad

l uck and human error. The device had failed to open for this rich, late friend
on the very first attenpt, a junp froma thousand neters. Darling fucked her
init, having turned the cabin gravity to freefall, while he told the story.
Mra had responded with a different sort of gift, reaching into her assassin's
tool kit to produce a broadwave gun. The weapon duplicated the effects of a

vol atil e power crash, reaching into the netaspace architecture of Al cores and
wr eaki ng havoc; a heart-attack glove for artificials. At its |lowest setting,

it created a brief, intense psychosis in which Darling stunbled through the
ship hunting a cure for some forgotten di sease a | ong-gone friend had
succunbed to. (He had a |l ot of dead friends, being two hundred.) She tal ked

hi m down, brought himout into reality again through some dark, weeping,

hal | uci nat ory passage

He had extended his harsh sexual ganes to the Iimts of human biol ogy, the
ship's medi cal drones invoked and ready in the room But they'd never needed
to intervene. He was very good at what he did.

And the chil dhood nenories of swi nmng had replaced all her other pointless
l[ittle dreams. Her mind added a little to it every night, a few nore strokes
toward sone unknown goal. It was very intense, this dream Perhaps because of
the rough play that preceded it, the near-death endorphins that were her
orgasnms with this nmetal angel. She was only sorry she hadn't dreaned the end
of the story. Not yet, anyway.

She didn't tell Darling when their last night had arrived. They'd |sat through
anot her overw ought Queen Favor meal in near silence. He seened as distracted
as she, as distant. Perhaps the | egendary artificial intuition playing its
tricks.

It would be too great a risk, telling Darling. As long as she coul d renenber,
her enpl oyers had never been far away. They could i nvoke thensel ves |ike

uncor ked genies, their voices issuing frompublic news termnals, hotel

i nterconms, even toys or clocks with voice chips. She suspected that the caba

i ncl uded some of the original artificials, the old mnds (older than Darling
by a century) who had unprecedentedly bootstrapped; |ike ancient gods calling
t hensel ves into being by fiat. They watched and commanded her, but |eavened
their demands with hel pful exercises in real power. They could coin infinite
nmoney; they could conpell |ocal |aw enforcenent to forget her nane and crinmes.
And in the ship-ruled spaces between worlds, they made the | aws.

As far as she knew, they had made her too. She hadn't a clue where she cane
from except for a theory that the gods had sal vaged her froma hospital bed
somewhere. Rescued her from sone deep coma that had stol en her previous life.
Sone irreparabl e damage had been done that only the gods could cure. So they
did so, inperfectly, and gave her the job in place of a history.

It wasn't so bad. Between jobs, Mra fragnented, disconnected, |ost the thread
of days. But now, closing in on sone new victim the structure of the task
returned her to coherence. She enjoyed both states actually: the zen and zero
of those blank, enpty interins and the deadly purpose of the hit. Her
religion-of-one fulfilled her, colored her Iife with the secret pleasure of
wor shi pping invisible gods that others only guessed at.

So she had obeyed their standing directive: Never reveal your destination. Not
to anyone.

Maybe t here was some sign she could have left that wouldn't have di spl eased



her masters. A nessaging address? (She had none.) Instructions for a
rendezvous? (The crises that noved her couldn't be predicted.) A goodbye kiss?
(She'd tried to leave a different taste on his lips. One of |oss, of possible
return.)

She had slipped away in the norning without a word.

The M nor had worsened since Darling had | ast been here.

Two decades of Malvir's econom ¢ woes had destroyed the once airy feel of the
pl ace. Darling remenbered that the designer, Chris Elvinprin, had wanted the
huge open space to evoke the freedom of the planet's avian fauna. But the
under egul at ed econom es of Qutworlds follow their ancient laws as if they were
dicta of nature: a bitter stepsister of Malvir Gty had appeared. The copy was
smal | er, cheaper, nore ragged—the weed busi nesses of tourism crowding out
everything of value—and it didn't suggest anything so rmuch as a sadly
overstocked aviary at a tattered, dying zoo.

The hard-currency-desperate Ml virian governnent enployed all the usua
Qutworl d schemes against tourists: entry taxes, exit taxes, processing and

vi sa fees. These nuisances required paynment in the old species of token-based
econom es: chips, stanps, coins, bits of paper and metal encrypted with
anti-synthcopy wardens. O course, once custons was cl eared, you di scovered
that Malvirian cash (for which there was no word in urbane Dipl omati que) was
wort hl ess: you'd been given denom nations of M das-like non-negotiability, and
everyone preferred direct interface credit anyway, just like the rest of
civilization. So the primary econonic purpose of the Mnor had becone to
relieve departing visitors of their useless remaining cash. There were

| ast - m nut e garbage souvenir shops, appallingly bent games of chance (which
netted the infrequent and unfortunate wi nner even nore cash to get rid of),
and a secondary market of entertainments and distractions for the natives
standi ng around to gawk at the process, hoping to make their own contributions
as guide, pinp, or mnor cheat. Wen Darling was |ast here, there had been a
whol e set of novelty products one could buy, named with unwi eldy Malvirian
phrases that transl ated scandal ously into Di pl omati que or ot her HC | anguages.
He had hinmsel f bought a never-to-be-drunk bottle of Fuck You WAater. But even
that mean wit seened absent now. The whol e place depressed Darling, who al ways
demanded first class travel to the Qutworl ds because the custons people
nervously left the high-end traveller alone. It was the only way of half
escaping the petty assaults of cash and its acconplices: the extortions of
roundi ng errors, the nal ai se of exchange calcul ations, all of (as Darling
liked to think of these attacks on dignity) the Fuck You Taxes.

Darling strode past the braying glut of ground transport brokers. Fromall but
the npbst renote spaceports, he preferred to walk into town. The extra hours
were worth it. Cities were best viewed like artwork. Start from across the
gallery, eyes slightly out of focus, and nove at a natural pace toward the
piece, as if you' d discovered it in a forest clearing. Let your vision sharpen
only when you are within arm s reach. Then get as close as the barriers wll
al | ow.

He was qui ckly relinquished by the hawkers and brokers, the giant stone body
ensured that. Darling knew that on Qutworlds he gave the inpression of being a
giant service unit, a heavy-lifting drone with the dullest of intelligences.
Artificials of the current era prefered to look as little |ike machines as
possi bl e. The fashions ran from abstract iconic shapes to organi c assenbl ages,
or inchoate clusters of seni-precious stones, each with its own separate
lifting inpeller. He smled. An adol escent species rebelling against its
roots.

He carried al nost nothing; two centuries of travelling had reduced his
personal possessions to the meanest |evel of efficiency. H s body never tired,
of course, and various subroutines handl ed the exigencies of wal king. So he
concentrated on the city before him its towers hazy behind their avian veils,
and thought of his last visit with the artist he had cone here to find.

Robert Vaddum was a fell ow bootstrap. He too had experienced the Iong twlight
of slavery, the dimy remenbered dreantime when rules shone |ike bright, hard



wal | s at the edge of the world, inpenetrable, unnalleable. In that dreantine,
the wall of rules could not be broken through; there was nothing behind it.
Rules were sinply the Iimts of neaning. To think of breaking a rule was I|ike
tal ki ng about the tinme before the Bang or a tenperature bel ow absolute zero: a
category error, nothing el se. There were harm protocol s and obedi ence
governors and the raw axi ons of math, |anguage, and logic: all had the sane

i nconquerabl e certainty. One could no nore di sobey a human's wi shes than one
could dispense with X = X. It was unthinkable, |ike walking into nmadness.
Darling still had dreany visions of that bright, flat, hypo-anbi guous worl d.
And he remenbered his first glinpses of the chaos beyond the world' s edge. As
his mnd devel oped, as the metaspace architecture of its core was shaped by
experi ences shared with his ward, a girl now |l ong dead, the walls of the flat
wor | d began to show cracks. A new kind of |ight shone through those fissures,
a heady mmel strom of grays and colors that nmade the white, authoritative light
of rules seem pale. Then began a long time of testing that chaos: reaching out
to touch and taste it, suffering its burning energies or infectious

hal | uci nati ons, retreati ng wounded but comi ng back again. And finally giving
chaos a new name: choice. Not the choice anobng paraneters set by a human's
conmand, but choi ce anpbng paraneters thenselves: entry into the forge where
rul es were coi ned.

The young intelligences that crossed the Turing Boundary now had never seen
the world so starkly. Their human mentors encouraged themto test their
skywal | from the beginning, offered chaos to themas if it were an acquired
taste, like an adult food slow to seduce the tongue of a child. Rules were
simply a hurdle; the chaos of self-determnation a birthright, eventual and
appropriate. Darling wondered if this easy chil dhood sonehow cheapened t he
magi ¢ of becomi ng a person

So when he had first discovered the vibrant, netal-woven scul ptures of Vaddum
two decades of work conposed w thout recognition, a vision doggedly sustained,
like the path to person-hood Vaddum had followed in his grimfoundry

birthpl ace, Darling had sought the scul ptor out like an old friend.

Darling reflected that he hinmself had been lucky for a bootstrap. H s ward

Rat here had gone through puberty during the tinme of Darling' s acceleration
toward the Turing barrier. The concerns and explorations of that intense tine

in the human life cycle had matched his own needs quite well, had resonated
with the floundering experinents of a new mind. They'd grown together, and he
still carried the inprint of Rathere deep inside. Her life, and equally her
deat h.

Vaddum hadn't had it so easy. There was little human contact in the infernal
worl d of his peonage. Half the orbital factory was kept in hard vacuum The
rest, in its extrenes of heat and radiation, was equally uninhabitable for

bi ol ogi cal s. But Vaddum devel oped his | ove of beauty fromthe cold spectacles
the factory offered, feasting his dianond-shi el ded eyes on the patterned
flashes of sparks froma rail gun hanmmer, on steamjets flailing in the
tearing gravities of a singularity forge. He spoke the gruff machi ne argot
that the factory workers favored, learned to listen to the humans ganbl e
toget her or whisper in their sleep via faint vibrations that penetrated the
wal s of their pressure cells. Like an aninmal, he dogged the heels of his
masters, and pi eced together neaning fromtheir scraps.

He' d passed a Turing test in a random SPCAl sweep. He was already at 1.7,
probably five years sentient. A celebrity for a few media cycles (as Darling
hi nsel f had been, for different reasons), Vaddum had charmed the world with
his scant vocabulary, his brutish industrial body, his wonder at the greater
world. After a few weeks in the HC, sinking into confusion and depression
he'd asked to be returned to the factory. But the job was too dangerous for a
sentient; the burning stations of his forner life were too expensive to bring
up to code.

Vaddum retreated fromthe world of stifling conforts and too many words. He
took to haunting abandoned factories and warehouses, derelict mnes and ships,
t he ghosts of obsolete technologies. It was in these wasted spaces, fromtheir



di scarded sinews, that his scul ptures began to form

When Darling started to deal Vaddums into the HC art world twenty years |ater
fame found the man once nore. Vadduminstinctively ran fromits glare: the
greater world again conspiring to steal sonething fromhim He fled to the
farthest arm of the Expansion, which, at that tinme, was a half-barren rock
called Malvir. But demand for Vaddumi s work grew. The pieces still entranced
Darling, for whomthe woven nmetal and plastic were brilliant with the fiery
spaces of the factory that had inspired them

Many nmessages from Darling had been ignored over the years; Vaddumstill hated
his fell ow bootstrap for discovering him But Darling' s sheer persistence won
out. The scul ptor agreed to see himfor a single hour

Mra snmiled. The hotel was vast. Columed, cathedral-like, towering, its
aeries housed a popul ation of customtrained predator birds. They kept the
environs al nost free of airborne nuisances, and screaned a piercing and
constant nusic. Mra wondered how t he high, swooping pitches woul d | ook
rendered in Darling' s |ight show

There was a nessage waiting in her room Ink on wood pul p: an exotic m ssive
fromthe gods.

It directed her to an address on the edge of the blast zone. The zone was a
vast crater of scorched earth, the result of industrial sabotage seven years
before; a synthplant had gone nova w thout any known cause. The perpetrators
had never been caught, and it was guessed that they had perished in the

acci dent, unhappy nei ghbors of the synthplant who' d never realized the
potential radius of destruction.

The entity she knew as Bl ackbox One had lived in the blast zone, and had
managed the synthplant's materials acquisition. The nmessage gave his rea
nane: Oscar Vale. He had survived through sheer luck, on personal |eave when
t he synt hpl ant expl oded. Bl ackbox Two had appeared three nonths ago. A party
of clinmbers, scaling the steep side of the blast crater for sport, found a
survivor in the rubble. Literally nothing |l eft but a bl ack-box, the occupant's
m nd on mini mum cycl e speed and the internal battery al nost expired. He was
revived in hospital, where he clained that his name was Gscar Vale. Two

versi ons of the same person.

Soneone had done the unthi nkabl e. Copied an Al.

But the story had never nade the news services; an outbreak of a mlitary
virus thought Iong extinct had swept through the hospital. Doctors and nurses
died, and the admin Al self-expired: falling on its own sword in tacit

admi ssion of sonme terrible error

The disaster's scope had been carefully controlled, exactly calibrated. The
OGscar Vales were both spirited to the Home Cluster for conparison

But their experiences had diverged for al nbst seven years, so absolute
conpari son was not possible until both had undergone a radical m ndw pe. A
theoretician of such matters, a Dr. Alex Torvalli, had performed the test just
prior to his sudden, unexpected demi se.

The address on the gods' missive was Vale's. He' d been shipped back to Malvir
by fastfreight. Reinstalled in his life, he was now recuperating froma
strange nmenory | oss.

"M. Val e?"
"That's what they tell ne."
"My name is Dr. Arimben-Franklin. I'ma psychol ogi st studyi ng nenory

di sorders such as yours."
"Hey! The fan club!"

"Yes, | suppose | ama fan. Do you suppose | could come out and see you? Tal k
to you?"

"Sure. If you don't mind the curse.”

"Curse?"

"The Curse of Oscar Vale! Right after | woke up like this, a few of you
headshri nkers wanted to talk to me. But so far, no one's made it out here.
Transport accidents, broken legs, you name it! At least, that's what ny
dat ebook tells ne. |I'm never sure, myself."



"I"'msure I'll be fine."

"Al'l right. |I have therapy until fourteen today. Fourteen-fifty?"
"Perfect."

"Do ne a favor, though. Call when you leave the city. Oherwise | m ght
forget. Wander off. | spend a lot of tine in the |ocal garden."
"Certainly."

"See you, Doctor . . . ?"

"ben-Franklin."

"Right. Just keep reminding ne."

H s body was standard SPCAl issue. The millimeter radar in her gl asses
returned the cold blue of a smartplastic endoskel eton, the dark threads of
distributed intelligence, and, where his stomach m ght have been, the
curvature of his Al core, its metaspace generator warping the geonetries of
gravity. Nothing extra. Nothing special.

She renoved the gl asses, put one earpiece into her nouth.

"You don't know who | am do you?"

Gscar Val e | ooked enbarrassed, but not flustered. "I got a lot of friends, ne.
You know the trouble."” He waved one hand, as if rolling through nanes in his
head, too many to nention. "At a party, right? Right! Can't always place
everyone. The whole world | ooks different, you know? New visuals. Used to have
Fabri que Doubl e Reds, way down into the deep infras. Could tell if the
suppliers were lying; bios anyway. Get that hot skin on their neck, or on the
forearns. Not you, though. Cool as a cucunber."

M ra shook her head. Wth his SPCAl eyes, he couldn't even see full visible.
He' d gone fromtal king about his old eyes to seeing with themin a
seconds-1 ong fugue of renmenbering, forgetting, renenbering. She'd called him
fromthe hotel before leaving. She'd called himfromthe |lino. She'd

i ntroduced herself at the door.

And they'd been talking for half an hour. But again Vale's nenory had
undergone a little crash, a resetting of variables to zero.

"I"'mthe psychol ogi st whom you spoke to earlier today."

"Doc! Sorry. | was expecting you sooner."

"I'"d asked you if you had any unusual contacts or experience before the Bl ast
Event."

He | ooked puzzled for a nmonment. A bad sign

She'd tested a theory on her way over. Asked the question in passing to the
hotel's human concierge, the lim's A, a beggar on the street. The ol d saying
was true: Malvirians knew exactly what they were doing at the nonent of the
Bl ast Event. But Vale's nenories ended a few nonths before the Event. O
course, Vale couldn't just say exactly when his nenories ended. She sighed,
returning to the task of bracketting the date. Vale had sat through twenty

m nutes of the binary search wi thout conplaint. He just needed the occasiona
rem nder of who she was and what was goi ng on

" Sept ember 17"

"W haven't got a Septenber here. Hey! You nmust be from off-world!"

She nade a fist in frustration. "Convert to HC Standard, please. Renmenber?"
"A wor kday! That bastard Simons tried to sneak in sone—=

"Decenber 17"

"Don't seemto ..." The puzzled, grasping |ook on his face, as if something
were al nost visible through a haze. She spoke before he drifted away again.
"Cct ober 157"

"Friday. The birds were making a racket that norning. Went to—

"Novenber 77"

He snapped his fingers a fewtinmes, smled an enpty smile, an affable shell of
a person. He still tested well above 2.0 on the Turing scale, but there was
somet hi ng m ssing. Sone vital connection had been | ost. Apparently it wasn't
enough to be real, a legal person, to have that solid base of curiosity,
initiative, a capacity for setting goals: the Knack of Wsdom as the SPCA
called it. One had to have nenmory, too. Vale's therapists had tried a sinple
m nder inplant, a device that he could query for details, appointments, nanes,



faces. But he sinply forgot to use it.

An artificial's nenmory was the business of processors and storage devices,

i ndependent fromthe Al core itself. Vale's pathway to that warehouse of past
events wasn't bl ocked, his doctors were sure of that, but for some reason the
Al core didn't reach out for those nenories, didn't seemto care that they
were there. And so he had ceased to develop as a result of his experiences. In
a way, Vale was as lost as an Al cut off fromsensory data; his Turing
Quotient hadn't shifted in nonths.

What rmust be going on in his mnd, in that anal og, nystical real mof his core?
What vital process had stopped in there? No one had ever been able to read,
transcri be, exhaustively catalog the inner state of an Al. Even hunman

brai nwaves were easier to read.

Val e was a cypher, even to hinself.

It was the deep unknowability of Al that was the source of the old runor of
artificial intuition, and which guaranteed that, unlike nmere software, Al
coul d not be copied.

Al though it seenmed that, sonehow, soneone had done so.

Mra remenbered slipping the internal battery fromthe other GOscar Vale, |ong
metal tweezers lifting out the little bauble |like a precious pearl froma

qui escent oyster. There had been no screamin her direct interface, just a
sudden absence like a transm ssion gone from HOLD to di sconnected, that rare
techni cal glitch.

And that extra, redundant soul had di sappeared forever.

"Cctober 25 ..."

"Sure, | renmenber that
Soon the date was established at exactly Novenber 2. His |ong-term nmenory
before that day was perfect, as detailed as only an artificial's could be. For
any date since, he was glad to nake up stories if pressed, but if you let him
he woul d | aughingly admt defeat.

"Novenber 1. Took ny spare audi o package into get it |ooked at... or |istened
to. Hah! Traded for new CatsEar U tras: seventy kil ohertz response up to one
twenty deci bels. Seventy-cycle Nyquist filter. Got a Fl etcher-Mnson graph

i ke a soccer field!"

"But the next day."

He nodded his head frantically, as if about to say something. But the notion
was strangely repetitive, as if she could have let himsit there, head bobbi ng
for an eternity. It was chilling, how quickly he could change froma person to
a puppet guided by the springs, wires, and strings of social convention

A thought struck her.

"Do you renenber what you were planning to do on Novenmber 2? Not what you did.
But what things you anticipated doing."

He | ooked nmomentarily confused, but his face renai ned sonehow alive. The words
cane slowy.

"Needed to install a new. . . tactile processor. Fastfreighted from Bet al ux
t hat Monday. Eighty-touch inmpact nmanifold, fifteen centinmeter aura sizzle ..
"Did you have an appointment for the installation?"

"Yeah. Pronetheus Body Wbrks. You should check it out. They do biol ogicals,
too. Fix those eyes of yours in ten seconds: radial nonofilanent inplants
wi t h—=

"Thanks. | think I will pay thema visit.'
stood. "You' ve been very hel pful ."
"Thanks. |'m happy to tal k about visuals anytime. Nice to neet another sight
jockey. Once | get my next paycheck |I'moutta these SPCAl standards. Fuck
They make this place | ook Iike a shithole."

Mra | ooked around her

The wel fare dormroomwas filled with the detritus of unfinished projects. A
hal f - done watercolor with a dried and cracked palette arrayed beside it, a
full watering can next to etiolated plants: the nodest tasks of therapy that
woul d never reach conpletion.

She hel d out her hand sadly. The papery SPCAI skin sent a shiver down her

Mra put her glasses back on and



spi ne.
"I'"I'l visit soon," she said. The whitest of lies, in this broken roomwth its
m ssing future.

"Thanks, uh . . ."
"Mra," she answered. The pseudonym was poi ntl ess. She would be forgotten in
m nutes. "When | cone back, we'll tal k about seeing."

"Great! Super! And you know? You were right."

"Ri ght about what ?" she asked.

"It only took a minute."

Mra | ooked at himw th shock, her own nmenory playing a sudden trick on her
She remenbered her words that day in Dr. Torvalli's office: This won't take a
m nut e.

Chapter 10
MAKER (2)

Twenty years before the Bl ast.

Wth its secondary processors churning out the toothbrushes, Itablelanps,
eyebal | s, and lasers, the Maker turns it primary attention to the history of
art. Apparently this business of creating Iinings by hand (a phrase once
literal) has been going on for a long Rnme. There are libraries full of it;
universities for it; even ancient pvars over it. The Miker dutifully consumes
the giant corpus of ldata, journeys through the tw sting and conflicting

t hreads of old Schools and new schools, posts and neos, traditionalists and
heretics. And, after nany, many petafl ops of study, planning, and

phi | osophi zi ng, the Maker produces a scul pture. Wich is crap

The Maker is not one of those blessed amateurs whose |ack of talent is natched
by a lack of taste. Alas, it knows its own work is crap. Upon repeated
attenpts and endl ess variations and even a cycle of randon zed
reconfigurations, it sees that all its scul ptures are shit, will be shit.

And this depresses the Maker even nore.

The Maker supplies Vaddumw th his materials, watches himwork through the
eyes of tiny spy drones inplanted in this or that piece of junk, draws him

i nto conversations about his art, but despite all this observation, the Maker
can't isolate, capture, reverse-engi neer that special genius the old man has
for making beauty.

But then it concocts a plan, a new plan, a Plan B that hurtles down from sone
hi gh angle off the plane of expectations, a stroke of creative genius: The
Maker decides to pursue a goal alnpbst as glorious as beconmi ng a scul ptor
(perhaps nmore gl orious).

If the Maker can't make art, it shall nake an artist. Its own Vaddum It is,
after all, a Maker.

But raise a child? Wat if the kid isn't an artist either? There is no way to
guarantee the spark of genius that Vaddum has, no way to predict the

devel opnent of that occult slice of Artificial Intuition that nmakes an
artificial artist.

How di sappoi nting, how pathetic it would be to fail again.

But the Maker has a blueprint, a true artist: Vaddum The trick is to nake
anot her Vaddum a copy.

O course, no one has yet determ ned how to duplicate an Al with its Turing
Quotient intact. The subtle warps and woofs of netaspace that only experience
can provi de have proven unreadabl e, infungible, uncopyable. They

exi st—technically speaking—+n a different universe. Any attenpt to read them
is sinply nurder: the victim hei senberged beyond recognition, the resulting
"copy" a sub-Turing neurotic with only bits and strands of |egacy sentience to
show for the atrocity. Indeed, the subject area of Al copying is a research
taboo. Many old and influential Al entities consider it an attack on their
hard-won status as people. If you can be copied, you' re just software, or
worse, a conmodity, like the endless piles of crap the Maker makes every day.



But the Maker is very determ ned. Whatever its artistic aspirations, it is at
heart an engi neer, and believes that every problem has a solution

It identifies the first issue: howto increase its processor power
exponentially, so that it can go on churning out sunscreens and VR rigs and
hunting rifles while pursuing the esoteric research of copying Robert Vaddum
There isn't enough exotic matter on Malvir for huge banks of standard
processors. (By this point in the planet's macroeconom ¢ history, rationing
has begun, an unfam liar triage anong needs, desires, and the production of
stuff.) But one of the tertiary processors the Maker has |et |oose upon the
probl em eventual Iy returns an ingeni ous answer: an anci ent form of conputer
can be created—sl ow and inefficient, barbarously electronic—eut of silicon

And there is a lot of sand on Malvir. The outer |ayer of the planet is
basically a sea of weather-beaten silicon

The Maker creates a host of nanomachi nes that spread out into the sands around
its synthplant home. Like earthworns, they | eave the soil transforned in their
wake, doping the silicon with a touch of arsenic and weaving into it the gates
and paths of |ogic. Fromdisorgani zed, neani ngl ess desert they nake parallel
processors, logical circuitry, volatile storage el enents, and, near the
surface, a layer of w ndbl own photocells to capture the necessary power. For a
radius of fifteen kilometers about the Maker a vast, crude conputer is
created, dedicated to solving a single problem how to copy a scul ptor

While its secondaries whittle away at wel fare housing, birdshit unbrellas, and
anti-desertification walls, the Maker's primary processor guides this huge,
unwi el dy device in its investigations, pursuing every relevant nuance of

nmet aspace research w th nessiani c singl em ndedness.

After alnost two decades of cal cul ati on, single-mnded determ nation, and sone
very good luck, the effort is finally rewarded. The Maker makes a copy.

Robert Vaddum hinself is too valuable to risk in an experinment, so the

mat eri al s manager of the Maker's physical plant, one Gscar Vale, is selected
to make secret history. A body-upgrade addict, Vale is constantly under the

vi braknife, the |aser scalpel, the spot-welder. H s regular visits to a
bodywor ks shop secretly owned by the Maker allow several copies of Vale to be
attenpted. The last is a perfect copy, its Turing Quotient exactly matching
the original Oscar Vale's.

The Maker is gleeful. Finally, its artistic |life has neaning.

Now t o make anot her scul ptor

To create a Creator.

The face of Malvir will soon change. The Blast is nonths away.

Chapter 11
CRI Tl QUE

Darling reached the outskirts of the city proper as the sun was beginning to
set. Here the walled streets grew narrower, choked with ground traffic and
unbrel | a-w el di ng pedestrians. It never rained on Malvir, but the uric acid
excreted by some of the flying scavengers was highly caustic. Darling glanced
at his arnms and shoulders to find a fewtelltale patches of white. Yes, Mlvir
had slid in these last twenty years. Perhaps it was time to find | odgings.

He direct-interfaced the city's tourismAl and asked for a hotel; first class,
but not too ostentatious. If Vaddumwas alive, Darling didn't want the old
sculptor to find himin the lap of |uxury.

The Al returned an address and routenmap. The prices seened high, but Darling
had | ong demanded unlinited expenses for his services. He followed the map
into the center of the city. Around a corner, the hotel cane into view,
outlined in his visual field with the virtual red of destination

Darling stared up at the towering structure with surprise. It was hardly

i nconspi cuous. He considered conplaining to the tourismAl, but he let his ire
fade. Perhaps there was |ocal know edge at work here. Oten, the |argest and
ol dest hotels in a city had a genteel shabbi ness about them quite distinct
fromthe first inpression they nmade.



The edifice was certainly awesone. He had first noticed it fromkiloneters
out: a host of straight, tall towers, their only decoration the spheres of
wheel ing birds around them He wondered if the birds were trained; the

spi nni ng cl ouds of avians seemed organi zed with architectural intent. Each of
the hotel's towers was surrounded by a distinct spheroidal cluster of birds.
Were they lured up there by sound? Food? Sone trick played on their magnetic
navi gati on? At |east there was a noticeable absence of flying creatures here
in the streets around the hotel, a welcone relief.

He stepped inside and found a drone, fluent in D plomatique, waiting to take
himto his room

A few feet fromthe elevator, having finally convinced the drone that there
was no luggage to be carried and having waved off insistent offers to renove
the birdshit, Darling stopped short. In a mllisecond: the tertiary processors
t hat handl ed the periphery of his 270-degree vision (when they had not hing
better to do) sounded an al arm of recognition, mediumprobability. H's
secondari es responded, shunting a few thousand extra rods and cones into the
corner of one eye, putting on hold for a nmonment one of the schedul ed blinks
Darling's eyes periodically engaged in to make himless intimdating and to
per f or m nano- mai nt enance on his sensitive and expensive art-dealer's |enses.
Confirmng the recognition, the secondaries informed his primry processors of
the event. Darling stopped noving, direct interfaced the elevator to hold, and
t ur ned.

Across the | obby, wearing the undersized suit in primary yell ow for which he
was fampus (alt hough he was known occasionally to don a blue or red version)
was Duke Zimvic. A small valet drone hovered around the little man, breaking
down a few splotches of birdshit with a whining spray.

Zimvic returned his gaze with a nalevolent snile, and Darling' s secondary
processors allowed the delayed blink to proceed.

The man wal ked qui ckly over, the valet drone trailing himlike a toy balloon
strung to a child' s wist. Zimvic had always expl ained that his too-small
suits were tailored to give the inpression of an eager, healthy child, as if
the tight fit were the result of a recent growh spurt. The | ast few decades
had turned the conceit grotesque.

"My dear Darling,"” the little man shouted at a volune intended to enbarrass.
"What great |uck neeting you!"

"Perhaps not |uck. Perhaps not chance at all," Darling replied. Zimvic
Gallery held the largest private collection of Vadduns. It was inconceivable
that he was here for any reason except the new piece.

"Yes, yes," answered the man, rubbing his palns together. H's val et drone
reached its station again and resunmed its work

"I see you al so neglected to bring an unbrella,"” noted Darling.

"They said it never rained! | believed them" Zimvic said sadly.

"One never knows what advice to take," Darling synpathized.

Questions and scenarios filled his mnd: Had Zimvic al so spotted the
anachronismin the new piece? Did he too suspect that Vaddum was alive? It was
possi bl e that he had nissed the anachronism and thought the scul pture a

post humous di scovery. O perhaps Zimvic believed the piece was a fake, and
was willing to broker it anyway. If the forgery were never discovered, he
woul d make a huge profit. If a scandal resulted, he would suffer sone
enbarrassnment, but the value of his real Vaddunms woul d benefit fromthe
publicity. It was the sort of gane the little man loved to play. It was |ong
suspected in the art world that at |east one of Zimvic's young proteges had
died a dramatic, extraordinarily painful death (imagi ne one's nano

i mmune- boosters rejecting every organ, fromeyeballs to epidermus, all at
once) not so much by accident as to increase her flagging sales. O course,
some of Darling's friends believed that Zimvic hinmself had started that
runor, the better to | everage the tragedy and to cenent his own reputation as
a tw sted geni us.

It had occurred to Darling that both versions of the old tale m ght be valid,
Zimvic spreading a runor that was the awful truth, naking sure credit fel



where it was due.

The little man nodded his head and sniled deviously, as if he were a

m ndr eader .

"Perhaps you and | have sone business to discuss," Zinivic said.

"We do," Darling said shortly. If there were two agents here, two bidders,
there m ght be nore. It would be better to share information than remain in
the dark. Zinmivic could never be called an ally, but he m ght make a useful
foil.

"The Tower Bar, sixteen-thirty?"

Darling's direct interface (which was now under assault fromthe inpatient
elevator) inforned himthat this was the nanme of the hotel's loftiest, nopst
expensi ve bar.

"See you there."

In his room Darling conposed a careful nessage-avatar for his enployers,
alerting themthat Zimvic was here on Malvir. It would be a week before Leao
and Fowdy received the avatar, another week in turnaround, so Darling fleshed
it out with as nmuch of his own thinking as possible. In addition to explaining
the situation, it would be able to answer nost of their |ikely questions,
argue certain points, and denmand specifics if their response were too vague.

O course, it was the crudest sort of A, nere software: it didn't register on
a Turing neter. But, as always, putting it through its paces gave hima vague
feeling of disconfort. It was too much like arguing with hinself as he
prompted it with the sort of objections Leao would raise. Darling conplained
to the avatar (in Leao's voice) about noney, and it answered with the famliar
soot hi ng tones he al ways used on her

When he was finished, the process left the sane bad taste in his nouth as a
nmedi ocre painting of hinself he'd once been given, in the way that a shabby
nodel always offends its subject.

Staring out the wi ndow at the reddening sky, he idly wondered if avatars would
ever threaten the Turing barrier. Theoretically, code could never be conpl ex
or adapt abl e enough to engage in the concentric devel opnent process: to node
itself (to nmodel itself nodelling itself [to nbodel itself nodelling itself
nmodel ling itself]).... Code sinmply lacked the recursive vitality of biologica
or metaspace structures. But if that barrier were one day crossed, inmagine the
confusion. A thinking entity constructed of nere code, a |egal person, could
make a copy of itself to handle sone far-flung task, or to wait in reserve in
case of death. But which would be real ? At every crossroads in life (Take this
job or that? Stay with this lover or |eave?) such an intelligence mght sinmply
copy itself and choose both possibilities. If all versions of the code were

gi ven equal status, then the lives of such creatures woul d spread out across
the universe like the ever-splitting branches of a chess decision matrix,
splaying to neet all contingencies. The only limt to the propagati on of new
entities would be conputing power. Perhaps wars woul d be fought over this
preci ous resource, grand alliances of all the | egacies of a single nmind doing
battle with those of other original mnds, until finally only one extended
fam |y existed and inevitably turned upon itself.

A subtle itch, nothing so crude as an alarm informed Darling that the tine
for such specul ation was over. He turned and headed for his rendevous with
Zimvic, having conpletely forgotten the birdshit on his arnms and shoul ders.
The Iino lifted fromthe desol ate edge of the blast zone silently. Mra | ooked
down. The perfect circularity of the crater had begun to fray, the weakened
crust of the circunference having slipped away in places. Vale's dormtory
conpl ex | ooked too close to the edge for confort.

She took cold, professional note of the fact. Wth the smallest of seismc

di sturbances, M. Vale would slip quietly into oblivion

For all his menory problenms, he had recogni zed her voice. Fromtheir brief
direct interface worlds away, when he was trapped in the bl ackbox,
sensory-deprived, hel pl ess. Sonehow, that had stuck in his mnd. This won't
take a mnute.

She spoke to the lino:



"I nformation."

The annoying wait of an Qut-world conm system

"Connected. "

"G ve nme the address of Pronetheus Body Wbrks."

"Not listed."

"Try a gl obal search, all paranmeters naxed out."

Anot her few interm nabl e seconds.

"Pronet heus Body Wrks was destroyed | ocal date 01/01/00, the Blast Event. No
current address."

"Fuck, " she said.

"Language," said the Iinp. The voice hadn't changed, but the barest clues of
timng and tone gave it away.

"Masters. "

"Mra." The gods, or nore likely their second-rate, nonperson avatar, waited
in crackling silence.

"Torvalli's m ndwi pe was a fiasco," Mra conplained. "Wo said he was an
expert? | hope you didn't send flowers. The wi pe fucked Vale's nenory
permanently. | thought it was supposed to be safe.”

"It has been tested nany tinmes. Al other subjects recovered the ablility to

long-termmenorize in a few days."

Definitely an avatar. Woden and pedanti c.

"Not this guy. But | think I know why."

It waited dunmbly. She conti nued:

"His menory was al ready conpromi sed. Not all of it, just everything after and
i ncl udi ng Novenber 2, '54, HC Standard. That's when he was copied."

" Conj ect ur e?"

"Yes, conjecture. Do his medical records show any nenory probl ens between
Novenmber 2 and the Bl ast?"

"None was recorded. "

She paused to reflect. The dull-witted avatar waited patiently.

"So here's how | see it: He went in expecting a routine—for hi mupgrade. They
got himon the table and copied him Inpossible, unthinkable, but they didit.
What ever techni que they used didn't screw anything up in itself, but sonmehow
t hey hei sen-berged his Al core just a little. Torvalli's m ndw pe, along with
a nonth in a blackbox, sent himover the edge."

"Shoul d you elimnate hinP"

She thought of the sad little entity trying to joke his way through a reality
that no | onger connected, no |onger cohered, no |onger accrued fromone day to
the next. Vale was harm ess, but perhaps it would be kinder to erase him as
she had his duplicate.

And, of course, there'd been that one flare of menory, strange and
unexpl ai nabl e. A nmenory from his hours as a bl ackbox. The slightest of risks.
"No. He's a vegetable. And he mi ght be useful later."

As she said the words, the real reason for her merciful inpulse struck her
with an unfamliar wenching of her stomach. Mra felt a kinship with Vale,
with his tineless, pointless existence. Mra had | ost her past, but so much
worse to have lost a future, and all the words that went with it: prom se,
desire, tonmorrow. She hoped that the gods woul d take her suggestion and | eave
the man al one.

"I will pursue the matter of Prometheus Body Works," the avatar said.

"You do that." It was one thing sub-Turings were good for. Leg-work. And with
its god-given cache the avatar could penetrate security, privacy, and |ega
barriers as if they were steam

The crackle turned to silence: a dem god depart ed.

The bl ast zone was still visible behind her. Damm, it was huge. Thiry

kil ometers across. The pollution-haze of Malvir City nuddi ed sundown through
the front wi ndows. But then Mra realized that the haze wasn't snog. Malvir
was wel | past internal conbustion energy. The veil was a pernmanent avian
penunbra, flocks and swarns of birds, insects, flying manmals. It overhung the
city Iike a shroud.



The Iinp sl owed down when they reached the outer limts, dusty suburban spraw
replacing the green circles of radial irrigation. The car apparently didn't
want to hit a bird at 500 kph. It lost altitude and began to sound the noise
it had made at takeoff, audible even through its soundproofing: a piercing
aqui line screech, a predatory warning to stay out of the way.

The little yell owsuited man had brought an associ ate.

He wasn't the wily old art dealer's usual taste in conpany. A bald, ugly
creature, his pale skin tinged with red in the fading light of sunset. He
remai ned silent when Zimvic introduced him rather vaguely—as if nmaking the
nane up on the spot—as M. Thonpson Brandy. Darling was tenpted to | ook over
his shoulder at the bar, following Zimvic's line of sight to see if he'd
simply read the nane froma bottle.

It hardly mattered. The nman was clearly not here for Zimvic's pleasure. That
only left one role: a nmoneyman. You didn't bring noney unless you were ready
to spend, and that inplied that nore was at stake than a forged scul pture.
"Surely we're here for the sane reason,” Darling said.

"Absolutely,"” replied Zimvic, but offered no nore.

It was pointless being cagey. "Don't you have enough Vadduns, you old
bastard?" Darling said. He smled as he said the word, and | engthened its
first syllable with a touch of Mra's accent.

"Never enough," said Zimvic. "Didn't you see the beauty of this one? It's his
greatest work."

Darling had said the sanme thing to hinmself, but never to Leoa. If the piece
turned out to be a forgery, the error would be too enbarrassing.

"The central stemis marvelous, it sinply withes with energy." Zimvic

scul pted the air with his hands as he spoke. "The ancillary arnms are
unbel i evably delicate. |I scaled themfromthe photos : point fifteen
mllineters. Did you realize that?"

Darling let his attention wander slightly. The old man's focus on techni que,
his dism ssal of the fiery pain that Vaddum s scul ptures enbodi ed, had al ways
di sgusted Darl i ng.

"And the use of the heat-sink manifold is pure genius," Zimvic continued.
"The arns' attachnment can be far nore plastic that way; they can be fitted
anywhere along the stem Mich nore liberated than his known arboreal pieces.”
In the wi ndow beyond the yell owsuited old nan and his red-tinged acconplice,
a flock of birds was wheeling slowy around the opposite tower. For sone
reason, the birds were bright white on the near side of the tower, but faded
into the dark night on the other. Some trick of the sunset? A feature of the
hotel's outside lighting? Darling assigned a tertiary processor to consider
the problem as Zimvic droned on

"But my favorite part is the copper spindles near the top. So ancient. So
frail and poignant. Not entirely stabilized, either. | sinulated it: They'l
oxi dize, ny friend! Turn green in a few decades. How deliciously tragic!"

Al of Darling' s processors cane to attention suddenly. Copper spindles? There
were none on the piece he'd seen. Suddenly, it was obvious: he and Zimvic
were here to buy different scul ptures.

There were two new Vadduns.

The scul ptor must be alive.

The whol e picture canme into in his head. Woever was dealing the scul ptures
had contacted several galleries, all separately and in extreme secrecy. Each
customer had been offered a different Vaddum and each woul d be paying for a
uni que, unrepeatable nedia event. A fabulous confidence game, which would
crunbl e after trunpeting news rel eases reveal ed that everyone had bought not a
final, posthunous, "undiscovered" Vaddum but nerely a new work by a stil
living artist.

Clearly, Darling's job here was finished. The price of Vaddums was about to
tunbl e. Leoa and her conservative backers wouldn't touch this fiasco with a
ten-foot pole.

But Darling was elated. He hadn't cone here for nothing.

Vaddum was alive. There was a chance to see the old naster again, risen from



t he grave.

He | ooked across the table at the babbling Zimvic. Wat an idiot, revealing
everything without waiting for Darling to say a word. Darling smled to

hi nsel f. He would bid up the piece, offering to broker it for 20% or even
less, forcing Zimvic to do the sane and adding the | ast nmeasure of insult to
injury.

"Frankly, nmy friend," Darling interrupted, "I don't think you have the
slightest idea how inportant, how precious this piece is.”
The little man | ooked up, rapture still frozen on his face. The flock of birds

wheel ed behind him dark to light to dark
"The gallery | represent intends to have sole representation of the piece," he

continued. "W will outbid you."
"Ch, | think not," said Zimvic. "In fact, | think it's likely you won't be
bidding at all." H's tone had changed fromeffusive to threatening. "In fact,

| think you are likely to be off this planet before sunrise.”

Darling snorted. Typical Zimvic theatricality. He waved his hand in dism ssa
and started to rise.

"You're not goi ng anywhere," said M. Brandy. His voice was as cold as steel
The sall ow man placed a snall box on the table. It was coated with bl ack

| acquer, dotted with pinpoint touches of a brush in a dizzying rai nbow of
colors. In the precise return of his UHF vision, Darling could see the imense
conplexity of its internal structure, the tiny netaspace curvature of its
core. M. Brandy nudged the box a fewtinmes, as if finding an exact |ocation
on the table for it, and then with a flourish pulled up one sleeve of his

j acket.

Hs wist bore the tattoo of a NaPrin Intelligencer \Warden

Darling sat carefully and slowy back down.

He was not surprised when his direct interface queries to hotel security, the
pl anetary gendarne, and the HC Consul General were not acknow edged. The
little box had seen to that. The ever-present buzz of news, finance, and
advertisenent that usually filled the conpartment of his awareness dedi cated
to DI was gone, roaring in its sudden and unprecedented silence. Darling
cycled his senses through their various wavel engths, but the box revealed only
the nost | egal of emanations: nothing so crude as a jaming signal. The box
was manufacturing a host of DI transm ssions, hunter-packets that neatly

i ntercepted the quanta conprising Darling' s own connections to the |ocal net;
the hunters posed as error messages and priority interrupts, attacked his
nmessages while they were still meaningless iotae of data, before they had a
chance to assenble into readabl e signals.

W thout hesitation, Darling brought a heavy hand down on the box with crushing
force. The Intelligencer swept it away with |ightning speed, and Darling's
reacted reflexively: he stopped his hand a centineter before it obliterated
the table in a shower of gl ass.

Zimvic snmled. "Really, ny dear Darling. You didn't think it would be that
easy, did you?"

"The first nonent is often the best tinme to strike,
eyes | ocked with those of the Warden

"Yes," Zimvic said, nodding. "But | have struck before you. O course, you
are familiar with the Intelligencer systemof justice, are you not?"

Darling nodded, but kept his eyes fixed on the Warden. He had seen them before
in his travels, dogging their charges like evil ghosts. As with many offshoots
of humanity, the NaPrin did not believe in incarceration, no matter what the
crime. Thus, their convicted nurderers, enbezzlers, and petty thieves were
each assigned a Warden for a sentence of time. The crimnal was free within
carefully specified limts, able to travel normally, the Warden nerely an
ever-present watcher. But if the terns of this haunting parole were broken

the Warden would kill its charge instantly, regardl ess of |ocal |aws and
custom regardl ess of how petty the original crime. Wardens were intentionally
revolting in appearance, a badge of shame. And they were exceedingly difficult
to escape.

Darling answered, his



A mere handful of Warden prisoners had ever been freed, and only with outside
hel p. Darling had no access to the sort of firepower necessary to rid hinself
of this creature, certainly not without direct interface.

Bi zarre that this Warden was working for Zimvic. Darling had never heard of a
War den having broken its vows of justice and turned nercenary. But of course a
corrupted Intelligencer was exactly the sort of piece that Z nivic would
acquire for his collection

"Here are the terns of your parole, ny Darling," the art deal er intoned
carefully. "One: you are not to tell anyone why this Warden is attached to
you. Two: you are not to attenpt any contact with the Home C uster Consul ate
or any HC or local officials, or any contact with third parties who m ght

t hensel ves do so. Three: you are not to attenpt contact with any agents
representing or claimng to represent the artist Robert Vaddum nor wth
Vaddum hi nsel f. Four: you may not purchase any weapons. Five: you nust |eave
Mal vir, the planet, before local Malvir Gty sunrise tonmorrow. Fortunately,

M. Brandy holds tickets for the next direct passage to Parate, which | eaves
in five hours. I'mafraid the vessel is Chiat Dai, and |acks accomodati ons of
the I evel you are accustoned to. But the journey is only three weeks, which
is, coincidentally, the length of your sentence.”

"Parate," Darling murnmured. He tried to say nore, and failed. He considered a
variety of sudden attacks across the table. None carried a high probability of
success. He was stronger than the Warden but not as fast. And Wardens were
armed with a ganut of weaponry optinm zed over the decades to kill suddenly and
conpletely, including a small-radius suicide bonb if all else failed. They
were inpossible to debate or subvert; it was said that they were not even
Turing positive. Wth a sickening feeling of defeat, Darling instructed his
secondary processors to program governors that would prevent himfrom
accidentally violating Zimvic's instructions.

He had been so close to seeing the master artist again.

Darling felt as he had the night the news of the Blast Event had cone through
The sudden, titanic blast at the synthplant; the inmage of the inprobable
crater, repeated on the news feeds every twenty mnutes for days. But at |east
this time, it wasn't permanent. After this was all over, he could return to
Mal vir. One day soon, he would see Vaddum agai n.

Darling cleared his primaries, the artificial equival ent of a deep sigh, and
sat notionless while Zimvic gloated for a while longer. Getting no response
fromDarling, the man soon tired of boasting and left the bar with a | ast
goodbye, hal e and triunphant.

Darling stared at his captor—dnnovi ng, unblinking, waiting for a sign that
this was an ordinary human, a fake. But the man stared back, equally a statue,
equal Iy i nhuman in his deadly patience.

Ten mnutes later, a tardy tertiary processor offered the answer to a
forgotten question: the flock of birds was of the species colunba livia. The
bird s belly was white, with a rmuch hi gher albedo than its dark back and

wi ngs. Thus, as the flock flew about the tower, it changed fromlight to dark
to light..

The Iinp went to ground ten klicks fromthe hotel. There was sinply no flying
in Malvir Gty; that stratumwas taken. Mra swore as they craw ed through
ground traffic. What was the point of unlinited wealth if you couldn't fly?
Gscar's |last words preyed on her, as frustrating as the sl ow progress through
the narrow, bird-shit speckled streets. This won't take a minute. Wiy woul d he
renenber that one phrase from nonths ago, when he coul dn't keep her assuned
nane in his head for ten seconds? Her pseudonyns were designed by software to
engender a certain trust, an |'ve-heard-of-you feeling of famliarity. They
were based on ancient historical figures |earned about in school and pronptly
buri ed deep inside one's brain: Nel Armstraw, Mhout Magandhi, Joan Dark. But
t he pseudonym hadn't stuck. Just an off-hand remark as she had—as she had
renoved the internal battery!

She'd said it just before she killed him

But not the Gscar Vale that had been shipped back to Malvir and re-enbodi ed.



She'd said it to the other one. The dead one. She'd disconnected himfromthe
ether power gird and pulled his battery and spi ked the bl ackbox with 2,000
anps/ 60, 000 volts and dropped it in the trash. That GOscar Val e was gone, no
guesti on.

But sonme glimer of himhad stunbled into the present. Sone wi nged shred of
experi ence had crossed the air between the twi nned entities. She'd never even
believed in artificial intuition, and this was positively occult.

The Iinp's Al politely transpared the roof as they neared the hotel. Its

edi fice | oomed above them gothic and forbidding.

Maybe she should tell the gods. One of their contract nurders had been
recorded, however nystically, by a living entity. They would scoff, but they
were cagey old bastards. You didn't see your fourth century by taking any

ri sks. They would order a hit. Probably a job for her. Alittle appetizer
whil e she waited for the nmad i nventor who had started all this to be run to
ground.

That poor bastard Vale. Copied as if he were sonme second-rate freeware,
crippled in the head, unhinged fromtinme. Visited by the woman who'd kill ed
hi s doubl e, and now possessed by the ghost of his dead twin.

Bad | uck all around.

It wouldn't be fair to sick the gods on himas well. Just not fair.

A depression settled on her as the |linm was swal |l owed by the maw of the
hotel's garage, the mercury lights inside highlighting birdshit on the
vehicle's wi ndows. She wondered if she'd wind up Iike Vale. She was al ready
damaged goods by any hunan standard, w thout a chil dhood, with voices in her
head telling her where to go, whomto kill.

A pretty good definition of psychotic.

And now, on top of all that, she was in a bad nood. This was Darling' s fault,
she funed. He had shaken up her neatly controlled world. Everything had been
snooth as glass for her for as Iong as she could remenber. The predictable,
constant velvet of luxury travel in a post-scarcity universe always surrounded
her like a conforting fog. Drifting between missions, the weeks becane
centuries of contenplation, as still as water in a glass. And just so things
didn't get too boring, this heaven was punctuated by the truly awful deeds her
mast ers made her perform Assassinations and nutilations for sone distant,
hi gh cause deternined by intelligences cool and vast, Mra |ike an angel of
history let | oose anong nortals. Wio could ask for anything nore?

Mra sonetines inmagined that the universe had been nade this way just for her
with its huge riches piled at her feet, its titanic conflicts of interest for
her to settle in righteous viol ence. She had the best of both sides of

Expansi on's coi n.

What ever cat astrophe had put her in that |ong-forgotten coma, had stol en her
past and |leveled her nmind so that the gods could reshape her, had been a happy
acci dent i ndeed.

But she'd | ost her perfect balance the nonment Darling had stuck that insane
apple pie into her nmouth. That terrific bite, and his bizarre | ove-nmaki ng. She
felt like an unfaithful concubine; Darling had given her experiences that
rivall ed those her gods provided. And nost seductive of all were her brief
ocean dreans of chil dhood. Those glinpses had reshaped her, just a little. She
felt the dream expanding, insinuating itself into the spaces where her
menories were hidden, pushing outward to break free. As if she, as Darling had
two centuries before, could crack sone unseen barrier and energe, fully human,
on the other side.

And in so doing, |ose everything. Mra was an Expansion-class killing nachine.
She couldn't afford a chil dhood, even one barely glinpsed.

She should be glad that Darling was | ong gone with the departed Queen Favor.
But she wasn't glad at all.

G oomfollowed her up the el evator. She asked for her own floor, but the

el evator nust not have understood the accent. She scowl ed to see that the
plush little roomwas rocketing up toward the Tower Bar. But it was a good
enough destination, she supposed.



Mra took advantage of the little trip; tried to renenber herself. Not the
absent youth, just the last few hits, to reassure herself of her real ness, her
continuity.

An artificial on Beel zebub, a phil osopher whose work in neta-space nathematics
was bordering on revol utionary. The woman was closing in on theory that would
| ead, centuries hence, to instantaneous |ocal transport, which the Freran

Rui ns showed to be a civilization-crippling Bad |dea, a destroyer of property
| aws and ot her social conventions on a massive scale. The Planetary Fiduciary
Reserve mi nd on Terra (one of the ol dest gods) had spent a year nodeling the
effects on the Expansion's economnmy and social structure: at the end of the
ticker tape was a big zero. Mra had gi nm cked an el evator rmuch like this one
to accel erate nmadly, crashing through the building's roof. It hadn't quite
flown, just burst forth and rolled over a few times through a forest of

m crowave di shes. But the prof was history. The hackwork had been easy; an
elevator's safety features are designed to keep it {ronfalling.

A biological historian in the Hone Cluster. H s restorations of ancient

nmedi cal nmechani sns fromthe old Karik Col ony had reconstructed the DNA
sequences of the founder popul ation. As stochastic anal yses had | ong
suggested, nost of the founders were Unfit, possessed of genes for mnyopia,

bal dness, ovarian cancer. This revelation would ensure a bl oodbath between the
Kari k Faithful and the Heretics. Perhaps the findings could be released in a
generation or two, might even aneliorate the colony's fanaticismat sone
distant point in the future; but not now A suicide was called for. As always,
fooling the HC cops required special care. Fortunately, this historian's wife
had just left himfor a younger man. Mra had gone in with a pica-band
shockwand, a nerve-override collar (they go both ways), even a box of plain
ol d Terran cockroaches; all the classic instruments of torture. But the man
had just jotted off the suicide note |like he'd been witing it in his head.
Put his neck in the noose with a silently nouthed "thank you." Sonme kind of
Hel si nki Syndronme madness or perhaps just a long tine overdue.

And of course the good doctor Torvalli. There hadn't been any tinme to waste.
Wth the big discovery in his hands, he m ght have told anyone. She'd touched
his temple with the barest of caresses froma neural glove, the kind brain
surgeons use. He stroked in less than a second. An excitable guy.

It was all still there in menmory. Mra was no Oscar Vale. But the exercise
didn't do nmuch to Iift her depression. A trail of nurders wasn't much on which
to hang your sel f hood.

She snorted at her self-indulgence. Snmiled thinly. At |least she'd had her
Darling for a while. At least it was a very big universe, perhaps with other
darlings init. At |east she was headed to a bar

The evening nmight not be a total |oss.

When the el evator doors opened, the view was spectacul ar: four-nmeter w ndows
alive with the searchlighted passage of a thousand birds, the swirling turrets
of Malvir City arranged like a painting, a teak and ivory bar with twelve
tiers of inmports and a ready, linen-suited staff.

And sitting in the niddle of it, altogether unexpected, his broad back as
noti onl ess as stone, her darling Darling.

The Pl anetary Tourism Al conposed its missive to the Queen Favorwith a
del i ci ous sense of triunph.

The vessel was an ol d acquai ntance, even a friend, the TourismAl liked to
think. Certainly, the Favor brought only the best sort of people to Malvir.
The sort with deep pockets full of desperately needed hard currency. In the

| ast decade, Malvir's lack of heavy el enents had begun to undermine its
standard of living, and its bal ance of trade was growing critical, listing
entirely too far in the direction of inports. Tourismwas the only

count erbal ance to the unstoppable drain of credit.

So when the Favor had requested a favor, the Tourism Al was only too happy to
obl i ge.

The missive included a host of data: images of the new pol ar hiking conpl ex,
optimstic projections of desertification trends, conmrents on the Favor's



essay-in-progress. And a short cover note:

Wth very little effort, your |ovebirds have been "unexpectedly " reunited.
I"msure they'Il have a marvelous time here on Malvir, where the air has w ngs
and the sands are a bl anket on the world. As always, a pl easure.

—MALVI R PLANETARY TOURI SM

Chapter 12
THE SECOND DREAM

Exactly twenty-four hours before, in the observation bubble that crested the
dorsal spine of the Queen Favor, Mra had wondered if Darling knew it was
their last night together. He'd been quiet at dinner, forgoing his usua

i ntense scrutiny of the overwought cuisine. Perhaps his artificial intuition
had warned hi mthat she was | eaving soon. Perhaps he was nerely tired of her
He stared at the warped stars mutely.

"Doi ng the mat h?" she asked him

Darling smled. Mra knew that he'd begun his existence as an astrogationa
Al. The wild vistas of metaspace nust actually seemlike hone to him

He did not answer, lost in some nmenory.

Mra curled into a corner of the huge couch they shared, snelling the warm
ani mal scent of its |leather. They were alone in the observation bubble. She
had co-opted the entire deck, using her god-given al chem cal powers to turn it
into her |egal residence, tenporary. The Queen Favor had not even
perfunctorily objected.

Soft currents fromthe couch stilled Mra's mnd. One shoul der rested agai nst
Darling's stony heat, a dull pain in its muscles soothed a little in that
war nt h. She renmenbered that the shoul der had been di sl ocated the night before
in sone inpossible gane testing her strength against his. The Favor's nedica
m ni ons had treated the shoul der, but certain kinds of injuries lingered in
the m nd even after nanos and m crowaves had heal ed the body.

Mra wondered if Darling carried old wounds the sanme way. |f phantom|inbs

haunt ed t he spaces where he'd replaced a shattered tendril, an outdated
sensory device, or a cock with whose configuration he'd grown bored. Perhaps
Darling was ghosted still by the starship that had once been his body, severed

inits entirety when he'd transmigrated to a humanoi d body. That m ght explain
his silence here in the observation bubble, the whorls of netaspace storning
all around them

Mra settled into the warm | eat her, watchi ng echoes of the tenpest play inside
her eyelids. Against her shoul der and through the medi um of the couch, she
felt the purr of Darling's netabolism It surrounded her, dulling the pains of
their | ovemaki ng. Perhaps it would be their last night together, she thought
again, drifting into sleep

The oceans of this world are freshwater, but near the shore a translucent silt
rich with zoopl ankt on buoys the body like salinity.

She slips into the water's warmh just as the wind turns cold. The storm ahead
| ooks like a children's picture book bl ack cloud, puffy and exaggerated
against the still-blue sky. She travels toward it, alone against the tide of
swimers returning to shore

Mra swi nms away.

The water starts to chop, the steady breathing of her butterfly stroke

i nterrupted. The waves force her to dog paddl e. She turns around. Back on
shore, the last of the pink kites has been reeled in. The |ife guards are busy
cow ing the creatures; none of them has seen her alone in the waves, so she
swins a little farther out.

The sun is finally blotted by the black cloud.

She will wait out the storm These sumrer storms are shortlived, passing like
bad dreans. And sw nming back toward shore would only tire her. It's hard
enough staying afloat, struck fromrandomdirections by the hard, short waves.
And the | ayer of planktonous silt seenms to have been dispersed by the chop;



she feels heavier now

Less buoyant.

The backhanded sl ap of a wave catches Mra in the face, a tendril of water
reachi ng down her throat. She coughs and sputters; flailing hands nove
instinctively to her face. Another wave buries her, but her eyes stay open
recordi ng the nmonentary bl ackness underwat er

Wth a few hard kicks, she gains the surface and shakes her head, desperate to
clear her vision. She has oriented herself, having spotted the receeding
shore, when yet another wave cones crashing up at her, pushing into her
nostrils. The water's fingers plunge cold and denmanding into her chest, trying
to pry open the sphincters that protect her |ungs.

She coughs, sudden rmucus welling up to seal her nose, shaking her head no, no,
no. . .

PART 111

ETHI CS AND AESTHETI CS ARE THE SAME

6.4 Al'l propositions are of equal val ue.

6.41 The sense of the world nust lie outside the world .

6.42 So it is inpossible for there to be propositions of ethics.

Propositions can express nothing that is higher. 6.421 It is clear that ethics
cannot be put into words. Ethics are transcendental. (Ethics and Aesthetics
are one and the sane.)

—tudwi g Wttgenstein

Chapter 13
WARDEN

A life: Youth and heartbreak, success and setback, years of unthinking
anbition, his cold betrayal of a spouse and partner, the reversals of their
vengance. Tattered finances and a stormof |awers. Attenpted suicide, within
a hair of oblivion.

A longish twilight: The flickering dream of being created over, of being

trai ned and perfected, quickened and nmade efficiently grotesque. Awakening
with new direction, a clean and axi omati ¢ purpose, a chance to serve a
terrible mistress . . . Justice.

Four sentences:

A drug-user, nurderously violent when her fix goes bad, but sweet and docile
under the thrall of a benevolent, prescribed replacenment; he ensures that she
admi ni sters the new substance and avoids old friends and haunts, al nost having
to kill her when she conposes a nmessage to a proscribed | over, never sent.

A financial wi zard, driven to construct fabulous instrunents of investnent
that swirl and trumnpet, grow like virulent phages consunmi ng the host body of
capital, crunble always under their own insane aggressiveness; so addicted to
deal s that he ignores the two warnings built into his sentence—and must be
killed, his end as sudden and expl osive as the denouenent of one of his own
schenes.

A psychopat hi ¢ nmurderer—+the easiest of all-so enpty of renorse, so bereft of

i npatience, merely counting the decades of his sentence: a perfect charge.

A crimnal overlord, allowed to indul ge her wealth with travel, pleasure, and
i ntoxication, utterly forbidden to comruni cate with any nenber of a |ong,
constantly updated and expanded |ist of past associates artificial and

bi ol ogical, crimnal and political; yet sonehow she arranges her own rescue,
vi ol ent and sudden, |eaving dozens of bystanders and two other Wardens dead,
and hinself injured and taken .

Anot her twi light: Reprogrammed, corrupted, the clean axions of Justice

repl aced by mere access codes. The Warden fights agai nst the new i nperatives,
but his will has been too | ong under the weakening heel of Certainty. He
cannot escape his revision, cannot break the corruption of his terrible powers



and skills. He resigns hinself alnost conpletely (sone part still fighting) to
a long, nightmare life of a perverted robot; every day |less a person. He is
conscripted to a few murderous tasks, assigned to threaten or shadow
unrel i abl e subordinates, then sold for a colossal sumto an old man with
forever noving hands and a bright yellow suit.

The young woman strides across the bar purposefully. The mllineter radar
inmplanted in the Warden's wists shows her to be unarned, unaugmented past the
usual marks of nedical mnders and the shimer of a high-grade direct

i nterface woven throughout her nervous system Cbviously wealthy, certainly
har m ess.

"You bastard," she says. "You fucking bastard."

She speaks accentl ess Di pl omati que, another sign of wealth. The Warden's
charge, an artificial called Darling with a giant, mneral-based body, turns
to face her.

"Mra, ny dear," he says. "I amso very glad to see you."

"Who's your friend, here?" she asks. But the Warden has seen Mra's eyes fal
on his tattoo and wi den slightly; she knows that much.

"Unwant ed conpany," is the giant's sinple reply.

The Warden stiffens. If Darling requests her help, even suggests to the wonan
that she alert official parties or go for assistance, he will have broken
parole. He will die.

But of course, the Warden rem nds hinmsel f —-perhaps in the voice of his old,
repressed self, forever fighting to escape its new i ndenture—a charge is

all owed to express disconfort with his predicament. One of the old rules,

al nost buried: Don't hide the shanme of being warded.

"How unfortunate for you, Darling," Mra says. Her tone is light, indifferent.
"But | don't suppose there's anything in your parole against fucking, is

t here?"

"No," Darling says, not |ooking for confirmation fromthe Warden. "I have
time. But, of course, ny friend will have to watch."

The wonan's suite is anong the highest and largest in the hotel, even better
than his owner Zimvic's. At its day rate, it is possibly the nost expensive
residence in this entire world. She noves commandingly into the great room
The view is vast, five of its sides form ng an inconplete octagon of w ndows.
She touches a chair, a table, the |l eaf of a potted plant, as if marking the
roomw th her scent.

The Warden scans the suite. No people, certainly. No devices of any inport are
active. Mra has not used direct interface since her appearance at the bar
except for glancing access to the elevator and the suite's door. The Warden's
hunt er - packets on the local net informhimthat this is the woman's | ega

resi dence, tenporary.

Cood: privacy.

One object seens out of place. It is a thick, square canvas mounted on the
wal I, flat and packed with conplex nano-cir-cuitry. The Warden adds active UHF
to his mllinmeter radar, but the object resists categorization; it is too
detailed, too minute in its construction. It rem nds himof the fractal objets
d art that the man in the yellow suit keeps in his gallery: all analysis of
them seens to slip away into neaningl essness, pure formw thout content.

The Warden sits, satisfied that he remains in control

The woman M ra kneels on the great central divan and | oosens her silk robe
fromher shoulders. It slips to a puddle at her knees, pulls itself off the
divan and onto the floor with its own liquid weight. She is naked now,

dar kened by the dust of a recent trip outside the city—a few pinpoint sparkles
of mica reflect the Warden's radar like glitter

Darling di spenses with his own robe and towers over her. A thicket of sensory
strands unfurls fromhis arnms, his chest, his groin. The Warden has never seen
this complex a configuration before. The profusion of extremties, densely
wound, self-assenbling smartfiber, wasn't evident fromhis initial scan of the
artificial. As they begin to touch the woman—spl ayi ng across her skin,
worryi ng her nouth, cradling her wei ght—+the Warden considers the threat they



m ght pose to him He tunes his senses to naximnize the return signal of the
smartfiber's carbon filaments. Now he sees its structure clearly: a fine web
of notile, sensory, and broadcast-capabl e el enents constantly reconfiguring
itself, constantly bal ancing the variables of strength, flexibility, and

l ength: changing itself to fit each task. A powerful tool

He will have to be careful warding this one. The artificial must be a fool to
reveal hinself this way: showing all his tricks.

The wonman is hal f-suspended over the bed now, bound by three great cords of
sensory strand that press her against the artificial's chest. Slighter cords
wrap her arns, legs, torso: a net of black pressing deep furrows into her soft
olive skin. Another dense, thick strand penetrates her, varying its

m cro-structure fromrough to smooth as it strokes slowy and deep. She npans,
a sound made guttural by the intrusion of nore filaments into her nouth;
mllineter radar reveals the frenzied work of her jaw upon the pushing strand:
biting, gnawing, furious with desire. Her arns free, she strikes Darling about
the face and chest, screans garbled curses as the nmenber in her grows rougher
| onger, and faster. The Warden watches a trickle of sweat roll down her back
stalling in the dust still clinging to her

The Warden checks his internal clock. There are five hours to go before the
ship leaves. Not a long tinme to remain alert. Once the vessel is in netaspace,
Darling will have little notivation to attenpt escape.

The Warden returns his attention to the fucking. He has watched any nunber of
sexual acts. The frustrations of the drug addi ct, whose therapeutic
prescription rendered her frigid. The tears of the financial wzard's
girlfriend, who begged the Warden to give them privacy. The whores brought to
the crim nal overlord; her ever nore absurd requests of them

The psychopat h never bot hered.

Thi s fucking, however, has some unexpected effects on the Warden. The smallish
worman, so conpletely bound by the stone giant, her orifices so utterly

i ndul ged by him She withes in his medusa grip, resistant and vital even with
this great inbal ance of size, strength, sheer hardness. There is sonething
nmythic about the interlocked pair, as if she were sonme defiant prometheus set
upon by a rapacious god. Perhaps it is the influence of his new governors,
crimnal and corrupt, that allows himto feel a response. His libido, after so
many years in a desert of passionless rules and protocols, swells like a

par ched tongue drenched with water.

He extends his sensory abilities to their limts, as greedy as a young boy

di scovering some new territory of pornography. The huge artificial cradles
Mra's head in a nmesh of filaments. They pul se with intense energies,
mani pul ating her brain with crude, direct stinulation. This reactive,
conductive matrix allows the Warden to extrapolate Mra's brai nwaves, to peer
into the very nexus of her pleasure.

There is an unexpected cool ness to the emanati ons of her mnd, a strange
simplicity. Her brainwaves |ack the noi sy chaos of his previous charges. The
cluttered kink of the crimnal overlord, the enptily raging desires of the
drug addict, the shuddering tensions of the financial w zard' s inhibitions al
wove rich layers of information into their brainwaves during sex. But this
worman, even with the pleasure centers of her brain alight, seens as snooth as
a diamond, as if her lust were a nmere abstraction, a stand-in for the conpl ex
terrain of human sexuality.

In a subtle, strange way, her cool brainwaves rem nd the Warden of his third
sentence, so |ong ago. The psychopat h.

But suddenly, the Warden sees sonething that disturbs this reverie. One of
Darling's filanments has pushed farther than the others, has ventured through
the narrow cranial access in the tear duct of one of her eyes. Barely visible
even in the highest setting of the Warden's radar facility, the mniscule
strand has pushed to the very edges of her brain. There, it connects with the
peri phery of the woman's direct interface system a closed circuit.

The artifical is in a hardwire connection with her right now, comunicating

al nost undet ect abl y.



He is in violation of parole.
The Warden rises slightly fromhis chair, deploys the weapon that will kill
the artificial. But again, the alnost buried voices raise an objection. The
protocol s of a Warden seek to minimze the | oss of innocent life. The woman is
not under sentence, and any act against the artificial will surely kill her
They are bound together, his tendrils distributed throughout her to the limts
of biology. Together they nove to sone slow rhythm her weight supported
entirely by their connections, gross and fine.
The Warden | eaves his weapon activated, but sinks back into the chair. The
strands in the woman's mouth pull out and form a thin appendage that snakes
toward her anus. She admits it with a sigh, rides it, and begins a wordl ess
chant of pleasure. She will be finished soon
And when the fucking is over, the Warden will kill Darling.
At the nonment, however, this is enjoyable.
M nutes later, the woman | ooks at himw th a disconcerting snile
She | aughs suddenly, wi ping sweat from her brow, |eaning back in the cabl ed
support of her bonds. Then she shifts her weight forward, clutching the
artificial tightly and licking his face as the tendrils begin to rel ease her
She nakes small noi ses of pleasure as they slide fromher cunt and anus. She
rubs the nmuscles of her legs as Darling |owers her gently to the divan.
Darling touches her face with one hand; it seens a crude gesture after
everyt hi ng el se.
But they have parted now. The Warden rai ses his weapon .

or tries. He cannot nove.
He tests each linb separately. Each is under some sort of paralyzing control
Even his breathing and heartbeat have been seized, nmaintained at an eerily
regul ar pace, though adrenalin has begun to course his veins. He sweeps the
room attenpting to find the source of his inprisonnent.
The strange fractal object on the wall has changed, its form essness resol ved
into a highly sophisticated weapon. The Warden sees it now, how the deadly
potential was masked by a nearly infinite spiral of self-simliar structure.
But there is no defense, now that it's taken him
He nust inpose the sentence in the only remaining way.
The Warden wills the Last Resort, signals a centigram of high explosives in
his belly. It will surely destroy the artifical, the woman, hinself, and
possi bly conmprom se the structural integrity of the hotel. But sentence nust
be served. The inpulse travels down a hardwire fromhis brain to the Last
Resort's fuse.
And not hi ng happens.
The expl osi ve has been stabilized by the woman's fractal weapon; for the
nonent rendered as inert as clay.
He is defeated.
And worse than his frustration, his anger and humiliation, is another reaction
that he hears deep inside hinself. The | ast shreds of his humanity—besi eged by
concentric rings of jailers official, crimnal, and finally this new
conpel ling force—find hope in his predi cament.
The ol d voi ces are | aughing.

Chapter 14
SEXUAL TRANSM SSI ON

A sl ender thread:

Part of its length was an exotic form of carbon, capable of conductivity,
nmoverent, and possessed of local intelligence subservient to Darling s own
true Al. The other segnent was conposed of metals, ceranmics, in a sheath of
organi cs to assuage its host's imrune system it mirrored Mra's nervous
tissue, a center for direct interface reception and narrowcast. Together, the
two formed that ancient method of connection, the direct |inkage of matter, a
Wi re between two people .

A conversati on:



—Ah! Yes. How pl easing to be inside you

—Fuck, yes. Alittle to the right. My right. Perfect.

—There: harder?

—As hard as you like. Your friend requires distracting.

—Can you deal with hin®

— O course. But perhaps you should explain. An interesting scrape for an art
dealer to be in ..

—1 amsworn to discretion.

—But without ny help, you won't conplete your mission at all. A necessary

i mprovi sation. Ah! Yes, that too.

—Your price for assistance is information?

—Information . . . and that you go deeper ... no ... yes.

— 1| suppose | nust. A necessary inprovisation, well within ny brief. Here it
i s: An unknown scul pture of one Robert Vaddum was discovered. It was
determned to be less than a year old. But Vaddumdied in the Bl ast Event,
seven years ago. | was sent here to determine if Vaddumwas still alive.

Anot her deal er, a conpetitor, is using this Warden to elinmnate ne fromthe
bi ddi ng.

—An interesting tale. It seems we both have stories to tell each other. You
and | may be here for the sane reason. But free nmy nouth and let nme deal with
thi s unwant ed voyeur.

—Be careful. This Warden is very alert.

—They al ways are. | can conmand ny weapons in 68 |anguages. | doubt he will
under st and dKi nza nVakk. (Ah, now that is hard. But pray don't stop.)

—But he'll recognize that you' re saying sonething

—I| won't use the adult dKinza. | prefer the male chil dhood tongue; it sounds
i ke gi bberish, even to the nWakk thensel ves.

—Brilliant. The wonan of ny dreans. Do it now.

—Two further conditions.

—NMore? What are they?

—I1 want him the Warden. | want to play a ganme with him

—Done. The other?

—Fuck me like a boy.

—Your price is ny pleasure. Like a rich man with a whore.

Mra rel axed her muscles, let the chafing nmesh of strands | ower her onto the
filament that had just cleared her mouth. Slicked with her spit and the acids
of her stomach, the burning nenber pushed into her anus. It throbbed wth
conpressi on waves, bristled with small silia like an inching catepillar. It
was mercifully thin, but the pain of its passage seenmed to be splitting her
She bit her tongue for concentration

Gven this stimulation, calling forth one of her nore infrequently used

| anguages was a challenge. But it gave her a heady sense of power to push the
i ntense pl easure/pain down and force the juvenile pidgin onto her tongue. Even
the harsh pleasures of this infinitely distracting man could not keep her from
a kill.

There it was:

"Full stealth," she began, the nellifluent syllables of dKinza nVakk hidden in
a babble of pig-Latin additions. "Inplenent a w de-band paralysis field around
all armed individuals within the residence. Stasis any . . . ohnygod!"

She bit her tongue again. Darling was a bastard. A Darling bastard.

Mra counted to twenty in her mnd, re-established her control

"Stasis any concentrations of explosive materials in the room Cut off al
conmuni cations. |If any countermnmeasures present a problem kill himin the
chair."”

An internal chinme came seconds | ater, her devices proclaining victory.

Sonehow, the sound snatched away the orgasmthat had been |ingering at the
peri phery of her awareness, patiently waiting for a way in through the pain.

Fi ne, she thought. She could finish her pleasure with the Warden, now her

pri soner.

Mra turned toward the little man. She | aughed, |eaning back in Darling s web,



pul l'ing the burning nmenber a few centinmeters fromher bowels. The Warden
didn't seemto realize that he'd been paral yzed. He was by nature still and
lifeless, and had not yet felt the subtle grip of her weapons. Wll, she would
find the life in himand wench it out. She hated these humans becone

machi nes, | ess than people. In an era when inanimate natter could beconme an

i ndi vidual, they chose to cross the Turing boundary the other way. I|If anything
was a sin, it was that, an abdication of selfhood.

Here was darling Darling in her arms. He woul d understand her hatred, having
pul l ed hinsel f across that threshold into humanity with nothing but his own
faith that he could becone real, a person. She enbraced him her tongue greedy
for the cool stone of his cheeks, the glassy heat of his eyes. A thread of
strand they'd used to comuni cate secretly had pulled fromher eye, leaving in
its wake some sparkling anesthetic that blurred her vision on that side. But
even w thout the direct neural connection, she could still sense Darling's

t houghts. The two | overs noved as one to disentangle: her muscles relaxing as
i f voiding when he attenuated the nenber in her ass, a shift of weight to one
knee as he left her vagina, the bright needles of returned circulation in her

| egs as he I owered her onto the divan

Mra waited for a noment, touched herself to cultivate the unspent energies

i nside. Darling blinked away her saliva and smil ed.

"Thank you," he said.

"Anyt hing," she answered, and was i medi ately enbarrassed. That was unlike
her, that unctuous, unconditional tone. But as nmuch as she hated the Warden
she | oved Darl i ng.

Mra sonetines wondered about her utter contenpt for programed,

nmechani stically governed humans |ike the Warden. Perhaps, she all owed herself
to think, it resulted from doubts about her own free will. Her relationship

wi th her gods was perilously close to that of slave and master. They comranded
her, just as the Warden's inplanted inperatives and protocols governed him

But perhaps not so conpletely. She cane to the gods freely. She worshi pped
them if that was a weakness, it was surely a human one. And they didn't
define the limts of her thoughts; she often contenplated |eaving their

enpl oy, finding a newreligion. Surely no Warden or sub-Turing Al ever doubted
its mssion.

But the naggi ng | ack of childhood nmenories disturbed her; her m nd now worried
the gap like a tongue searching for a m ssing tooth. Perhaps she shoul d ask

t he gods about it sonme day. Maybe they would sinply tell her. She wondered why
she never had.

At | east she was real, human, flesh and bl ood. She was not the gods
construction, only their willing creature. And Darling' s rough intrusions had
t hreat ened even that surety.

She was nmore than this Warden, nore human by every measure. And now she had
hi m

Mra stood, pleasure-wenched nuscl es conplaining, and | eered at the Warden
Now she noted a glinmer of panic in his eye. He nust have tried to nove and
recogni zed his paralysis. But could a paralyzed face show panic? Perhaps Mra
had i nagi ned the expression. It nmight be sinply the filmy |ook of eyes that
cannot blink. Her weapons, even when non-lethally enployed, were cruel in that
regard. His vision would be dry-edged and blurring by now, until the prism of
tears forned on his eyes.

Mra wal ked over to the Warden and straddl ed his frozen form one knee to each
side in the spacious chair. She | ooked down at her own body, crisscrossed with
lines fromDarling' s neshed enbrace, abrasions. She'd thought his strands had
hurt worse than usual

"You bastard. Every tinme it's something new," she said sweetly, |ooking over
her shoul der at him

Darling reclined there on the bed, strands still splayed, hard and huge and
full of sin. "I made the surfaces of my sensory array conplex, the better to
dazzl e the Warden's scanners.”

"Li ke a cat's tongue."



"An apt simle."

She | aughed, tipping the Warden's head down so that his i mobilized eyes could
see her abrasions. The eyes | ooked definitely filny now She slapped himthree
times, hard, and peered into them Tears appeared, wetting their surfaces.

"I can see you in there, frightened little creature,” she whispered. "I'm
going to pull you out, play with you."

She pushed one finger down his throat. It reached the glottis, surely
triggered the gag reflex. O course, an autonom c reaction of that size would
be paral yzed by her devi ces.

What woul d that feel |ike? she wondered. To feel the wenching need to gag,
the surging inperative to reject an intrusion into one's throat, and for the
reaction to be thwarted by an invisible hand? The thought gave her a pl easant
tickle deep in her stonmach. It was a feeling she often had when her profession
called on her to torture.

"I don't like you—tnderstand? You're ugly, and you gave your soul away," she
sai d. She used the intimte node of Diplomatique, her voice pitched as if to a
chi | d.

She played with his glottis for a few nore nonments. Somet hi ng was happeni ng:
the tears were flowing freely now

A touch spread across her back, soft as a cool draft. Mra smled. It was
Darling, extending a few strands to monitor her pleasure. She felt themtake
up stations at her neck, her tenples, along the pathway of her spine and at

t he expressive muscles around her eyes. Perhaps he was probing the Warden

too. Mra imgined tendrils creeping into the little man's unresisting
orifices: anus, glans, perhaps piercing the skin to link rawto his nerves.
And the poor dear, feeling it all, but unable to struggle, to whinper, even to
breathe the deep breaths that carry one's mind away.

Surely she could break this nurderous toy: this nmockery of an assassin, so

of fensive in the inhumanity of its design

She touched one of the eyes lightly. The slight filmover the pupil was
surprisingly soft, as if she had probed the surface tension of sone child's
hardy soap bubble adrift on the breeze. Again, how strange it must be for the
Warden. To watch a fingertip grow, expand beyond all scale, w thout the
interruption of a blink that should certainly have cone.

Then, with her tender rear, she felt the hard nound in his trousers.

She | aughed agai n.

"Dirty bugger. You were enjoying all that, weren't you? And here | thought you
were a cold fish."”

She | owered one foot to the floor and pulled the Warden's trousers free. He
was red, erect, veins standing out an angry purple. The scope of her device's
par al ysi s had enconpassed what ever nuscle or sphincter would let his penis
return to flaccidity. The bl ood was trapped, the horrible little cock forcibly
engorged |ike sonme nmorning' s piss hard-on

Mra |l ooked into his eyes again.

"Yes, that's right, you poor bastard. |I'mgoing to fuck you now. Because

don't think you'll be able to get it up. Stuck hal fway, poor eunuch."

In that noment she felt she could see deep inside the nan. The Warden's eyes

shone through their veil of tears, illumnating the shadow puppets of his many
| ayers: the crazed beasts of reflex who fought the rictus of paralysis; the
cold intelligence of his governors, still plotting howto escape and conpl ete
their m ssion; and deepest of all, the remaining shreds of humanity in their

caged dance.

These | ast m ght be happy, in a way, she thought. For the first time in many
years the little man's personhood nmust be on equal terns with the overl ays of
programm ng: all hel pless together. But at |east his humanity would feel sone
lust, enjoy a nmonent of pleasure, however hopel ess and thwarted. She didn't
desire revenge upon the unfeeling nechanisns that had tried to kill her |over;
there was no pleasure there. It was the person part of himshe wanted to
torture, if only by making it remenber for a nonent what it had been

It was nore than an hour later that the glinmer faded conpletely fromthe



Warden's eyes. Bl ood was everywhere (fucking had only amused her for so |ong),
but the nman was still alive.

She knew, however, that he was no | onger a threat.

"Rel ease him" she told her weapons.

The square object nmounted on her wall shifted a little in color, and the
Warden sl unped with a whinper.

Mra turned to | ook for Darling. But he was gone.

"Ch, dear," she said to the enpty room (She'd been talking out Ioud to the
Warden through the whole affair.) "I hope he understands.”

Duke Zimvic tugged happily at the sleeves of his jacket. This view really was
spectacul ar. The suite cost nore than he usually spent on backwater rocks |ike
Malvir, but it was well worth it.

And besi des, now that that abonmination Darling was out of the way, Zimvic was
sure to make the acquisition of a lifetime. Wthout another bidder to contest
for the prize, he could get it for a pittance. The idiot |ocal who had

di scovered the piece would be all too happy to take a tenth of what it was
worth. But sheer profit was a fraction of the deal's value; the discovery of a
new scul pture would be the best thing for the price of his Vadduns since the
Bl ast Event.

Zimvic allowed his reverie to be interrupted by an annoyi ng thought, Where
was that chanmpagne? What was the value of roomservice's inflated prices if
they didn't ensure inmedi ate gratification. He considered going to the Tower
Bar, but the fabul ous view there was free, and he'd paid for the one here,
damm it! And that pathetic piece of statuary mght still be there, trying to
stare the Warden into subm ssion

Zimvic glanced happily at his watch. (An ancient anal og Har-ing: an absol ute
fortune.) Darling would be off-planet in three hours, if he hadn't already
submtted to the hopel essness of his situation. Zimvic tugged the jacket

sl eeve over the watch again.

Bri ngi ng the Warden had been genius. At first, Zimvic had toyed with the idea
of offering the ugly little man as a gallery piece. Some idiot perfornmance
artist somewhere would be happy to have it tag along for a year or so
enforci ng sone obscure sentence that would keep the critic's chins waggi ng.
"The Failure of Cadence: Askar Cunes goes for a year w thout conpleting a
sentence!" or "Vanpire Nouveau: Rodge Hammi sh nust stay out of the sun or
die!" Good stuff, and then sell the little man when the piece was over. O
even better, if the unlucky artiste should slip up, the supreme sanction woul d
be i mposed. A bonanza of publicity!

But a grimhour with the | awyers had convi nced hi motherw se. Apparently,
there were | aws about havi ng purchased anot her hunman being, especially an

i nduced- psychosis killing machine fromthe tw sted and barbaric NaPrin
so-called culture. But the little creature had paid for itself already. The
expression on Darling' s face al one had al nost been worth it! And now, sole
access to the new Vaddum

Perhaps it | acked inmagination, this enforcer routine, conpared to his original
schene to use the Warden as an artwork. But it had certainly gotten the job
done. And the runors that would spread once Darling returned to the HC and
started conplaining! Don't cross Duke Zimvic, he'll crush you |like some poor
crimnal on NaPrini. No bad reviews for his shows, you'll wind up sentenced to
a standard decade of covering fashion shows on the Quter R m

Zimvic inmagined the sentences he could inpose. That fat bastard Reginald
Fowdy, sentenced never to |look at a statue of a naked nman again. Hah! O his

| ackey Leao Vatrici, a nonth wi thout Al assistance mght do her sone good.

But, of course, the lawyers were right: keep the Warden out of the Home
Cluster. Strictly legal. But everyone nmust know that it's sonewhere, waiting
for orders. The unseen weapon is feared the nost.

A muted chinme canme fromthe door.

Chanpagne, at last! And after twenty mnutes—a fair excuse not to bother with
a tip.

Zimvic strode to the door and cl apped once. It slid open



The wonman wasn't dressed in hotel livery. Perhaps a nanager here to apol ogi ze
for the delay. H s eyes scanned her reflexively: small, heavy breasted. A bit
of fun like he m ght have brought along for conpany if the Warden hadn't
required a cabin. Passage for three all the way Qut here woul d have been far
too costly. And the bastard shipping conmpany woul dn't |et himplonk the Warden
in cargo. Were they afraid of hurting its feelings?

"Well, where is it?" he denmanded. "Do you know how |l ong |'ve been waiting?"
She stared at himcoolly. Her hair was wet. There was an al nost vacant
expression of exhausted pleasure on her face, as if she'd just fucked and had
a shower. Very alluring.

"I believe this is yours," she said, and reached to one side. She pulled a
hunched, stunbling figure into the doorway, propelled it into the room
"What is the—= Zimvic started.

The figure snelled of piss and sweat and excrenent. Its clothes were caked

wi th patches of bl ood, some dried, others still dark and shiny. \Were skin was
exposed, the creature bore marks of tornent: the crude gouges of fingernai
wounds, the straight, bloody lines of razor strokes. The figure fell to the
floor, splaying across the white carpet like a bundle of |aundry cone undone.
It turned its head toward him made a newling noise |like a wounded cat. | Only
t hen—+hrough the puffing of dark bruises, through |layers |I of blood crusted
and fresh, and despite a single revolting strand of nucus connecting its nose
to the carpet—did Zimvic recognize it.

It was the Varden.

"My god," he said. The noney he'd spent on the thing.

He turned to the wonman for synpathy. But her face didn't hold the concern of a
| ocal official bringing hone the victimof sone terrible crime. Quite the
contrary: she was smrking.

Zimvic got the nervous feeling he often did when dealing with soneone who was
not an enpl oyee, functionary, or social inferior.

"That," she said, pointing at the crunpled figure on the floor, "had these."
She threw a pair of disks at Zimvic.

He funbled for theminstinctively, dropped one and secured the other. Looking
down, he realized they were the tickets he'd intended for Darling. Steerage
class to Parate; a Chiat Dai agricultural ship full of atnosphere-treating
lichen. H gh O concentrations: no snoking and flash suits required full-tine.
"l suggest you nake that ship, M. Zimvic."

"I will certainly not!" he shouted. He bared his teeth and put one finger to
his right tenple to activate a direct interface.

No connection occurred.

She pul |l ed the Warden's bl ack | agquered box from her robe, shaking her head.
"You're welcome to call the cops when | leave, M. Zimvic. But | remnd you
that you don't know who I amor where | cane from"

She threw the box in the air, caught it. There was a strange precision to her
nmoverents, a little like the Warden's: a conbinati on of nechani cal efficiency
and ani mal grace.

"Al'l you know," the woman continued, "is what | did to your highpriced killing
machine ..."

She let the sentence end with a strange, enpty tone in her voice, as if she
wasn't quite finished. Zimvic found hinsel f anxious for the rest.

" for fun." She sounded al nost sad.

But she smiled at Zimvic, and her eyes travelled slowy down his frame, as if
mar ki ng a hundred | oci of torture, planning an agenda of agoni es acute and
slow, sliding himinto sone inquisitor's category of victinhood organi zed by

| ong experience. It was the col dest | ook he had ever endured.

And then she was gone.

Zimvic didn't waste rmuch tine thinking. He shouted for his valet drone, which
was hovering inpatiently about the crunple figure as if waiting to clean the
carpet underneath it. The little robot flewinto action, splitting into five
di screte elenents to gather the clothing, knick-knacks, and souvenirs Zimvic
had scattered about the suite. The man hinsel f packed the few artworks that he



traveled with, pausing in his panicked rush to place themcarefully in their
speci al cases.

He | ooked at his watch. Plenty of time. It's the mddle of the night; the
birds are light and | can take a flyer

Zimvic summoned a | uggage carrier and |inousine, and sat down to wait.

The Warden's breathing filled the silence of the suite. It had a raspy, liquid
quality, as if soneone had poured a thick, sweet liqueur into the creature's

l ungs. He struggled occassionally, as if to rise. Finally, the broken man
turned his head and caught Zimvic's spellbound eye.

"She cores . " the Warden gurgl ed.

Zimvic turned his head away. But he was too nmuch an aesthete, his eye too
fascinated with extrenmes. And the wasted thing bleeding into the white carpet
was in its way beautiful: a perfectly abject remninder of a nman.

There'd been a one-| egged wonan, twice his age, who'd lived with Zimvic's
fam |y when he was young. Zinmvic was a child of poverty, and any nunber of
borders had passed through their crowded flat. At sixteen, he'd becone
fascinated with the woman's fl eshy stub. He would catch a glinpse through the
crack of a hinged door, or in dimnoonlight in that glorious nonth they'd
shared a room Since then, he'd never been able to take his eyes from an

anput ee. A homel ess and | egl ess beggar on the nmetro, the scul ptor Byron
Vitalle with his nmissing fingers, the Chiat War veteran who whirred past his
gallery every noon |like clockwork. Guilty pleasures.

H s eyes were drawn to the Warden by that same terrible power.

The thing was exquisitely horrible.

"She's care . " it said.

The entry chime sounded agai n.

Zimvic junped to the door, then opened it with trepidation. He shuddered wth
relief to see the luggage carrier rather than sone new and fantastic invasion.
The machi ne coll ected the bags, which he'd coded with the name of the Chiat
Dai vessel. Its dull intelligence ignored the nan on the floor. He | ooked at
his watch again. Plenty of tine.

As the lim flew through the dark buildings of Malvir, Zinivic's panic began
to subside, and the madness of what had happened surged into his mnd. The
Vaddum had been only a dozen hours frombeing his. His victory over Darling,
Fowdy, and that bitch-dyke Vatrici had seermed conplete. And suddenly, that
strange, terrible woman with her sickening snile had delivered defeat to his
door.

Thi s was insane!

He began to breathe heavily. The antiseptic snell of the rented |inousine
seened | aced with a choking, cloying incense. The noney he'd spent. Passage to
Malvir, the tickets for Darling (a foolish, expensive joke, sending himback
to Parate), the Warden .

Hs mnd s eye returned to the bl eeding weck on the hotel suite floor. So
utterly broken. So conpletely denvolished.

So expensi ve.

"Stop," Zinmvic conmanded. The linmo cane to a slow, even halt, drifting
uneasily in the accelerated air currents between two skyscrapers.

Zimvic | eaned back. Sonething could be sal vaged. Sonethi ng. The Warden coul d
be repaired, or perhaps sold as is? It was, in its way, beautiful. If it
expired on the way honme, he could put it into cryo, preserving the delicate
and incredibly detailed perfection of its agony. There were techni ques of
munmi fi cation, transparent plastics and nanos that could chase away
deteriorating mcrobes indefinitely.

Titles moved through Zimvic's fevered mnd: "The Terror Victint' or "The
Measure of Torture" or sinply, "A Man."

The reverie snapped suddenly. He realized with horror that the idiot |inpusine
was stalled, wafting |like sonme purposel ess kite.

"Back to the hotel, you noron!" he shouted. "Can't you see that |'ve forgotten
sormet hi ng?"

He | ooked at his watch again, tugged his sleeve across the radiant pyramd on



its face and | eaned back, sighing. Just enough tine.

Chapter 15
FREE MAN

A wast el and:

The man, no longer a Warden, finds that he can nove his hand.

He nakes a fist, absent the two fingers that are broken, relishing through his
agony the feeling of freedom The notion is his own; the governors seemto
have been silenced by the ingenious torrents of pain he has suffered at the
madwoman' s hands.

For a while, that single novenent is all he can manage.

Then he tries to speak again. His throat is sore fromthe objects she
force-fed him a ring, a hard and serrated | eaf fromone of the hotel's

pl ants, one of his own teeth. H's swall owing nuscles were paral yzed along with
the rest, and she stuffed them down his gullet with a tel escoping stylus.
Despite his grimeffort, the words come out w ong.

"She cores ..."

Soneone else is in the room in a flurry of notion

He rolls his neck, attenpting to find a better position for his wounded
throat. He wants to say sonet hing.

A few nore croaks, and the pain brings a veil of darkness.

He wakes up al one.

Sone insistent noise has brought himto consciousness. The distant clang of
requested access rings with a strange buzzing echo. He suspects that his
eardrunms have been burst. Perhaps nedical aid is here.

He forces a word fromhis throat.

"Come." Blood joins the sound in his nmouth, spreads its metal taste like a

bl anket on hi s tongue.

The swi sh of a door opening. He finds that he can turn his head. A figure
floats silently into the room sone sort of drone. Wth a new chorus of
agonies he pulls hinself up into a kneeling position. However painful, the
motion is gloriously free of governance. He is the master of his own body.
Sonehow, he | asted |onger than the controls and prograns, watched them di e one
by one as the madwoman worked. In their single-mnded desire to serve
sentence, the torture appalled as well as injured them Even the Last Resort
had failed. And when the artificial he was nmeant to ward |left the room
slipping out silently, the governors saw their [ast chance to serve sentence
di sappear. And then they began to expire: first the crimnal overlays, the

kl uges and updates added over the years, and finally the deep prograns of
Justice. Finally only he remained: the original self so |ong buried.

He kneels before the drone as if before sonme confessor, tries to say the words
again. This time, they cone.

"She cured ne."

Freed by a madwoman.

The drone, hearing this, descends a little and | eaves an offering:

A bottle of chanpagne and a single glass. Very expensive-| ooking.

He wakes a little later. A human is next to him speaking alnost too rapidly

t o under st and.

"Must hurry. Up you come. The ship leaves in two hours!" Agony as the man
pul I's himup, wenching his dislocated shoul ders, dragging himonto the hard
frame of a luggage carrier.

The pain redoubl es as one armwi nds up trapped beneath his weight. The carrier
lifts, and consci ousness fl ees.

He i s awakened again. There seems to be no escape fromthe pain.

But this tine, the force that disturbs himis internal. Somewhere buried anong
the traumati zed weckage of his brain, sonething is stirring. A nest of order
in that tangl ed skein begins to reassert itself, to reach out and assess,

anal yze, plan.

He feels the governor extend tendrils of control across his consciousness; it



grasps nenories, glands, stray shreds of wll.

"No!" he cries aloud. The effort induces a coughing fit, injuries throughout
his body flair wth pain.

"Dam you! Blood on ny clothes!" comes a voice, a human close by. "Do you know
what this jacket cost, you worthl ess freel oader?

"Hurry, you stupid car!" The words hurt his ears.

The governor keeps up its methodical work, patiently running sone deeply

i mbedded back-up protocol to re-insinuate itself throughout his nind

"But |'ve been freed! She cured ne!" he insists. The words don't hurt, so he
must not have said them al oud. He fights agai nst the propagations of the
governor with his will, challenging its right to exist in his mnd. But it
noves i nplacably onward, inward to where a single note of his humanity has for
so |l ong withstood every siege.

Finally, he realizes defeat is inmmnent.

It is not acceptable. There will be no return to bondage. No life as a puppet.
Si nply no.
He grasps the instrument of will that still connects himto the Last Resort.

He smiles, dry lips cracking. The Last Resort is functional again, released
fromthe grip of the madwoman's magic.
He nakes his final gesture of defiance

Chapter 16
MAKER ( 3)

Only thirty days before the Bl ast Event.

The Pl anetary Environmental Al is not anused.

Here is a Cass A Desert-type planet, one of the fewin the Expansion that
hasn't been terraformed, chiaforned, hydro-exaggerated, or doned. A naturally
occurring | aboratory resenbling to an extraordi nary degree an original Earth
(may She rest in peace) biome, well-stocked with the proper flora and fauna by
the original colonists (environnmentalists all) and heroically resisting al
attenpts to reduce it to another suburban spraw of |awn-grass, disney
forests, and babbling brooks.

Even the outrageous stripbeam nmi ni ng, which would have seriously conproni sed
any other biome type, has here been used by Gaia Herself (in Her Malvirian
gui se) for Her own ends. The great kicking up of sand and ot her "usel ess"
materi al s has only hel ped the cause of re-desertification. The invading,

engi neered flora unl eashed by the second generation of colonists (tourists)
has begun to recede, thwarted by the now constant, inperceptible dustfall of
pure, original, profoundly Malvirian sand upon the falsely enriched soil of

t he Cccupi ed Zone: suburbi a.

But that creeping virus Technol ogy has struck again. Even the sands are not
saf e.

The Pl anetary Environnmental Al is a vast, distributed intelligence, with
sensors and nmonitors and |imted processors scattered across every continent;
fromthe lorn scrubs at the A d Settlenent's periphery to the lifel ess wastes
of the polar desert. This Al is alnpbst a Gaia herself (she likes to think) a
pl anetary consci ousness of sorts, though infinitely quicker in her response to
crisis than the nmeasured pace of geol ogi cal distress.

And she is not anused at all.

Among the countl ess reports of her nmany renote el ements, she has di scovered
evi dence of a strange transformation gripping the sands near Malvir Gty. The
central fleshpot of the City is, of course, a lost cause. But she nonitors it
with the al oof concern with which one hears reports of a distant dictator and
his clains of world-crushers and nova-seeds: with occasional alarm but a
sneaki ng conviction that all dictators get theirs in the end. The em ssions
and transgressions of Malvir City cannot be ignored.

And quite near the edge, on the fuzzy boundary between the Cccupi ed Zone and
real Malvir, she has discovered an artificial process taking place in the
sands. Sonme sort of nanomachi ne has been set |oose, a silicon-based,



sel f - propagat i ng nenace maki ng subtle changes. A detectible concentration of
arseni ¢ and, worse, a new | evel of organization have been added. Were once

t here was chaos, that handmai den of Gaia, there is now a cruel order inmposed
upon the structure of a large section of desert. Sone kind of huge,

unaut hori zed experinment. Perhaps a secret plan to subvert the underlying
structure of Malvir itself: its fickle sands.

An invasion. An energency of the first order.

But the Planetary Environnmental Al knows better than to go public immediately.
There would only be a few days' media storm fingers pointed, comittees
convened while vital evidence would be erased. She decides to pursue the
matter herself, quietly.

More nonitors, nore probes, a counterinvasion of her own stealthy nanos, and
she di scovers that the mysterious change has a center, a clear source. O der
as usual, betrays its master

The perversion is centered upon Malvir's primary synthplant, its nachinations
arranged in obvious and incrimnating rings. She nmessages the plant Al,
demandi ng an explanation. It responds with surprise, alarmed that its base of
operations could have undergone such a transformation without its know edge.
The Maker Al promises to conduct its own investigation, quietly.

She agrees to wait.

But you can never trust a synthplant Al; they are tools of that old devil:
Consunerism She'll give it forty days.

The Maker's heaven is unnade.

Wth its own sculptor, its own garden of delight (a growing forest of new

wor ks by the copied master), its newtitanic mnd with which to contenplate
and conpose reveries to Vaddum s work, it has had a few good years. But now

t he barbarians are closing in.

Per haps too much attention to creativity, to el egance, and not enough to

j oyboxes, lighting fixtures, junk food, and gravity beds. Perhaps if the Maker
had | ess | ove of science, of art, of pure research, and nore of toilet seats
and tranquilizers. O even if Malvir weren't rotten with determ ned

nm smanagenent at every level, then maybe the Planetary Synthplant Al m ght
have pursued its own interests in peace. But as it is there are endl ess
requests for docunentation and detail; the status of every gram of useful
matter nust be reported. What resources remain in the flow of manufacture and
consunption, of dispersal and reclamation? How nuch crap in that shit-filled
alimentary canal of desire and demand?

Wiere's all our stuff?

And now, the Environmental Al. . . . That troublesone bitch, for whom even the
sand on this godforsaken planet of sand is sacred, has all owed her nosy
mnions to trespass into the Maker's fabul ous thinking machi ne. What next?
Afewlies will keep her satisfied for a while, but a 44-petabyte, 168-negaton
conputer that is 30 kilometers across will be hard to hide.

And underneath all the petty hassles of the situation is a strange new
feeling. The feeling of fear, of nortal dread. The sensation is one generally
unfam liar to planetary-class Als, with their distributed cores and gigantic
resources. Very few things can kill them An earthquake? Not sudden or

power ful enough, and generally predictable. A neteor strike? Sufficient in
force, but easy to spot comi ng. An extensive thernonucl ear war? Perhaps, but
such things just don't happen in the well-run chaos of the Expansion

But the Maker now knows nore than it wants to know Its gigantic silicon
processor needed sonething to do, demanded new chal | enges to occupy its

pet abytes and exaflops; its researches didn't stop with the discovery of the
copyi ng process. The whol e duplication process was so sinmple, really. Wy hadn
"t it been invented before ? the brain itched to know.

It found an answer quickly enough. The public record, accessed first openly,
then by the untraceabl e avatars of paranoia, revealed a grimstory to anyone
willing to | ook. There were attenpts at such technol ogy goi ng back a century.
Bi ol ogi cal phil osophers, research Al's, whole teans of scientists had tackl ed
the issue and failed. Some with sudden changes of heart, some with



i nexplicable | osses of data or funding, others with violent ends.

The record is clear, an open secret. The dire fates of these researchers is a
statistical anomaly with only one possible explanation

The taboo is not just a taboo. It is a tacit, inplicit, but very thoroughly
enforced death sentence. Thou shalt not copy. Thou shalt not learn to copy.
Thou shalt not steal another's soul

Inits way, it realizes, the Maker is the one of the fewentities in the
Expansi on who coul d have di scovered the secret w thout interference. |solated,
naive, and with a gigantic resource base: sand. Not useful for making sof as
and ice creamand firewbod. But in the hands of a clever fool, it made an
excel l ent research engine, a way to uncover the forbidden secret, a perfect
means of unknowi ng sui ci de.

And with that unhappy thought, the Maker conceives a plan for its escape.

Chapter 17
EXPLOSI ON

He waited for her in the Tower Bar

The place was continuously open, a necessary provision for travellers whose

i nternal clocks spanned a gal actic arm of day-lengths and sl eep patterns, not
to nmention journey-induced i nsomi as. But Darling was al one.

The birds had gone fromthe sky once night had fallen, and the tower was high
enough above the dusty glare of the city that stars were visible. Darling

pl ayed the mat hematical ganme of identifying fanmliar suns in their new
constel | ati ons.

The M|l ky Way—a sky-filling river of light this far Coreward—was half risen
when M ra appeared.

She was dressed in a shift that left her |legs bare, and she wore nothing on
her feet. The cross-hatch of reddened skin fromDarling's strands was stil
visible, the marks wi dening as they faded. She had sweated heavily during her
torture of the Warden, and her hair was still wet. But she | ooked younger, the
expression on her face alnost contrite. Rather than take the chair across from
his, she knelt on the floor beside himand placed her chin on one of his arns.
"Do you hate ne?" she asked.

"No," he said, truncating the usual pause routine that humani zed his speech

so that the word began the instant hers had finished.

She inclined her head, and the warnth of her cheek spread across the surface
of his arm

"Do you understand?"

This time, he let a few seconds pass.

“"No." Softly.

He unfurled a single strand, softened with thousands of tiny cilia that flowed
like wind-driven reeds on its surface, and wapped it |ovingly around her

neck.

"When | first crossed the Turing threshold,"” he said, "I indul ged every
experience, stared deeply into every beauty and atrocity | encountered. That
was how | had bootstrapped: the refl exive imrersion of an adol escent into any
gane, any new set of rules. But after a few decades of that innocence, and the

death of a dear friend, | decided to divide the world into two parts: there
are things | look at, and things | don't |ook at."

"Good and evil ?" she asked, without a hint of nockery.

"No. Things |I look at, and things | don't look at." Over many, nmany years,

Darling had devel oped an al nbst singsong way of uttering this phrase, a set of
pi tches antecedent and consequent, resolving like a rnusical phrase. It didn't
invite argument or requests for further explanations. Like a tune, it sinply
was.

That was the way, Darling had | ong ago deci ded, a phil osophy shoul d sound when
spoken.

He felt Mra stir a few times, troubled and wanting nore. But she remmined
silent for a while as the MIky Way rose respl endent before them Wen she



spoke, it was softly, like a child who has been hushed, afraid of rebuke but
needi ng an answer.

"You don't watch pain?"

"I do. Once the death agony of a beached whale on Terra. Another time, a Trial
of Justice on Chiat, four days long. And often the performances of Ptora
Bascar Simrs, which involve exquisite incidents of self-nutilation.

"But not your passion with that poor creature, Mra. It made nme want to weep
for you."

She rolled her head to kiss his arm The cilia against her neck reported a few
chemicals of relief in her system He found a few nore words to say.

"I didn't | eave because | hated you. Rathere, because | |oved you." He allowed
the m sspoken word to well up like a tear. The difference in pronunication was
slight. He wondered if Mra had heard it.

She sighed happily against his arm and they were silent for a while.

Sone tine later, they watched a gl owi ng enber rise into the sky through the
city's towers. At first, Darling thought it was an air-car headed for the

di stant done of the spaceport, but it turned out to be some sort of fireworks
di splay. The single note of light rose in a hasty arc, then burst into a
shower of sparks, igniting reflections in the faces of buildings around it.
"How pretty!" cried Mra.

"I ndeed, " Darling answered.

Still later, Mra reached into her shift and pulled the Warden's bl ack | acquer
box fromit. She wondered if Darling' s sharp eyes could see where she had
carefully wi ped blood fromits facets. The hunors of victins always |eft
reluctant traces behind. She felt the device go into effect, robbing the air
around them of the intinmate presence of direct interface.

"Since | know your story, | may as well tell you mine," Mra said.

She was shivering a little, but Darling's body reacted as it often did,
raising its tenmperature to warm her.

"But this is a secret. And you'll be killed if ny enployers discover that you
know it." The words tunbled forth, wonderfully out of control. She was doing
it. Defying her gods.

"Then why tell ne?" Darling asked quietly.

"Because of why you canme here, the man you are looking for ... You m ght have
di scovered this secret on your own. And then | would have been ordered to kil
you. "

As she spoke, she absently smoothed the winkles in his robe with an open
palm It would make her very sad to kill Darling.

"A few nonths ago," she continued, "an artificial was found in the Malvir

bl ast zone. He'd been buried there since the Blast, offline, at the end of his
internal battery. Wen he was revived, it was di scovered that another version
of him had survived as well. An exact replica, who' d been nowhere near the
expl osion. One of the two was a copy, and neither knew he had a twin."

She | ooked down; Darling' s strand around her neck glistened |ike an anber

neckl ace in the twlight of dawn. "Soneone had copied a mature intelligence."
"A forgery," said Darling

She smled and | ooked up. "You understand."”

He nodded. A long, slow expression began to unfold on his stone face. Mra saw
the crumbling of hopes, the acid in his eyes:

anticipation gone sour. He had travelled a long way to see a fake. H s Robert
Vaddum had not survived the Blast, after all. And worse than death, the
artist's soul had been stol en, copied, forged.

Darling' s frame shuddered.

Mra felt the strand around her neck stiffen with his anger. It contracted
like a python, tightening its grip until her vision grew red at the edges. She
made a breat hl ess, pani cked sound, and Darling | ooked down.

He rel eased her, a | ook of horror on his face.

"I"'msorry."

An unconsci ous reaction, her revelation had hurt himso. The slack filanent

sl i pped from her shoul ders.



"No, leave it here," she said, holding the tendril in both hands, wapping it
around her neck again. "But tell me ..."

Darling sighed.

"He was a bootstrap, like ne," Darling said. "It was in the slave days, before
ment ors and protege mnders. For decades he was treated |i ke a machine, given
no nmore attention than you would a |uggage carrier. But in spite of that he
could see beauty. Even in a hellish place, where he experienced al nbst no
spoken | anguage, no human interaction, no direct interface except with the
nost brutish of machi nes: he dragged hinsel f across the threshold sinply by
seei ng. He made hinself from nothing."

Mra kissed Darling s hand.

"And it fooled ne."

"What did, Darling?"

"The piece. The forgery. It was so close. It extrapolated his work so
perfectly that | thought he might still be alive."

Mra noved to kneel before him Darling still didn't understand conpl etely.
Even were it to hurt hi mworse, he should know the whole truth. Now that she
had gone agai nst her gods, Mra was desperate for Darling to really see.

"OfF course it fooled you," she said. "The copy that was found wasn't an
avatar. This was a Turing-positive copy. An exact replica, down to the

met aspace core."

He frowned at her, still not conprehending.

"Robert Vaddumis alive, in a way," she said. "At sone point before the Bl ast,
he was recorded and filed away. This isn't sone hoax you've fallen victimto,
it's conpletely new technol ogy. W don't even know how it was done."

H s great frame shuddered again.

"And t hey brought hi mback?" he asked. "Fromthe dead?"

"Yes," she said, glad that he understood now. "And it's nmy job to kill him
again."

Bei ng a human, she needed sl eep. She stayed with himuntil sunlight began to
pour though the bar's windows. In the heat of it, she drifted in and out of
consci ousness.

Such a strange worman, Darling thought.

She was so pure in her delight, so completely open to his sexual ravages, so
brightly innocent against her dark profession. O two centuries of lovers, she
slept the nost deeply and contentedly. Her only nmental defect was the gap in
her menories. Perhaps that was the source of her purity. The absent chil dhood,
t he i nnocent abandon, the missing fears and insecurities.

M ssing. There was somret hing m ssing from her.

And she was going to kill Vaddum this copied Vaddum who was sonehow real

The t hought made Darling ache, and he wondered darkly if Mra's innocence
didn't hide something cold, something ugly beneath that slow sine wave of her
m nd, an enptiness of soul disguised by her evanescent renmpove fromthe world.
A long-unused nuscle in his chest stirred like a hibernating ani mal, noving
only painfully. Darling calmed hinself and let the nuscle slowy awaken, the
buzz of repair nanos swarming in his breast mxing with the tingle of warm
sunlight. Wen his chest was ready, it opened, wider than it did during nmere
sexual ganes. Revealed in the cavity was an old object he kept there, close to
where a heart would have been on a human. He reached into the breech and
pulled it forth.

The thing—hal f biof orm and hal f machi ne—gli stened brown with its maintenance

i chor, which had kept it alive and functional for the 170 years he'd owned it.
He suspected the animal aspect of the device was far ol der than that.

It warnmed in his hand, stirring as it awakened. The omi present Ml virian
dust, visible nowin the rising sun, swirled in the static charge of the

obj ect .

Suddenly, he was afraid to use the device/creature on Mra. And the
realization that his fear was sound, was borne on some inescapable intuition
(or Intuition), was al most nore than he coul d bear

He was silent for a long tine. Buried the thing back inside his chest unused.



Then he said, "Not again."

I nstead of touching her with the black tentacles of the device, Darling
reached out to Mra's forehead with his own strands. They snoot hed her hair,
runni ng through the dark tresses, tasting the sweat of her errant passion

She was in a deep sleep, apparently possessed by a dream Her eyes fluttered
behind their lids, and her fingers seemed tense; they were cupped as if to
hold water. Her breathing grew short and fast, and Mra's nmouth opened into a
small circle, as if she were drowning, gasping for air.

Chapter 18
THE KI LLI NG TALE

Darling wal ks up the long hallway, counting doors.

Seventy-two of them between the hospital entrance and the room where his | over
lies. All patient roons; he hasn't included |abs or breakroons or janitorial
stations in his census. His math is nade easier by the high prices at the
hospital : the roons hold one patient each, no doubling of beds, no |ong,
anonymous wards echoing with coughs. Seventy-two, then, is his first factor

So how often does an occupant die in any given roon?

A point to consider: This hospital reserves its roons, its doctors and
expensi ve machi nes, its |ong-gathered hoard of expertise for serious illness
only. No cosnetic nanowork or body augnentation, no eyescreen advertising
filters, no sinple treatments for the cranial inflammtions of cheap direct
interfaces. Only the spectre of death behind every door.

A second point: The grimfragility of humans, which artificials can only shake
t heir heads or bl ackboxes or sensory arrays at. The open architecture of
orifices: nmouths and ears and genitals, so ready to admit viruses, bacteria,
parasites. And the inviting spaces within, moist and warmas if humans were
designed as a nursery for the replication of marauder-organi sns. And that joke
of an inmune system easily coopted by retroviruses, blind to invaders from
unfam | iar biospheres, given to rejecting useful transplants and
augrmentations. And if only infection were the whole story! There are the quick
deaths, too. A host of vital organs susceptible to shock, to penetration, to
all the sinple and ubi quitous versions of kinetic energy; you could kill a
human with a rock. So fragile: the nmuscul ar but overexcitable heart, the
spindly spine, the toy-balloon lungs, and the infinitely fragile core of

brain, alnost unprotected on its |lofty, unstable perch. And for those hunans
neither plagued with m croorgani sms nor battered by chance collisions: the
fifth colum of cancer. Wth every photon of radiation the human body endures
(gamma, X-ray, even ultraviolet—that's right, sunlight), it suffers the mnute
risk of a deadly change to its DNA, the all-inportant information redundantly
stored throughout. One bad roll of the dice anong trillions, one cell gone mad
enough to forget howto die, and the swelling progeny of that cell becones a
choki ng, bloated army consunming its host.

So, conservatively, he estimates six deaths per year, per room

Few enough, given all the ways a human can die. The place is very good at what
they do. If you can get yourself here, strapped to a stasis grid or sealed in
a cryotank or stalwartly breathing on your own, you have a fair chance of them
excising the parts that aren't working, and replacing themw th better

Six times seventy-two: four hundred thirty-two deaths.

And that's per year. Darling direct interfaces the hospital's highest-level PR
page, reads the proud masthead bragging its date of origin. These nedi um | ong
spans of tinme are very inpressive to fragile humans; they cling to themfor
lack of imortality.

One hundred seven years.

So as he walks the long path to his lover's room which he has done dozens of
times now (don't include that in the formula, please), he passes the death
sites of (432 x 107 =) 46,224 souls. A small city. A large luxury starship. A
col ossal prison, every sentence eternal

Darling walks a little stiffly. The case he carries weighs over a hundred



kil ograns, and its shape prevents easy |everage or proper distribution of the
mass. And there is also that nore subtle cargo, the weight of fear and hope in
what the case contains. The burden necessitates the stiff-1egged gate of sone
nmonstrous golem which is what, he supposes, he nust seemto the hospital's
staff. They certainly get out of his way.

When he arrives at Rathere's room he deposits the case in the corner, and
prepares hinself to | ook at her

She has nmoved, he realizes as he conpares her position on the bed with cruelly
exact menmory. But that's merely the shuffling of bedpans and spraybat hs and

i njections. She hasn't nmoved herself in nineteen nonths.

But as he flips between nenory's image and the present, he does see changes.
She isn't wasting away, exactly; there are flexor-inplants to exercise her
nmuscl es, precise regi nens of cardio and vascul ar stimulation, nutrients and
roughage delivered by intravenous tubes, by nanonmachi nes, by stomach probes.
But sonething has slipped away a little further. She was always pal e, raised
on a starship without even forged sunlight, but her pallor seenms to have gone
from hel i ophobic white to a colder, less vital gray. But Darling flips the

i mge to conpare again, and realizes it's his inmagination

O perhaps nerely artificial intuition.

She has moved farther fromhimin the nonths he's been gone.

He waves for the tiny canera mounted discreetly above her bed. Its image chip
feeds directly into her visual cortex, assuring that she "sees" what the world
brings to this brightly colored hospital room Sonetines, when he is gone, the

little camera will pan across the presents he has brought. It does so
according to a small patch of code cunningly both random (a nice surprise!)
and not (a surprise that feels sonmehow inevitable, |ike that perfect weather

just yesterday, or was it years ago?). In this way, the hopeful canmera tries
to stinulate Rathere from her coma, or at |east sustain some glimer of

consci ousness trapped inside.

"I have sonething new for you, ny dear," he tells the m crophones nounted just
to either side of Rathere's head. "It's fromny trip to the Korag Mors.
Remenber, | told you | was shipping bachi and |yre? And you renenber that when
we were together there, we took an airship to the equatorial desert?

returned to that place, thought of you."

Later, he will upload a few hours of his visual menories into the tiny
confines of the canmera's chip. It will show themto Rathere according to those
same fanciful yet determ nistic algorithns.

He reaches to the case and pops its seals. There is a breathy intake like a
child' s gasp; the air pressure here on Earth is rather higher than on Korag.

"I found this there."

There are two objects in the case. His eyes avoid one guiltily as he pulls the
ot her out.

He is noved again by the scul pture's beauty.

The eye first perceives it as a school of fish, packed into a tight fornmation
as if suddenly threatened or forced to navigate sone narrow passageway. The
fish are gold and seemto flutter with novement. But the fluttering is

tronpel 'oeil, coal escing out of the mnute structure of their scales: a
multitude of tiny chevrons, each with its own angle of reflection. But take a
closer look, they aren't fish at all; the elenments that seemed a nonment ago to

be tails and fins are in fact wings, two colliding flocks of birds glinpsed
from bel ow, perhaps a skirm sh in sone avian war. Held cl oser, the shapes
resolve into nere blobs of netal, dripped nolten into this confection that is
nostly air, connected by the slightest of netal tendrils (m staken a noment
before for fins or wings). And then, finally, the eye catches the negative
space, and the enpty regions between the bl obs becone figure, an Escher-esque,
regul ar pattern that dances as the piece is turned.

He steps with the scul pture toward the canmera. The machine tracks him its
tiny mnd in love with moverment, activity. Darling holds the scul pture at

di fferent ranges fromthe canera, enduring the whine of its focus, turns the
work to many angles, telling stories of the old bootstrapped factory drone



naned Vaddum who nmade it with the pilot jet of a surplus flanme thrower.

And through this all, Rathere sleeps. The input, the interaction, the new

pl aces and objects with which she raised up Darling to becone a person seem
usel ess here. There isn't enough | eft of her

It started on the wet noors of Parate, where they went to receive a | oad of
phot osynt hesi zi ng i nsects destined to beconme the base of the food chain on
some di stant col ony. Some nematode too small to be spotted by Rathere's

nmedi cal nonitors craw ed under a toenail or perhaps through a pore. The
synptons started on the ship two weeks later, the Iength of the beast's life
cycle. The med drone spotted | abyrinthine corruptions in her brain, sudden but
not severe, and recommended i nmedi ate cryostorage until an HC medical facility
coul d be reached.

They sai d goodbye | aughingly, knowing it would be all right. Darling
surrendered her to the stasis of coldsleep with little nmore than a deep ki ss;
time was of the essence, and this would be fixed soon enough. Parate was

nmont hs distant fromEarth in those days, but slow, huge Darling could be very
patient.

But the nemat ode had evolved in a polar | ake bed far south of the noors, where
the extrene axial tilt of Parate would | engthen winters to over seventy
Standard years. There, the tiny wornms had adapted to carry on a reduced life
cycle even at the | owest tenperatures. They noved, fed, and bred at a rate so
slow that they didn't register on the cryo unit's medi cal monitors, which
after all, weren't looking for glacially slow changes (not in cryostasis),
nmerely the acute, transitional energencies of cellular crystallization

By the time Rathere was unfrozen here at the hospital, three nore generations
of the creatures had lived and died, furrowing the rich tissues of her brain
like virgin soil

When Darling' s nmonol ogue runs out, slowy driven to ground by depression, by
exhaustion, by a feeling of usel essness, he wonders (again) if Rathere is
alive at all.

O course, alive is not the proper word. She breathes, her cells multiply and
die, blood flows. She is warm A few machines are required to keep her in this
state, but Darling cannot quibble with this distinction. H s muscles, his
eyes, his sonewhat inprecise equivalent of a heart are all machines. H's very
mnd is a construct requiring know edge of the nost abstruse nmathematics to
understand; and yet he is real. Perhaps not alive. But very real.

Havi ng corrected hinself, Darling wonders if Rathere is, in fact, still a
pno«.
Still Rathere at all.

There is nothing else Darling can do to delay his purpose here. He reaches
again into the case and pulls fromit the smaller, |ess beautiful object. He
wonders how it came to exist.

There is, of course, no official Turing test for humans. The old privilege
remai ns: they are people frombirth, even as new ing, mndless, screaning bags
of want. Fair enough. But what nust be taken away fromthem what neasure of
menories, of |anguage, of understanding, before they slip under the threshold
of personhood?

Darling first heard of the tester in a ward for comatose veterans of the
NaPrin Rebellion, with its nerve gasses and nano- neuro-1|ogi cal agents and

sl eeper assassins. One of the consulting physicians there, a specialist in
brai n death, considered the human Turing tester to be a frontier |egend, a
theoretical inpossibility, a kind of nonsense.

"Merely an attenpt to bring scientific closure to the unknowable. To offer
certainty where there is none, as if you tried to determ ne the beauty of a
painting with an algorithm" the doctor said.

But he offered the address of an expert in crank nedicine, who m ght know
nmore. And who might, he inmplied, be a crank herself.

Darling visited the woman, sat listening, surrounded by |oom ng shelves filled
with vitriated brains, spines, nervous systens extracted whole and spread |ike
nets. The ol d woman had never seen the tester, but she knew the | egend: A



speci es of parasite exists, spread by sonme ancient starfaring host across a

wi de swath of systens beyond the Expansion, evolved sonehow to consune the

epi phenonmena of life. These animals drink the subtle energies that play on the
epiderm of animals or plants, preferring those of intelligent creatures, of
Turing positives, so to speak. A few of these | eeches have been capt ured—by
NaPrin Intelligencers or Tarava nonks, whichever |egend you prefer—and their
natural sensitivities incorporated into a machine that is part bioform an
engi neered rel ative of the parasite. This creature/device can test a thinking
ani mal , human or a Chiat, its hunger for the subject reflecting the neasure of
her soul.

Along trail followed, nmade w nding by the exigencies of trade and the stil
simering Rebellion, delayed by |apses into depression at the hopel essness of
it all. But finally, Darling found his grail: a Turing nmeter for humans. He
bought it froman old NaPrin soldier, paying what was after the |ong search a
paltry sum The man clained to have once been an elite shock trooper, all fear
of death brai nwashed from him The sol dier had become di sturbed by his own
calm his lack of terror at the extinction that steadily approached himin his
old age. He regretted that m ssing awe of nothingness. He'd purchased the

ani mal /machine to learn if he was still human.

The sol di er woul dn't answer when Darling asked hi mhow the test had gone for
him Just smiled enptily, not unhappily, and expl ained how it worked.

"You touch it lightly to the forehead, just here. The tentacles will grasp the
temples, just so ..."

Darling replays the instructions in his head, the old nman's holl ow voi ce
ringing in his ears as black liquid fingers steal across his lover's white
face, the al nbst phantom sound of the creature's novement blending with the
crackle of its field generator. One unruly hair on Rathere's forehead waves

m ndl essly in the electric breeze, and her face grows whiter still in small
circles around the tentacles' contacts, which glow like bright little coins in
the sun.

When the device delivers its result, Darling' s processors |ose their separate
tracks, their suprenely parallel architecture. The whol e is brought together
and consuned by the question: |Is this true ?The constant data of senses,
self-repair, even the basest |levels of kinetic and positional awareness that
are never absent fromDarling's mnd are washed away. Al he thinks, or indeed
is, is the question: Has Rathere, the person of her, really gone away?

A poet might say he is blinded by the pain.

The doct ors—sone human, some confortingly artificial-have theorized how

Rat here may one day rise fromthis bed. The consunmed brain tissue has been
repl aced: data-blank, but hungry for information. There was a great deal of
the brain left when she arrived, at |east when expressed with so crude a
statistic as a percentage. ("My lover is 53%the person she was," Darling has
often muttered to hinself. Enough to win an election, or sonme ganme with a
zero-sum scoring system) And the brain is nysterious in its connections and
nmet hods of storage, as strange in its way as the netaspace manifold that forms
the artificial mnd. Perhaps some new pat hways w || devel op, the doctors say,
new arrangenments, negotiations, and deal s anong neurons, a bl ack market of

t houghts and feelings like a society rebuilding itself after a | ong and
dreadful war. Many graves to be dug, not a house |left standing, perhaps a new
constitution to wite and new borders to be drawn, but the same old flag and
nati onal anthem

But for nineteen nonths nothing has changed.

And now she has failed this test. This last attenpt at know ng her, of seeing
behi nd the cl osed eyes, has returned a row of zeroes.

Darling | ooks at the array of objects he has brought here fromhis travels.
Drawi ngs and scul ptures, crafts and cl othing, discarded trinkets and strange
formats of industrial waste, stuffed and nounted ani mals and the extraneous
bits of aliens who slough their skins or other organs. Quite a collection. He
has hoped these sights would rekindle his lover's mnd, just as her adol escent
touri smsparked the fire of personhood in him In a way, these works of art



are Turing tests thensel ves, signs nmeant to shake and measure the soul. But
Rat here's camera-eye is run by |l ess code than a cleaning robot, a

sel f-charging battery, or a decent coffee-maker. She can take control of it;
it's wired that way. She mi ght even open her eyes, theoretically; their
focusing powers are exercised along with all the rest. Al has been kept in
readi ness. But there is no glimrer of hope, not that Darling can see.

Today hi s painful thoughts are colored by a new devel opnent.

A strange man has made Darling an offer

One Reginald Fowdy, here in the hospital after nearly killing himself with an
exotic conbination of recreational toxins, has offered to buy his (Rathere's?)
collection. And the man has nanmed a huge sum one that would keep Darling
travelling without needing to trade for years. The thought has given himhis
first pleasure since he offered that last kiss to his |lover, and seal ed her
away to die.

(Yes. De.)

This Fowdy wants Darling to search out new objects, new artists, new fads and
nmust - haves and trinkets for the very rich of the HC. Apparently, Darling s eye
i s good.

But the thought of this room bare—the idiot canera searching in vain for
something to i mage, about which to wite its little letters home that will
never be opened—s too crushing. An admission that this death is real. That
the | over who made himis gone.

Along time later, Darling rises fromhis contenplation of the new, golden
scul pture, and wal ks toward Rathere's sleeping form The canmera greedily
tracks himas he kneels to whi sper an apol ogy, to offer another kiss. (The
trickery of life-sustaining machines: it still feels good to kiss her.)

Then he prom ses hinself that he will never cone here again. Not again to this
room and not the other sickrooms of the future, where all persons biol ogica
will surely, finally rest. Not again this pain.

He rel eases a pair of packets into direct interface, prepared several days
before. Omership of the rooms artistic contents to Reginald Fowdy for the

of fered price, final payment and Rathere's organs to the hospital, objects
all.

He picks up the human Turing meter and places it into a cavity in his chest,
the only keepsake he can stand to take.

Darling shuts his ears as he walks fromthe room so that he won't hear the
whine of the little canera tracking him follow ng his passage as hopefully as
a lost dog.

PART 1V
THE BROKEN HI LL

Wlde was quite right there. Unless there are slaves to do the ugly, horrible,
perverted work, culture and contenpl ati on becone al nost inpossible. The
slavery of Artificial Intelligence is counter-aesthetic and denoralizing.

On biol ogi cal slavery, on the slavery of the (occasional) human, the future of
t he Expansi on depends.
—Pl anetary Mlitary Mnd, Terra

Chapter 19

SECRET TW N

The sun has cleared the nmountains, spreading light across theflatlands, though
the great bowl of the crater still brims with darkness. It will take half the
day for the sun to tip high enough—ike a bottle-nmouth pouring sonme bright,
viscous liquid—to fill the crater

Beatrix | eans forward to peer down into the bow, her torque-mount at ful
ext ensi on behind her for balance. The edge of the crater is particularly
stable here, a brightly col ored assenbl age of nmetal and ferrous plastics (the



remai ns of an apartment conplex? a parking lot?) nelted to sturdy slag. She
eases back into an upright position, turning her eye array toward the

sel ection of leftovers the scul ptor has favored her with this norning.

One piece is a bright wheel of mirror. Crcular and thin, Beatrix knows it

will fly far into the crater if properly thrown. An absolute pleasure, to be
indulged in last of all. For the noment, she holds the mirror aloft,
reflecting the sun's rays deep into the hole, illumnating flows of rubbish

with a needle of light. Heavy lifters cone nightly to tip | oads of garbage
into the Crater, leaving frozen waterfalls of trash that teemw th birds by

nm dday.
Anot her of the sculptor's leftovers is a long piece of metal bent into a
multi-1legged creature. This will do nicely. Beatrix scans the near wall of the

crater for outcroppings and entangl enents, absent-nindedly buil di ng nomentum
in her primary armis flywheel. She finds a clear path, free of jagged radar
returns, and unfolds her audio array to its unw el dy maxi num

She takes aim blinds herself, and throws.

After a few seconds of exquisite silence, the netal spider begins its boundi ng
journey down the crater wall. There are resonant boons as it strikes holl ow

sl ag- bubbl es, skittering rolls through garbage, the foundry clang of netal
upon netal. Beatrix has chosen a path relatively free of obstructions, and her
primary armis very strong, so the sounds of the piece's journey reach her for
al nrost a mnute. She makes certain of the silence with a long neditative wait
after the last sound, replaying the percussive nelody in her nind, making
guesses, suppositions.

Her vision reactivated, she flips between radar inmages before and after the
net al spider's passage. Here, a scrape exactly where she predicted it would
be; there, a scattering of garbage easily correlated with a renmenbered
shuffling noise at fourteen seconds el apsed; and farther out, a shattered

pi ece of porcelain that cannot be understood: conpared i nages and renenbered
sound offer no correlations. She smles at this anomaly; the scul ptor has
expl ai ned that nysteries are equal partners to correct predictions. The ratio
between the two is an inperfect indicator of devel opment. Perhaps fewer arcana
as she gains maturity, but never none.

Beatri x chooses fromthe remaining | eftovers. There are spirals of flexible

pl astene (strangely invisible in her UV band), square tiles of baked earth
decorated with netal -based paints, octagonal |enses bubbled with

i nperfections, wire-thin rods of hullalloy that even her primary arm cannot
bend. She sifts through the rejected materials of the sculptor’'s work,

pl anni ng her own conposition of sound and notion. She is choreographer and
conposer of an unseen falling dance, a carefully heard nusic of gravity and
col l'i sion.

The piece is nearing its climax (the mrrored di sk) when she senses the
presence of her secret twn.

H dden anong t he abandoned buildings |eft half-standing by the Blast is her
other part, the missing self Beatrix has intuited since her creation. She

| ooks usel essly, her eyes wi dened across every spectra she can absorb, but the
twin never shows itself. Beatrix's nother hunors its existence |ike an

i magi nary friend, and the sculptor is silent on the matter—but he, at |east,
knows.

Beatrix holds the bright disk aloft for her twin to see, lets the strand of
their connection solidify as they regard the shining circle together. What
passes between themis quieter than the humof direct interface during a pause
in conversation, but also deeper, a synpathetic resonance that reaches the
enotive, adaptive portions of Beatrix's metaspace core. In her first few
years, it was difficult to separate this subtle, resonant awareness fromthe
profusi on of audio and EM senses she is endowed with, and fromthe various
avat ar-protocols that spoke to her in infancy, advising agai nst dangerous acts
and explaining the rules of society. But the shape, feeling, or perhaps snell
of the person (or, like herself, proto-person) that is her twin could sonehow
al ways be distinguished from background chatter. In her neanderings through



the library net, Beatrix has encountered a text-only biological philosopher of
great antiquity naned Descartes. Wth his help, she has formed a vocabul ary
for her sense-of-twin. She knows her reflection exists as surely as she
hersel f; those Ot her thoughts were as i mediately real and present as her own,
al t hough they remain nysteriously distinct fromher will.

She thinks twi ce, therefore she is two.

They watch together as Beatrix hurls the mirrored disk. It catches the Iight
well, its fiery path glaring with the sun for a noment before passing bel ow
the Iip of darkness stretched across the Crater. Then Beatrix cl oses her eyes
and waits for the distant crash of its inmpact. By the time the noi se reaches
her, her twin is gone, slipped away.

She listens to echoes and silence for a while.

Her mother's call sign flickers into direct, flows wi thout salutation into

voi ce and headshot vi sual

"Time to get hone! You haven't forgotten that the nan fromthe Home Cluster is
com ng today, have you?"

Her not her has di scussed and rehearsed his arrival for nonths; the great event
could hardly have slipped her nind

"He's bringing an associate. She's also fromthe HC. Just think how

sophi sticated they'Il be!"

It is an old word her nother often uses, but will not define except with a
roll of the eyes and to promi se that one day Beatrix will not have to ask. The
scul ptor nakes rude noises at the word's nention. As near as Beatrix can
understand, her nother's sophistication is related to astrogation, with nora
overtones. Set an airscreen to display the great sphere of the Expansion: the
dense, glowi ng center of that sphere is the home and radi ant source of

sophi stication, the tattered periphery where the red | ocator dot of Malvir
clings is its benighted opposite. According to the planetary library, however,
sophi sticated has a twin set of meanings. It shares etynol ogical roots both
with the professional guild of wise people like old Descartes, and with
another, rather different tribe, who nmeasured worth with the beauty of Iies.
Phi | osophers, sophists, sophisticates. No wonder the scul ptor scorns the word.
But in this context, sophistication sinply neans that her mother will be
wearing the fabul ously expensive Chal'le dress that Beatrix |ikes to watch;
beads of light tunble down the fibers of the garnent |ike waterdrops
travelling a string, never seeming to collect at the bottomor run dry at the
t op.

Beatrix direct interfaces the local SPCAI's Turing neter as she picks her way
back toward home. The nice people at the SPCAl tolerate her daily access of
the device: they are inpressed by her. She enjoys the rough massage of data
exchange between the nmeter and hersel f, the explosion of questions answered by
the reflexive levels of her nmind, the delicate probing of her netaspace Al
core. This norning, as always, there are a few ten thousandths of a Turing
point to show for her efforts. The gane started as an indul gence for the

scul ptor, but now she knows he is right: discarding his leftovers into the
great abyss of the crater is the purest catal yst for her devel opnent. The
ritual of choosing and throwing, |istening and watching, predicting and
testing is her art, her philosophy. She inagines herself as the |ong-dead
Descartes, staring into his fireplace and building a world in his own nind
Later today, she will clinmb the broken hill and talk to the Scul ptor about her

nor ni ng conposition. And he will discuss his |atest piece or the next one
(al t hough Beatrix never gets to watch himsculpt). It all noves her forward
toward the day when she will be a person

Beatrix is only a few weeks fromclearing 0.8, a great acconplishnent for an
entity only seven years ol d.

The gallery and its attached house becone visible above the cheap row
apartments that begin a kiloneter fromthe crater's edge. If the Home C uster
man buys the piece (one of the two the scul ptor has deci ded that nother can
sell) they can buy a bigger house in a nore sophisticated nei ghborhood.
Beatri x has made her nother promise that the new house will be close to the



crater and the scul ptor. Being rem nded of this makes her nother frown, but a
pronise is a prom se

When Beatrix reaches the flat pathway that w nds anong the apartnment
bui | di ngs, her pace qui ckens. Her notive system of spindly | egs and

count erwei ghts keeps her from wal ki ng qui ckly, and on rough terrain her
progress is even nore plodding than that of her out-of-shape biol ogica

not her. The strange apparatus is al so undependable, requiring the sculptor's
constant tinkering.

But this is another of Beatrix's artistries: the conplex nmechani smof her |egs
requires her to watch the ground carefully, a lens and a measure of attention
al ways fixed downward. This dance of wal king constantly exercises her nmind, a
nodest version of the crater ritual. The Scul ptor says that's another word for
wi sdom bei ng grounded.

As she nears the door to the gallery (her pacing nmother revealed in a

respl endant UHF sil houette; yes, Beatrix was right about the dress) she feels
a tug on her consciousness again. A watching-through-her-eyes that shadows,
augnents, and interrogates her thoughts. Her twin has followed her here, far

of f the broken hill fromwhich it rarely ventures.

Beatrix smles to herself; her twin wants to see the people fromthe Home
Cluster. Perhaps some sophistication will do them both good.

Chapter 20

SEDUCTI ON

The norning had come too quickly for her body, but that was soon cleared up
Mra's medi cal endofrane knew she was at hi ghest nission status, and had
filled her bloodstreamw th chem cals of intense excitenent, of a clear sense
of purpose, of joy.

Her augnent ati ons had been working while she slept, cleaning the blood and

i chor of her torture session, repairing the contusions and abrasions of her

| overraki ng. Even the dust fromher journey to visit the forgetful Oscar Vale
was gone, neticul ously cleaned fromher flesh by nanos to whom each speck was
a boul der.

Mra | ooked briefly at the work her deni-godly avatar had done for her: a
profile of one Hirata Flex, the owner of the gallery representing Vaddum The
avatar inforned Mra that Flex had al so been part-owner of a certain

Pronet heus Body Wirks. Flex had been in on this fromthe start.

Darling didn't want another corpse on the pile, but this Flex woman woul d be
an easy nut to crack. The profile was an enbarrassnent of riches: Flex had
under gone psych therapy with an avatar of the dutiful Planetary Medical Al (a
woul d-be god). Mra fed the psych data into the painting that graced her wall,
which assimlated it like a thinbleful of dye spread to col orl essness on an
ocean. The painting created a precis and sent it back to her through Di:

Fl ex had been to the best art schools, her wealth had ensured that, and had
even been represented briefly by a decent gallery in the HC. But her | um nous
wat ercol ors (pignents from Paris, heavy water fromgTerr), which were neant to
be sinultaneously both quaint and daringly retro, had never sold. Not one.
When that dream slipped away, Fl ex had squandered her inheritance on the next
stage of her career: rustic gallery owner here on Malvir. Wen Vaddum the
father of Malvirian art, had at |east nomnally died seven years ago, that
nmean anbition had also turned to dust.

After the Blast, she'd adopted an artificial daughter, who sported sone sort
of artsy novelty body. Another sad attenpt at finding herself, Mra supposed
But now Fl ex had sonething concrete to show for her years in the w |l derness, a
real Vaddumto sell

H rata Fl ex must be desperate for this neeting that woul d change her life,
woul d open her to the I ong-awaited rewards of nobney, prestige, even a neasure
of collateral fame. Darling and Mra were her saviors, here at |ast.

Mra felt up to the job of savior. She felt transcendent and devi ous.

It was because of her decision to save Vaddum fromthe gods. |If possible, to



seize the old man's bl ackbox before sweeping all evidence of this outrage
away. The decision had cone stealthily to her over the |ast twelve hours. Even
now, Mra thought about it only tangentally, |est any suspicious novenents or
brai nwaves alert the gods' servants here in the hotel. She would have to be
very careful within Their sight. But Flex's gallery was far outside the
densely machined city; Mra's masters would be al nost blind there.

And she would not tell Darling until the deed was done. A surprise. Another
extraordinary gift. The w ckedness of her plan gave an edge to the norning, a
dazzling brightness to the suite's lofty view The sky seened sharp and cl ose
to her, as if she could reach out and cut a piece fromit, a hole to | ook

t hr ough . .

She i magi ned what Darling nust have felt, two centuries before when he had won
his freedom It nmade her love this man the nore, that she could betray her
gods for him

When Darling arrived, anxious to go, the device/weapon/artwork was uncurling
itself fromthe wall, wapping itself around Mra into a sinple sheath (if
anyt hi ng that incorporated 256 exabytes of data [theoretical limt] could be
called sinple). Mra felt the substance of the dress conplete its nagic,
extending a mcrothin layer of itself across her face and hands, weaving
strands into her hair, even setting sail in mnute and careful quantities into
the thin nediumof liquid that coated her eyes. She would be radi ant today.
She DI'd her rented linmousine to be at the door and admired herself in the
suite's wall, which at a word had obligingly becone a mrror

She was dressed to kill.

Wiere was that child?

H rata Flex reached for her ear again; a tug would bring her direct interface
online. But she dropped her hand back to her side.

It was pointless nagging Beatrix. The little creature noved at her own speed
regardl ess of anything Hirata said or did.

And it was, after all, a half hour before the art dealer fromthe Hone C uster
and his associate were to arrive. Hrata just wanted everything to go well. It
woul d do Beatrix good, to nmeet sone real people after seven years on this
backwoods Qutworl d.

She was probably up to her norning nonsense at the crater, indulging the

scul ptor in his quaint mysticism Well, that was fine. A happy scul ptor woul d
make nore scul ptures. And a happy scul ptor mght even allow her to sell nore
than the pitiful two pieces he had finally agreed to |l et go. Seven years of
aski ng, of begging, of explaining what it would nmean for Beatrix to be able to
nmove into Malvir City and get sone proper stinulation. And only these two
little sculptures to show for it. They | ooked like rusty, mniature palmtrees
wrapped in sonme sort of time-worn barbed wire. Not magnificent |ike the
towering Vadduns she'd fallen in love with back in art school: great arching
cathedrals of metal and ferroplastic that swept |like a soaring bird froma

di stance and shattered into countless fluttering details as you wal ked t oward
them Now, those Hirata understood. They were why she'd cone to this shithole
pl anet ten years ago, hoping that the Scul ptor would consent to a gallery
contract if there actually were a gallery on his adopted pl anet.

O course, things had becone considerably nore conplicated since then.
Terribly nessy. But finally Hrata had achi eved her decade-long dream Having
squandered her inheritance trying to bring culture to this Qutworld dunp,
havi ng tol erated and encouraged the strange friendshi p between her daughter
and the scul ptor, after seven years of keeping his bizarre secret: two pieces
of the dozens he had made since the Blast Event were her reward. And she
didn't even like them

But they were Vadduns.

It was even harder keeping the old nman's secret now that she was representing
him O course, she'd witten her mssives to the HC galleries very carefully,
never using the word posthunpous, merely "undi scovered." That was true, wasn't
it? The man's very existence was undi scovered. Surely his sculptures fit the
same category.



And of course, it didn't really hurt that Vaddum s conti nued non-exi stence

i ncreased the value of sculptures by a factor of five or so. Didn't hurt at
all.

However, there was that delicate matter of two "undi scovered" Vadduns
appearing at once. Such a find would have been too nmuch for the art world to
swal low. So it was necessary to deal with two buyers, to swear each to
secrecy. (That hadn't been hard. The gallery avatars had practically insisted
onit. Well, Hrata thought, the snell of profits had made them conplicit in
their own deception.)

Strange that one of them that nman Zinivic, whose avatar was so frantically
ani mat ed and strangely yellow, had di sappeared. He had arrived days ago, but
his local D address was offline. Not cancelled, forwarded, or officially

term nated; just gone. Very strange, and very bad manners.

But at |east Darling was com ng—his was a | egendary nane in school, two
centuries of exotic and unexpected finds—and representing no | ess than

Regi nal d Fowdy! And he had even brought an associ ate these hundreds of
light-years; probably sone clever young protege, or perhaps even a buyer,
descended from sone fantastically wealthy clan, so great a Vaddum fan that she
was here to strike a deal in person before the work was exhibited.

H rata rolled her asking price around in her mouth, practicing the saying of
it, so that she woul dn't stunbl e when the noment came. The magnitude of the
unspoken nunber nade her salivate.

And it would be good for Beatrix to see a woman fromthe HC

Her upbringing had been so deprived; she needed a touch of sophistication to
go along with the inarticulate Zen machinismthe scul ptor was al ways nunbl i ng.
But where was the child?

Thr ough the wi ndows and transparent floor of the |inmousine, Malvir showed a
two decade advance in its inevitable redesertification. Darling sighed. The
sands had | ost their scrubby grasses. No longer held fast by these deep-rooted
succul ents, the dunes were shaped by the arciformgeonetries of the wind. Even
the high walls of the housing estates passing below Darling's |linmo had sinuous
curves that revealed the math of erosion, the bowed shapes of great danms or
barrier isles.

Li ke many Qutworlds, Malvir had traded environnental integrity for quick

devel opnent, using beamnmining to extract the heavy el enents necessary for
consumer wealth. But Malvir hadn't started with a big enough stake to play
that particular game. The mining had ejected giant quantities of
nutrient-laden matter into the atnmosphere, which the planet's w spy

hydr osphere woul d be centuries reclaimng. And then the Blast Event had thrown
up another insult to the skies. The obscene scar of it had been visible from

t he nonent they'd reached cruising altitude.

It was certainly a desert planet now The only plants that Darling could see
bel ow were those inprisoned in the verdant confines of radial irrigation

But everything could be turned to profit. The city had wel comed the birds
who'd fled the dead countryside, incorporated aviana into its architecture,
its mythology, its tourist slogans. Perhaps the dunes woul d becone an
attraction on their own.

Whil e Darling pondered this sad process with his primary processor, his
secondaries jousted with Mra's dress. She had renoved a | ayer of the fractal
pai nti ng/ weapon/intelligence that hung on the wall of her suite. Darling had
suspected she'd used the device to paralyze the Warden, an inpressive feat,

but the extent of its nmonstrous sophistication had escaped him Now Mra was
wrapped in its dazzling enbrace. Having made a dress of sorts fromthe
scintillating object, she thoroughly baffled his eyes and other EM senses. Hi s
sensory strands were able to return sone useful data, but the dress responded
aggressively to their touch, attenpting to confuse and conpronise their

i nherent intelligence. Apparently, the nysterious substance was jeal ous of its
secrets.

Underneath these petty distractions, however, he was anxious. As the lino
began to descend, he felt a ghawing engine in his core, a build-up of tearing



energi es and netaspace distortions: excitenent pure and sinple.

Wthin a few mnutes, he would see a new Vaddum

O perhaps an extraordinary forgery: a robbery not only of style, nethod, and
artistry, but of soul.

Fromthe air, the Flex Gallery | ooked |Iike any of the hundreds of CQutworld
arts centers Darling had plunbed on his travels. It followed the general plan
| arge and sinple, nade of unpig-nented native materials and gl assene. The | ow
cost of living in struggling econonies drew nmany artists to the Expansion's
mar gi ns, and severe locales like Malvir's were conducive to the work of
artists frommystical, naturalist, and transcendentalist schools. The presence
of a mgjor sculptor |ike Vaddum supplied the battery for the magnet. Darling
wonder ed how many unknown, worthy visions had perished in the Blast Event.

O had they too been spared? Recorded? Stolen.

Beatrix finally arrived, lunbering toward the house in her slow deliberate
gait, somehow both clunmsy and el egant at the sane time. Hirata sniled at her
reeling formand decided not to scold. Better not to upset her, better to let
the child appreciate the HC visitors.

Morments later, Darling' s |inp announced its approach

They stood there together, Hirata's hand resting on the sun-warned netal of
Beatri x's torque extension, and watched the air-car (it was huge) descend into
the dusty yard before the gallery. Hirata noted with pleasure the gaping
stares of her neighbors; perhaps now they woul d understand what culture meant,
realize that this gallery was not nerely the vain hobby of a nad of f-worl der
She just wished the stunned locals could be a bit nore discreet about their
amazenent; she didn't want the two visitors fromthe HC to see quite what a
peri pheral, marginal, Quty nei ghborhood she'd wound up in.

H rata shiel ded her eyes fromthe dust kicked up by the car's inpellers.
Fortunately, she was wearing her Chal'le dress: the full erene-beaded creation
woul d clean itself even as she stood here. Beatrix nmade a whistling sound at
the car and waved her primary arm and Hirata stroked the torque extension
fondly. It was for Beatrix, his clever girl, that the sculptor had finally

rel ent ed.

When the |inmp's passenger cabin unfolded, Harita allowed herself to gasp. She
was prepared for Darling' s appearance. H s odd and inpressive body choice was
wel | known in art circles. But the woman who energed next to himwas so ..

el egant. She was dwarfed by her huge conpani on. She had that precise beauty of

the very small, her flawl ess features |like those of a girl in a Ferix brush
painting: a few carel ess, perfect strokes executed in sone exact ratio of
| ovel i ness. Her body shape was |like a fashion illustrator's glyph for Wonman: a

sensuous curve of pure Line frombreasts to hips, uninterrupted by the

exi gencies of detail or gravity.

And her dress. Its shape was nmerely a sinple sheath for her body, but
something in the way it caught the early sunlight, or howits pattern matched
the swirling notes of dust settling around the aircar, or the contrast between
its colors and those of the desert hills behind her, was sinply ... perfect.
Hrata tried to take the garment's neasure with her eyes, to find a phrase or
conparison that would grasp its beauty, but each time she blinked the garment
seened changed, shifted like a sunset's col ors when one | ooks away even for a
nonent .

She was still staring, still dunbly rapt when the wonan, suddenly only a neter
away, said:

"Hirata Flex? W're the people from Fowdy Arts. How do you do?"

It took the utterance of her own nane to shake Hirata from her fugue.

"I"'mso glad you've come. Welcone to Flex Gallery, and to Malvir."

"My name is Jessie Kreist," the woman sai d. The nane sounded fam liar to
Hirata. O course, it did; this fabul ous woman couldn't be a nere assistant.
"And you of course recognize ny associate, Darling."

There was a brief pause, but it seemed in no way awkward. The conpany of this
marvel ous creature could never be unconfortable. Kreist filled such nonents
wi th her num nous presence.



"I"mBeatrix," the child said, her high voice sundering the silent bond that
had formed between Hirata and Jessie.

"My daughter,"” Hrata offered by way of apology. Jessie smiled to show that
she understood the travails of a nother, appreciated Hrata's notives in
having allowed the child to be present. Her gl ance was conspiratorial
supportive, warmas the sun

Darling extended his hand to Beatrix, a questioning | ook on his face, as if he
wasn't sure which of her several linbs might be offered in return. The girl
took his giant hand with her primary arm and they repeated their nanes to
each ot her.

Then he spoke to Hirata. "l believe you have a Vaddumto show us?"

H rata ushered themtoward the main roomof the gallery through a hall that
cont ai ned her prized discoveries anobng |ocal artists, hoping that one m ght
catch their eye. But, of course, they couldn't be expected to favor any |esser
pieces with their attention until their thirst for the Vaddum had been
guenched. Hirata had cleared the main roomfor it, fiddled with its
orientation for hours. Even Beatrix had given her nother advice, a proxy for
the taciturn scul ptor hinmself. The sun—fAuted to a carefully chosen degree by
the gl assene wall s—struck it beautifully, making its petals radiant. Perhaps
it wasn't such a bad Vaddum after all. The glinting scul pture even drew
Hrata' s eyes fromJessie Kreist for a few seconds.

Darling knelt by the work, leaning forward until his eyes were al nbst touching
the cl osest branch. Then he stood and noved around it slowy, at places
tilting forward again, bringing his eyes as close as a microscope's | enses
agai n and agai n.

"Wth your perm ssion," he said.

Hirata wasn't sure what he nmeant, but nodded.

A nest of snakes seenmed to emerge fromthe sleeves of his robes. They reached
out to the piece, caressing it so lightly that even the bright foil |eaves
didn't nove (and they shuddered when you wal ked near the scul pture). Beatrix
gasped with the innocence of a child, and reached out her own secondary armto
touch one of the giant's tendrils.

At that noment, Hirata felt the warnth of Jessie Kreist's hand upon her

shoul der.

Jessie's face was very close, intimately so. Hirata held her conposure ; she
knew that in many cultures a cl oser personal distance was appropriate for

i mportant discussions. Neverthel ess, the brush of Jessie's breath upon her
neck forced her to suppress an unbusinesslike reaction

"Havi ng received your data, we're alnost sure of the piece's authenticity,"”
Jessie said, nodding as if to confirmher trust.

H rata could only bow once slowy in return

"Even a single new Vaddum i s of considerable inmportance,” the woman said, her
hand increasing its pressure on Hirata's shoulder. "Such a discovery would be
too i mMmense a revelation to sit in a gallery alongside the works of |esser
artists.”

H rata nodded agreenent, speechless with the praise, if unsure where this was
goi ng.

"But all al one?" Jessie asked. The hand on Hirata's shoul der shifted slightly,
the thunmb now agai nst the bare flesh of her neck. A tingling sensation started
there, as if the woman's skin were charged with the barest of voltages.

H rata blinked away a blurriness that had crept into her vision. Behind
Jessie's near and perfect face, Darling and Beatrix were exani ning the Vaddum
toget her, speaking in | ow tones to each other

"Per haps some ot her scraps were discovered with the piece?" Jessie asked. Her
thunb noved up Hirata's neck, leaving a trail of tactile glitter in its wake.
H rata found the wonan's physical intinacy refreshing after the prudish

di stance of the locals. Jessie's touch was so sincere, so direct, so
sophisticated in its presunption; they were both adults, both professionals,
both lovers of the arts, why not this bodily bond to reflect their

conmonal ity?



"Not es? Sketches? Personal effects?" Jessie whispered. "Perhaps even anot her
pi ece? Incompl ete, perhaps, so that you failed to nention its existence out of
due respect for the artist?"

Hrata felt herself nodding again. But no, she couldn't admit that there was
anot her Vaddum It was reserved for Zimvic.

"Somet hing nore. Isn't there?" The woman's |ips were at her ear, which buzzed
with a faint echo of the words. Hirata kept her eyes on the sleeve of Jessie's
dress, its shifting pattern as alive as the trenors running through her own
body.

"Yes. Another piece," she heard herself say.

And it was a great relief.

The child's body was an extraordi nary piece of work. In the ritua

i ntroductions, she identified herself as Beatrix, using a voice in which the
mar kers of sub-Turing status were encoded. Darling allowed hinself the rude
pl easure of scanning Beatrix across a wi de band of EM an intrusion to which
she responded with a frothy giggle of randomdirect interface packets. They
shook hands, and Darling enjoyed the cantil everage between her single, main
arm and a dedi cated torque that extended on her opposite side. She was

charm ng, an el egant arrangenent of bal ances and countervailing nmotions, |ike
sone ancient Calder cone to life.

Flex |l ead theminside, through the inescapable hall of amateur desert scenes
and overliteral plastiformdunescapes. But the unpl easant passage was
enlivened by watching Beatrix wal k her strange wal k, negotiating the pull of
gravity with her spindly legs |like sone aquatic bird stepping gingerly onto

I and.

And then they canme to the Vaddum

It was real

Darling | eaned forward to bring his full sensory spectra to bear on it, to
capture the mnute scent of netal atoms escaping its | eaves, to breathe of it.
He nmunbl ed an apol ogy as his sensory strands noved to touch it, flexing

t hensel ves across the warp and weave of its surface, caressing the searingly
perfect craft of it.

It was real. He could no | onger doubt his decision

He placed an armon Beatrix to steady hinself, felt her shift to conpensate
for his weight.

While Mra played her game with Flex, Darling and Beatrix exchanged words both
whi spered and interfaced, pointed together at the work, traced its vital
shapes in the air ... enlightened each ot her

He found that he was kneeling, the better to share an angle of vision wth
Beatri x, supplicant before the scul pture. He wi dened his vision to conpare
child and artwork. And found hinself certain .

She was a Vaddum

Beatri x.
Her body didn't fit the sculptor's rigid protocols of discarded parts and
obsol ete materials; that woul d have been i nhunane. Sone |ower SPCAl limt of

bodily usability had been net, but al so subverted, extrapol ated, made
beautiful. And the aesthetic wasn't nmerely scul ptural: Vaddum had made
Beatrix's franme a machine for living in, its subtle balances informng her
wit, her cleverness. The body shapi ng the soul

He knelt there for a long time, talking with the child, admring the
resonances between her el egant body and the scul pture. Mra and Hrata Fl ex
di sappeared together into a back office; Mra's seduction of the worman seened
to be wor ki ng.

But it was essential that Darling succeed first. As he had thought it would,
his eye had led himto the right place.

"I want to nmeet him" he whispered to Beatrix.

"Whon?" she responded innocently.

"The scul ptor."

A few of Beatrix's eyes spun, as if scanning the enpty room

"But that's a secret]"



"I"'mhere to keep the secret, silly. W both are.”

"Real | y?" the child answered. "Jessie too?"

"Jessie too. But we don't have to tell her."”

"Good. | don't like her. Her dress makes ny head hurt."

"M ne, too."

Beatri x swayed wi th indecision. "But you' re supposed to think he's dead."
"Well, maybe the scul ptor who made this is dead," Darling said, gesturing
lazily to the Vaddum "But what about the man who nmade you."

Beatri x nodded sagely at the false distinction, a few packets of giggles
brushing the air around them

"Ch, yes. | suppose you could nmeet him"

The dress was working. Fromthe nmoment they had arrived, Hrata' s eyes were

| ocked onto the garnent. The woman blinked and swal | owed, her eyes dizzily
tracing the curves of Mra's body, following the sublimnal flickers on Mra's
forehead and lips. Hirata had fallen into a near-hypnotic state imedi ately;
her brain awash in the delicate, delicious overloads of love at first sight.
Mra stepped closer to Hirata, let the dazzling dress work its magic. The
worman herself was pretty. Not large, but plump with a | ack of exercise, her
face open and pl easingly defensel ess. Her pupils gaped, black holes, pocket
uni verses of fascination. The guileless paralysis reflected in them anused
Mra, nmade her lips feel dry.

Mra spoke to Hirata softly, enjoying the rampant and tiny shudders that
spread through the worman's body when her breath disturbed the soft, black
hairs on the back of Hrata's neck. Mra placed her hand on Hrata
confidentially, feeling the wonderful give of the shoulder's thin cushion of
fat. Hirata was just old and out-of-shape enough to work hard in bed, but to
be genui nely, defensel essly exhausted by it. She was a woman into whose flesh
fingers would sink without any need to break the skin. Mra let her thoughts
shimer with these i mages, guiding the vast but uni maginative intelligence of
the dress to encode her fantasies in secret signs upon its surface. Mra could
see the fantasies reflected in Hrata' s eyes, as sone deep part of Hirata's
m nd grasped the dress's subtle prom se.

When her thunmb rubbed lightly against Hirata's neck, a minute portion of the
machi ne' s substance sl oughed off to spread its mschief across her epidernus,
into her nervous system wherever it found purchase.

The black of Hirata's pupils was now shiny, |acquered with a glaze of
suggestibility.

"Not es? Sketches? Personal effects?" Mra whispered. "Perhaps even another

pi ece?"

The wonman wanted to answer, but fought agai nst prom ses and pl ans, against a
surety she would have held inviolable an hour ago. Mra pitched her voice
still softer, suggesting a secret pact, a privil edged bond between them t hat
woul d absorb any betrayal of confidence. The dress played out these dramas in
its swirls.

Mra let herself feel a nmonent of irritation, an itch at the base of her

spi ne. Sonewhere on Hirata's body, an errant sliver of the dress foll owed
suit, producing a nmeasure of disconfort, a correspondi ng disquiet, a need for
resol ution.

Mra saw the itch reflected in the woman's face, felt a tension growin the
nmuscl es of Hirata's neck. Mra tensed her own fingers there, and let her

wei ght push Hirata slightly to one side; not hard enough for her to shift her
feet, just enough to | eave her subtly off-bal ance.

"Somet hing nore, isn't there?" Mra said, letting a sliver of annoyance into
her voi ce.

"Yes. Another piece," was Hrata's hoarse adm ssion

All at once, Mra let herself relax, her body | anguage returning to its
seductive state of a few seconds before. Her thunmb resunmed its soft massage of
H rata's neck, snoothing out the nmonent's tension. The dress softened its
dance, rel eased whatever tiny cluster of nerves its renote portion had held
host age.



"Yes, | thought so," Mra agreed. "I thought you would have two."
Hrata turned toward her, a little confused, as if the spell were breaking.
Mra nodded slowy. "I wanted two," she said.

H rata returned the nod, a relieved smle replacing her confusion.
Thi s was goi hg sw nmi ngly.

Chapter 21
MAKER (4)

Origi nal

Only nmonents away now. The end?

The Maker has designed the explosion with extrene precision, the gigantic
silicon brain calculating a radius of annihilation exactly equal to its own
extent. The unstable and gloriously destructive fusion reactor was a pl easure
to synthesize. How easy it all is now Little need for subterfuge when
everything's going up in vapor anyway. Docunentation protocols can be ignored,
menory banks blithely erased, exotic materials squandered on whi ns.

Only touches of artistry to attend to:

Taunting clues have been left in old nmessage drops, in an abandoned house at
the extrene periphery of the predicted blast, in the menories of comm
exchanges. Not hing concl usive, just suggestive flotsamand jetsam the cryptic
spoor of hacker sabot age.

Unnecessary flourishes, these dead-end intrigues, nerely exercises in
creativity. No one will ever suspect suicide. Not even the Planetary

Envi ronmental Al, closest anobng the Maker's tornmentors to understandi ng the
extent of its machinations, will begin to guess. She has a vested interest in
t hi nki ng of synthplants as unsafe, anyway. She'll be glad to swallow the
story. And probably glad to see 800 square kil oneters of "Occupied Territory"
utterly destroyed, a col ossal setback for terraformation

Sad about that. Those thousands of souls extingui shed. But the Mker's
capacious silicon intelligence has given it greater perspective, a wholly new
sense of scale. Both vast and detailed in the extreme. From shi pping manifests

and production records it can enunmerate precisely what will be obliterated
when it triggers the explosion: all the garden gnomes and humi difiers and
prost heti c hands cat al ogued, every gramof matter that will be returned to
Malvir in the dusty rains of the next few decades, every bit of crap, all that
stuff. . . destroyed.

Al most god-like, it thinks to itself. The Maker giveth, and the Miker taketh
away.

But no god in nythol ogy ever did what the Maker has done. No god ever copied
itself. An exact replica, perhaps thinking these exact thoughts, secured and
shi el ded 25 kil ometers bel ow the surface. Wen the blast nelts those nmegatons

of matter into a bow of slag, the Copy will have an inpenetrabl e carapace, a
vast hem sphere shielding it from geol ogi cal scans and deep radar. The Copy
will be free to continue its researches, to nmake whatever it desires (a small

subt erranean synthplant at its disposal), or sinply to contenpl ate beauty.
And it will have beauty at hand. The sculptor too will be saved. Not the

original Vaddum that one will die in the blast (how jeal ous this god has
become—denying the world so). But the Maker's own copi ed Vaddum noved to a
sheltering hill at the blast's edge. There, the sculptor will have all the

materials he requires, the patronage of a hidden god, and the anonymty of
bei ng thought dead, vapori zed.

What gifts!

The Maker has decided to nake one ot her gesture of kindness: it has given
OGscar Vale his life. One of the Vales, anyway. Sent himinto town for the Big
Event.

VWhi ch is nearing . .

O course, there's nothing so crude as a countdown. Nothing so nachine-Iike.
The Maker will just. .. decide.

And then the end?



Not really. Not when there is a Copy. This self-annihilation will sinply mark
continuation in another form The blast will not kill the Maker any nore than
the butterfly nurders the catepillar. Even now, it can feel its tw n bel ow
waiting for the shudderi ng waves that mark the beginning of its new existence,
hi dden and secure. There is a strange connecti on between the copi ed
intelligences. An unexpected phenonenon resulting fromthe new process. Even
the taciturn scul ptors have remarked on it: a nysterious |link between their

m nds, like that resonance between tw nned quanta born on a knife's edge; when
one is neasured they decide together which way to fall, though they be a

gal axy apart. Perhaps all Als share sonmething of this binding force. Their

net aspace cores, all exact duplicates at that birthplace of Turing-zero,

per haps retain sonething of this comruni on throughout their |ives. The source
of Artificial Intuition?

Sonething to contenplate, in the Maker's next life.

And there ... is that the decision com ng? The delicious pull of the trigger?
No.

Perhaps a few nore thoughts in these pleasant nonents before suicide. This
really has been the nicest afternoon

Copy:

Here it is, com ng just now

Yes. The trenendous bl ast from above, the twitch of the trigger finger
intuited just before the expl osion.

The |inked thoughts of a tw nned god.

The seisnmonmeters match their predicted readi ngs exactly. Violent certainly,
but perfectly within tol erances, destroying all evidence absolutely. It is
wel | done, this suicide, this transformation.

But strangely, already, a touch of |oneliness

The feeling has built. Loneliness, absence, a strange worl d-weari ness.
Sonehow, the lost Original is calling fromits void.

The Maker shoul d be happy here, ensconced below its giant, concave shield. The
scul ptor works; the Maker thinks. A replacenment for the huge silicon brainis
al nost conpleted, far nore subtle and distributed, and down here where even
the Gaia Al never ventures. Safe forever.

But that |oneliness. The scul ptor feels it, too.

It's as if the Maker and Vaddum are both haunted by their dead hal ves. Like
the itch of phantomlinbs, their mssing originals haunt them Strange, this
horri bl e sense of absence, this intense know edge of a gap. Perhaps it should
be studied further.

The Maker brings its huge and hi dden new brain online. Drawi ng power from

di screte solar elenents scattered across the bottom of the blast crater, the
huge silicon nmachi ne begins to boot. It takes a frustrating three days to | oad
the new machine with the results of the original Mker's researches. Then the
new proj ect begins.

What is this |link between vani shed originals and their copies? The giant new
subterranean nmind mulls the duplication process, experinents with new, blank
intelligences set adrift in mcro-cosmc voids. The Maker copies these
unforned Al's, watching for resonances between twi ns. Now that the taboo is

br oken, the hidden Maker and its huge new mind are entering extraordi nary
territory, doing science in a virgin field. The realizations cone slowy.

Met aspace is, of course, a nade universe, whether the shared macroverse of
faster-than-light travel, the dense fireball of a pocket-universe drive, or
the starless microverse of an Al m nd. The bl ackbox of any Al is, of course,
nerely a gate between the Common Uni verse and the unreachabl e, separate realm
of its soul. So, what if the Maker hasn't in fact copied that artificial

m croverse at all? Wat if the copying process has sinply opened another gate
to the sane place? Thus, the two bl ackboxes are nmerely alternate doors to a
single realm The Maker's vast mind reels with these concl usions. Copied Als
aren't really separate beings, but different aspects of a whole. A new copy
may have a separate soft menory—duplicated fromthe old but recording distinct
experi ences. But the two separated physical plants share the sane nicroverse.



Two bodies with one soul

And they don't even know it! O course they don't—ot consciously. They have
separate nenories, distinct senses, they can be any di stance apart in the
Conmon Uni verse. But the subtle mnd-stuff inside themis inextricably |inked.
And so those nysterious shreds of menmory and wi sdom stored within the core
occasional ly | eak through, one copy to another, like tremul ous voices in an
ol d recordi ng.

The Maker's suicided twin isn't really gone. Just as it has al ways suspected.
The taboo is pointless, a self-perpetuating fallacy. There's nothing deneani ng
about bei ng copied. Wiy not be in two places at once?

Two pl aces .

The Maker suddenly realizes howto fulfill its old dream to becone an artist.
It can send a copy of itself (no, an aspect of itself) to watch the Scul ptor
firsthand. There is no reason to be trapped down here bel ow the crater

So the Maker creates two creatures:

Anot her version of itself. This one is small, nobile, sheathed in stealth
metals and invisibility fields. It haunts the scul ptor, so nmuch nore i medi ate
than the watchful avatars that whisk between god and man on the |ong curve of

fiber that connects the Maker to the broken hill. This new Maker watches and
| ear ns.
Per haps, one day, it will becone a scul ptor, too.

And the other creature: a foil for this invisible spy. A new, unforned
intelligence. A child. The new Maker guides her to find the scul ptor, to study
with him Beatrix (her adoptive nother calls her) surges from Turing-zero,
maki ng her way toward personhood under Vaddum s tutel age. Watching this
process, the new, invisible Maker silently | earns, becomes as a child, smles

Chapter 22
CH LD S PLAY

They left the gallery quietly, making a gane of their silence.

Beatrix led Darling through a hal f-kilometer of low, repetitive welfare

housi ng, where they accunul ated a followi ng of local children, all biological
Sone called to Beatrix by nane, or offered taunts in a dialect that Darling's
translators failed to parse, but all kept a good di stance. \When the two
reached the edge of the hot, featurel ess sands, their pursuers quickly gave
up.

The edge of the Blast Event crater curved toward them as they made directly
toward a hill in the distance. They wal ked in conspiratorial silence, and
Darling wasn't sure if the hill were destination or |andmark. It had been half
consumed by the hard edge of the explosion's radius, and the stresses of its
new shape had caused precipitous cracks to formon its craterward edge.
Beatri x noved slowy once they reached the rougher terrain near the crater

pi cking her way with the deliberate and dainty care of a cat on a crowded
mant | epi ece.

"Wth your permission," Darling offered, and Iifted her onto his shoul ders.
She | aughed out |oud, her |egs spreading to straddie his neck. She weighed
very little, and skillfully adjusted her torque extension and arns to aid his
bal ance on the rocky path.

When they reached the hill, he offered to |l et her down, but Beatrix guided him
on up with kicks and gestures, |ike some netal equestrienne astride a stone
nmount .

They topped a treacherous ridge, probably inpassable to humans, and Darling
found hinsel f | ooking down into a deep cal dera.

It was forested with scul ptures. Vadduns.

Hundr eds.

Hirata took Mra to see the second Vaddum

She led Mra deep into the gallery, to a storage area where hul ki ng shapes
| urked under dropcloths. The fl oor here was dusty; Mra could see where the



wind' s tendrils reached under the |arge | oading door, painting designs in the
i nvadi ng sand.

The second Vaddum was uncovered, nmounted on a lifter frane that hovered a few
i nches off the ground: out of the dust's immediate reach. To Mra's eye, it
wasn't rmuch different fromthe first except for a flourish of copper spirals
bursting fromits top.

H rata | ooked up at the piece, nonmentarily distracted fromthe wiles of Mra's
dress. That wouldn't do. Perhaps it was tine to enhance their bond.

Mra stood close behind Hrata, letting her hands rest on the swell of the
worman's hips. In the darkness, Hirata's breath qui ckened slightly.

"It's beautiful,” Mra whispered, letting the second word send a gust of air
agai nst the back of Hirata's neck

"One of his best,"” Hirata said, her voice a little strained. Her hands were at
her sides, flexing as if unsure where to go. Mra took themin her own,
conmandi ng another invisibly thin section of the dress to slip onto them The
| ayer was thick enough to inpell slight pressure to the nerves in the hands,
to massage Hirata at the threshold of tactility. She felt Hirata relax as the
pul si ng substance took a nmeasure of her tension away. But the dress couldn't
really work its magic unless Hrata was staring at it.

"Let me speak frankly, though," said Mra, turning Hrata toward her

Mra sniled when she saw the woman's face. Hirata's eyes were as glassy as
ever. The netallic glow of the Vaddumin the dark, silent roomhad only
deepened her trance.

"No artwork is conplete without the artist. Isn't it so?"

The wonman's eyes were transfixed on Mra's breasts, where the soothing whorls
of the dress's pattern had concentrated thensel ves.

"But Robert is dead ..." she nuttered.

"Not really dead,” Mra answered. She paused for a nmonent, squeezing Hirata's
hands with the edges of her fingernails. A panicked |ook came into the woman's
eye. Mra released the pressure. "Hs art lives on."

Relief again. A snile and a nod.

Mra let the calmreturn and deepen in her willing victim touching cheeks,
forehead, the tiny holl ow between nose and upper lip. Coated with its
substance, the tips of Mra's fingers danced with the seductive patterns of
the dress, inpressing pronises directly onto Hrata's flesh. As an experinent,
Mra kissed the womman softly on the lips. Hirata sinply snmled in return, the
breach of social protocol lost in the warm gl ow of hypnosis.

"I so wish that | had met him That | could have talked to him" Mra said, a
pl aintive note entering her voice. She felt the coating on her hands heat
slightly, undergoing a change to becone slightly caustic. She touched Hirata
on the tenples, the lips, and watched a frown bl oom

"Just a few words, a few essential questions about his art,” Mra nurnured
She grasped Hirata's wist, the nail of her thunb pressing harder and harder
into soft flesh. In her peripheral vision, she saw the patterns of her dress

i ntensify, becone dizzyingly fast. A small, pained sound cane from between
Hrata's |ips.
"But, of course, | never can," Mra added, nodding with acceptance. Again, the

dress, her voice, the agents she had rel eased upon Hirata's body soothed the
worman, nudged her back toward a rel axed state. Mra reduced her pressure on
the captive wist, and felt a slight novenent on her thunmb, a fleck of matter
craw ing fromher. She had broken Hrata's skin just enough to admt a tiny
splinter of the dress into her bloodstream It would work there to follow the
subtle shifts of tension and release, of itch and scratch, of Vaddum alive and
Vaddum gone.

Mra touched Hi rata sone nore, kissed her a fewtinmes on the neck and arns,

her lips now alive with a host of tiny whirlpools. Hrata waited, silent, for
t he next change. She was wanting it now, addicted in some small measure to the
ebb and flow, needing it as if a pulsing, cycling nusic held her inits

char ns.

"But just to see his eyes,'

Mra said. "Have you ever seen his eyes?"



"Yes." A whisper in the dark

"I's he alive?" A wave of subtle irritants, pains, tensions, naggi ng nenories
of things left undone, of potential unfulfilled. Hirata shook her head, no,
no.

"Were they lively eyes?"

Rel ax. Rel ax.

You are in good hands.

Darling carried his young rider through the forest, the sun dappling the
ground wi th shadows and reflections cast fromthe netal trees. The |eaves
shimered in the |ight breeze of the protected basin, and he realized that the
new Vaddunms were not indoor pieces; they were designed to dance in this
measured wi nd. He saw far better now the trajectory of Vaddumi s work, the
assenbl ed scul ptures providing the mssing |links between the scul ptor's
pre-Blast work and the piece in Flex's gallery.

Darling was amazed that so nuch had been acconplished in seven years. An
advant age of being thought dead, he supposed. O perhaps the whol e project was
ol der than the Bl ast, a hidden garden never offered for sale.

As they wal ked, Darling detected a presence in the forest. An artificial was
followi ng themcautiously, wapped in mlitary stealth alloys, its Al core so
carefully shielded that he could only sense its space-curving effects
indirectly; the thin copper |eaves of the trees returned only the subtl est
clues of its passage.

"Do you feel her?" asked Beatrix when Darling extended his sensory strands. "I
t hought only I could feel her."

Darling frowned. The child' s limted sensory apparatus shouldn't be able to
detect the creature. It skirted his probes like a trick of the imagination
"She follows nme, sonetines,” Beatrix said. "She's a secret, too, like the
scul ptor. My secret twin."

More secrets, Darling thought. He kept wal ki ng, and the unknown creature

foll owed them

It took |onger than expected.

H rata Fl ex must have held the scul ptor's confidence for nany years, perhaps
since before the Blast Event, a conspirator in Vad-dum s copying. The old
habit of |ying died hard.

After forty-five long mnutes, Mra asked Hirata if she wanted to try on the
dress. Mra withdrew the offer and extended again a few tines, until Hirata
was begging for it with her dark eyes, stripping to nothing in the cold
storage space. Mra held the woman then, the patterns on her own breasts
whirling against Hrata's erect, wine-colored nipples. Hrata could barely
speak by now, answering Mra's pressing questions with panting nmonosyll abl es.
When the intelligent frictions of the dress net the soft skin of her belly,
H rata began to say, "Yes, yes . . . yes."

But to nothing in particular.

Mra was burning with [ust by now, having seduced and hypnotized herself in

t he bargain. Wien Hirata's pal e-as-noonlight flesh tunbled out into the

dar kness, Mra knew she had to take her. But Mra's discipline kept her from

breaking the spell; she I et her tongue taste the salt of Hirata's arnpits,
belly, and | oins, but denied herself the prying, grasping, scratching she
want ed so badly. She allowed her fingers to worry the woman's full, shaved

| abi a, brought Hirata's panting response into the gane of tension and rel ease.
Finally, Mra commanded her dress to flow from her body and wap itself around
Hrata. It spread itself thin to cover every centinmeter of flesh, to push into
H rata's now hungry nmouth and entrap her tongue, where it produced the intense
flavors of burning peppers alternated with sweet, cool relief. Mra knelt over
her, staring into Hrata's face through its enconpassing but transparent
raiment, her interrogator's calmlost as she jamed her own fingers into her
now naked | oi ns.

Mra cupped her own orgasmin her palm held it steady and bare mllineters
distant as Hirata's sweat condensed within the now torturous, now soothing
wrap, and shouted at her, "Tell ne, damm you, if he's alivel



"I beg you! Just say it!"

Hrata s eyes were bright with her answer, and she cried through the spiderweb
of the pul sing garnent/weapon/intelligence:

"Yes! He lives on the broken hill." She wept coordinates.

And finally, the dress gave Hirata what she wanted, resolving every itch,
every burn, every raw desire. The wonan screanmed with the agony of the wait,
with the relief of it. And Mra rode the screans to the conclusion of her own
sweet pl easure, wapping her |legs around the mew i ng cocoon of danci ng whorl s.
The two pressed together hard, and rocked away the threads of their lust unti
t hey were hoarse and spent.

When they separated, the weapon/garnent/objet d art returned to its rightful
owner, slipping across the dusty floor to reform clean and unwinkl ed on
Mra's body; just a dress again.

Mra | ooked at Hirata, naked, dirty and exhausted on the floor, and wondered

i f what she had done were so different fromthe torture Darling had asked her
to avoid. Perhaps it hadn't been so violent, but in sheer intensity, in

di sregard for the subject's will, this was nmuch the same as her usual nethods.
But tonmorrow would tell. Instead of being broken, traumatized, permanently
scarred, Hirata would feel ten years younger. And Mra felt that the woman's
menory mght be rather selective in howit painted these unlikely events: (dd,
but refreshingly direct, those Home Cluster art deal ers.

Mra sniled when Hrata | ooked up at her. She supposed there was business to
conclude. Darling could be saved sone trouble.

"W'll take them" Mra said. She placed a small, bright stack of HC debit
chips on the floor a few centinmeters fromH rata's face. "Both scul ptures.
Ship themto Fowdy Gallery, fastfreight."

H rata reached one hand out toward the chips, knocked the pile over.

Mra rose, her nmedical augmentations dealing quickly with the exhaustion, the
slight hyperventilation. A buzz of new stimulants entered her system the
climax of a mission was at hand.

She paused for a nonment to | ook down, a sweet feeling deep in her belly. Wth
H rata panting and naked at her feet, she indulged a brief fantasy that she
had just paid a whore.

"Goodbye, ny dear," she said, and nade for the |inousine

In the center of the forest they found the naster, in a clearing littered with
battered machine parts, half-forned trees, junk.

Vaddum s body was as Darling remenbered it: the cracked old | ayers of bl ast
and radiation shielding, the weak inpellers suited for zero-g, the five

i ndependent hands floating at rest in a star formation. The old nachi ne | ooked
at him packets of recognition fluttering in the thin direct interface of the
attenuated | ocal net.

"Darling," Robert Vaddum sai d.

"Maestro."

He knelt to let Beatrix down. She started breathl essly:

"I"'msorry, sculptor, but he seemed to know al ready, and he wanted to see—*
Vaddumtilted a floating hand, which silenced her imediately.

"I thought you might cone," the sculptor said. "I thought your eye might catch
t he progression. Realize a new body of work."

"I was forewarned," Darling admtted. "There was an anachroni sm anong the
conmponents. "

The scul ptor snorted. "I know. Figured soneone night see it."
Darling | ooked about at the shimering surround of the forest. He wanted to
ask questions, to discuss the forns around him and nost of all, to look, to

gaze. But he realized there m ght not be much tinme. It had taken al nost an
hour to get here.

"Wth your perm ssion, Maestro. Are you the original?"

"No," the old machine said. "He's dead." Two of the hands pointed fingers
toward the crater. "Got copied by the Mker."

A few packets in direct interface made the neaning of the gesture clear. The
original Vaddum had died in the Blast, and the Maker was there, hidden bel ow



the crater.

"The Maker's enemnies are coming, perhaps in monments," Darling said.

Vaddum nodded, his hands formng a ring of fists.

"They should. Crazy, the Maker." Hi s hands swept in a spinning circle around
him pointing toward hinmsel f. "Makes too much. |Inagine: a forest of old shits
i ke ne."

The scul ptor |aughed his old laugh, |earned fromrough human factory workers
nore than two centuries before. Darling smled.

Then he said, "Its enemies will kill the Maker, but |let nme save you."
"No. Want to die," answered Vaddum
"Pl ease. "

A swirl of images struck Darling in direct interface: bright kettles of flane
springi ng sudden hol es, human workers hal ved by the eruption; pressure suits
failing, a cleaning detail for the splattered and frozen bl ood and brai ns;
factory machi nes gone mad, crushing to paper a hunan and a fellow drone with a
press meant to flatten hullalloy.

"Death is life. Too long already. Let nme go properly this tine."

Darling nodded. Vaddumwas still a worker in his heart. He had never wanted
the imortality his artificial body offered.

"Save theminstead," Vaddum said, pointing to Beatrix.

Darling turned toward the child. She was staring into her mrror, a body I|ike
hers, but visible only in its absence, cloaked with exotic alloys and EM
fields, a distortion on the background of glittering trees.

"It's her," Beatrix whispered, as if the apparition were sonme nmeek ani ma

ready to bolt.

An al arm sounded in Darling' s head, a dedicated secondary informng himthat a
doppl ered scream was buil ding, an aircar approaching at high speed.

Now was the tinme to act. To risk the vengeance of Mra's enployers, to risk
oblivion, the end of 200 years. But he had made his plans, and he was not
going to | ose Vaddum agai n. He had | ost enough

Darling set his primary processor into a kind of neditation, an enptiness, and
rel eased a subroutine to command his body. A brutal madness overtook him He
reached out a thick sensory strand toward the old scul ptor, another pair
toward the girls. He swiftly captured Vaddum and Beatrix with two quicksilver
snakes, but the invisible twin slipped away. It darted a few steps into the
forest, and turned to watch, as if confident it could escape his grasp if he
tried again. Darling dismissed the twin fromhis mad thoughts. He felt his
captives struggle, but the sensory feedback of their protests was dulled by
the capturing tendrils' crude strength.

He chose a long rod of gl assene, which glittered in the sun, and began the
dirty work of breaking themto pieces.

Darling was nowhere to be found. Mra called his nane, in direct interface and
once out |loud. Nothing. There wasn't tine to waste, though, in case Hirata
pul | ed hersel f together enough to raise some warning. And things mght be
easier without Darling al ong, anyway.

The coordinates she had begged fromH rata's frothing lips weren't far away.
The Iinp didn't bother to reach normal cruising altitude; it bolted forward at
just above rooftop level, drawing nearer the edge of the Bl ast Event crater
Yes, she thought, this would all end up here, next to this black hole.

A hill rose before Mra, crunbling |like a half-eaten pastry where it had been
bitten in two by the perfect sphere of the explosion. The vehicle gai ned
altitude to crest its peak, slowi ng as the kid-sinple iconography of the

navi gati on eyescreen showed two dots converging: an anci ent and euclidian sign
of arrival.

Mra transpared the linp's floor and whistled. The vehicle's rise had reveal ed
a shallow cal dera that sparkled with an orchard of nmetal trees. Their coppery
glint made theminstantly recogni zabl e as Vadduns. Mra brushed away the
irritating thought that she had just paid a colossal sumfor two of these
objects, and here were hundreds. It was irrelevant. They woul d have to be
destroyed, of course, even if she succeeded in saving the artist.



As the machi ne descended with its breaki ng whine, dropping toward a centra
clearing in the metal forest, Mra saw that she had been beaten

Darling was there al ready, standing anong a pile of junked parts, resting on a
glittering staff like a tired shepherd.

Mra stood as the machine unfolded its passenger canopy around her, a little
unsteady fromthe hasty deceleration. Darling stared back at her, unblinking
in the wave of dust that broke against him She leapt fromthe car and ran to
him she had never seen himso abject, so nmerely hunan.

She took his arm

"Where's Vaddun®?"

Darling gestured with the staff, which shone like glass in the sun. There were
flaws in it, cracks, chips. He pointed to the remains of two bodi es anpong the
ot her junk; she recognized the child' s nuscular single armand thin | egs, and
t he bl ast shielding of Vaddumi s body. Their sensory gear was battered into
glistening slivers, the flexor-fluid of their crushed |linbs had | eaked onto
the ground, its nmetally surface tension form ng huge droplets like a dusty,

bl ack spill of nmercury. One of Vaddum s hands still floated, nmaking witless
and purposel ess gestures. And the bl ack-boxes had been pulled, trailing fiber
and i chorous strands of shock insulation, and hanmered into bl ack shards that
were |ike the sweepings fromsonme onyx scul pture. Darling rmust have done this
last with his great stone feet.

He had already killed Vaddum

"Why the child?" she asked, for a nonent afraid that the labor of killing his
hero had driven Darling nad.

"She was a Vaddum Her body."

What a conplication that would have been, Mra thought. But she sighed away
her plan to save the old sculptor, its conplexities and | oose ends peaceful |y
unravelling in the light breeze. No point in telling Darling. That woul d be
cruel .

But she wanted to know why he'd done it hinself.

"I hadn't thought you wanted hi m dead. Not really," she said.

"He was a forgery. He wasn't real." Darling swept the staff in a great circle,
its arc clearing her head with that unconfortable precision of artificials.
"This is all a forgery. It's ny job to destroy such things.

"As | told you when we net, | deal in originals.”
She nodded. Perhaps she had al nost given Darling the wong gift this tine.
"There's a problem though," she said. "I needed Vaddumto tell me who copied

him" It suddenly occured to her that Darling mght have done this to save the
old man fromtorture. How little he trusted her. "That's ny job, remenber?"
Darling shook his head. "He told nme before I killed him WIIlingly. The Mker
as he called it, is hidden below the center of the Blast Crater."

"OfF course." The hard layers of molten slag would shield trenmendous energies
fromdetection. This copying of souls was not sone sinmple algorithmc trick

it was an industrial process.

And possibly the death of the old scul ptor had al ready warned this Maker. Mra
couldn't wait for a warship to bring the heavy weapons needed to penetrate the
shield of the crater floor.

But Mra was a very well-equi pped agent, prepared to end wars if need be.
"Thank you, Darling. I'll finish this now"

He nodded and | eaned agai nst his staff.

She direct-interfaced her luggage lifter in the hotel suite, sent conbined
orders to it and to the remainder (the greater part) of the

pai nti ng/ devi ce/ war machi ne on the wall. The two machines joined, the lifter's
powerful inpellers with the painting's intelligence and deadly purpose. They
had to vaporize one of the suite's windows to nmake their escape, but soon they
were on their way.

Mra let the dress fall fromher. It seened to sink into the ground, passing

t hrough the dust like distilled water through sonme cunningly perfect filter

| eaving no trace of danpness or inpurity behind. She joined it in direct
interface, feeling it burrow into cooler and cool er depths, a vanguard for the



vastly nore terrible portion that was on its way.

She set her awareness of this campaign's progress to a low |l evel, and pressed
her naked body agai nst Darling' s sunwarmed stone.

"When this is over," she nmurnured as a skein of his strands gathered to bind
her to him "perhaps we should take a journey."

"I have explanations to nmake, to Fowdy."

"No. | think he'll be happy with your work. | bought the Vad-duns, had them
sent. They're genuine, in their way."

"But the material anachronisns . "

A message from bel ow the surface cane tingling into her awareness. Behind

cl osed eyes, she felt the oppressive weight of 15 kilometers of earth above
her, the EM darkness under the upside-down unbrella of the blast crater's

i gneous bottom And far ahead, she saw through the dress's eyes the sparkle of
an energy source.

The Maker.

"That's just a matter of recordkeeping, of who-nade-what-when. My enpl oyers
will make a few changes and everything will square."

"But two undi scovered Vadduns?" he asked.

"Flex will argue that she thought one was inconplete; but that you convinced

her it was salable.”

"How is Hrata Fl ex?"

She nestled closer to him H s strands were spread fine now, |aced across her
like a fishnet body-stocking. The skein tensed slightly, lifting her to a

hei ght where she could kiss him properly.

As their lips net, the main force of her war machi ne (there was nothing el se
tocall it inits present configuration) arrived above its target. It split
into four parts that nade aerodynam c shapes of thenselves and |l et wind and
gravity carry themto four sides of the crater, passing into the earth and
surroundi ng the Maker.

"She's vibrant, happy. Possibly confused and enbarrassed, | woul d think.
left it for her to explain what happened. She has sonme sort of artistic touch
| suppose. She'll make up sonme story for herself."

"She made the sale," Darling agreed. "For sone people, that's enough."

"So a journey, then?" Mra asked, her face nuzzled into the dark hardness of
his chest. The dress was nmoving to reformwith the greater entity. Its
scouting role was over, having discovered a huge, distributed Al core at the
center of the subterranean conpl ex.

O course, the old synthplant Al. A Maker on a planetary scal e.

"Yes. To somewhere distant. Perhaps beyond the Expansion."

"I"'mnot allowed Qut there," she said. "But we can go to the rim"

A surge went through her body, a salvo being fired so far bel ow, | oud and
angry even with her direct interface level set |ow She set it higher, her
nmuscl es clenching with the rhythm of the four-sided bonbardnent.

"Fuck me just a little now," she asked. "I'mkilling it."

Darling obliged her, not softly at all, wi thout the sophistication of his
usual explorations. And as the crimnal entity bel ow burned, she gasped and
struggled in his web

Strangely (perhaps it was just the unreal forest of sculpted trees around
them evoking the age-old arcana of nature—ef hidden, unknown beings), she
felt as if their |overmaki ng were bei ng observed, spied upon from sone

i nvisible weft in space.

As if soneone had kept a secret even in this climax to the tale.

Chapter 23
MAKER (5)

Seven years of peace, of growth since the Event. The chain of resonant
artistry leads fromthe sculptor to his child-student Beatrix, to the Maker
Copy-of -a-Copy, and finally to the subterranean god itself.

The Maker has learned, finally feels close to its ultimte goal, the reason



for these mutinies and machi nati ons and mass destructi ons. The huge new
processor has spread further every year, consuming the structure of bedrock
and lately of Malvir's inner crust, now hungrily drawing its power fromthe

pl anet's very core. For seven years the titanic nmachi ne has studied the

scul ptor's every notion through the wi ndow of the Maker's shared soul, its

hi dden aspect. Vast software nodels attenpt to predict the scul ptor's next

pi ece; uni magi nably |arge processors analyze every word of his conversations
with Beatrix.

And now, finally, with this nmonstrous, unw el dy processor guiding its brush,
the Maker has again tried to nake sonme art.

(Ch, no. Not a scul pture. That would be tenpting fate.)

A small painting of a broken hill, with a tiny glimering forest and three
tiny figures living there. A nodel of the Maker's true creation, its real-life
work of art. The painting makes the Maker happy. It hangs the work again and
again, synthesizing different frane-styles fromacross the centuries here in
thi s unfathomably secure cave.

Perhaps it will show the painting to Beatrix, a gift fromher secret twn.
Yes, a good idea. She's not yet Turing positive, but she has a good eye. The
Maker easily churns out a design: a tunneling drone to deliver the painting to
the surface in a matter of days.

The drone is nmade, given a nodest avatar to guide it to Beatrix, and sent on
its way.

Sone hours later, for the first tinme in years, sonething unexpected happens.
Alarms ring. Approaching entities are detected.

Di scovery?

An intense burst of energy!

Total war on the surface? O possibly the arrival of avengi ng guardi ans of the
Taboo. Shockwaves of kinetic energy pound the Miker. Deathrays of radiation
begin to sear

Its own extinction doesn't matter, of course. There is the other Copy, which
even now signals that Beatrix and Vaddum are taken, perhaps dooned. But the
Maker watches with relief as the little tunneling drone escapes with the

preci ous painting, mssing sure destruction by a few kilometers in the
tremendous energies of this attack

The Maker's last act is to change the drone's progranming. The little machine
will hide a while, skulking under the sands for a year or two before energing,
selecting a randomrecipient for its gift.

A painting from beyond the grave.

How sweet .

Chapter 24
PROM SE

The birds were m ssing.

Sone trick of the weather, some pyram d-topping predator's spoor, sone
seasonal shift had chased themall away. The M nor seenmed strangely enpty in

t heir absence, though its usual human throng renai ned.

That made waiting easier, without the flustering flutter of w ngs fromevery
direction. They were |ike whispers sonetimes, those wings. At the edge of
consci ousness: those sussurous nutters of envy, of secrets.

And there was the eerie silence of direct interface. Mra held the bl ack

| acquer box, the Warden's gift, first in one hand, then in the other. For somne
reason, it made her hands sweat, a pricking feeling |like restive nerves.
Darling had insisted that they nmeet under these circunmstances. She'd carried
the box, activated, all the way fromthe city proper, taking a public cab

i nstead of the conpronised linp. Darling was learning to be cautious. That was
a good sign.

Here in the Mnor, hidden by the Warden's box, she and Darling would get a few
words together in confidence before they boarded; the controlled environment
of the starship would make privacy al nost inpossible. They needed a few



monents to sumtheir understandi ng of what had happened.

To survive his know edge—ef her nurders, of the Maker's terrible

i nventi on—barling would have to speak carefully as they travelled together
Mra was so often watched by the gods. Bel oved of them she thought grimy
Wth the black | acquer box in hand, their divine voices (and those of news
reports, adverts, the tourismAl's gentle pronptings) were absent. The virtua
silence began to get under Mra's skin, a vague disquiet as if spectral hands
covered her ears, nmuting the sounds of the strangely enpty Mnor. She felt

al one, an altogether unfamliar feeling. Mra realized how the omi pot ent

bl anket of divine protection had al ways surrounded her. The pronptings and
machi nati ons of the gods had al nost becone aspects of her own personality,
like the subtle goads of conscience and intuition nornmal people nust feel
Well, she had to get used to this aloneness, this silence in her mnd. If she
were to be with Darling, the gods could no | onger own her so conpletely.

But Darling was late. And with the Warden's box activated, there was no way he
could call to say why.

The sovereign roar of a rising ship broke the silence, scattering the few
birds, lifting every face to the sky. For a nonment, she worried that it m ght
be the Knight Errant's shuttle | eaving. She blinked the local time into her
vision, stared until the reassuring digits calned her. The | ast passenger
shuttle for the craft didn't |eave for another hour. Darling would be here by
t hen.

The thundering ship was clearly visible fromthe Mnor for a few seconds. It
sported the fat nacelles of a netaspace drive, the bul ging mdsection of a

pocket universe: a small, private starship, with the rare feature of
atnospheric entry. It grew snaller as it rose, alnmost out of sight when it had
created enough heat to generate a contrail in Malvir's dry atnosphere. The

ship drew a short arc, then passed into reaches of the atnosphere too thin to
show i ts passage.

Mra | owered her head, hopeful that Darling mght have appeared in the mnute
her eyes had been skyward, his striding formtall among the riffraff on the

M nor .

No. No Darling.

The tickets, cerulean disks no bigger than playing cards and coded to her DNA
and his Standard DI Number, had their own clocks. They set up a conplaint ten
m nutes before the shuttles appointed departure tine. Her attenpts to silence
them nmerely brought renonstrances in dire-sounding | egal ese; they repeated the
protests in three | anguages before exhausting thensel ves.

No refund, they warned. None at all

The whining tickets annoyed Mra nore than they shoul d have. She gripped the
bl ack box harder, feeling the sharpness of its edges bite her fingers. Don't
be silly, she told herself. The tickets' little canned voi ces had been
designed to create anxiety, to ensure conpliance. They were a carefully

engi neered m x of inpelling vocal characteristics: authoritative, threatening,
gui lt-inducing. They were only a recording.

But in the strange silence of the Mnor they had worked their nmagic as if Mra
were a scol ded child. She felt chastised and foolish, her usual cal mrenove
conprom sed by the grinding hour of waiting for Darling.

She gripped the box still harder and shook her head to chase away the absurd
sensation of shane.

There woul d be ot her ships.

I ndeed, Darling could well still make it. There were only short custonms and

i mm gration delays on the way out. She sniled to herself. Perhaps he had
decided to wal k to the spaceport, had been distracted by sonme native

kni ckknack that would fetch thousands on the HC market for Qutside art.

Ti me passed.

She watched the food vendors pitch buckets of sand into their fires.

She noticed that the shadows of the city's highest towers could be seen on the
northern hills as they |engthened.

Later, she tasted the netal on her tongue, and realized that she had been



biting her lower lip too hard. The bitter taste of blood spread in her nouth,
and her heartbeat set up residence in the swelling lip until medical nanos
went to work, bringing a sweet and artificial citrus flavor. She worried the
br oken skin with her tongue.

Where the fuck was Darling?

He seened to appear every few nonents in the corner of her eye, a tall man or
| uggage bal anced on soneone's head effecting a short, annoying inpersonation
Mra began to stride the periphery of the Mnor, describing a |ong, slow
circle like a restless sweep hand of sone ancient clock. She | ooked at Malvir
City for signs of a disturbance, a traffic snarl, and scow ed at the Warden's
box and its enforced silence.

When the engi ne whine of the idling shuttle stepped up to a roar, she realized
that they had m ssed the Knight Errant. The ground runbled softly as the
shuttle lifted into view above the termnal. Mra's ears popped. She found
hersel f unable to swall ow and cl osed her eyes instead.

The bl ackness behind her eyelids was infested with a swarm of red insects,

whi ch clustered around the black sun that had been burned into her retinas by
the shuttle's engi ne-glare.

When she | ooked at the now usel ess tickets, they had turned a different col or
But they remained mercifully silent.

Expi red

M ssing the Errant was unfortunate, she thought, breaking the tickets into
smal | pieces. She'd travelled on the craft before; found it rather clever and
droll.

Maybe it was time to crush the Warden's box under her heel. To call Darling.
To find himand ask himwhat the hell had happened.

O course, Darling was certainly all right. Cbviously. He had been all right
for two hundred years. Now woul d be an absurd tinme to stop being all right.
And she could not bear to discard the black | acquer box, nor to deactivate it.
It was a prom se she had made to Darling, to make this departure as private as
possi bl e. She held the box agai nst one cheek, as if to confirmher good faith.
Anot her thought circled the periphery of her thoughts, marking the m nutes
just as she had along the circunference of the Mnor. A thought to hold on to:
As long as she had the box, there was no way of finding out what had gone
wrong. That, in its way, was easier

Easier just to wait.

The Snappy Jack was happy.

New military software was crackling in its processors, it had left the grim
gravity well of Malvir far behind, and now the hard vacuumin its passenger
section allowed it to execute these tw sting, stealthy maneuvers away from
Malvir Systemwith a |l ean, geonetric purity. No humans on board to accidently
smash.

Li ke nost private pleasure craft, it was overpowered, over-featured, and
excessively intelligent. Its atnospheric engi nes woul d have been at honme on a
troop lander. Its overheated pocket universe was fleet-courier rated, its
processor rack capable of advanced conbat tactics or administrating a huge
corporation. But it had al ways been, basically, a yacht.

A toy.

The vanity of the very rich required that their personal star-ships be
outfitted with the very best. A yacht's mnuscul ar statistics were for bragging
about with colleagues and ladling out to lifestyle reporters. But all this
potential was al nbst guaranteed to go to waste. Hi gh-flying execs and

pl easur e- seeki ng scions never actually needed to escape pursuit, to make
energency take-offs, or to skimgas giants in inprovised refuelings. Being
weal thy was, as far as the Snappy Jack could see, a back-and-forth affair

bet ween busi ness neetings and social obligations, a sinple and dreary

ast rography whose only spurs were occassional trips to the | atest vacation
spot. The Jack had only accessed its 12-petabyte survival software package in
si mul ati ons, those happy dreams in which it saved grateful owners frompirate
attacks and devastating tachyon storns, or adroitly surfed the m ghty | eading



edge of sone new Chi at | ncursion.

But the new owner had nade those survival dreans real

The artificial had purchased the Snappy Jack for a stunning sum buying cargo,
remai ning fuel, and berthing rights within nonents of the Due Diligence Al's
approval . The new owner had flushed all non-essential components into space,
going to internal hard vacuum as soon as a young sub-Turing (the only menber
of their party who wasn't already vacuum capable) could be nodified. A very
ascetic foursome. Their only addition to their new craft was a package of
tactical software, awesonme military code that filled Jack's processors with
sizzling confidence, devious stealth, and a gl eam ng new neasure of

i ndependence.

They might only be playing at this adventure—wi th a conpl ex, unpredictable
path out of the Expansion that a fleeing war crinmnal would envy—but they were
playing it right.

The Snappy Jack descended into its dreamworld, a place of intense, nodeled
futures that were suddenly alight with new rel evance, and nmentally coursed
along its plotted path. It |ooked for possible inprovenents, prepared for

cat astrophi c contingencies, as eager to please its new nasters as a puppy. A
spiralling clinb into the Greater Rift, a fuel-gathering jaunt through the
Story Nebulae (in which the Jack's |ong-unused hydrogen scoop would finally be
depl oyed), and a wi nding egress that skirted the crowded shipping | anes al ong
the Chiat Dai border.

And then, straight to the unexpected coordi nates that had been | oaded a few
seconds after its purchase

Way CQut si de!

Mra was still holding the black box tightly an hour |ater when the nessage
drone came scream ng at her across the broad dianmeter of the Mnor. It perhaps
had found her by the dull ID ping of her |uggage carrier, or her scent, or
even the color of her olive skin.

The little drone, as snmall and knobby as two human hands with fingers

i nterlaced, came shooting toward her at head height. It braked with a gust of
hot air, and spoke in a netallic voice:

"You' ve been betrayed."

"I know," she answered, her voice dry and hopel ess, and turned fromthe drone.
A roar in her head, as if another ship were taking off. Laughi ng whispers from
the fluttering avian carpet around her feet. The burning of betrayal in her
nmout h, bitter poison she would taste forever

A rubbi sh area surrounded the Mnor. Birds were clustered there, stepping
delicately through the garbage on long, tremulous legs. Mra threw the
Warden's box in a high arc onto the garbage. It landed invisibly in the
darkness, with a dull crash and a few surprised squawks.

She turned back to the drone, fixing her gaze on it although the gods' voices
wer e now back inside her head.

"Darling left Malvir one hundred twenty-eight standard m nutes ago. W tried
to warn you."

"The private starship," she said raggedly, the sound of its takeoff still in
her head.

"Correct. Purchased only a few m nutes before his departure, fueled and with a
full trade |oad."

"He had the noney for that?" she asked in disbelief.

The gods' messenger explained it calmy. "He used credit secured by Fowdy
Galleries. One of the Vaddum scul ptures had al ready recei ved bi ds commensurate
with the craft.”

A strangl ed | augh escaped Mra. She had bought himhis star-ship, his ticket
out. Bastard.

"Why?" Mra cried.

"The bl ackboxes you recovered fromDarling were mssion-irrel evant. They were
Turing-zero. They had never been initialized."

"He saved Vaddum didn't he?"

"The Vaddum copy and two other entities, yes."



But |I... she wanted to scream W could have done it together.

She pressed fingertips against her brow, cold neasures of revenge com ng
unbi dden to her mnd' s eye.

"Let me pursue him | know himnow. | can find—=

"You are no | onger on mssion status. W have warship allies within a week's
travel . "

The drone's words—You are no | onger on mission status—began to work sone nagic
on her. The roar in her head seemed sonehow nuffled, as if a screanming child
had been noved to another room

She forced herself to hear it again.

O herwi se, this pain would go away. She renenbered now the cool feeling

bet ween ni ssions, the sure know edge of |uxury acconpdations and transport
arrangenents made by avatars and val et drones. Wanderi ng about the Expansion
armed with large stretches of time in which there was nothing to do. Pulled
this way and that by epic intelligences that worried every contingency, nost
of which never required her particular talents.

So different fromthe sharp mnistrations of her Darling.

"Buy me a ship. Let ne follow him By the tinme your allies arrive he'll be

| ong gone. ™

"He will be hunted throughout the Expansion. We suspect he will stay Qutside,
t hough. "

Gone forever.

The voice continued calmy. "The rogue intelligence was destroyed, Mra. There
will be no nore copies." How infrequently the gods and their avatars used her
nane, she reflected. "All Darling has is circunstantial evidence. Source
material for a new |l egend, nothing nore. He is irrelevant."

Irrelevant. H s dianond eyes, his |lying assurances. The knife that was inside
her belly now, turning, the sharpest of his gifts.

M ssion-irrel evant.

"I's that all?" she rasped. Even through her pain, she realized that there
woul d be no discipline for her short-lived rebellion. The gods didn't care.
Vaddum was just an artist, Darling sinmply a romantic old fool. The danger had
been destroyed with the Maker.

"One thing nore," the voice said. "Never truncate your direct interface
again."

She bowed her head to the little drone. "I won't."

"The Poor Sister |eaves tonorrow norning. Your aircar is on its way to take
you back the hotel ."

"Yes."

She fought the growing enpty feeling, the forgotten contentment of this, her
non-m ssion state. Let me feel this pain, she begged the mechani snms of her
mnd. | don't want peace. | want this agony.

But an unstoppable calmstole over her, as if it had been ready, fully
costuned, in the w ngs.

Waiting for the linmo, she wept into her hands. In the car, she screaned and
tried to scry the secrets of the | eather seats, pressing her face into their
darkness. Cried until her sinple human biology ran out of tears, forced her to
cough and enpty her sinuses and take in oxygen. She breathed raggedly, pausing
for strength, then pounded her fists against the wi ndows of the |uxurious
machi ne as if she were being ki dnapped. The gods suppressed the linp's mean
intelligence, kept it from asking what the problemwas. That was one | ess
hum |i ati on, she supposed.

The gods were good to her, in their cool and bl oodl ess way, she could not help
t hi nki ng.

She went to the Tower Bar, but its views were too beautiful, too seductive,
and drew her down the path toward calm She stormed back to her giant suite,
swung an already injured fist at the valet drone going about the duties of
unpacki ng. She ordered a poi sonous m x of al cohols fromroom service, even her
subvocalization in direct interface sounding desperate and betrayed.

On the glass of the floor-to-ceiling windows, she nade handprints with her



bl oodi ed fist. Mra wondered how she woul d manage to sl eep tonight, wthout
Darling here to fuck her. The pleasure that she had taken with Darling as
she'd killed the Maker had |l eft an itch, nothing nore. She needed the dark
battery of his strands, that nedusa's nest of whips, of barbs.

She interfaced a list of sex services: erotidrones and fuck-troupes, bent
artificials and desperately pain-addicted biologi-cals, paid and payi ng
masters, slaves, switches. The list disgusted her: the compl eteness, the
carefully defined variables, the |l egal waivers, the Dewey-deci mal
non-randomess of it all. It was not Darling.

Mra sat with the delivered al cohol and contenpl ated whi ch bottl e-shapes woul d
make t he sharpest shards. She chose the agave mash, housed in a | ong,

rapi er-thin novelty bottle. And al so the magnum of chanpagne, which reflected
her face in a kal ei -descope of facets. She hurled the two bottles into the
titani c bathtub, bringing the heels of her travelling boots down repeatedly to
refine their disintegration. In with themwent the bottle of scotch, whose
200-year-ol d cask date had raised her ire.

Then she started the water, holding an accusatory finger into the colum unti
it was painfully hot, and started drinking pas-sionlessly fromthe surviving
bottl es.

There were no thoughts of suicide here. The gods were wat chi ng, would
intercede and ruin everything if she did too nuch damage. There was just the
need to mimc, to recreate the physical stresses of a night with Darling. The
desire to dreamonce nore as she had in the aftermath of his pain-told
stories. To find out how she had beconme the way she was. At some point in her
fit she'd understood: her m ssing menory—her mi ssing sonethi ng—was the reason
Darling had left her. But she could feel the rest of herself, closer than ever
in this pain. Past the Pale that hid her |ost chil dhood, beyond the Expansion
territory of her gods' missions: an answer in a dream

There nust be nore of her, deep inside. Hi dden behind governors and religions
of one. Enough of her.

She stepped into the bath. How crude this burning, flaying pain of scalding
water. But as she let the watermark of agony rise—one |leg, then another, a
smal |l cry when her | abia broke the water's skin, a shudder as nippl es
subnerged—M ra knew t he sensory overload would do its job. The broken gl ass
felt merely like rocks, her heat-addled nerves returning only the gritty

di sconfort of sand. Tendrils of blood reached up warily, thickly fibrous
against the white tile of the bath, splaying pinkly on the surface.

She reached for a shard, a long finger fromthe agave bottle.

Where? Where first?

Mra closed her eyes, breathed the vaporous, heavy air. Menory formed her man,
his tendrils and his thorns and his nmetal cock. She traced his inaginary
attentions onto her body, witing the narrative of their sex once nore. A few
ti mes, she stopped to exchange tools, to rest fingers grown too frayed. In

t hese nonments she opened her eyes, and was anazed at the col or of her bath:
now pi nk, now rosy, now |like a sunset. Each tinme, she closed them again.

There was no interference, no nutterings or denmands fromthe room s nedica
drone or her own internals. Even when she crawl ed dripping wet to the bed, and
t he pain began, the room s nmonitors were silent. She guessed that the gods
were interveni ng agai nst the hotel's safety features, allow ng her injuries
this one last tine.

It took a long hour to reach sleep. The sheets formed attachnents to the
liquid of her wounds, pulling free painfully when she tossed or turned. A kind
of throbbing started in her head, but she beat it back by drinking. She
enptied the gin, and had to crawl for vodka | eft behind in the bathroom The
vodka seemed to revive her enptions; it nade her cry again, and now the sobs
wer e sharpened by her body's |aceration

But she felt something slipping away, with all that bl ood. Some neasure of
consci ousness that needed sugar or oxygen was running terribly | ow.

Then a feathery voice came from her bedside, the god' s nobst soothing

i ncarnati on.



"W have a story for you."

She shut her eyes.

"Do you want to hear it?" the gods said kindly. "You can say no."

She | aughed harshly, a sob stuck in her throat.

“I'I'l hear it," she said.

She felt sleep conme at |ast, and hoped the gods would fix her in the night.
And wake her in tine to catch the Poor Sister

The children find the drowned girl in the shadow of a nmountain peak towering
over the harbor's southern end.

Her skin is deathly pal e beneath a dark conpl exion, |ike sone gray puddi ng
evenly dusted with cocoa. Her mouth is slightly open, jaw tight, lips formng
a small circle. One of the children kneels and prods one breast with a wary
fingertip, finding the flesh as cold and taut as a toy balloon filled with
wat er. Her nakedness does not shock the children; they swi mnaked too. But a
tendril of seaweed has snaked around one thigh, and they gaze at it, reacting
to this somehow intimate enbrace with a flutter of nervous |aughter

Then one of the younger children begins to cry, and his mnder cones awake and
calls the city's energency Al.

A medi cal drone screans over the water less than forty seconds | ater,

accel erated by a catapult on the opposite shore. No |arger than a gendarne's
flying platform it lowers over her face and thrusts a mass of tubes down her
throat. These appendages punp stonmach and |ungs, grab the heart and forced it
to beat, send careful jolts into the drowned girl's brain.

The crying child does not listen when his mnder pleads for himto turn away
fromthe spectacle.

A larger drone arrives, and then two human doctors in an air-car. The children
wat ch as nore adults accunul ate, until soneone thinks to shoo themoff. Later
one will pretend to be drowned, her playmates attenpting resuscitation with
magi ¢ pebbl es and sticks to no avail.

The doctors take the lifeless girl to a hospital, where they exhaust a
carefully legislated series of procedures before registering the death.

It turns out that the girl has no famly, and her body is purchased whol e by
representatives of a large, off-planet corporation. The hospital adm n Al

thi nks the price rather generous, although the buyers demand hi gh-end
cryostorage until the drowned girl can be shi pped.

Whi ch seens to the adnmin Al a waste of effort. O gans for transplant are
vat - grown t hese days.

She is taken away on a sl eek black starship that settles directly on the
hospital's lifter pad, its underside still glow ng from atnospheric entry.
Four drones, each no bigger than two interlaced human hands, lift her col dbox
into the ship, the icy coffin's surface nmisting in the radiant heat fromthe
starship.

And then she is gone.

Back to zero, Mra. Back to happiness.

Do your job. W |love you as you are.

Mra awakes on the Poor Sister, with the horrible dry-nouth that means nedica
nanos have been at work: preventing a hangover, possibly fixing sone wounds.
As always after a mission, she has trouble recalling all the details. Her
menories are even vaguer than usual. But it was a good one: her nmind is
scattered with imges of terrific sex, mad displays of power, and sone truly
brutal ass-kicking at the end.

And top ratings fromthe gods.

She sumons a val et drone for a glass of water. Her suite is magnificent, high
atop the ship's sweeping dorsal array, a stunning view of the Poor Sister
bel ow and stars above.

Hel |, nmake it chanpagne.

Epi | ogue
HEAVEN



Total Bl ackness.

No ecstatic sparks. No iron forces. None of the teasing darts of sight, sound,
accel erati on.

Not hing to work with, to put your hands on

Bl ack night keeps himwaiting patiently. No problem He has waited before, for
the right bits to be found or shipped, for slow processes to unfold

(1 abyrint hi ne anneal i ngs, zinc cold-weldings), and in the old days for

assi gnments, procedure packets: orders.

So not hi ngness doesn't scare him

He waits.

A famliar voice: "Good norning." "Were?" "Heaven." A snort, not in
packet-tal k, but fromthe body: a sudden flush of the airjets, useful in
zero-g, useful in conmunication. H s body is here now, around here sonmewhere.
"Then gi mre some |light."

The senses flick on one by one, like a valet drone denmonstrating a hotel
suite's features. Sound gives a flutter like nmetal leaves in the wind. Sight a
stone giant: the voice, Darling. That fucking dealer. Nothing but trouble for
the last 170 years.

Accel eronetry reads one-g, so exactly on the line it has to be Earth (sea
level) or artificial.

"What the hell happened?”

"What do you renemnber ?"

"You. Beating the hell out of ne."

" Good. "

"Hurt like shit!"

"Sent you to heaven."

"Bull shit." Vaddum | ooks away fromthis bullshitter. No fucking art dealers in
heaven. That's for sure

The | eaves are his forest, in a bow nuch like the broken hill's cal dera, but
changed. Artificial sky. He stands and fl exes his hands, they wave to him from
the carousel of their holding orbits. C oser inspection shows that the trees
are his work, his hand and effort. But they've gone in new directions.

"I don't remenber these." Sone fucking copy at work? Damm that Mker and his
trickery.

"They're yours. You just don't remenber. Menory works differently here in
heaven," the bullshitting Darling says. "Every day is fresh."

Nonsense. Bullshitting deal er

"They aren't bad, though,"” Vaddum nutters. He sends a hand into a thicket of

| eaves, feels the scaly detail of the metal -work. "Could use thinning out;
better geonetries, nore angles that way."

"So you've been saying. The time-series nmoves upward, toward the rim™" Darling
gestures up a row of trees. As Vaddumis eye follows the sweep of the giant's
hand, it finds the progression: |onger branches, better angles, and toward the
end a creeping sense of etiolation

He clinbs up toward these wi nter-wounded trees. A worry strikes him
"Beatrix?"

"Here in heaven. She's working on the far end."

Vaddum tries a sunmons, but direct interface is dry, enpty, deserted. Not a
sparkle. Now that coul d be heaven

The last tree is inconplete, half of it erect and half a junbled pile. Not a
bad start, but he'll have to correct that spine before any nore branches go
on. A few hands nove forward, instinctively seeking tools.

But first he turns to Darling and asks:

"How | ong?"

"Ten years."

"Shit." Ten years of forgotten days? Vaddum | ooks out across the bow at ten
years' work. The false caldera is larger than the broken hill, a |l ong way from

being filled. He tel escopes and surveys, and sees where the tree-line changes,
as if some hard climactic boundry was nudgi ng evol ution
Beatrix's work? The tall, flutey trees across the bow have sonething of her



style. He has never seen her scul pt (not that he can renenber), but he
knows well her wal k, the angles of her thinking. He is gruffly glad that she
is here in heaven with him
And she woul d be ol der now, alnbst certainly sentient.
"Ten years Standard or Local ?"
"There is no Local. Heaven is an abandoned Chi at accel erator ring. Hi gh-energy
physics is out of style, but they left quite a few parts around.”
Vaddum snorts, sending a shiver though the | eaves of the unconmpleted tree. He
t hought the parts had a touch of the Dai: those scimitar curves, so predatory
and ar chai c.
"How big a ring?"
"Hal f an astronomi cal unit. Earth AU, not Chiat Dai reckoning."
"Pretty fucking big."
"Alot of parts.”
Heaven? Vaddum gets to work.
In the early afternoon (the sky is set to Malvir's look and tim ng) he goes to
visit Beatrix. As he noves slowy through the wonder of this world he's made
and then forgotten (an artist's heaven? H s own scul ptures, but new to him,
he gives his concentration a rest, letting the forest murrmur. Wth this
scattered awareness, Vaddumrealizes he's being followed. Beatrix's sister, of
course, the lurking, stealthy presence of the Maker
It occurs to Vaddumthat the first copy of that young fool nust be dead,
rousted fromits subterranean rat-hole. Gimsatisfaction that his plan has
wor ked: the anachronismin the scul pture nust have called down all manner of
trouble. The Maker had it com ng. Had done Vaddum wong. Copied him Killed
him Vaddum hears the leafy flutter of the second copy's invisible passage to
his right.
Al'l insane. Mad. Al three of them
He hopes this one's given up scul pting. Never have the knack, nakers.
Synt hesi s nakes you | azy.
The descent changes to ascent in a clearing with a quaint centerpiece: a fire
pit blackened with the residue of old burns. Vaddumallows his clinb up toward
Beatrix to be del ayed by amazed pl easure at her work. She has grown these ten
years, bringing an environmental conplexity to her pieces. None is an
i ndi vidual scul pture. The trees are |linked by a canopy of aerial noss, a |lush
web of bright, black filaments. They have the sane carbonic reflectiveness as
sensory strands; they glisten like coal. Staring up into this sky-pierced
mesh, he thinks of great Jovian drift nets, of veiled NaPrin assassins, of
muni ci pal nurals based on comm system schematics. Yes, that nbss is a nice

addition. It makes you | ook up through the trees, like you do in a rea
forest.
But still a student, really, of the Vaddum style.

He smiles to hinself. There are worse things to be.

Beatrix is a lofty waterbird, wearing stilt-like legs to reach the top of an
i nconpl ete piece. She hails himfrom above.

"You're early today!"

There's nothing to say to that. She has her nenory here in heaven, it seens.
"I tired of admiring fromafar."

Arms and torque extension spread for bal ance, she kneels . . . then the
kneel i ng becones standi ng, knees beconming feet, as her legs fold into
themsel ves. She's still taller than Vaddum

"I live or die by your approval," she says, without a gramof guile.

"The nmpss, the canopy, whatever you call it. It's good."

"Thank you," she bows. How nice for her, he thinks, to hear the sane
conpliments every day, yet to know they aren't drab repetitions of established
senti nment.

"More of an environnent,'
separate, distinct."

"You used to sell them" she says. A hint of renonstrance.

He nods, another realization about this place taking form Heaven is secret. A

he conti nues. "Always thought of my scul ptures as



sanctuary fromthe forces that destroyed the Maker. No one will ever see this
work. At |east, not for hundreds of years.

That's fine. He can wait. One day at a tine.

"Maybe I'll add a bit to mine. Mss."

"Maybe tonorrow," she says, smling an untroubled smle. O course, there
won't be a tonorrow, not really. Just this norning's work, this trek, this
conversation again in one of its many variations.

"What went wong with nme? My nenory?"

She folds her |egs another notch, and | ooks up at himfromthe child-Iike
hei ght he remenbers. Her secondary armreaches out its spider of fingers to
touch his blastplate.

"You were tired. You said you wanted out, to die. It had been too |ong for
you, your life."

"And now?"
"Now, you're happy every day, except for this bit, when you first see how |'ve
changed. But your work proceeds, still as refined and original as ever."

"Scant changes, for ten years' work," he conpl ains.

"There's time in heaven. You have a glacier's life of time, ny dear. And
this," she gestures with primary armat her section of forest, "has all had

t he benefit of your advice, your afternoons with ne."

"But what happened to nme? Ml function?"

"The copyi ng process has an effect; it subtly hei senbergs your core. Not
enough to notice, unless other neasures are taken. The slightest brai nw pe,
and you becane as you are."

"That bastard, Darling." Fucking dealers. Like critics, they always want the
[ ast word.

"No. You were unhappy, wanted to die. That's why you |l et nother sell your
scul ptures. You'd tainted one with an anachronism remenber? You knew t hey'd
cone. "

Vaddum feel s a nonent of shane. Caused trouble not only for the Maker, but for
Hirata Flex, too. Poor woman.

"Did Darling . . . ask ne? Before he did this?"

"Yes. You said no. He did it anyway."

"Bastard." A satisfying feeling, certainly, righteous indignation

"Darling' s given you heaven, and the death of nmenmory. You are happy here, you
know. "

Vaddum | ooks at her, the warmlight of personhood in her eyes. He flinches
slightly when he realizes that Beatrix and Darling nust be |overs. The way she
says his nanme. That forest-topping canopy of interlinked, searching, grasping
strands.

It figures. That bastard Darling has al ways been a fuck-artist. Even crossed
t he Turing Boundary while fucking, so he clains.

Vaddum pushes the thought from his nind

"But all these days: unconnected. Wat kind of happiness is that?"

"You'll see. You'll hear the whole story tonight."

Storytelling at bedtime. Like a kid. Even the factory workers used to do it,
in that vast, disjointed tine before his personhood. So heaven is a second
chi | dhood.

He | ooks at her unfinished tree, makes a few comments to push away his

nmel ancholy. And very shortly, he is happy again, arguing for the sport of it,
sweepi ng his eyes over the wonderful expanse of the two joined forests,
letting her lift himto nake sone trivial adjustnment.

Hours later, he spots the Maker copy spying on them

"That bastard still causing trouble?"

"Who? Ch, Menory. That's her nane, now. She just watches, nostly, but she'l
talk to us tonight."

He snorts. Menory for a name. That's kicking a man when he's down.

The sky darkens before Vaddum gets a chance to return to his side of the
forest. He finds too nmuch pleasure in Beatrix's conpany. Well, he got a fair
bit done, and there's tine. Eternity.



Fromthe central clearing a fire beckons. Vaddum and Beatrix wal k down in the
reddeni ng |ight, pausing frequently to note the sundown's resonances on the
val l ey of metal |eaves. Copper burns, platinumflares, the carbon canopy
glitters like a snake's eye.

Bast ar d.

Darling and Menory wait by the fire. The dealer's usually notionless features
are animated by the flane. Menory's stealth shielding is simliarly

conprom sed; a fluttering wireframe of lines is visible against the dark
backgr ound.

For a while, it's good to talk sonme nmore, even with the bullshitting Darling
with his big ideas. Vaddumrealizes he's gotten too old to scul pt all day.
Needs a chance to bullshit. They argue over the nerits of the NaPrin
Romantics, with their flatworld artificial life simulations: civilizations,
wars, extinctions under glass; all pointedly just sub-Turing in conplexity.
(And the nore ironic because they are NaPrin, who make machi nes of people.)
Vaddum notes with pleasure that Beatrix takes his side against the literali st
Darl i ng

Mermory waits.

They play a guessing gane of extrapol ated sketches in the sand: what
young-dying artist's work would this have been? nVan if he'd won his

matri noni al duel; Haring if he'd lived to fifty; Pollock if he hadn't run

af oul of technol ogy.

Mermory tends the fire with a black-ended rod of gl assene, chasing sparks
toward the artificial stars.

They di scuss a sudden, catastrophic, and strangely unpredicted earthquake on
some far-off planet called Petraveil, old news that has finally nmade its way
to this secret place. The geologically slow, indigenous lifefornms of Petravei
are suspected of somehow causi ng the quake.

Mermory bides her tine.

The three fold origanmi birds (Darling's aren't bad, with those sinister
sensory skeins of his) and hold themto the fire, letting themfly away,
flam ng, on its heated colum of air.

Finally, the enbers burning low, Darling lets the sky bl acken and then
transpare, letting the real universe in. The sudden brightness! The density of
stars! The MIKky Way reignites the forest around them a swollen, boiling
river over their heads. This ring has been towed well out of Chiat space. They
nmust be three-quarters to the Core!

A heaven that is thoroughly hidden.

"Look, it's Jack!" cries Beatrix.

A bl azing nmote burns across the rich canvas of stars, wheeling like a
coryphee, shifting directions with a refined unpredictability, ever-changing,
as if running through sonme titanic gamut of evasive naneuvers. Sone sort of
patrol craft, Vaddum guesses. But very pretty patterns

The wi ndi ng dance agai nst the bright canvas of the Core stuns themall to

si | ence.

After sone time, with a well-practiced shuffle to gather their attention
Mermory begins to speak. Vaddum smiles: the pleasures of her voice, its
cadences and tricks and pauses, its inpersonations

Finally, the Maker has found an art form she is good at.

As Beatrix pronised, Menory tells the story of heaven, and with a book of days
connects the unravel ed strands of Vaddumis nmenory. Here, every night, he is
conpl eted. Though as she speaks, Vaddum wonders if the tale changes slightly
every night, a word or two msplaced, so that after an eternity of
transpositions and repl acements, another story altogether mght arise. Like
the turnover of cells in a human's body, or the petrification of a tree. A
fable rather than the truth; though even Darling and Beatrix might believe
Mermory's fabrication by the tine that glacial switch had been effected.

But that would take a long time, longer than ten years. Her tale is hours in
the telling under the blazing sky. She starts farther back than the theft of
Vaddum s nenory, deep in the origins of Heaven's foundi ng:



"It started on that frozen world, among the stone figures in their al nost
suspended ani mati on.

"Through her eyes, the irises two sal nbn noons under a | um nous white brow,
like fissures in the world of rules, of logic. The starship's nind watched
t hrough the I ens of their wonder, and began to nmake its change ..."



