The Days of Sol omon Gursky

I AN McDONALD

MONDAY

Sol stripped the gear on the trail over Blood of Christ Muntain. Cickshifted
down to sixth for the steep push up to the ridge, and there was no sixth. No
fifth, no fourth; nothing, down to zero.

El ena was al ready up on the divide, |aughing at himpushing and sweating up

t hrough the pines, nuscles twi sted and knotted Iike the trunks of the prineval
bri stl econes, tubes and tendons straining |like bridge cable. Then she saw the
gear train sheared through and spinning free.

They' d gi ven the bi kes a good hard kicking down in the desert mountains south
of Nogal es. Two thousand api ece, but the sal esperson had sworn on the
virginity of all his unmarried sisters that these MIBs woul d go anywhere, do
anyt hi ng you wanted. Cinb straight up El Capitan, if that was what you needed
of them Now they were five days on the trail —three fromthe nearest Dirt
Lobo deal ership, so Elena's palntop told her—and a gear train had broken
clean in half. Ten nore days, four hundred nore mles, fifty nore nountains
for Sol onmon Gursky, in high gear.

"Shoul d have been prepared for this, engineer," Elena said.

"Two thousand a bi ke, you shouldn't need to," Solonbn Gursky replied. It was
early afternoon up on Blood of Christ Muntain, high and hot and resinous wth
the scent of the old, old pines. There was haze down in the valley they had
cone from and in the one they were riding to. "And you know |I' m not that kind
of engineer. My gears are a lot smaller. And they don't break."

El ena knew what ki nd of engineer he was, as he knew what kind of doctor she
was. But the thing was new between them and at the stage where research

col | eagues who surprise thensel ves by beconing lovers like to pretend that
they are nysteries to each other

El ena's pal ntop map showed a settlenent five mles down the valley. It was
cal l ed Redenci é6n. It mght be the kind of place they could get welding done
qui ck and good for norte dollars.

"Be happy, it's downhill," Elena said as she swung her electric-blue padded
ass onto the saddl e and plunged down off the ridge. One second later, So
@ursky in his shirt and shorts and shoes and shades and hel met cane tearing
after her through the scrub sage. The thing between themwas still at the
stage where desire can flare at a flash of electric-blue Lycra-covered ass.

Redenci 6n it was, of the kind you get in the border mountains; of gas and food
and trailers to hire by the night, or the week, or, if you have absolutely
nowhere else to go, the lifetime; of truck stops and recreational Jacuzzis at
ni ght under the border country stars. No wel ding. Something better. The

many- branched saguaro of a solar tree was the first thing of Redenci6n the
travelers saw lift out of the heat haze as they cane in along the old,

cracked, enpty highway.

The factory was in an ugly block annex behind the gas and food. A truck driver
foll owed Sol and El ena round the back, entranced by these fantastic
macaw- bri ght creatures who kept their eyes hidden behind w ap-around shades.
He was chewi ng a sandwi ch. He had nothing better to do in Redenci6n on a hot



Monday afternoon. Jorge, the proprietor, |ooked too young and ambitious to be
pushing gas, food, trailers, and nolecul es in Redenci 6n on any afternoon. He
was thirty-wi se, dark, serious. There was sonething tight-wound about him

El ena said in English that he had the | ook of a man of sorrows. But he took

t he broken gear train seriously, and hel ped Sol renmove it fromthe back wheel
He | ooked at the snooth, clean shear plane with admration

"This | can do," he declared. "Take an hour, hour and a half. Meantine, maybe
you'd like to take a Jacuzzi?" This, winkling his nose, downw nd of two
MIBers come over Blood of Christ Muntain in the heat of the day. The truck
driver grinned. Elena scow ed. "Very private," insisted Jorge the
nanof act ur er.

"Somet hing to drink?" Elena suggested.
"Sure. Coke, Sprite, beer, agua nminerale. In the shop."

El ena went the long way around the trucker to investigate the cooler. So
foll owed Jorge into the factory and watched himset the gears in the scanner

"Actually, this is nmy job," Sol said to make conversation as the | asers mapped
the geometry of the ziggurat of cogs in three dinmensions. He spoke Spani sh.
Everyone did. It was the universal |anguage up in the norte now, as well as
down el sur.

"You have a factory?"

"I"'man engineer. | build these things. Not the scanners, | nean; the tectors.
| design them A nano-engineer."

The nonitor told Jorge the mapping was conpl ete
"For the Tesler corporada,"” Sol added as Jorge called up the processor system
"How do you want it?"

"I"'d like to knowit's not going to do this to ne again. Can you build it in
di anond?"

"Al'l just atons, friend."

Sol studied the processor chamber. It pleased himthat they | ooked |ike whisky
stills; round-bellied, high-necked, rising through the roof into the spreading
fingers of the solar tree. Strong spirits in that still, spirits of the vacuum
bet ween gal axies, the cold of absolute zero, and the spirits of the tectors
nmovi ng through cold and enptiness, shuffling atons. He regretted that the
physics did not allow view ng windows in the nanofacturers. Look down through
a pane of pure and perfect dianond at the act of creation. Maybe creation was
best | eft unseen, a nystery. Al just atons, friend. Yes, but it was what you
did with those atons, where you made them go. The weird troilisns and nenages
you forced theminto

He envi sioned the minuscul e machi nes, smaller than viruses, clever knots of
atonms, scavengi ng carbon through the nanofacturer's roots deep in the earth of
Redenci 6n, passing it up the buckytube conduits to the processor chanber,
weaving it into dianond of his own shaping.

Al cheny.

D anond gears.



Sol Gursky shivered in his light biking clothes, touched by the intellectua
chill of the nanoprocessor

"This is one of mne," he called to Jorge. "I designed the tectors."

"I wouldn't know " Jorge fetched beers froma crate on the factory fl oor
opened themin the door. "I bought the whole place froma guy two years back
Went up north, to the Tres Valles. You fromthere?"

The beer was cold. In the deeper, darker cold of the reactor chanber, the
nanomachi nes swarmed. Sol Gursky held his arms out: Jesus of the MIB wear.

"I'sn't everyone?"

"Not yet. So, who was it you said you work for? Nanosis? Ewart-OzWest ?"
"Tesler Corp. | head up a research group into biological analogs."
"Never heard of them"

You will, was what Sol onbn Gursky woul d have said, but for the scream
El ena's scream

Not, he thought as he ran, that he had heard Elena's scream—the thing was not
supposed to be at that stage—but he knew it could not belong to anyone el se.

She was standing in the open back door of the gas and food, pale and shaky in
the high bright Iight.

"I"'msorry," she said. "l just wanted to get sone water. There wasn't any in
the cooler, and | didn't want Coke. | just wanted to get some water fromthe
faucet."

He was aware that Jorge was behind himas he went into the kitchen. Man ness:
twenty cof fee nugs, doughnut boxes, beer cans, and milk cartons. Spoons,
knives, forks. He did that too, and Elena told himoff for having to take a
cl ean one every tine.

Then he saw the figures through the open door
Sonmewhere, Jorge was saying, "Please, this is my hone."

There were three of them a good-|ooking, hard-worked woman, and two little
girls, one newy school -age, the other not long on her feet. They sat in
chairs, hands on thighs. They | ooked strai ght ahead.

It was only because they did not blink, that their bodies did not rock gently
to the tick of pulse and breath, that Sol coul d understand.

The col or was perfect. He touched the woman's cheek, the coil of dark hair
that fell across it. Warmsoft. Like a wonman's should feel. Texture Iike skin.
Hs fingertips left a line in dust.

They sat unblinking, unnmoving, the woman and her children, enshrined in their
own nenorabilia. Photographs, toys, little pieces of jewelry, |oved books and
ornanents, combs, mirrors. Pictures and clothes. Things that make up a life.
Sol wal ked anong the figures and their things, knowing that he trespassed in
sacred space, but irresistibly drawn by the sinmulacra.



"They were yours?" El ena was sayi ng somewhere. And Jorge was noddi ng, and his
nmout h was wor ki ng but no words were manufactured. "lI'msorry, |I'mso sorry."
"They said it was a blowout." Jorge finally said. "You know, those tires they
say repair thenselves, so they never blow out? They bl ew out. They went right
over the barrier, upside down. That's what the truck driver said. Right over,
and he could see themall, upside down. Like they were frozen in tinme, you
under st and?" He paused.

"I went kind of dark for a long tine after that; a lot crazy, you know? Wen I
could see things again, | bought this with the insurance and the conpensation
Like I say, it's all just atoms, friend. Putting themin the right order
Maki ng them go where you want, do what you want."

"I"'msorry we intruded," Elena said, but Solonobn Gursky was standing there
anong the reconstructed dead and the | ook on his face was that of a man seeing
somet hing far beyond what is in front of him all the way to Cod.

"Fol k out here are acconmpdating." But Jorge's smile was a tear of sutures.
"You can't live in a place like this if you weren't a little crazy or lost."

"She was very beautiful,"” Elena said.

"She is."

Dust sparkled in the float of afternoon |light through the w ndow
" Sol ?"

"Yeah. Coming."

The di amond gears were out of the tank in twenty-five mnutes. Jorge hel ped
Sol fit themto the two thousand norte dollar bike. Then Sol rode around the
factory and the gas-food-trailer house where the icons of the dead sat
unbl i nki ng under the slow fall of dust. He clicked the gears up and clicked
them down. One two three four five six. Six five four three two one. Then he
paid Jorge fifty norte, which was all he asked for his dianond. El ena waved to
hi m as they rode down the hi ghway out of Redenci 6n

They made | ove by firelight on the top of Blessed Virgin Muntain, on the pine
needl es, under the stars. That was the stage they were at: ravenous,
unsel f consci ous, discovering. The old deaths, down the valley behind them
gave them urgency. Afterward, he was quiet and wi thdrawn, and when she asked
what he was thinking about, he said, "The resurrection of the dead."

"But they weren't resurrected," she said, knowing instantly what he neant, for
it haunted her too, up on their starry nountain. "They were just
representations, like a painting or a photograph. Scul pted nenories.

Si mul ations. "

"But they were real for him" Sol rolled onto his back to gaze at the warm
stars of the border. "He told ne he talked to them If his nanofactory could
have made them nove and breathe and tal k back, he'd have done it, and who
could have said that they weren't real ?"

He felt Elena shiver against his flesh

"What is it?"



"Just thinking about those faces, and inmagining themin the reactor chanber,
in the cold and the enptiness, with the tectors crawling over them?"

"Yeah. "

Nei t her spoke for a tine | ong enough to see the stars nove. Then Sol onon
Qursky felt the heat stir in himagain and he turned to Elena and felt the
warnth of her neat, hungry for his second little death.

TUESDAY

Jesus was getting fractious in the plastic cat carrier; heaving fromside to
side, shaking the grille.

Sol CGursky set the carrier on the | anding nesh and searched the ochre snog
haze for the incomng liftercraft. Photochrom ¢ nol ecul es bonded to his irises
pol ari zed: another hot, bright, poisonous day in the TVMA

Jesus was shrieki ng now

"Shut the hell up," Sol Gursky hissed. He kicked the cat carrier. Jesus
gi bbered and thrust her arns through the grille, grasping at freedom

"Hey, it's only a nonkey," Elena said.

But that was the thing. Mnkeys, by being nonkeys, annoyed him Frequently
enraged him Little hormuncul us things masqueradi ng as human. Clever little
fingers, wise little eyes, expressive little faces. Nothing but dunb ani mal
behi nd that face, running those so-human fingers.

He knew his anger at nonkeys was irrational. But he'd still enjoyed killing
Jesus, taped w de open on the pure white slab. Swab, shave, slip the needle.

O course, she had not been Jesus then. Just Rhesus; nanel ess, a tool nmde out
of meat. Experinment 625G

It was probably the snog that was maki ng her scream Should have got her one
of those goggl e things for wal king poodl es. But she would have just torn it
off with her clever little human fingers. C ever enough to be dunb,
nonkey-t hi ng.

El ena was kneeling down, playing baby-fingers with the clutching fists thrust
t hrough the bars.

"It"ll bite you."

H s hand still throbbed. Dripping, shivering, and spastic fromthe tank, Jesus
had still possessed enough motor control to turn her head and lay his thunb
open to the bone. Vanpire nonkey: the undead appetite for bl ood. Bastard
thing. He would have enjoyed killing it again, if it were still killable.

Al three on the landing grid | ooked up at the sound of lifter engines

det achi ng thenmsel ves fromthe aural bedrock of two million cars. The ship was
coming in fromthe south, across the valley fromthe big site down on Hoover
where the new corporada headquarters was growing itself out of the fault I|ine.
It cane | ow and fast, nose down, ass up, like a big bug that thrives on the
taste of hydrocarbons in its spiracles. The backwash fromits jets flustered
the palmtrees as it configured into vertical node and cane down on the
research facility pad. Sol @ursky and El ena Asado shiel ded their sunscreened



eyes fromflying grit and | eafstorm
Jesus ran fromend to end of her plastic cage, gibbering with fear

"Doctor @ursky." Sol did not think he had seen this corporadi sto before, but
it was hard to be certain; Adam Tesler liked his personal assistants to | ook
as if he had nanofactured them "I can't begin to tell you how excited M.
Tesler is about this."

"You should be there with ne," Sol said to Elena. "It was your idea." Then, to
the suit, "Dr. Asado should be with ne."

El ena swi ped at her jet-blown hair.

"I shouldn't, Sol. It was your baby. Your gestation, your birth. Anyway, you
know how | hate dealing with suits.” This for the smling PA but he was
al ready guiding Sol to the open hatch

Sol strapped in and the ship lurched as the engines screamed up into lift. He
saw El ena wave and duck back toward the facility. He clutched the cat carrier
hard as his gut kicked when the lifter slid into horizontal flight. Wthin,

t he dead nonkey burbled to herself in exquisite terror

"What happened to your thunb?" the corporadisto asked.

Wien he'd cracked the tank and lifted Jesus the Rhesus out of the waters of
rebirth, the nonkey had seenmed nore pissed off at being sopping wet than at
havi ng been dead. There had been a pure, perfect nonment of silence, then the
si mul t aneous oath and gout of blood, and the Lazarus team had expl oded into
whoopi ng exul tation. The nonkey had skittered across the floor, alarnmed by the
hooti ng and cheering, hunting for height and hiding. El ena had caught it
spastically trying—and failing—+to hurl itself up the side of a desk. She'd
swaddl ed Jesus up in thermal sheeting and put the spasming thing in the
observation incubator. Wthin the hour, Jesus had regained full motor contro
and was chewing at the corners of her plastic pen, scratching inmaginary fleas
and nmasturbating ferociously. Wile delivery conpani es dropped off pizza
stacks and cases of cheap Mexi can champagne, soneone renenbered to call Adam
Tesl er.

The dead nobnkey was not a good flier. She set up a wailing keen that had even
the pil ot conplaining.

"Stop that," Sol Gursky snapped. It would not do anything for him though, and
rocked on its bare ass and wailed all the | ouder

"What way is that to talk to a piece of history?" the PA said. He grinned in
through the grille, waggled fingers, clicked tongue. "Hey there, little
fellow Whatcha call hinP"

"Little bitch, actually. W call her Jesus; also known as Bride of
Frankenstein."

Bite him Sol onon Gursky thought as ten thousand nirrored swi mmi ng pool s
slipped beneath the belly of the Tesler Corporada lifter

Frankenstein's creations were dead. That was the thing. That was the
revel ation.

It was the Age of Everything, but the power to make anything into anything
el se was not enough, because there was one thing the tectors of Nanosis and



Ari stide-Tl axcal po and the other founders of the nanotech revolution could not
mani pul ate i nto anything el se, and that was death. A comment by a pioneer
nanot echnol ogi st captured the optim smand frustration of the Age of
Everything: Watson's Postulate. Never nmind turning trash into oil or asteroids
i nto heaps of Vol kswagens, or hangi ng exact copies of Van Goghs in your l|iving
room the first thing we get with nanotechnology is immortality.

Five billion RRmdollars in research disproved it. \Wat tectors touched, they
transformed; what they transformed, they killed. The Gursky-Asado team had
beaten its rivals to the viral replicators, that infiltrated living cells and
converted theminto a different, tector-based matrix, and fromtheir DNA
spored a mllion copies. It had shaped an algorithmfromthe deadly accuracy
of carcinomas. It had run tests under glass and in tanks. It had christened

t hat ot her nanel ess Rhesus Frankenstein and injected the tectors. And Sol and
El ena had watched the tiny nachines slowy transformthe nonkey's body into
somet hi ng not even gangrene coul d i magi ne.

El ena wanted to put it out of its msery, but they could not open the tank for
fear of contamination. After a week, it ended.

The nonster fell apart. That was the thing. And then Asado and Gursky
renenbered a hot afternoon when Sol got a set of dianond gears built in a
pl ace cal | ed Redenci 6n

If death was a conpl ex thing, an accunmul ation of mcrodeath upon ninideath
upon little death upon mddling death, life m ght obey the sane power | aw.
Escal ating anti-entropy. Pyram d-plan life.

@Qursky's Corollary to Watson's Postul ate: The first thing we get with
nanot echnol ogy is the resurrection of the dead.

The Dark Tower rose out of the amber haze. Sol and Elena's private joke had
escaped and replicated itself; everyone in R& now called the thing Adam
Tesl er was building down in the valley Barad Dur, in Mrdor, where the snogs
lie. And Adam Tesler, its unresting, all-seeing Eye.

There were over fifty levels of it now, but it showed no signs of stopping. As
each section solidified and becane dormant, another division of Adam Tesler's
corporate edifice was slotted in. The architects were unable to say where it
woul d stop. A kilonmeter, a kilometer and a hal f; maybe then the architectors
woul d stabilize and die. Sol |loathed its glossy black excrescences and

crenell ations, a mscegeny of the geol ogical and the cancerous. Gaud

scul pting in shit.

The lifter came in high over the construction, |ocked into the navigation grid
and banked. Sol | ooked down into its open black maw.

Al just atoms, the guy who owned the factory had said. Sol could not renmenber
his name now. The living and the dead have the same atons.

They'd started small: paramecia, anmpebae. Things hardly alive. Invertebrates.
Reani mat ed cockroaches, hurtling on their thin | egs around the observation
tank. Bi ol ogi cal machi ne, nanotech machine, still a machine. Survival nachine.

Except now you couldn't stonp the bastards. They came back
What good is resurrection, if you are just going to die again?
The cockroaches came back, and they kept com ng back

He had been the cautious one this time, working carefully up the evolutionary



chain. Elena was the one who wanted to go right for it. Do the nonkey. Do the
nonkey and you do the man.

He had watched the tectors swarmover it, strip skin fromflesh, flesh from
bone, dissol ve bones. He had watched the nanonachines put it all back together
into a nonkey. It lay in the liquid intact, but, its signs said, dead. Then
the Iine kicked, and ki cked again, and another twitched in harnmony, and a
third came in, and then they were all playing together on the vital signs
nonitor, and that which was dead was risen

The lifter was into descent, lowering itself toward the exact center of the
white cross on the landing grid fastened to the side of the grow ng tower.
Touchdown. The craft rocked on its bug | egs. Seat-belt sign off, steps down.

"You behave yourself," Sol onon Gursky told Jesus.

The All - Seeing Eye was waiting for himby the upshaft. H s Dark M nions were
with him

"Sol . "

The handshake was warm and strong, but Sol Gursky had never trusted Adam
Tesler in all the years he had known him as nanoengi neeri ng student or as
head of the nobst dynanic nanotech corporada in the Pacific R m Co-Prosperity
Spher e.

"So this is it?" Adam Tesl er squatted down and choo-choo-chooked the nonkey.
"She bites."

"I see." Jesus grabbed his thumb in her tiny pink honuncul us hand. "So, you
are the man who has beaten the final eneny."

"Not beaten it. Found sonmething on the far side of it. It's resurrection, not
imortality.'

Adam Tesl er opened the cage. Jesus hopped up his armto perch on the shoul der
of his Scarpacchi suit. Tesler tickled the fur of her belly.

"And humans?"

"Poi nt one percent divergence between her DNA and yours."

"Ah." Adam Tesler closed his eyes. "This makes it all the harder."
Fear pul sed through Sol omon GQursky |ike a sickness.

"Leave us, please,’
nmonent . "

Adam Tesler said to his assistants. "I'll join you in a

Unspeaking, they filed to the lifter
" Adan®"

"Sol. Wiy did you do it?"

"What are you tal ki ng about, Adanf"

"You know, Sol."



For an instant, Sol Gursky died on the landing grid fused to the fifty-third
| evel of the Tesler corporada tower. Then he returned to life, and knew with
cool and beautiful clarity that he could say it all, that he nmust say it all
because he was dead now and not hing could touch him

"It's too nmuch for one person. Adam This isn't building cars or grow ng
houses or nanofacturing custom pharmaceuticals. This is the resurrection of
the dead. This is every human being fromnow to the end of the universe. You
can't be allowed to own that. Not even God should have a nmonopoly on eterna
life."

Adam Tesl er sighed. His irises were photochromed dark, their expression
unr eadabl e.

"So. Howlong is it?"
"Thirteen years."

"I thought | knew you, Sol."
"I thought | knew you." The air was clear and fresh and pure, here on this
hi gh perch. "How did you find out?"

Adam Tesl er stroked the nonkey's head. It tried to push his fingers away,
bari ng sharp teeth.

"You can cone here now, Marisa."

The tall, muscul ar woman who wal ked from the upshaft across the landing grid
was no stranger to Sol. He knew her fromthe Yucatén resort mastaba and the
Al askan ski -1 odge and the ganbling conpl ex grown out of the nanoengi neered
reef in the South China Sea. From cl andesti ne conversations through secure
channel s and di screet neetings, he knew that her voice would be soft and | ow
and tinted Australi an.

"You dressed better when you worked for Aristide Tlaxcal po,” Sol said. The
woman was dressed in street |eathers. She snmiled. She had smled better then
as well.

"Why t hen?" Adam Tesler said. "Of all the ones to betray nme to, those clowns!"

"That's why," said Sol onobn Gursky. "Elena had nothing to do with this, you
know. "

"l know that. She's safe. For the nonment."

Sol Gursky knew then what nust happen, and he shivered with the sudden, urgent
need to destroy before he was destroyed. He pushed down t he shake of rage by
force of will as he held his hand out and clicked his fingers to the nonkey.
Jesus frowned and frisked off Tesler's shoulder to Sol's hand. In an instant,
he had stretched, twi sted, and snapped its neck. He flung the twitching thing
away fromhim It fell to the red nesh.

"I can understand that," Adam Tesler said. "But it will cone back again, and
again, and again." He turned on the bottomstep of the lifter. "Have you any
i dea how di sappointed | am Sol ?"

"I really don't give a shit!" Sol onon Gursky shouted but his words were
swal | owed by the roar of engine power-up. The lifter hovered and swooped down
over the great grid of the city toward the northern hills.



Sol CGursky and Marisa were alone on the platform
"Do it!" he shouted.

Those nuscl es he had so adnmired, he realized, were augments; her fingers took
a fistful of his neck and Iifted himoff the ground. Strangling, he kicked at
air, snatched at breath. One-arned, she carried himto the edge.

"Do it," he tried to say, but her fingers choked all words in his throat. She
hel d hi mout over the drop, smling. He shat hinself, and realized as it
poured out of himthat it was ecstasy, that it always had been, and the reason
that adults forbade it was precisely because it was such a primal joy.

Thr ough bl ood haze, he saw the tiny knotted body of Jesus inching toward him
on pink man-fingers, its neck twi sted over its back, eyes staring unshiel ded
into the sun. Then the woman fingers at last released their grip, and he

whi spered "thank you" as he dropped toward the hard white death-1ight of
Hoover Boul evard.

VEDNESDAY

The seguridados were on the boul evards toni ght, hunting the trespassing dead.
The neat were nonsters, overnoneyed, understinmulated, cerristo males and
femal es who deeply enjoyed playing angels of Big Death in a world where any

ot her kind of death was tenporary. The neat were horrors, but their machi nes
were beautiful. Mechadors: robot mantises with beaks of vanadi um steel and two
rapid fire MST 27s throwing fifty self-targeting drones per second, each
separating into a hail of sub-nunitions half a second before inpact. Fifteen
wi de- spectrum senses anal yzed the world; the machi nes naneuvered on tightly
focused inpeller fields. And absolutely no thought or mercy. Big beautiful

deat h.

The wi ndow in the house in the hills was big and wi de and the nman stood in the
mddle of it. He was watching the nechadors hunt. There were four of them two
pai rs working each side of the avenue. He saw the one wi th Necroslayer painted
on its tectoplastic skin bound over the shrubbery fromthe Sifuentes place in
a single pulse of focused electrogravitic force. It noved over the |awn,
beaked head sensing. It paused, scanned the wi ndow. The nman net its five
cluster eyes for an instant. It nmoved on. Its inpeller drive left eddy
patterns on the shaved turf. The man watched until the mechadors passed out of
sight, and the seguridados in their over-enphatic battle-arnmor cane up the
avenue, covering imagined threats with their hideously powerful weapons.

"It's every night now," he said. "They're getting scared."

In an instant, the worman was in the big, wood-fl oored roomwhere the man
stood. She was dressed in a virtuality bodygl ove; snapped tendrils retracting
into the suit's node points indicated the abruptness with which she had pul | ed
out of the web. She was dark and very angry. Scared angry.

"Jesus Joseph Mary, how many tines do | have to tell you? Keep away fromt hat
wi ndow They catch you, you're dead. Again. Permanently."

Sol onon Gursky shrugged. In the few weeks that he had lived in her house, the
worman had come to hate that shrug. It was a shrug that only the dead can nake.
She hated it because it brought the chill of the abyss into her big, warm
beautiful house in the hills.



"It changes things," the dead man said.

El ena Asado pulled smart-I|eather pants and a nmesh top over the bodygl ove.
Since turning traitor, she'd lived in the thing. Twelve hours a day hooked
into the web by eye and ear and nose and soul, fighting the man who had kill ed
her lover. As well fight God, Sol onon Gursky thought in the |long, enpty hours
inthe airy, light-filled roons. He is lord of life and death. Elena only
renoved t he bodygl ove to wash and excrete and, in those early, blue-lit

nmorni ngs that only this city could do, when she nade chilly love on the big
white bed. Tinme and anger had nade her thin and tough. She'd cut her hair |ike
a boy's. Elena Asado was a tight wire of a woman, femninity jerked away by
her need to revenge herself on Adam Tesler by destroying the world order his
gift of resurrection had created.

Not gift. Never gift. He was not Jesus, who offered eternal life to whoever
believed. No profit in belief. Adam Tesler took everything and |l eft you your
soul . If you could sustain the heavy innortalidad payments, insurance would
take you into post-life debt-free. The other 90 percent of Earth's dead worked
out their salvation through indenture contracts to the Death House, the Tesler
Thanos corporada's agent of resurrection. The contratos were centuries |ong.
Time was the province of the dead. They were cheap

"The BEwart/ OzWest affair has themrattled,"” El ena Asado sai d.

"A handful of contradados renege on their contracts out on some asteroid, and
they're afraid the sky is going to fall on their heads?"

"They're calling thensel ves the Freedead. You give a thing a nane, you give it
power. They know it's the beginning. Ewart/OzWest, all the other orbital and
deep- space manufacturing corporadas; they always knew they coul d never enforce
their contracts off Earth. They've |ost already. Space belongs to the dead,"
the nmeat wonan sai d.

Sol crossed the big roomto the other w ndow, the safe w ndow that |ooked down
fromthe high hills over the night city. H's palmprint deconfigured the
glass. Night, city night perfumed with juniper and sex and snoke and the dusky
heat of the heat of the day, curled around him He went to the bal cony rail
The boul evards shimered |ike a map of a mind, but there was a great dark
amesia at its heart, an anorphous zone where lights were not, where the
geonetry of the grid was abolished. St. John. Necroville. Dead town. The city
of the dead, a city within a city, walled and noated and guarded with the sane
weapons that swept the boulevards. Cty of curfew Each dusk, the artificial
aurora twenty kil onmeters above the Tres Valles Metropolitan Area woul d pul se

red: the skysign, commanding all the three nillion dead to return fromthe
streets of the living to their necrovilles. They passed through five gates,
each in the shape of a nassive V bisected by a horizontal line. The entropic

flesh life descending, the eternal resurrected |ife ascendi ng, through the
dividing line of death. That was the law, that plane of separation. Dead was
dead, living was living. As inconpatible as night and day.

That same sign was fused into the pal mof every resurrectee that stepped from
t he Deat h House Jesus tanks.

Not true, he thought. Not all are reborn with stigmata. Not all obey curfew.
He held his hand before his face, studied the |ines and creases, as if seeking
a destiny witten there.

He had seen the deathsign in the pal mof Elena's housegirl, and how it flashed
intime to the aurora



"Still can't believe it's real ?"

He had not heard El ena cone onto the bal cony behind him He felt the touch of
her hand on his hair, his shoulder, his bare arm Skin on skin.

"The Nez Perce tribe believe the world ended on the third day, and what we are
living in are the dreanms of the last night. | fell. | hit that white |light and
it was hard. Hard as di anond. Maybe | dream| live, and ny dreans are the |ast
shattered nmonents of ny life."

"Wuld you dreamit like this?"

"No," he said after a tinme. "I can't recognize anything any nore. | can't see
how it connects to what | last remenber. So much is mssing."
"I couldn't nake a nove until | was sure he didn't suspect. He'd done a

t hor ough j ob."
"He woul d."

"I never believed that story about the lifter crash. The universe nay be
ironic, but it's never neat."

"I think a | ot about the poor bastard pilot he took out as well, just to make
it neat." The air carried the far sound of drums fromdown in the dead town.
Tonmorrow was the great feast, the Night of Al the Dead. "Five years," he
said. He heard the catch in her breathing and knew what she woul d say next,
and what would foll ow.

"What is it like, being dead?" El ena Asado asked.

In his weeks inprisoned in the hill house, an unlawful dead, signless and
contractl ess, he had |l earned that she did not nean, what was it |like to be
resurrected. She wanted to know about the darkness before.

"Not hi ng," he answered, as he always did, but though it was true, it was not
the truth, for nothing is a product of human consci ousness and the darkness

beyond the shattering hard light at term nal vee on Hoover Boul evard was the
end of all consciousness. No dreans, no time, no loss, no light, no dark. No
t hi ng.

Now her fingers were stroking his skin, feeling for sone of the chill of the
nothing. He turned fromthe city and picked her up and carried her to the big
enpty bed. A nmonth of new life was enough to learn the rules of the game. He
took her in the big, wide white bed by the glow fromthe city beneath, and it
was as chill and formulaic as every other tinme. He knew that for her it was
nore than sex with her |over come back froma far exile. He could feel in the
twitch and splay of her nuscles that what made it special for her was that he
was dead. It delighted and repelled her. He suspected that she was incapable
of orgasmwith fellow nmeat. It did not trouble him being her fetish. The body
once known as Sol onobn CGursky knew anot her thing, that only the dead could
know. It was that not everything that died was resurrected. The shape, the
self, the sentience cane back, but love did not pass through death.

Afterward, she liked himto tal k about his resurrection, when no-thing becane
thing and he saw her face | ooking down through the swirl of tectors. This
night he did not tal k. He asked. He asked, "Wat was | |ike?"

"Your body?" she said. He let her think that. "You want to see the norgue
phot ogr aphs agai n?"



He knew the charred grin of a husk well enough. Hands flat at his sides. That
was how she had known right away. Burn victinms died with their fists up
fighting incineration.

"Even after I'd had you exhuned, | couldn't bring you back. | know you told ne
that he said | was safe, for the nonent, but that nmonent was too soon. The

t echnol ogy wasn't sophisticated enough, and he woul d have known right away.
I"'msorry | had to keep you on ice."

"I hardly noticed," he joked.

"I always neant to. It was planned; get out of Tesler Thanos, then contract an
illegal Jesus tank down in St. John. The Death House doesn't know one tenth of
what's going on in there."

"Thank you," Sol Gursky said, and then he felt it. He felt it and he saw it as
if it were his own body. She felt himtighten

"Anot her flashback?"

"No," he said. "The opposite. Get up."

"What ?" she said. He was already pulling on | eather and silk.
"That nonment Adam gave you."

"Yes?"

"It's over."

The car was norphed into | ow and fast configuration. At the bend where the
avenue slung itself down the hillside, they both felt the pressure wave of
sonmet hing |large and flying pass over them very low, utterly silent.
"Leave the car," he ordered. The doors were already gull-w nged open. Three
steps and the house went up behind themin a rave of white light. It seenmed to
suck at them drawing themback into its annihilating gravity, then the shock
swept them and the car and every honel ess thing on the avenue before it.
Through the screani ng house alarms and the scream ng househol ders and the rush
and roar of the conflagration, Sol heard the aircraft turn above the vaporized
haci enda. He seized Elena's hand and ran. The lifter passed over them and the
car vanished in a burst of white energy.

"Jesus, nanot ok war heads!"

El ena gasped as they tunbled down through tiered and terraced gardens. The
lifter turned high on the air, eclipsing the hazy stars, hunting with
extra- human senses. Below, formations of seguridados were spreadi ng out

t hrough the gardens.

"How di d you know?" El ena gasped.
"I sawit," said Solomon Gursky as they crashed a pool party and sent
bacchanal i an cerri stos scanpering for cover. Down, down. Augmented cyberhounds
grow ed and quested with long-red eyes; donestic defense grids stirred,
captured i nages, alerted the police.

"Saw?" asked El ena Asado.



APVs and city pods cut snoking hexagrans in the hi ghway bl acktop as Sol and
El ena cane crashing out of the service alley onto the boul evard. Horns.
Lights. Fervid curses. &Gind of wheels. Shriek of brakes. Crack of smashing
tectopl astic, doubled, redoubled. Gid-pile on the westway. A nopedcab was
pulled in at a tortilleria on the right shoul der. The cochero was happy to
pass up his enchiladas for Elena's hard, black currency. Folding, clinking
stuff.

"Where to?"

The destruction his passengers had weaked i npressed him Taxi drivers
uni versally hate cars.

"Drive," Sol onobn CGursky said.
The machi ne ki cked out onto the strip.

"It's still up there," Elena said, squinting out fromunder the canopy at the
ni ght sky.

"They won't do anything in this traffic."

"They did it up there on the avenue." Then: "You said you saw. \What do you
mean, saw?"

"You know death, when you're dead," Sol onon Gursky said. "You know its face,
its mask, its snell. It has a perfume, you can snell it froma |long way off,
like the pheronmones of moths. It blows upwind in tine."

"Hey," the cochero said, who was poor, but live nmeat. "You know anythi ng about
that big boomup on the hill? Wat was that, lifter crash or sonethi ng?"

"Or sonething," Elena said. "Keep driving.
"Need to know where to keep driving to, lady."

"Necroville," Solonmon Gursky said. St. John. City of the Dead. The pl ace
beyond |l aw, norality, fear, love, all the things that so tightly bound the
l[iving. The outlaw city. To Elena he said, "If you're going to bring down Adam
Tesler, you can only do it fromthe outside, as an outsider.” He said this in
Engli sh. The words were heavy and tasted strange on his lips. "You nust do it
as one of the dispossessed. One of the dead."

To have tried to run the fluorescent vee-slash of the Necroville gate would
have been as certain a Big Death as to have been reduced to hot ion dust in
t he nanot ok flash. The nopedcab prow ed past the samurai silhouettes of the
gat e seguridados. Sol had the driver |eave them beneath the dusty palns on a
deserted boul evard pressed up hard against the razor wire of St. John
Abandoned by the living, the grass verges had run verdant, scumand lilies
scabbed the sw mming pools, the generous Spanish-style houses softly

di sintegrating, digested by their own gardens.

It gave the cochero spooky vibes, but Sol liked it. He knew t hese avenues. The
l[ittle machine putt-putted off for the lands of the fully living.

"There are culverted streans all round here," Sol said. "Some go right under
the defenses, into Necroville."

"I's this your dead sight agai n?" El ena asked as he started down an over hung
service alley.



"In a sense. | grew up around here."

"I didn't know that."

"Then | can trust it."

She hesitated a step

"What are you accusing nme of ?"

"How much did you rebuild, El ena?"

"Your menories are your own, Sol. W |oved each other, once."

"Once," he said, and then he felt it, a static purr on his skin, like Elena's
fingers over his whole body at once. This was not the psychic bl oom of death
foreseen. This was physics, the caress of focused gravity fields.

They hit the turn of the alley as the nechadors came droppi ng soft and sl ow
over the roofs of the old noldering residencias. Across a weed-infested tennis
court was a drainage ditch defended by a rusted chicken-wire fence. Sol heaved
away an entire section. Adam Tesler had built his dead strong, and fast. The
refugees followed the seeping, rancid water down to a rusted grille in a

cul vert.

"Now we see if the Jesus tank grew nme true," Sol said as he kicked in the
grille. "If what | remenber is nmne, then we cone up in St. John. If not, we
end up inthe bay three days fromnow with our eyes eaten out by chlorine."

They ducked into the culvert as a mechador passed over. M ST 27s sent the nud
and water up in a blast of spray and battle tectors. The dead man and the
living woman spl ashed on into darkness.

"He | oved you, you know, " Sol said. "That's why he's doing this. He is a
jealous God. | always knew he wanted you, nore than that bitch he calls a
wife. Wiile | was dead, he could pretend that it mght still be. He could
over|l ook what you were trying to do to him you can't hurt him El ena, not on
your own. But when you brought me back, he couldn't pretend any |onger. He
couldn't turn a blind eye. He couldn't forgive you."

"A pretty God," Elena said, water eddying around her |eather-clad cal ves.
Ahead, a light froma circle in the roof of the culvert marked a drain from
the street. They stood under it a monent, feeling the touch of the light of
Necroville on their faces. Elena reached up to push open the grate. Sol onon
Qursky stayed her, turned her pal mupward to the light.

"One thing." he said. He picked a sharp shard of concrete fromthe tunne
wall. Wth three strong savage strokes he cut the vee and sl ash of the death
sign in her flesh

THURSDAY

He was three kiloneters down the mass driver when the fleet hit Marlene
Dietrich. St. Judy's Conmet was five AU from perihelion and out of ecliptic,
the Clade thirty-six degrees out, but for an instant two suns burned in the

sky.

The folds of transparent tectoplastic skin over Solonobn CGursky's face opaqued.



H's sur-arnms gripped the spiderwork of the interstellar engine, rocked by the
i mpact on his el ectronagnetic senses of fifty mnitok warheads converting into
bevawatts of hard energy. The death scream of a nation. Three hundred Freedead
had cluttered the freefall warren of tunnels that honeyconbed the asteroid.
Marl ene Dietrich had been the seed of the rebellion. The corporadas cherished
t hei r grudges.

Sol onon Gursky's face-shield cleared. The light of Marlene Dietrich's dying
was short-lived but its enbers faded in his infravision toward the stellar
backgr ound.

El ena spoke in his skull
You know?

Though she was enfolded in the conmand wonb hal f a kil oneter deep within the
conet, she was naked to the universe through identity links to the sensor web
in the crust and a ni nbus of bacteriumsized spyshi ps weavi ng t hrough the

t enuous gas hal o.

| saw it, Sol onbn Gursky subvocalized.
They' Il come for us now, Elena said.

You think. Using his bas-arnms Sol clanbered along the slender spine of the
mass driver toward the micro nmeteorite inpact.

I know. When |ong-range cleared after the blast, we caught the signatures of
bl i p-fusi on burns.

Hand over hand over hand over hand. One of the first things you | earn, when

t he Freedead change you, is that in space it is all a question of attitude. A
third of the way down a nine-kil oneter mass driver with several billion tons
of Cort conmet spiked on it, you don't think up, you don't think down. Up, and
it is vertigo. Down, and a two kil ometer sphere of grubby ice is poised above
your head by a thread of superconducting tectoplastic. Qut, that was the only
way to think of it and stay sane. Away, and back agai n.

How many drives? Sol asked. The inpact pin-pointed itself; the smart plastic
fluoresced orange when wounded.

Ei ght.

A sub-voi ced bl aspheny. They didn't even make t hem break sweat. How | ong have
we got ?

El ena flashed the projections through the emlink onto his visual cortex.
Curves of light through darkness and tine, warped across the gravitation
mar ches of Jupiter. Under current acceleration, the Earth fleet would be
within strike in eighty-two hours.

The war in heaven was in its twelfth year. Both sides had deternined that this
was to be the last. The N ghtFrei ght War woul d be fought to an outconme. They
call ed thensel ves the C ades, the outlaw descendants of the origina

Ewart/ OzWest asteroid rebellion: a handful of redoubts scattered across the
appal I i ng di stances of the solar system Marlene Dietrich, the first to

decl are freedom Neruro, a half-conpleted twenty kil oneter wheel of
tectoplastic attended by O Neill can utilities, agriculture tanks, and
habi t ati on bubbl es, the aspirant capital of the space Dead. Ares Orbital,
dream ng of tectoforned Mars in the pum ce pore spaces of Phobos and Dei nos;



the Pale Gallil eans, surfing over the icescapes of Europa on an inprobable
raft of cables and spars; the Shepherd Mons, dwellers on the edge of the
abyss, sailing the solar wi nd through Saturn's rings. Toe-holds, shall ow
scrat chi ngs, space-hovel s; but the stol en nanotechnol ogy burgeoned in the
energy-rich environnment of space. An infinite ecol ogical niche. The Freedead
knew t hey were the inheritors of the universe. The neat corporadas had
withdrawn to the orbit of their planet. For a tine. Wen they struck, they
struck decisively. The Tsiol kovski C ade on the dark side of the noon was the
first to fall as the battle groups of the corporadas thrust outward. The
delicate filmof vacuum conpatible tectoformed forest that carpeted the crater
was seared away in the alpha strike. By the tine the last strike went in, a
new five-kil oneter-deep crater of glowi ng tufa replaced the tunnels and
excavations of the old lunar mning base. Earth's tides had trenbled as the
nmoon staggered in its orbit.

Bi g Big Death.

The battle groups noved toward their primary targets. The corporadas had

| earned nmuch enbargoed under their atnosphere. The new ships were | ean, nean,
fast: nmultiple mssile racks clipped to high-gee blip-fusion notors, pilots
suspended in acceleration gel like flies in anber, hooked by every orifice
into the big battle virtualizers.

Thirteen-year-old boys had the best conbination of reaction time and
Vi ci ousness.

Now t he bl azi ng teenagers had wantonly destroyed the Marlene Dietrich C ade.
Ares Orbital was w de open; Neruro, where nost of the Freedead sl anmship fleet
was based, would fight hard. Two corporada shi ps had been di spat ched
Jupiterward. Orbital mechanics gave the defenseless Pale Gallileans fifteen
nmonths to contenplate their own annihil ation

But the seed has flown, Sol omon Gursky thought silently, out on the mass
driver of St. Judy's Conet. \Were we are goi ng, neither your nost powerful
shi ps nor your npbst vicious boys can reach us.

The microneteorite inpact had scrambled the tectoplastic's linmted
intelligence: fibers and filanents of smart polyner tw ned and coil ed, seeking
conpl eti on and purpose. Sol touched his sur-hands to the surfaces. He inagined
he could feel the order pass out of him like a prickle of tectors osnpsing

t hrough vacuumti ght skin.

Days of mracles and wonder, Adam he thought. And because you are jeal ous
that we are doing things with your magi ¢ you never dreaned, you would bl ast us
all to photons.

The breach was repaired. The mass driver trenbled and kicked a pellet into
space, and another, and another. And Sol Gursky, working his way hand over
hand over hand over hand down the device that was taking himto the stars, saw
the trick of St. Judy's Comet. A ball of fuzzy ice drawing a long tail behind
it. Not a seed, but a sperm sw nmng through the big dark. Thus we inpregnate
the universe.

St. Judy's Comet. Petite as Oort cloud famly menbers go: two point eight by
one point seven by two point two kilonmeters. (Think of the m sshaped potato
you push to the side of your plate because anything that | ooks that weird is
sure to give you cranps.) Undernourished, at sixty-two billion tons. Wif and
stray of the solar system wandering slow and |onely back out into the dark
after her hour in the sun (but not too close, burn you real bad, too nuch sun)
when these dead peopl e snatch her, grope her all over, shove things up her



ass, mess with her insides, nmake her do strange and unnatural acts, |ike
shitting tons of herself away every second at a good percentage of the speed
of light. Don't you know you ain't no comet no nore? You're a starship. See up
there, in the Swan, just to the left of that big bright star? There's a little
dimstar you can't see. That's where you're going, little St. Judy. Take somne
conpany. Going to be a long trip. And what will | find when | get there? A big
bastard MACHO of gas supergi ant orbiting 61 Cygni at the distance of Saturn
fromthe sun, that's what you'll find. Just swarm ng with noons; one of them
shoul d be right for terrestrial life. And if not, no matter; sure, what's the
di fference between tectoformng an asteroid, or a conmet, or the nmoon of an
extra-sol ar gas super-giant? Just scale. You see, we've got everything we need

to tame a new solar systemright here with us. It's all just carbon, hydrogen
ni trogen, and oxygen, and you have that in abundance. And maybe we |ike you so
much that we find we don't even need a world at all. Balls of nuck and
gravity, hell; we're the Freedead. Space and tine belong to us.

It was Sol onbn Qursky, born in another century, who gave the ship its name. In
that other century, he had owned a |l arge and eclectic record collection. On
vi nyl .

The twenty living dead crew of St. Judy's Conet gathered in the conmmand wonb
enbedded in sixty-two billion tons of ice to plan battle. The other five
hundred and forty were stored as superconducting tector matrices in a helium
ice core; the dead dead, to be resurrected out of comet stuff at their new
hone. The crew hovered in nanogee in a score of different orientations around
the free-floating instrument clusters. They were strange and beautiful, as
gods and angels are. Like angels, they flew Like gods in sone pantheons, they
were four-armed. Fine, manipul ating sur-arnms; strong graspi ng bas-arns grow ng
froma | ower spine reconfigured by Jesus tanks into powerful anterior
shoul der - bl ades. Their vacuunm and-radi ation-ti ght skins were photosynthetic,
and as beautifully marked and colored as a hunting animal's. Stripes, swirls
of green on orange, blue on black, fractal patterns, flags of |egendary
nations, tattoos. I|llustrated humans.

El ena Asado, caressed by tendrils fromthe sensor web gave themthe stark
news. Fl uorescent patches on shoul ders, hips, and groin gl owed when she spoke.

"The bastards have junped vee. They nust have burned every |ast nol ecul e of
hydrogen in their thruster tanks to do it. Estimated to strike range i s now
sixty-four hours."

The capitan of St. Judy's Conet, a veteran of the Marlene Dietrich rebellion
shifted orientation to face Jorge, the ship's reconfiguration engi neer

"Long range defenses?" Capitan Savita's skin was an exquisite nottle of pale
green bamboo | eaves in sun yellow, an incongruous contrast to the tangible
anxi ety in the command wonb.

"First wave mssiles will be fully grown and | aunch-ready in twenty-six hours.
The fighters, no. The best | can push the assenblers up to is sixty-six
hours."

"What can you do in tinme?" Sol CGursky asked.

"Wth your help, | could sinplify the fighter design for close conbat."

"How cl ose?" Capitan Savita asked.

"Under a hundred kays."



"How sinplified?" Elena asked.
"Little nmore than an arned exo-skel eton w th naneuvering pods."

And they need to be clever every tine, Sol thought. The nmeat need to be clever
only once.

Space war was as profligate with time as it was with energy and di stance. Wth
t he redesigns growi ng, Sol Gursky spent nost of the twenty-six hours to

m ssile launch on the ice, naked to the stars, inmagining their warmh on his
face-shield. Five years since he had woken from his second death in a habitat
bubble out at Marlene Dietrich, and stars had never ceased to amaze him Wen
you cone back, you are tied to the first thing you see. Beyond the transparent
tectopl astic bubble, it had been stars.

The first time, it had been Elena. Tied together in life, nowin death.
Necrovill e had not been sanctuary. The place beyond the | aw only gave Adam
Tesl er new and nmore colorful opportunities to incarnate his jeal ousy. The

Bent hic Lords, they had called thenselves. Wld, free, dead. They probably had
not known they were working for Tesler-Thanos, but they took her out in a dead
bar on Term nal Boul evard. Wth a gane-fishing harpoon. They carved their

skul I symbol on her forehead, a rebuttal of the deathsign Sol had cut in her
pal m Now you are really dead, nmeat. He had known they woul d never be safe on
Earth. The conpaneros in the Death House had faked the of f-world N ghtFreight
contracts. The pill Sol took had been surprisingly bitter, the dive into the
white light as hard as he renenbered

Stars. You could | ose yourself in them spirit strung out, orb gazing.
Sonmewhere out there was a still-invisible constellation of eight, tight
formation, silent running. Killing stars. Death stars.

Everyone cane up to watch the nmissiles launch fromthe black foranmens grown
out of the misty ice. The chem cal notors burned at twenty kays: a sudden

gal axy of white stars. They watched them fade from sight. Twelve hours to
contact. No one expected themto do any nore than waste a few thousand rounds
of the neat's point defenses.

In a dozen manufacturing pods studded around St. Judy's dunmpy wai st, Jorge and
Sol's fighters gestated. Their slow accretion, nolecule by nol ecul e,
fascinated Sol. Evil dark things, St. Andrew s crosses cast in nelted bone. At
the center a human-shaped cavity. You flew spread-eagl ed. Bas-hands gri pped
thruster controls; sur-hands arned and ained the squirt |lasers. Dark flapping
thi ngs Sol had glinpsed once before flocked again at the edges of his

consci ousness. He had cheated the dark prenonitory angels that other tine. He
woul d sl ei ght them agai n.

The first engagement of the battle of St. Judy's Comet was at 01:45 GVI

Sol onon Gursky watched it with his crewbrethren in the ice-wapped warmnth of
the command wonb. His virtualized sight perceived space in three dinmensions.
Those bl ue cylinders were the corporada ships. That white swarmclosing froma
hundred different directions, the mssiles. One approached a blue cylinder and
burst. Another, and another; then the inner display was a glare of novas as
the first wave was anni hil ated. The backup went in. The vanguard expl oded in
beautiful futile blossons of light. Coser. They were getting cl oser before
the neat shredded them Sol watched a warhead | oop up from due south, streak
toward the point ship, and annihilate it in a red flash



The St. Judy's Coneteers cheered. One gone, reduced to bubbling slag bytectors
sprayed fromthe warhead

One was all they got. It was down to the fighter pilots now

Sol and El ena nmade love in the count-up to |l aunch. Bas-arns and sur-arns

| ocked in the freegee of the forward observation blister. Stars described sl ow
arcs across the transparent dome, |like a sky. Love did not pass through death;
El ena had realized this bitter truth about what she had i nagi ned she had
shared with Sol omon Gursky in her house on the hillside. But |ove could grow,
and become a thing shaped for eternity. Wen the fluids had dried on their
skins, they sealed their soft, intimte places with vacuumtight skin and went
up to the launch bays.

Sol fitted her into the scooped-out shell. Tectoplastic fingers gripped

El ena' s body and nmeshed with her skin circuitry. The angel-suit cane alive.
There was a trick they had learned in their emtel epathy; a nassagi ng of the
linbic systemlike an inner kiss. One mutual purr of pleasure, then she cast
of f, suit still dripping gobs of frozen tectopolynmer. St. Judy's defenders
woul d fight dark and silent; that mental kiss would be the | ast radio contact
until it was decided. Sol onbn Gursky watched the blue stutter of the thrusters
merge with the stars. Reaction mass was limted; those who returned fromthe
fight would jettison their angel-suits and glide home by solar sail. Then he
went below to nonitor the battle through the tickle of nolecules in his
frontal | obes.

St. Judy's Angels formed two squadrons: one flying anti-mssile defense, the
other clinmbing high out of the ecliptic to swoop down on the corporada ships
and destroy them before they could enpty their weapon racks. Elena was in the
cl ose defense group. Her angel ship icon was identified in Sol's inner vision
inred on gold tiger stripes of her skin. He watched her weave intricate
orbits around St. Judy's Comet as the blue cylinders of the meat approached
the plane | abel ed "strike range."

Suddenl y, seven blue icons spawned a cloud of actinic sparks, raining down on
St. Judy's Conet like fireworks.

"Jesus Joseph Mary!" soneone swore quietly.
"Fifty-five gees,"” Capitan Savita said calmy. "Tine to contact, one thousand
and ei ght een seconds."
"They'l|l never get themall," said Kobe with the Mondrian skin pattern, who
had taken Elena's place in renote sensing.

"We have one hundred and fifteen contacts in the first wave," Jorge announced.

"Sol, | need delta vee," Savita said.
"More than a thousandth of a gravity and the mass driver coils will warp," So
said, calling overlays onto his visual cortex.

"Anything that throws a curve into their computations,” Savita said.

"I"ll see how close | can push it."

He was glad to have to lose hinself in the problens of squeezing a few
mllineters per second squared out of the big el ectromagnetic gun, because
then he would not be able to see the curve and swoop of attack vectors and
i ntercept planes as the point defense group closed with the m ssiles.



Especially he would not have to watch the twine and | oop of the tiger-striped
cross and fear that at any instant it would intersect with a sharp blue curve
in a flash of annihilation. One by one, those blue stars were going out, he
noticed, but slowy. Too slowy. Too few

The conputer gave hima solution. He fed it to the mass driver. The shift of
accel eration was as gentle as a catch of breath.

Thirty years since he had covered his head in a synagogue, but Sol Gursky
prayed to Yahweh that it woul d be enough

One down already; Emlio's spotted indigo gone, and half the nissiles were
still on trajectory. Time to inpact ticked down inpassively in the upper right
corner of his virtual vision. Six hundred and fifteen seconds. Ten mnutes to
live.

But the attack angel s were anong the corporadas, dodging the brilliant flares
of short range interceptor drones. The neat fleet tried to scatter, but the
ships were | ow on reaction mass, ungainly, unmaneuverable. St. Judy's Angels
di ved and sni ped anong them clipping a mssile rack here, a solar pane
there, ripping open life support bubbles and fuel tanks in slow expl osions of
out gassi ng hydrogen. The thirteen-year-old pilots died, raging with
chemi cal -i nduced fury, spilled out into vacuumin tears of flash-frozen

accel eration gel. The attacking fleet dwi ndled fromseven to five to three
ships. But it was no abattoir of the nmeat; of the six dead angel s that went
in, only two pulled away into rendezvous orbit, |aser capacitors dead,
reacti on mass spent. The crews ejected, unfurled their solar sails, shields of
light.

Two neat ships survived. One used the |last grans of his maneuvering nass to
warp into a return orbit; the other routed his thruster fuel through his blip
drive; headlong for St. Judy.

"He's going for a ram" Kobe said.
"Sol, get us away fromhim" Capitan Savita ordered.

"He's too close.” The nunmbers in Sol's skull were renorseless. "Even if | cut
the mass driver, he can still run Iife support gas through the STUs to
conpensate. "

The command wonb qui ver ed.

"Fuck," soneone swore reverently.

"Near mss," Kobe reported. "Direct hit if Sol hadn't given us gees."

"Mass driver is still with us," Sol said.

"Riley's gone," Capitan Savita said.

Fifty mssiles were now twenty missiles but Emlio and Riley were dead, and
the range was closing. Little roomfor maneuver; none for mn stakes.

"Two hundred and fifteen seconds to ship inpact," Kobe announced. The main
body of nissiles was dropping behind St. Judy's Conet. Ogawa and Ski n,

Mandel brot set and Dal mati an spots, were fighting a rearguard as the mssiles
tried to reacquire their target. Aive green ripples and red tiger stripes
swung round to face the nmeat ship. Quinsana and El ena.



Jesus Joseph Mary, but it was going to be closel

Sol wi shed he did not have the graphics in his head. He wi shed not to have to
see. Better sudden anni hil ation, blindness and ignorance shattered by
destroying light. To see, to know, to count the digits on the timer, was as
cruel as execution

But the inner vision has no eyelids. So he watched, inmpotent, as Quinsana's
olive green cross was pierced and shattered by a white flare fromthe neat
ship. And he watched as El ena raked the nmeat with her lasers and cut it into
qui vering chunks, and the blast of engines destroying thensel ves sent the
shards of ship arcing away from St. Judy's Conet. And he could only watch, and
not | ook away, as Elena turned too slow, too little, too late, as the burst
seed-pod of the environment unit tore off her thruster legs and light sail and
sent her spinning end over end, crippled, destroyed.

"Elenal" he screaned in both his voices. "Elena! Ch Jesus oh God!" But he had
never believed in either of them and so they let Elena Asado go tunbling
endl essly toward the beautiful galaxy clusters of Virgo.

Earth's | ast rage agai nst her children expired: twenty missiles dwindled to
ten, to five, to one. To none. St. Judy's Conet continued her slow clinb out
of the sun's gravity well, into the deep dark and the deeper cold. Its five
hundred and twenty souls slept sound and ignorant as only the dead can in
tonmbs of ice. Soon Sol omon Gursky and the others would join them and be

di ssolved into the receiving ice, and die for five hundred years while St
Judy' s Conet nmade the crossing to another star

If it were sleep, then | mght forget, Solonon Gursky thought. In sleep

t hi ngs changed, nenories becane dreans, dreans nenories. In sleep, there was
time, and time was change, and perhaps a chance of forgetting the vision of
her, spinning outward forever, rebuilt by the sane forces that had al ready
resurrected her once, living on sunlight, unable to die. But it was not sleep
to which he was going. It was death, and that was nothi ng any nore.

FRI DAY

Toget her they watched the city burn. It was one of the ornanmental cities of
the plain that the Long Scanning folk built and maintained for the quadrennial

ei st eddf ods. There was sonething of the flower in the small, jewellike city,
and something of the spiral, and sonething of the sea-wave. It would have been
as accurate to call it a vast building as a mniature city. It burned nost

el egantly.

The fault line ran right through the mddle of it. The fissure was clean and
preci se—no less to be expected of the Long Scanni ng fol k—and bisected the
curvilinear architecture fromtop to bottom The land still quivered to

af t er shocks.

It could have repaired itself. It could have doused the flanes—a short in the
magma tap, the man reckoned—reshaped the nelted ridges and roofs, erased the
scorch marks, bridged the cracks and chasns. But its tector systens were
directionless, its soul withdrawn to the Heaven Tree, to join the rest of the
Long Scanni ng peopl e on their exodus.

The wonman wat ched the snmoke rise into the darkeni ng sky, obscuring the great
opal of Urizen

"It doesn't have to do this," she said. Her skin spoke of sorrow mingled with



puzzl enent .

"They've no use for it any nore,
in destruction."”

the man said. "And there's a certain beauty

"It scares nme," the woman said, and her skin pattern agreed. "l've never seen
anyt hi ng end before.™

Lucky, the nman thought, in a | anguage that had cone from anot her worl d.

An eddy in his weathersight: big one coming. But they were all big ones since
the orbital perturbations began. Big, getting bigger. At the end, the storns
woul d tear the forests fromtheir roots as the atnosphere shrieked into space.

That afternoon, on their journey to the man's nenories, they had conme across
an enpty marina; drained, sand cl ogged, pontoons torn and tossed by tsunam s
Its crew of boats they found scattered the length of a half-hour's wal k. Enpty
shell's stogged to the waist in dune faces, masts and sails hung fromtrees.

The weat her had been the first thing to tear free fromcontrol. The nan felt a
sudden tautness in the wonan's body. She was seeing it to, the m d-gane of the
end of the world.

By the time they reached the sheltered valley that the man's aura had pi cked
as the safest location to spend the night, the wind had risen to draw soft
nmoans and chords fromthe curves and crevasses of the dead city. As their

cl oaks of elementals joined and sank the roots of the night shell into rock, a
flock of bubbles bow ed past, trenbling and iridescent in the gusts. The woman
caught one on her hand; the tiny creature-machine clung for a noment, feeding
fromher biofield. Its transparent skin raced with oil-filmcolors, it quaked
and burst, a nelting bubble of tectoplasm The woman watched it until the

el emental s had conpleted the shelter, but the thing stayed dead.

Their | ove-maki ng was both urgent and chilled under the scall oped carapace the
el emental s had scul pted fromrock silica. Sex and death, the man said in the
part of his head where not even his sub-vocal w thspeech could overhear and
transmt. An alien thought.

She wanted to talk afterward. She liked to talk after sex. Unusually, she did
not ask himto tell her about how he and the other Five Hundred Fathers had
built the world. Her idea of talking was himtal king. Toni ght she did not want
to talk about the world's beginning. She wanted himto tal k about its ending.

"Do you know what | hate about it? It's not that it's all going to end, al
this. It's that a bubble burst in my hand, and | can't conprehend what
happened to it. How rmuch nore our whol e worl d?"

"There is a word for what you felt,"” the man interjected gently. The gyrestorm
was at its height, raging over the dome of their shell. The thickness of a
skinis all that is keeping the wind fromstripping the flesh fromny bones,

he thought. But the tectors' grip on the bedrock was firmand sure. "The word
is die."

The wonman sat with her knees pulled up, arms folded around them Naked: the
gyrestorm was bl owi ng through her soul

"What | hate," she said after silence, "is that | have so little tine to see
and feel it all before it's taken away into the cold and the dark."

She was a Green, born in the second of the short year's fast seasons: a G een



of the Hi dden Design people; first of the Od Red Ri dge puebl o people to cone
into the world in eighty years. And the |ast.

Ei ght years ol d.

"You won't die," the man said, skin patterning in whorls of reassurance and

paternal concern, like the swirling storns of great Urizen beyond the hurtling
gyrestormclouds. "You can't die. No one will die."
"I know that. No one will die, we will all be changed, or sleep with the

world. But ..."
"Is it frightening, to have to give up this body?"
She touched her forehead to her knees, shook her head.

"I don't want to lose it. 1've only begun to understand what it is, this body,
this world, and it's all going to be taken away fromnme, and all the powers
that are ny birthright are useless.™

"There are forces beyond even nanotechnol ogy,” the man said. "It makes us
masters of matter, but the fundanental dinmensions—gravity, space, tine—it
cannot touch."

"Why?" the woman said, and to the man, who counted by ol der, |onger years, she
spoke in the voice of her terrestrial age.

"W will learnit, in time," the man said, which he knew was no answer. The
worman knew it too, for she said, "Wiile Oc is two hundred mllion years from
the warnmt h of the next sun, and its atnosphere is a frozen glaze on these
mount ai ns and valleys." Gief, he skin said. Rage. Loss.

The two-thousand-year-old father touched the young woman's snal |, upturned
breasts.

"We knew Urizen's orbit was unstable, but no one could have predicted the

interaction with Uro." lIronic: that this world naned after Blake's fire
daenmobn should be the one cast into darkness and ice, while Uizen and its
survi ving moons should bake two million kil oneters above the surface of Los.

"Sol, you don't need to apologize to nme for m stakes you made two thousand
years ago," said the woman, whose nane was Lenya

"But | think I need to apologize to the world," said Sol Cursky.

Lenya' s ski n-speech now said hope shaded with inevitability. Her nipples were
erect. Sol bent to themagain as the wind fromthe end of the world scratched
its claws over the skin of tectoplastic.

In the norning, they continued the journey to Sol's menories. The gyrestorm
had blown itself out in the Oothoon nountains. What remained of the ghost-net
told Sol and Lenya that it was possible to fly that day. They suckled mlch
fromthe shell's tree of life processor, and they had sex again on the dusty
earth while the elenmentals reconfigured the night pod into a general utility
flier. For the rest of the norning, they passed over a plain across which
grazebeasts and the tall, predatory angularities of the stal king Systens

Mai nt enance people noved like ripples on a | ake, drawn to the Heaven Tree
planted in the navel of the world.

Both grazers and herders had been hunman once.



At noon, the man and the wonman encountered a flyer of the Generous Sky peopl e,
flapping a silk-w nged course along the thermal lines rising fromthe feet of
the Big Chrysolite nmountains. Sol with-hailed him and they set down together
inaclearing in the bitter-root forests that carpeted rmuch of Coryphee
Canton. The Generous Sky man's etiquette would nornally have conpelled himto
di sdai n those ground bound who sullied the air with machines, but in these
urgent tinmes, the old ways were breaking.

VWhi t her bound? Sol withspoke him Static crackled in his skull. The lingering
tail of the gyrestormwas throwi ng off el ectromagnetic di sturbances.

Why, the Heaven Tree of course, the winged man said. He was a horrifying kite
of translucent skin over stick bones and sinews. His breast was |ike the prow
of a ship, his nuscles twitched and realigned as he shifted fromfoot to foot,
unconfortable on the earth. A gentle breeze wafted fromthe nanofans grown out
of the web of skin between wists and ankles. The air snelled of strange
sweat . Wi ther yourselves?

The Heaven Tree also, in tine, Sol said. But | must first recover my nenories.
Ah, a father, the Sky nman said. Wose are you?
H dden Design, Sol said. | amfather to this woman and her people.

You are Sol onon Gursky, the flying man withsaid. My progenitor is N kos
Sami trei des.

| remenber her well, though | have not seen her in nmany years. She fought
bravely at the battle of St. Judy's Conet.

I amthird of her lineage. Ei ghteen hundred years | have been on this world.

A question, if | may. Lenya's w thspeech was a sudden bright interruption in
t he di al ogue of old nen. Using an honorific by which a younger adult addresses
an experienced senior, she asked, Wen the tinme cones, how will you change?

An easy question, the Generous Sky man said, | shall undergo the
reconfiguration for life on Urizen. To nme, it is little difference whether
wear the outward senbl ance of a man, or a jetpowered aerial manta: it is
flying, and such flying! Canyons of clouds hundreds of kilometers deep; five

t housand kil oreter per hour w nds; thermals great as continents; nad storns as
big as planets! And no | and, no base; to be able to fly forever free fromthe
tyranny of Earth. The song cycles we shall conpose; eddas that will carry half
way around the planet on the jet streans of Urizen! The CGenerous Sky man's
eyes had closed in rapture. They suddenly opened. H's nostrils dilated,
sensi ng an at nospheric change intangible to the others.

Anot her stormis conming, bigger than the last. | advise you to take shelter
within rock, for this will pluck the bitter-roots fromthe soil.

He spread his wings. The nenbranes rippled. Atiny hop, and the wi nd caught
himand in an instant carried himup into a thernmal. Sol and Lenya watched him
glide the tops of the lifting air currents until he was |l ost in the deep bl ue
sky.

For exercise and the conversation of the way, they wal ked that afternoon. They
followed the migration track of the Rough Tradi ng people through the tieve
forests of south Coryphee and Enberwi | de Cantons. Toward evening, with the
gathering wind stirring the needles of the tieves to gossip, they net a man of



the Ash species sitting on a chair in a snmall clearing anong the trees. He was
I ong and coiling, and his skin said that he was nuch inpoverished fromlack of
a host. Lenya offered her arm and though the Ash man's conpatibility was nore
with the Buried Comunication people than the Hi dden Design, he gracefully
accepted her heat, her norphic energy, and a few drops of bl ood.

"Where is your host?" Lenya asked him A parasite, he had the |anguages of
nost nations. Hosts were best seduced by words, l|ike |overs.

"He has gone with the herds,"” the Ash man said. "To the Heaven Tree. It is
ended. "

"And what will you do when Orc is expelled?" The rasp marks on Lenya's forearm
where the parasitic man had si pped her bl ood were already healing over.

"I cannot live alone,"” the Ash man said. "I shall ask the earth to open and
swal low me and kill me. | shall sleep in the earth until the warmh of a new
sun awakens ne to life again.”

"But that will be two hundred mllion years," Lenya said. The Ash man | ooked
at her with the | ook that said, one year, one million years, one hundred
mllion years, they are nothing to death. Because she knew that the man

t hought her a new- hatched fool, Lenya felt conpelled to | ook back at him as
she and Sol wal ked away along the tieve tracks. She saw the parasite pressed
belly and balls to the ground, as he would to a host. Dust spiraled up around
him He slowy sank into the earth.

Sol and Lenya did not have sex that night in the pod for the first time since
Sol onon the Travel er had come to the O d Red Ridge puebl o and taken the eye
and heart of the brown girl dancing in the ring. That night there was the
greatest earthquake yet as Orc kicked in his orbit, and even a shell of

t ect odi anrond seened i nadequate protection against forces that would throw a
planet into interstellar space. They held each other, not speaking, until the
earth grew qui et and a wave of heat passed over the carapace, which was the
tieve forests of Enberw | de Canton burning.

The next norning, they norphed the pod into an ash-runner and drove through
the cindered forest, until at noon they came to the edge of the Inland Sea.

The tectonic trauna had sent tidal waves swanping the craggy islet on which
Sol had left his nenories, but the self-repair systens had used the dregs of
their stored power to rebuild the danaged architecture.

As Sol was particular that they nust approach his menories by sea, they
ordered the ash-runner to reconfigure into a skiff. Wiile the tectors noved
nol ecul es, a man of the Blue Mana pulled hinmself out of the big surf on to the
red shingle. He was | ong and huge and sl eek; his shorn turf of fur was
beautifully marked. He lay panting fromthe exertion of heaving hinself from
his customary elenment into an alien one. Lenya addressed himfamliarly—

H dden Design and the anphi bi ous Bl ue Mana had been one until a mllennium
ago—and asked hi mthe sanme question she had put to the others she had
encountered on the journey.

"I am al ready reconfiguring ny body fat into an aircraft to take me to the
Heaven Tree," the Blue Mana said. "Cimatic shifts permtting."

"Isit bad in the sea?" Sol Cursky asked.

"The seas feel the changes first," the anphi man said. "Bad. Yes, nost bad.
cannot bear the thought of Mdther Ccean freezing clear to her beds."



"WIl you go to Urizen, then?" Lenya asked, thinking that sw nming nmust be
much akin to flying.
"Why, bless you, no." The Blue Mana nman's skin spelled puzzled surprise. "Wy
should | share any |less fate than Mdther Ccean? W shall both end in ice.”

"The conet fleet," Sol CGursky said.

"If the Earth ship left any legacy, it is that there are many mansions in this
uni verse where we may live. | have a fancy to visit those other settled
systens that the ship told us of, experience those others ways of being
human. "

A hundred Orc-years had passed since the second comet-ship fromEarth had
entered the Los systemto refuel fromUizen' s rings, but the news it had
carried of a hone systemtransfigured by the nanotechnol ogy of the ascendant
dead, and of the other stars that had been reached by the newer, faster, nore
power ful descendants of St. Judy's Conet had ended ni neteen hundred years of
solitude and brought the first, lost colony of Oc into the visionary
conmunity of the star-crossing Dead. Long before your energence, Sol thought,
| ooking at the crease of Lenya's groin as she squatted on the pebbles to
converse with the Blue Mana man. Energence. A deeper, ol der word shadowed t hat
expression; a word obsolete in the universe of the dead. Birth. No one had
ever been born on O c. No one had ever known chil dhood, or grown up. No one
aged, no one died. They energed. They stepped fromthe | abia of the gestatory,
fully forned, l|ike gods.

Sol knew the word child, but realized with a shock that he could not see it
any nore. It was blank, void. So many things decreated in this world he had
engi neer ed!

By sea and by air. A trading of elenents. Sol Qursky's skiff was conpleted as
the Blue Mana's tectors transformed his blubber into a flying machi ne. Sol
watched it spin into the air and recede to the south as the boat dipped

t hrough the chop toward the island of menory.

W |live forever, we transform ourselves, we transformworlds, solar systens,
we ship across interstellar space, we defy time and deny death, but the one
thing we cannot recreate is nenory, he thought. Sea birds dipped in the
skiff's wake, hungry, hoping. Things cast up by notion. W cannot rebuild our
menories, so we nust store them when our lives grow so full that they slop
over the sides and evaporate. W Five Hundred Fat hers have deep and
much-enpti ed nmenori es.

Sol's island was a rock slab tilted out of the equatorial sea, a handful of
hard hectares. Twisted repro olives and cypresses screened a small Doric
tenpl e at the highest point. Good maintenance tectors had held it strong
agai nst the Earth storms. The cl assical them ng now enbarrassed Sol, but
enchant ed Lenya. She danced beneath the olive branches, under the porticoes,
across the lintels. Sol saw her again as he had that first night in the

Smal | -year-ending ring dance at Od Red Ridge. Ad lust. New hurt.

In the sunlit central chanber, Lenya touched the reliefs of the life of

Sol onon Gursky. They would not yield their nmenories to her fingers, but they
conmuni cated in | ess sophisticated ways.

"This woman." She had stopped in front of a pale stone carving of Sol onon
@Qursky and a tall, ascetic-faced woman with cl ose-cropped hair standi ng hand
in hand before a tall, ghastly tower.



"I loved her. She died in the battle of St. Judy's Conet. Big dead."

Lost.
"So is it only because |I rem nd you of her?"

He touched the carving. Menory bright and sharp as pain arced along his
nerves; mmenotectors downl oading into his aura. Elena. And a nenory of orbit;
the Long March ended, the object fornerly known as St. Judy's Comet spun out
into a web of beans and girders and habitation pods hurtling across the
frosted red dustscapes of Oc. A web ripe with hanging fruit; entry pods ready
to drop and spray the newworld with life seed. Tectoform ng. Arong the fruit,
seeds of the Five Hundred Fathers, founders of all the races of Orc. Anong
them the H dden Design and Sol onmon Gursky, four-armed, vacuum proofed, avatar
of life and death, clinging to a beamwith the storms of Urizen behind him
touching his transformng sur-arnms to the main nenory of the nother seed.
Remenber her. Renenber El ena. And sonmetime—soon, |ate—bring her back

Imprint her with an affinity for his scent, so that wherever she is, whoever
she is with, she will cone to ne.

He saw hinmself scuttling like a guilty spider across the web as the pods
dropped O c-ward.

He saw himself in this place with Urizen's noons at syzygy, touching his hands
to the carving, giving to it what it nowreturned to him because he knew t hat
as long as it was Lenya who rem nded himof Elena, it could pretend to be
honest. But the know edge killed it. Lenya was nore than a rem nder. Lenya as
El ena. Lenya was a simulacrum enpty, fake. Her life, her joy, her sorrow, her
| ove—al | deceit.

He had never expected that she would come back to himat the end of the world.
They shoul d have had thousands of years. The world gave them days.

He could not |ook at her as he noved fromrelief to relief, charging his aura
with nenory. He could not touch her as they waited on the shingle for the
skiff to reconfigure into the flyer that would take themto the Heaven Tree.
On the high point of the slab island, the Tenple of Menory dissolved I|ike
rotting fungus. He did not attenpt sex with her as the flyer passed over the
shattered | andscapes of Thel and the burned forests of Chrysoberyl as they
woul d have, before. She did not understand. She imagi ned she had hurt him
somehow. She had, but the blame was Sol's. He could not tell her why he had
suddenly expelled hinmself fromher warnth. He knew that he should, that he
must, but he could not. He changed his skin-speech to passive, mute, and
reflected that nuch cowardice could be learned in five hundred | ong-years.

They came with the evening to the Skyplain plateau from which the Heaven Tree
rose, an adamantine black ray ained at the eye of Urizen. As far as they could
see, the plain twinkled with the lights and fires of vehicles and canps.

War nsi ght showed a million glowi ngs: all the peoples of Orc, save those who
had chosen to go into the earth, had gathered in this final redoubt. Seismc
stabilizing tectors woven into the noho held steady the quakes that had
shattered all other lands, but tenblors of increasing violence warned that
they could not endure nuch |longer. At the end, Skyplain would crack like an
egg, the Heaven Tree snap and recoil spaceward |like a severed nerve.

Sol's Five Hundred Father ident pulled his flyer out of the wheel of aircraft,
ai rships, and aerial humans circling the stalk of the Heaven Tree into a



priority slot on an ascender. The flyer caught the shuttle at five kiloneters:
a sudden veer toward the slab sides of the space el evator, gui dance natchi ng
velocities with the accel erating ascender; then the drop, heart-stopping even
for imortals, and the lurch as the flyer seized the docking nipple with its
claspers and clung like a tick. Then the long clinmb heavenward.

Emergi ng from high altitude cloud, Sol saw the hard white dianmond of Uro rise
above the curve of the world. Too small yet to show a disc, but this barren
rock searing under heavy CO2 exerted forces powerful enough to kick a noon
into interstellar space. Looking up through the transparent canopy, he saw the
Heaven Tree spread its delicate, |ight-studded branches hundreds of kiloneters
across the face of Urizen

Sol CGursky broke his silence.

"Do you know what you'll do yet?"

"Well, since | amhere, | amnot going into the ground. And the ice fleet
scares me. | think of centuries dead, a tector frozen in ice. It seens |like
deat h. "

"It is death," Sol said. "Then you'll go to Urizen."

"It's a change of outward form that's all. Another way of being human. And
there'll be continuity; that's inmportant to ne."

He i magined the arrival: the ever-strengthening tug of gravity spiraling the
fl ocks of vacuum hardened carapaces inward; the flickers of w thspeech between
them anticipation, excitement, fear as they grazed the edge of the atnosphere
and felt ion flames lick their dianond skins. Lenya, falling, burning with the
fires of entry as she cut a glowing trail across half a planet. The heat-shel
breaki ng away as she unfurled her wings in the eternal shriek of wind and the
ramjets in her sterile wonb kindled and roared.

"And you?" she asked. Her skin said gentle. Confused as much by his breaking
of it as by his silence, but gentle.

"I have sonething planned,"” was all he said, but because that plan neant they
woul d never meet again, he told her then what he had |l earned in the Tenple of
Mermory. He tried to be kind and understanding, but it was still a bastard
thing to do, and she cried in the nest in the rear of the flyer all the way
out of the atnmosphere, half-way to heaven. It was a bastard thing and as he
wat ched the stars brighten beyond the canopy, he could not say why he had done
it, except that it was necessary to kill sone things Big Dead so that they
coul d never come back again. She cried now, and her skin was so dark it would
not speak to him but when she flew, it would be w thout any |lingering |ove or
regret for a man called Sol omon CGursky.

It is good to be hated, he thought, as the Heaven Tree took himup into its
starlit branches.

The launch | aser was off, the reaction mass tanks were dry. Sol onon Gursky
fell outward fromthe sun. Uizen and its children were far beneath him Hi s
course lay out of the ecliptic, flying north. His aft eyes nmade out a new pal e
ring orbiting the gas world, glowing in the |l ow warnsight: the mllions of
adapted waiting in orbit for their turns to nake the searing descent into a
new |ife.



She woul d be with them now. He had watched her go into the seed and be taken
apart by her own elenentals. He had watched the seed split and expel her into
space, transformed, and burn her few kil os of reaction mass on the transfer
orbit to Urizen

Only then had he felt free to undergo his own transfiguration

Life swarm Mghty. So nearly right, so utterly wong. She had al nbst sung
when she spoke of the freedom of endless flight in the clouds of Urizen, but
she woul d never fly freer than she did now, naked to space, the gal axy before
her. The freedomof UWUrizen was a lie, the price exacted by its gravity and
pressure. She had trapped herself in atnosphere and gravity. Urizen was

anot her world. The parasitic man of the Ash nation had buried hinmself in a
wor |l d. The aquatic Blue Mana, after long sleep in ice, would only give rise to
anot her copy of the standard nodel. Worlds upon worlds.

Infinite ways of being human, Sol onmon Gursky thought, outbound fromthe sun
He could feel the gentle stroke of the solar wi nd over the harsh dermal
prickle of Urizen's magnetosphere. Sun arising. Al nost tine.

Many ways of being Sol onon Gursky, he thought, contenplating his new body. H s
anal ogy was with a conifer. He was a redwood cone fallen fromthe Heaven Tree,
ripe with seeds. Each seed a Sol onon Gursky, a world in enbryo.

The touch of the sun, that was what had opened those seed cones on that other
world, long ago. Tinming was too inportant to be left to higher cognitions.
Subsystenms had all the | aunch vectors programed; he nerely registered the
growi ng strength of the wind fromLos on his skin and felt hinself begin to
open. Sol onmobn Gursky unfolded into a thousand scal es. As the seeds expl oded
onto their preset courses, he burned to the highest orgasmof his nenory

bef ore his persona downl oaded into the final spore and ejected fromthe enpty,
dead carrier body.

At five hundred kilometers, the seeds unfurled their solar sails. The breaking
wave of particles, with nultiple gravity assists from Luvah and Enit har non,
woul d surf the bright flotilla up to interstellar velocities, as, at the end
of the centuries—nillennia—Ilong flights, the light-sails would brake the
packages at their destinations.

He did not know what his many selves would find there. He had not picked
targets for their resenblance to what he was | eaving behind. That woul d be
just another trap. He sensed his brothers shutting down their cognitive

centers for the big sleep, like stars going out, one by one. A handful of
seeds scattered, sone to wither, sone to grow. Wo can say what he will find,
except that it will be extraordinary. Surprise ne! Sol onon Gursky denmanded of
the universe, as he fell into the darkness between suns.

SATURDAY

The obj ect was one point three astronom cal units on a side, and at its
current 10 percent C would arrive in thirty-five hours. On his chaise | ounge
by the Neptune fountain, Solonon Gursky finally settled on a nanme for the
thing. He had given nmuch thought, over many hi gh-hours and in nmany | anguages,
nost of them nonverbal, to what he should call the | oom ng object. The nane
that pl eased himnost was in a | anguage dead (he assumed) for thirty mllion
years. Aea. Acronym Alien Enigmatic Artifact. Enigmatic Alien Artifact would
have been nore correct but the |ong dead | anguage did not handl e di pht hongs
wel I .



Shadows fell over the gardens of Versailles, huge and soft as clouds. A forest
was crossing the sun; a small one, little nmore than a copse, he thought, stil
finding delight in the notions that coul d be expressed in this dead | anguage.
He watched the spherical trees pass overhead, each a kil oneter across (another
archai sn), enjoying the pleasurable play of shade and warmth on his skin.
Sensual joys of incarnation

As ever when the forests migrated along the Bauble's jet streans, a frenzy of
si phons squabbled in their wake, voraciously feeding off the stew of bacteria
and conpl ex fullerenes.

Sol onon Gursky darkened his eyes against the hard glare of the dwarf white
sun. From Versailles' perspective in the equatorial plane, the Spirit R ng was
a barely discernible filigree necklace draped around its primary. Perspective.
Am | the emanation of it, or is it the emanati on of me?

Per spective: you worry about such things with a skeletal tetrahedron one point
three astronomical units on a side fast approachi ng?

O course. | amsone kind of human.
"Show me," Sol onbn Qursky said. Sensing his intent, for Versailles was part of
his intent, as everything that lived and noved within the Bauble was his
intent, the disc of tectofactured baroque France began to tilt away fromthe

sun. The sollilies on which Versailles and its gardens rested generated their
own gravity fields; Solonmon Gursky saw the tiny, bright sun seemto curve down
behind the Petit Trianon, and thought, | have reinvented sunset. And, as the

dark vault above himlit with stars, Night is |ooking out fromthe shadow of
nysel f.

The stars slowed and | ocked over the chi meys of Versailles. Sol had hoped to
be able to see the object with the unai ded eye, but in lowtine he had
forgotten the limtations of the prineval human form A grimace of irritation
and it was the work of noments for the tectors to reconfigure his vision
Successi ve magnifications clicked up until ghostly, tw nkling threads of |ight
resol ved out of the star field, like the drawi ngs of gods and myths the
ancients had laid on the confortabl e heavens around the Al pha Point.

Anot her click and the thing materialized.
Sol onon @ursky's breath caught.

M dway between the nmicro and the macro, it was humanity's natural condition
that a man standing | ooking out into the dark should feel dwarfed. That need
to assert one's individuality to the bigness underlies all humanity's outward
endeavors. But the catch in the breath is nore than doubl ed when a star seens
dwarfed. Through the Spirit Ring, Sol had the dinmensions, the nmasses, the
vectors. The whol e of the Bauble could be easily contained within Aea's
vertices. A cabalistic sign. A cosnmic eye in the pyranid

A chill contraction in the man Sol onobn Qursky's loins. How nmany mllion years
since he had last felt his balls tighten with fear?

One point three AU s on a side. Ei ght sextillion tons of matter. Point one C.
The thing should have heral ded itself over nost of the cluster. Even in
lowtime, he should have had nore time to prepare. But there had been no
warni ng. At once, it was: a fading hexagram of gravitonetric disturbances on
his out-system sensors. Sol had reacted at once, but in those few seconds of
stretched lowtine that it took to conceive and create this Louis Quattorze



conceit, the object had covered two-thirds of the distance fromits emergence
point. The high-tinme of created things gave hi m perspective.

Bear you grapes or poi son? Sol onon Gursky asked the thing in the sky. It had
not spoken, it had remained silent through all attenpts to conmunicate with
it, but it surely bore some gift. The manner of its arrival had only one
expl anation: the thing nmanipul ated worm hol es. None of the
civilization/citizens of the Reach—nost of the western hem sphere of the
gal axy—had evol ved a nanot echnol ogy that could reconfigure the continuum
itself.

None of the civilization/citizens of the Reach, and those federations of

worl d-societies it fringed, had ever encountered a species that could not be
sourced to the Al pha Point: that sem -|egendary racial big bang from which
PanHumanity had expl oded into the universe.

Four hundred billion stars in this gal axy al one, Sol omon Gursky thought. W
have not seeded even half of them The trick we play with time, slow ng our
perceptions until our |ight-speed comunications seem instantaneous and the
journeys of our C-fractional ships are no |onger than the sea-voyages of this
era | have reconstructed, seduce us into believing that the universe is as
cl ose and conpani onable as a |l over's body, and as fam liar. The five mllion
years between the MonoHumanity of the Al pha Point and the PanHumanity of the
Great Leap Qutward, is a catch of breath, a contenplative pause in our
conversation with ourselves. Thirty mllion years | have evol ved the web of
l[ife in this unique system there is abundant tine and space for true aliens
to have caught us up, to have al ready surpassed us.

Again, that tightening of the scrotum Sol QGursky willed Versailles back
toward the eye of the sun, but intellectual chill had invaded his soul. The
orchestra of Lully nmade fete galante in the Hall of Mrrors for his pleasure,
but the sound in his head of the destroying, rushing alien nmass shrieked

| ouder. As the solar parasol slipped between Versailles and the sun and he
settled in twilight anong the soft, powdered breasts of the | adies of the
bed- chanber, he knew fear for the first tine in thirty mllion years.

And he dreaned. The dream took the shape of a nenory, recontextualized
reconfigured, resurrected. He dreaned that he was a starship wakened from
fifty thousand years of death by the warmh of a new sun on his solar sail. He
dreaned that in the vast sleep the star toward which he had ai nmed hi nsel f
spastically novaed. It kicked off its photosphere in a nebula of radiant gas
but the expl osi on was under powered; the carbon/hydrogen/nitrogen/oxygen plasma
was drawn by gravity into a bubble of hydrocarbons around the star. An aura. A
bri ght bauble. In Sol omon Gursky's dream an angel floated effortlessly on
tectopl asti c wi ngs hundreds of kilonmeters w de, banking and soaring on the
chemical thermals, sowing seeds fromits long, trailing fingertips. For a
hundred years, the angel swam around the sun, sow ng, nurturing, tending the
strange shoots that grew fromits fingers; things half-Iliving, half-nachine.

Asl eep anong the powdered breasts of court wonen, Sol Gursky turned and
mur mured the word, "evolution."

Sol onon Gursky would only be a God he could believe in: the phil osophers' God,
creator but not sustainer, ineffable; too street-smart to poke its omni potence
into the snelly stuff of living. He saw his free-fall trees of green, the vast
red rafts of the wind-reefs rippling in the solar breezes. He saw the blinps
and nedusas, the unresting open maws of the air-plankton feeders, the

needl e-thin jet-powered darts of the harpoon hunters. He saw an ecol ogy spin
itself out of gas and energy in thirty mllion yearless years, he saw
intelligence flourish and seed itself to the stars, and fade into senescence;



all in the blink of a lowtime eye.
"Evolution," he nmuttered again and the constructed wonen who did not
understand sl eep | ooked at each ot her

In the unfolding dream Sol Gursky saw the Spirit R ng and the ships that cane
and went between the nearer systens. He heard the subaural babble of
interstellar chatter, |ike conspirators in another room He beheld this blur
of life, evolving, transmuting, and he knew that it was very good. He said to
hi nmsel f, what a wonderful world, and feared for it.

He awoke. It was nmorning, as it always was in Sol's Bauble. He worked off his
testosterone high and tipped Versailles's darkside to | ook at the shadow of
his nightmares. Any afterglow of |ibido was inmediately extinguished. At

ei ghteen |ight-hours distance, the astrononical di nensions assuned enotiona
force. A ribbon of nottled blue-green ran down the inner surface of each of
Aea's six legs. Amplified vision resolved forested continents and oceans
beneath fractal cloud curls. Each ribbon-world was the width of two Al pha

Poi nts peel ed and ironed, stretched one point three astronom cal units |ong.
Sol Gursky was glad that this incarnation could not instantly access how many
mllion planets' surfaces that equal ed; how many hundreds of thousands of
years it would take to walk fromone vertex to another, and then to find,
dunbf ounded |i ke the anci ent conqui stadors behol di ng a new ocean, anot her
mllennia-deep world in front of him

Sol onon @ursky turned Versailles toward the sun. He squinted through the haze
of the Bauble for the delicate strands of the Spirit Ring. A beat of his mnd
shifted his perceptions back into lowtinme, the only tinme frame in which he
could withspeak to the Spirit Ring, his originating self. Self-reference,

sel f - conf essi on.

No conmmuni cati on?

None, spoke the Spirit Ring.

Is it alien? Should | be afraid? Should | destroy the Bauble?
In anot her tinme, such schizophrenia woul d have been di sease.
Can it annihilate you?

In answer, Sol envisioned the great tetrahedron at the bracelet of information
tectors orbiting the sun.

Then that is nothing, the Spirit Ring withsaid. And nothing is nothing to
fear. Can it cause you pain or humliation, or anguish to body or soul?

Agai n, Sol wi thspoke an image, of cloud-shaded |ands rai sed over each other
like the pillars of Yahweh, enotionally shaded to suggest amazenent that such
an investnent of matter and thought shoul d have been created purely to
hum | i ate Sol onon CGursky.

Then that too is settled. And whether it is alien, can it be any nore alien to
you than you yourself are to what you once were? Al PanHumanity is alien to
itself; therefore, we have nothing to fear. W shall welcone our visitor, we
have many questions for it.

Not the | east being, why nme? Sol onon CGursky thought privately, silently, in
the done of his own skull. He shifted out of the lowtine of the Spirit R ng
to find that in those few subjective nmonents of communi cati on Aea had passed



the threshold of the Bauble. The | eading edge of the tetrahedron was three
hours away. An hour and hal f beyond that was the hub of Aea.

"Since it seenms that we can neither prevent nor hasten the object's arrival,
nor guess its purposes until it deigns to comunicate with us," Sol Gursky
told his wonen of the bedchanber, "therefore let us party." VWich they did,
before the Mrror Pond, as Lully's orchestra played and capons roasted over
charcoal pits, and torch-lit harl equins capered and fought out the ancient
| oves and conedi es, and wonen spl ashed naked in the Triton Fountain, and
fantastic | ands one hundred nmillion kilonmeters long slid past them Aea
advanced until Sol's star was at its center, then stopped. Abruptly,
instantly. A small gravitational shiver troubled Versailles, the orchestra
m ssed a note, a juggler dropped a club, the water in the fountain wavered,
worren shrieked, a capon fell froma spit into the fire. That was all. The
control of mass, momentum and gravity was absol ute.

The orchestra | eader | ooked at Sol omon Qursky, staff raised to resunme the
beat. Sol Gursky did not raise the handkerchief. The cl osest section of Aea
was fifteen degrees east, two hundred thousand kil oneters out. To Sol Gursky,
it was two fingers of sun-lit land, tapering infinitesimally at either end to
threads of light. He | ooked up at the apex, two other brilliant threads spun
down beneath the horizon, one behind the Petit Trianon, the other below the
roof of the Chapel Royal

The conductor was still waiting. Instruments pressed to faces, the nusicians
wat ched for the cue.

Peacocks shrieked on the Iawn. Sol Gursky remenbered how irritating the voices
of peacocks were, and wi shed he had not recreated them

Sol CGursky waved the handkerchi ef.

A columm of white light blazed out of the gravel walk at the top of the steps.
The air was a seethe of gl owi ng notes.

An attenpt is being made to conmunicate with us, the Spirit Ring said in a
flicker of lowtine. Sol Gursky felt information fromthe Ring crammed into
his cerebral cortex: the beamoriginated froma source of the rimsection of
the cl osest section of the artifact. The tectors that created and sustained
t he Baubl e were being reprogramred. At hyper-velocities, they were

manuf acturing a construct out of the Earth of Versailles.

The pillar of light dissipated. A human figure stood at the top of the steps:
a white Al pha Point male, dressed in Louis XIV style. The nman descended t he
steps into the Iight of the flanbeau bearers. Sol Gursky | ooked on his face.

Sol Gursky burst into |aughter
"You are very wel cone," he said to his doppel gdnger. "WII| you join us? The
capons will be ready shortly, we can bring you the finest wines available to
humanity, and |'m sure the waters of the fountains would be nost refreshing to
one who has traveled so long and so far."

"Thank you," Sol onon @ursky said in Sol omon Gursky's voice. "It's good to find
a hospitable reception after a strange journey."

Sol Gursky nodded to the conductor, who raised his staff, and the petite bande
resurmed their interrupted gavotte

Later, on a stone bench by the | ake, Sol Gursky said to his doppel, "Your



politeness is appreciated, but it really wasn't necessary for you to don ny
shape. Al this is as nuch a construction as you are."

"Why do you think it's a politeness?" the construct said.

"Why shoul d you choose to wear the shape of Sol omon Gursky?"

"Why should | not, if it is my own shape?"

Nerei ds spl ashed in the pool, breaking the long reflections of Aea.
"l often wonder how far | reach," Sol said.

"Further than you can inmagine," Sol Il answered. The playing Nereids dived;

ri ppl es spread across the pond. The visitor watched the wavel ets | ap agai nst
the stone rimand interfere with each other. "There are others out there,

ot hers we never imagi ned, noving through the dark, very slowy, very silently.
I think they may be ol der than us. They are different fromus, very different,
and we have now cone to the conpl ex plane where our expansions neet."

"There was a strong probability that they—you—were an alien artifact."

"I am and I'mnot. | amfully Sol omon Gursky, and fully Qher. That's the
pur pose behind this artifact; that we have reached a point where we either
conpete, destructively, or join."

"Seened a long way to conme just for a famly reunion," Sol onon Gursky joked.
He saw that the doppel |aughed, and how it |aughed, and why it |aughed. He got

up fromthe stone rimof the Nereid pool. "Cone with ne, talk to nme, we have
thirty mllion years of catching up."
H's brother fell in at his side as they wal ked away fromthe still water

toward the Aea-lit woods.

H s story: he had fallen | onger than any other seed cast off by the death of
Orc. Eight hundred thousand years between wakings, and as he felt the warnth
of a new sun seduce his tector systens to the work of transformation, his
sensors reported that his was not the sole presence in the system The brown
dwarf toward which he decel erated was being disnmantled and converted into an
engl obenent of space habitats.

"Their technology is simlar to ours—I think it rmust be a universa
inevitability—but they broke the ties that still bind us to planets |ong
ago," Sol Il said. The woods of Versailles were nmonentarily darkened as a
sky-reef eclipsed Aea. "This is why | think they are older than us: | have
never seen their original form—they have no tie to it, we still do; | suspect

they no longer renenber it. It wasn't until we fully nmerged that | was certain
that they were not another variant of humanity."

A hand- cranked wooden carousel stood in a snall clearing. The faces of the

pai nted horses were fierce and pathetic in the sky light. Woden rings hung
fromiron gibbets around the rimof the carousel; the wooden |ances w th which
t he kni ghts hooked down their favors had been gathered in and | ocked in a
closet in the mddle of the merry-go-round.

"W endure forever, we engender races, nhations, whole ecologies, but we are
sterile,"” the second Sol said. "W inbreed with ourselves. There is no union
of disparities, no com ng together, no hybrid energy. Wth the Gthers, it was
sex. Intercourse. Qut of the fusion of ideas and visions and capabilities, we
birthed what you see.”



The first Sol Qursky laid his hand on the neck of a painted horse. The
carousel was well bal anced, the slightest pressure set it turning.

"Why are you here, Sol ?" he asked.

"W shared technol ogi es, we | earned how to engi neer on the quantum | evel so
that field effects can be applied on macroscopi c scal es. Manipul ati on of
gravity and inertia; non-locality; we can engi neer and control quantum

wor m hol es. "

"Why have you cone, Sol ?"

"Engi neering of alternative time streans; designing and col onizing nmultiple
wor | ds, hyperspace and hyperdi nensi onal processors. There are nore universes
than this one for us to explore.™

The wooden horse stopped.

"What do you want, Sol ?"
"Join us," said the other Sol omon Gursky. "You always had the vision—we
al ways had the vision, we Sol onon Gurskys. Humanity expanding into every
possi bl e ecol ogi cal niche.™

"Absorption," Solonpbn Gursky said. "Assimlation."

"Unity," said his brother. "Marriage. Love. Nothing is lost, everything is

gai ned. All you have created here will be stored; that is what | am a nachine
for renenbering. It's not annihilation, Sol, don't fear it; it's not your

sel f-hood dissolving into sone identityless collective. It is you, plus. It is
life, cubed. And ultinmately, we are one seed, you and |, unnaturally
separated. W gain each other."

If nothing is lost, then you remenber what | amrenmenbering, Sol onon CGursky
thought. | amrenmenbering a face forgotten for over thirty mllion years:

Rabbi Bertel smann. A fat, fair, pleasant face. He is talking to his Bar

M tzvah cl ass about God and masturbation. He is saying that God condemmed Onan
not for the pleasure of his vice, but because he spilled his seed on the
ground. He was fruitless, sterile. He kept the gift of life to hinself. And
amnow God in nmy own world, and Rabbi B is smling and sayi ng, masturbation
Sol. It is all just one big jerkoff, seed spilled on the ground, engendering
not hi ng. Pure recreation; recreating yourself endlessly into the future.

He | ooked at his twn.

"Rabbi Bertel smann?" Sol Qursky Il said.

"Yes," Sol @ursky | said; then, enphatically, certainly, "Yes!"

Sol onon Gursky I1's smle dissolved into notes of |ight.

Al at once, the outer edges of the great tetrahedron kindled with ten mllion
poi nts of dianond light. Sol watched the white beans sweep through the Baubl e
and understood what it neant, that they could mani pulate time and space. Even
at light-speed, Aea was too huge for each such simultaneity.

Air trees, sky reefs, harpooners, siphons, blinps, zeps, cloud sharks:

everyt hing touched by the noving beans was anal yzed, conprehended, stored.
Recordi ng angel s, Sol @ursky thought, as the silver knives dissected his



world. He saw the Spirit Ring unravel like coils of DNA as a billion days of
Sol onon Gursky fl ooded up the |l adder of light into Aea. The center no | onger
hel d; the gravitational forces the Spirit Ring had controlled, that had

mai nt ai ned the ecosphere of the Bauble, were failing. Sol's world was dying.
He felt pain, no sorrow, no regret, but rather a savage joy, an urgent desire
to be up and on and out, to be free of this great weight of life and gravity.
It is not dying, he thought. Nothing ever dies.

He | ooked up. An angel - beam scored a searing arc across the rooftops of
Versailles. He opened his arns to it and was taken apart by the light.
Everything is held and recreated in the mnd of God. Unrenenbered by the nind
of Sol onbn Qursky, Versailles disintegrated into swarns of free-flying
tectors.

The end came qui ckly. The angel s reached into the photosphere of the star and
t he conpl ex quasi-informati on machi nes that worked there. The sun grew
restless, woken fromits |long quietude. The Spirit Ring collapsed. Fragnents
spun end-over-end through the Bauble, tearing spectacularly through the dying
sky-reefs, shattering cloud forests, blazing in brief glory in funeral orbits
around the swelling sun

For the sun was dying. Plagues of sunspots pocked its chrompsphere; sol ar
storns raced frompole to pole in mllion-kiloneter tsunam s. Panicked hunter
packs kindled and died in the sol ar protuberances hurled off as the

phot osphere prom nenced to the very edge of the Bauble. The sun bul ged and
swelled like a painfully infected pregnancy: Aea was mani pul ati ng fundanent al
forces, |l oosening the bonds of gravity that held the systemtogether. At the
end, it would require all the energies of star-death to power the quantum
wor m hol e processors.

The star was now a scream ng saucer of gas. No living thing remained in the
Bauble. Al was held in the mnd of Aea.

The star burst. The energies of the nova should have boil ed Aea' s oceans,
seared its lands fromtheir beds. It should have tw sted and snapped the | ong,
thin arms |ike yarrow stal ks, sent the artifact tunbling |ike a snashed
Fabergé egg through space. But Aea had woven its defenses strong: gravity
fields warped the el ectronagnetic radiation around the fragile terrains; the
guant um processors devoured the storm of charged particles, and reconfigured
space, tinme, nmass.

The four corners of Aea burned brighter than the dying sun for an instant. And
it was gone; under space and time, to worlds and adventures and experiences
beyond al |l sayi ng.

SUNDAY

Toward the end of the universe, Sol onbn Qursky's thoughts turned increasingly
to lost |oves.

Had it been entirely physical, Ua would have been the | argest object in the
universe. Only its fronds, the twenty-light-year-long stalactites that grew
into the ylem tapping the energies of decreation, had any material el enent.
Most of Ua, ninety-nine foll owed by several volumes of deci mal nines percent
of its structure, was folded through el even-space. It was the |argest object
in the universe in that its fifth and sixth dinmensional formnms contained the
i nchoate energy flux known as the universe. Its higher dinmensions contained
only itself, several tines over. It was infundibular. It was vast, it
contained nul titudes.



PanLi fe, that anorphous, multi-faceted cosmic infection of human, transhunan,
non- human, PanHuman sentiences, had filled the universe |ong before the

conti nuumreached its elastic limt and began to contract under the weight of
dark matter and heavy neutrinos. Fentotech, hand in hand with the wormhole
junp, spread PanLife across the galactic super-clusters in a blink of God's
eye.

There was no humanity, no alien. No us, no other. There was only life. The
dead had becone life. Life had beconme Ua: Pan-sperm a. Ua woke to

consci ousness, and like Al exander the Great, despaired when it had no new

worl ds to conquer. The universe had grown old in Ua's gestation; it had
withered, it contracted, it drewin on itself. The red shift of gal axies had
turned blue. And Ua, which owned the attributes, abilities, anbitions,

everyt hing except the name and pettinesses of a god, found itself, like an
ol d, | ong-dead God froma world slagged by its expanding sun nillions of years
ago, in the business of resurrection

The gal axi es raced together, gravitational forces tearing theminto | oops and
whorl s of severed stars. The massive black holes at the galactic centers,

fuel ed by billennia of star-death, coal esced and nerged into nonstrosities

t hat swal | owed gl obul ar clusters whol e, that shredded gal axi es and drew t hem
spiraling inward until, at the edge of the Schwartzchild radii, they radiated
super-hard gama. Long since woven into higher dinensions, Ua fed fromthe
col ossal power of the accretion discs, recording in nmultidimensional matrices
the lives of the trillions of sentient organisns fleeing up its fronds from
the destruction. Al things are held in the mind of God: at the end, when the
uni versal background radi ati on rose asynptotically to the energy density of
the first seconds of the Big Bang, it would deliver enough power for the

fem oprocessors woven through the El even Heavens to rebuild the universe,
entire. A new heaven, and a new Earth.

In the trans-tenporal matrices of Ua, PanLife flowed across di nensions,
dripping fromthe tips of the fronds into bodies sculpted to thrive in the

pl asma flux of ragnarok. Tourists to the end of the world: nbpst wore the
shapes of wi nged creatures of fire, thousands of kilometers across. Starbirds.
Firebirds. But the being formerly known as Sol onon Gursky had chosen a
different form an archaismfromthat |ong-vanished planet. It pleased himto
be a thousand-kil oneter, dianond-skinned Statue of Liberty, torch out-held,
beam ng a way through the torrents of star-stuff. Sol Gursky flashed between
flocks of glow ng soul-birds clustering in the information-rich environment
around the frond-tips. He felt their curiosity, their appreciation, their
consternation at his non-conformty; none got the joke.

Lost loves. So many lives, so many worlds, so nany shapes and bodies, so nany
| oves. They had been wong, those ones back at the start, who had said that

| ove did not survive death. He had been wwong. It was eternity that killed

| ove. Love was a thing neasured by human lifetimes. Inmortality gave it tine
enough, and space, to change, to become things nore than | ove, or dangerously
ot her. None endured. None would endure. Imortality was endl ess change.

Toward the end of the universe, Solonobn GQursky realized that what nmade | ove
live forever was death.

Al things were held in Ua, awaiting resurrection when tine, space, and energy
fused and ceased to be. Mst painful anong Sol's stored nmenories was the
renmenbrance of a red-yellow tiger-striped angel fighter, half-crucified,
crippled, tunbling toward the star clouds of Virgo. Sol had searched the
trillions of souls roosting in Ua for Elena; failing, he hunted for any that

m ght have touched her, hold some nenory of her. He found none. As the



uni verse contracted—as fast and inevitable as a long-forgotten season in the
ultra-low time of Ua—Sol Gursky entertained hopes that the universa

gat hering woul d draw her in. Cruel truths pecked at his perceptions:

cal cul ati ons of nol ecul ar del i quescence, abrasion by interstellar dust clouds,
probabilities of stellar inpacts, the slow term nal whine of proton decay; any
of which denied that Elena could still exist. Sol refused those truths. A

t housand- kil ometer Statue of Liberty searched the dwi ndling cosnobs for one
glinpse of red-yellow tiger-stripes enbedded in a feather of fractal plasma
flane.

And now a gl ow of recognition had inpinged on his senses |aced through the
El even Heavens.

Her. It had to be her.

Sol CGursky flewto an eye of gravitational stability in the flux and activated
t he worm hol e nodes seeded t hroughout his di anond skin. Space opened and
folded |ike an exercise in origam . Sol Gursky went el sewhere.

The starbird grazed the energy-dense borderl ands of the central accretion
disc. It was imense. Sol's Statue of Liberty was a frond of one of its
thousand flight feathers, but it sensed him welcomed him folded its w ngs
around himas it drew himto the shifting pattern of sun-spots that was the
soul of its being.

He knew these patterns. He renenbered these enotional flavors. He recalled
this love. He tried to perceive if it were her, her journeys, her trials, her
experi ences, her agonies, her vastenings.

Wul d she forgive hinf

The soul spots opened. Sol omon Gursky was drawn inside. Couds of tectors
i nterpenetrated, exchanging, sharing, recording. Intellectual intercourse.

He entered her adventures anong alien species five times ol der than
PanHumanity, an alliance of wills and powers waking a galaxy to life. In an
earlier incarnation, he wal ked the worlds she had become, passed through the
dynasti es and races and speci es she had propagated. He nade with her the |ong
crossi ngs between stars and clusters, clusters and gal axies. Earlier still,
and he swamwi th her through the cloud canyons of a gas giant world called
Urizen, and when that world was hugged too warmy by its sun, changed node
with her, enbarked with her on the search for new places to |ive.

In the nakedness of their communi on, there was no hiding Sol Gursky's despair.
I"msorry Sol, the starbird once known as Lenya communi cat ed.

You have nothing to sorry be for, Solomon Gursky said.

I"msorry that 1'mnot her. I'msorry | never was her

| made you to be a lover, Sol w thspoke. But you became sonet hing ol der
somet hing richer, sonething we have | ost.

A daughter, Lenya said.

Unneasurabl e tine passed in the blue shift at the end of the universe. Then
Lenya asked, Where will you go?

Fi nding her is the only unfinished business | have left, Sol said.



Yes, the starbird comuned. But we will not neet again.
No, not in this universe.
Nor any other. And that is death, eternal separation

My unending regret, Sol Gursky w thspoke as Lenya opened her heart and the
cl ouds of tectors separated. Goodbye, daughter

The Statue of Liberty disengaged fromthe body of the starbird. Lenya's
guantum processors created a pool of gravitational calmin the mael strom So
Gur sky mani pul at ed space and tine and di sappear ed.

He re-entered the continuumas close as he dared to a frond. A pulse of his

m nd brought himw thin reach of its dendrites. As they drew himin, another

t hrob of thought dissolved the Statue of Liberty joke into the plasma fl ux.

Sol onon Gursky howl ed up the dendrite, through the frond, into the soul matrix
of Ua. There he carved a niche in the el eventh and hi ghest heaven, and from
deep under tinme, watched the universe end.

As he had expected, it ended in fire and Iight and glory. He saw space and
time curve inward beyond the limt of the Planck dimensions; he felt the
energy gradients clinb toward infinity as the universe approached the zero
point fromwhich it had spontaneously emerged. He felt the universa
processors sown through el even di mensions seize that energy before it faded,
and put it to work. It was a surge, a spurt of power and passion, like the
menory of orgasm buried deep in the chain of nenory that was the days of

Sol onon Gursky. Light to power, power to nenory, nenory to flesh. Ua's stored
menories, the history of every particle in the former universe, were woven
into being. Smart superstrings rolled balls of wapped el even-space |ike
sacred scarabs wheeling dung. Space, time, mass, energy unravel ed; as the
uni verse died in a quantum fluctuation, it was reborn in primal |ight.

To Sol omon Gursky, waiting in |lowtine where aeons were breaths, it seened
like creation by fiat. A brief, bright light, and gal axies, clusters, stars,
turned whol eformed and living within his contenplation. Already personas were
swarnmi ng out of Ua's honeyconb cells into tine and incarnation, but what had
been reborn was not a universe, but universes. The re-resurrected were not
condemmed to blindly recapitulate their former |ives. Each choice and action
that diverged fromthe original pattern splintered off a separate universe

Sol and Lenya had spoken truly when they had said they would never neet again.
Sol's point of entry into the new pol yverse was a thousand years before
Lenya's; the universe he intended to create would never intersect with hers.

The el der races had already fanned the polyverse into a mille feuille of
alternatives: Sol carefully tracked his own tineline through the blur of
possibilities as the first humans dropped back into their planet's past. Stars
nmovi ng into remenbered constellations warned Sol that his emergence was only a
few hundreds of thousands of years off. He nmoved down through di mensi ona
matrices, at each level drawing closer to the tine flow of his particular

uni ver se

Sol onon Gursky hung over the spinning planet. Civilizations rose and decayed,

enpi res conquered and crunbl ed. New technol ogi es, new continents, new nations
were discovered. Al the tine, alternative Earths fluttered away |ike torn-off
cal endar pages on the wind as the dead created new universes to col oni ze.

C ose now. Mere nonents. Sol dropped into neat tinme, and Ua expelled himlike
a drop of mlk froma swollen breast.



Sol onon Gursky fell. Illusions and anticipations acconpanied his return to
flesh. Imaginings of light; a contrail angel scoring the nightward half of the
planet on its flight across a dark ocean to a shore, to a nountain, to a
valley, to a glow of canpfire anong ni ght-blooning cacti. Longing. Desire.
Fear. Gain, and loss. God's trade: to attain the heart's desire, you nust give
up everything you are. Even the nmenory.

In the quilted bag by the fire in the sheltered valley under the perfune of
the cactus flowers, the man called Sol onon Gursky woke with a sudden chil
start. It was night. It was dark. Desert stars had half-conpleted their
conpass above him The stone-circled fire had burned down to clinking red
glow. the night perfume witched him Mths padded softly through the air,
seeki ng nectar.

Sol CGursky drank five senses full of his world.
| amalive, he thought. | am here. Again.

Ur-light burned in his hind-brain; nmenories of Ua, a power |ike ommi potence.
Mermories of a life that out-lived its native universe. Wrlds, suns, shapes.
Fl ashes, monents. Too heavy, too rich for this small knot of brain to hold.
Too bright: no one can live with the menory of having been a god. It would
fade—it was fading already. Al he need hold—all he must hol d—was what he
needed to prevent this universe fromfollowing its predestined course.

The realization that eyes were watching himwas a shock. El ena sat on the edge
of the fire shadow, knees folded to chin, arns fol ded over shins, |ooking at
him Sol had the feeling that she had been | ooking at hi mwi t hout hi mknow ng
for a long time, and the surprise, the uneasiness of know ng you are under the
eyes of another, tenpered both the still-new lust he felt for her, and his
fadi ng menories of aeons-old |ove.

Déja vu. But this noment had never happened before. The di vergence was
begi nni ng.

"Can't sleep?" she asked.

"I had the strangest dream"”
"Tell me." The thing between them was at the stage where they searched each
other's dreanms for allusions to their |ove.

"I dreaned that the world ended,"” Sol CGursky said. "It ended in light, and the
light was |like the light in a novie projector, that carried the inmage of the
worl d and everything init, and so the world was created again, as it had been
before. "

As he spoke, the words becane true. It was a dreamnow. This life, this body,
these nenories, were the solid and faithful

"Like a Tipler machine," Elena said. "The idea that the energy rel eased by the
Bi g Crunch could power sone kind of hol ographic recreation of the entire

uni verse. | suppose with an advanced enough nanot echnol ogy, you could rebuild
t he uni verse, an exact copy, atomfor atom"™

Chill dread struck in Sol's belly. She could not know, surely. She nust not
know.

"What woul d be the point of doing it exactly the sanme all over again?"



"Yeah." El ena rested her cheek on her knee. "But the question is, is this our
first time in the world, or have we been here nmany tinmes before, each a little
bit different? Is this the first universe, or do we only think that it is?"

Sol CGursky | ooked into the enbers, then to the stars.

"The Nez Perce Nation believes that the world ended on the third day and that
what we are living in are the dreans of the second night." Menories, fading

i ke sumer meteors high overhead, told Sol that he had said this once before,
intheir future, after his first death. He said it now in the hope that that
future woul d not cone to pass. Everything that was different, every tiny
detail, pushed this universe away fromthe one in which he nmust | ose her

A vee of tiger-striped tectoplastic tunbled end over end forever toward Virgo.
He blinked the ghost away. It faded like all the others. They were going nore
qui ckly than he had thought. He would have to nmake sure of it now, before that
menory too dissolved. He struggled out of the terrain bag, went over to the

bi ke |yi ng exhausted on the ground. By the Iight of a detached bicycle |anp,
he checked the gear train.

"What are you doi ng?" El ena asked fromthe fireside. The thing between them
was still new, but Sol remenbered that tone in her voice, that soft inquiry,
fromanother lifetine.

"Looki ng at the gears. Something didn't feel right about themtoday. They
didn't feel solid."

"You didn't nention it earlier."

No, Sol thought. | didn't know about it. Not then. The gear teeth grinned
flashlight back at him

"We've been giving thema pretty hard riding. | read in one of the biking nags
that you can get netal fatigue. Gear train shears right through, just like
that."

"On brand-new, two thousand dollar bikes?"

"On brand-new two thousand dol |l ar bikes."

"So what do you think you can do about it at one o' clock in the morning in the
m ddl e of the Sonora Desert?"

Agai n, that cone-hither tone. Just a nmonment nore, Elena. One last thing, and
then it will be safe.

"It just didn't sit right. | don't want to take it up over any nore nountains
until 1've had it checked out. You get a gear-shear up there ..."

"So, what are you saying, irritating man?"

"I"'mnot happy about going over Blood of Christ Muntain tonorrow "

"Yeah. Sure. Fine."

"Maybe we should go out west, head for the coast. It's whal e season, | always

wanted to see whales. And there's real good seafood. There's this cantina
where they have fifty ways of serving iguana."”



"Whal es. lguanas. Fine. Watever you want. Now, since you re so w de-awake,
you can just get your ass right over here, Sol Gursky!"

She was standi ng up, and Sol saw and felt what she had been concealing by the
way she had sat. She wearing only a cut-off MIB shirt. Safe, he thought, as he
sei zed her and took her down | aughing and yelling onto the camping mat. Even
as he thought it, he forgot it, and all those El enas who woul d not now be:
conspirator, crop-haired freedomfighter, four-armed space-angel. Gone.

The stars nmoved in their ordai ned arcs. The noths and cactus forest bats
drifted through the soft dark air, and the eyes of the things that hunted t hem
glittered in the firelight.

Sol and El ena were still sore and | aughing when the cactus flowers closed with
dawn. They ate their breakfast and packed their small canp, and were in the
saddl e and on the trail before the sun was full over the shoul der of Bl ood of
Christ Mountain. They took the western trail, away fromthe hills, and the
town cal | ed Redenci 6n hi dden anong themw th its freight of resurrected grief.
They rode the long trail that |led down to the ocean, and it was bright, clear
endl ess Monday nor ni ng.



