FOREVER PEACE

BY
JOE HALDEMAN
Copyright © Joe Hademan 1997
Verson 1.0
1998 Hugo Award Winner
1999 Nebula Award Winner

Thisnove isfor two editors: John W. Campbell, who rg ected a story because he thought it was absurd
to write about American women who fight and die in combat, and Ben Bova, who didn'.

Cavest lector: Thisbook isnot a continuation of my 1975 novel The Forever War. From the author's
point of view itisakind of sequel, though, examining some of that nove's problems from an angle that
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ITWASNOT QUITE completdly dark, thin blue moonlight threading down through the canopy of
leaves. And it was never completely quiet.

A thick twig popped, the noise muffled under a heavy mass. A mae howler monkey came out of his
drowse and looked down. Something moved down there, black on black. Hefilled hislungsto chalenge
it.

There was asound like a piece of newspaper being torn. The monkey's midsection disappeared in adark
spray of blood and shredded organs. The body fell heavily through the branches in two halves.

Would you lay off the goddamn monkeys? Shut up! This placeisan ecologica preserve. My watch, shut
up. Target practice.

Black on black it paused, then dipped through the jungle like a heavy slent reptile. A man could be
standing two yards away and not seeit. Ininfrared it wasn't there. Radar would dither off its skin.

It smelled human flesh and stopped. The prey maybe thirty meters upwind, amale, rank with old swest,
garlic on hisbresth. Smell of gun oil and smokeless powder residue. It tested the direction of the wind
and backtracked, circled around. The man would be watching the path. So come in from the woods.

It grabbed the man's neck from behind and pulled his head off like an old blossom. The body shuddered
and gurgled and crapped. It eased the body down to the ground and set the head between itslegs.

Nicetouch. Thanks.

It picked up the man'srifle and bent the barrel into aright angle. It lay the weapon down quietly and
stood slent for severd minutes.

Then three other shadows came from the woods, and they al converged on a small wooden hut. The
walls were beaten-down aluminum cans nailed to planks; the roof was cheap glued plastic.



It pulled the door off and an irrdlevant alarm sounded asiit switched on aheadlight brighter than the sun.
Six people on cots, recailing.

"—Do not ress," it boomed in Spanish. "—Y ou are prisoners of war and will be treated according to
the terms of the Geneva Convention.”

"Mierda" A man scooped up a shaped charge and threw it at the light. The tearing-paper sound was
softer than the sound of the man's body burgting. A split second later, it swatted the bomb like an insect
and the explosion blew down the front wall of the building and flattened al the occupants with
concussion.

The black figure consdered its|eft hand. Only the thumb and first finger worked, and the wrist made a
noise when it rotated.

Good reflexes. Oh, shut up.

The other three shapes turned on sunlights and pulled off the building's roof and knocked down the
remaningwals.

The people insde looked dead, bloody and till. The machines began to check them, though, and a
young woman suddenly rolled over and raised the laser rifle shed been concedling. Sheamed it a the
one with the broken hand and did manage to raise a puff of smoke from its chest before shewas
shredded.

The one checking the bodies hadn't even looked up. "No good,” it said. "All dead. No tunnels. No exotic
wegpons | can find."

"Well, we got some stuff for Unit Eight.” They turned off their lights and sped off smultaneoudy, in four
different directions.

The one with the bad hand moved about a quarter-mile and stopped to ingpect the damage with adim
infrared light. It beat the hand againgt its side afew times. Still, only the two digits worked.

Wonderful. Well haveto bringitin.
So what would you have done?
Who's complaining? I'll spend part of my ten in base camp.

Thefour of them took four different routesto the top of atredesshill. They sood in arow for afew
seconds, arms upraised, and a cargo helicopter camein at treetop level and snatched them away.

Who got the second kill there? thought the one with the broken hand.

A voice appeared in dl four heads. "Berryman initiated the response. But Hogarth commenced firing
before the victim was unambiguoudy dead. So by therules, they share thekill."

The helicopter with the four soldierboys dangling dipped down the hill and screamed through the night at
treetop leve, in total darkness, east toward friendly Panama

| DIDN'T LIKE SCOVILLE having the soldierboy before me. Y ou have to monitor the previous
mechanic for twenty-four hours before you take it over, to warm up and become sensitive to how the
soldierboy might have changed since your last shift. Like losing the use of three fingers.



When you're in the warm-up seat you're just watching; you're not jacked into the rest of the platoon,
which would be hopdesdy confusing. We go in gtrict rotation, so the other nine soldierboysin the
platoon also have replacements breathing over their mechanics shoulders.

Y ou hear about emergencies, where the replacement has to suddenly take over from the mechanic. It's
easy to believe, Thelast day would be the worst even without the added stress of being watched. If
you're going to crack or have a heart attack or stroke, it's usually on the tenth day.

Mechanics aren't in any physica danger, deep insde the Operations bunker in Portobello. But our death
and disability rateis higher than the regular infantry. It's not bulletsthat get us, though; it's our own brains
andvens.

It would be rough for me or any of my mechanicsto replace peoplein Scoville's platoon, though. They're
ahunter-killer group, and were "harassment and interdiction,” H & 1; sometimes loaned to Psychops.
We don't often kill. We aren't selected for that aptitude.

All ten of our soldierboys came into the garage within a couple of minutes. The mechanicsjacked out and
the exoskeleton shells eased open. Scoville's people climbed out like little old men and women, even
though their bodies had been exercised congtantly and adjusted for fatigue poisons. Y ou still couldn't help
feeling asif you'd been stting in the same place for nine days.

| jacked out. My connection with Scovillewas alight one, not &t al like the near-tel epathy that linksthe
ten mechanicsin the platoon. Still, it was disorienting to have my own brain to mysdf.

Wewerein alarge white room with ten of the mechanic shells and ten warm-up seats, like fancy barber
chairs. Behind them, the wall was a huge backlit map of Costa Rica, showing with lights of various colors
where soldierboy and flyboy units were working. The other walls were covered with monitors and digital
readouts with jargon labels. People in white fatigues walked around checking the numbers.

Scoville stretched and yawned and walked over to me.

"Sorry you thought that last bit of violence was unnecessary. | felt the Situation called for direct action.”
God, Scoville and hisacademic airs. Doctoratein Leisure Arts.

"You usudly do. If you'd warned them from outside, they would've had time to assessthe Situation.
Surrender.”

"Yesindeed. Asthey did in Ascenson.”
"That was onetime." We'd lost ten soldierboys and aflyboy to anuclear booby trap.

"Well, the second time won't be on my watch. Six fewer pedrosin theworld.” He shrugged. "I'll go light
acandle”

"Ten minutesto calibration,” aloudspesker said. Hardly enough timefor the shell to cool down. |
followed Scovilleinto the locker room. He went to one end to get into his civvies; | went to the other end
tojoin my platoon.

Sarawas aready mostly undressed. " Julian. Y ou want to do me?"

Yes, like most of our males and one female, | did, as she well knew, but that's not what she meant. She
took off her wig and handed me the razor. She had three weeks worth of fine blond stubble. | gently
shaved off the area surrounding the input at the base of her skulll.



"That last one was pretty brutal,” she said. " Scoville needed the body count, | guess.”
"It occurred to him. He's eleven short of making E-8. Good thing they didn't come across an orphanage.”
"Held be bucking for captain,” she said.

| finished her and she checked mine, rubbing her thumb around the jack. " Smooth," she said. | keep my
head shaved off duty, though it's unfashionable for black men on campus. | don't mind long bushy hair,
but | don't likeit well enough to run around al day wearing ahot wig.

Louis came over. "Hi, Julian. Give me abuzz, Sara." She reached up—he was six feet four and Sarawas
small—and he winced when she turned on the razor.

"Let meseethat," | said. His skin was dightly inflamed on one side of theimplant. "Lou, that's going to be
trouble. Y ou should've shaved before the warm-up.”

"Maybe. Y ou gotta choose." Once you were in the cage you were there for nine days. Mechanics with
fast-growing hair and sengitive skin, like Saraand Lou, usudly shaved once, between warm-up and the
shift. "It'snot thefirg time," he said. "I'll get some cream from the medics.”

Bravo platoon got along pretty well. That was partly amatter of chance, since we were selected out of
the pool of appropriate draftees by body size and shape, to fit the platoon's cages and the aptitude profile
for H & I. Five of uswere survivors of the original draft pick: Candi and Mel aswell asLou, Sara, and
me. Weve been doing thisfor four years, working ten days on and twenty off. It seemslike alot longer.

Candi isagrief counselor inred life; the rest of us are academics of some stripe. Lou and | are science,
Sarais American palitics, and Mée isacook. "Food science,” so called, but ahell of acook. We get
together afew times ayear for abanquet at hisplacein S. Louis.

We went together back to the cage area. "Okay, listen up,” the loudspeaker said. "We have damage on
Units One and Seven, so wewon't calibrate the left hand and right leg at thistime.”

"So we need the cocksuckers?' Lou asked.
"No, thedrainswill not beingtdled. If you can hold it for forty-five minutes.”
"Il certainly try, Sr."

"WEII do the partia calibration and then you're free for ninety minutes, maybe two hours, while we set up
the new hand and leg modules for Julian and Candi's machines. Then well finish the calibration and hook
up the orthotics, and you're off to the staging area.”

"Bedill my heart,”” Saramurmured.

Welay down in the cages, working arms and legs into tiff deeves, and the techsjacked usin. For the
calibration we were tuned down to about ten percent of acombat jack, so | didn't hear actua words
from anybody but Lou - a"hello there" that waslike afaint shout from amile away. | focused my mind
and shouted back.

The cdibration was dmost automatic for those of uswho'd been doing it for years, but we did haveto
stop and back up twice for Ralph, aneo who'd joined us two cycles ago when Richard stroked out. It
was just amatter of al ten of us squeezing one muscle group at atime, until the red thermometer matched
the blue thermometer on the heads-up. But until you're used to it, you tend to squeeze too hard and
overshoot.



After an hour they opened the cage and unjacked us. We could kill ninety minutesin the lounge. It was
hardly worth wasting time getting dressed, but we did. It was agesture. We were about to live in each
other's bodiesfor nine days, and enough was enough.

Familiarity breeds, asthey say. Some mechanics become lovers, and sometimesit works. | tried it with
Carolyn, who died three years ago, but we could never bridge the gap between being combat-jacked
and being civilians. We tried to work it out with arelator, but the relator had never been jacked, so we
might aswell have been talking Sanskrit.

| don't know that it would be "love" with Sara, but it's academic. She's not really attracted to me, and of
course can't hide her fedlings, or lack of same. In aphysica way we're closer than any civilian pair could
be, sncein full combat jack we are this one cresture with twenty arms and legs, with ten brains, with five
vaginas and five penises.

Some people cdl the feding godlike, and | think there have been gods who were constructed aong
gmilar lines. The onel grew up with was an old white-bearded Caucasian gent without even one vagina

Wed dready studied the order of battle, of course, and our specific ordersfor the nine days. We were
going to continue in Scovilleésarea, but doing H & |, making things difficult in the cloud forest of Cogta
Rica It was not a particularly dangerous assignment, but it was distasteful, like bullying, sncetherebels
didn't have anything remotely like soldierboys.

Ralph expressed his discomfort. We had sat down at the dining table with teaand coffee.
"Thisoverkill getsto me," hesaid. "Thet pair in thetreelast time."
"Ugly," Sarasad.

"Ah, the bastards killed themsalves," Méd said. He spped the coffee and scowled at it. "We probably
wouldn't have noticed them if they hadn't opened up on us."

"It bothers you that they were children?' | asked Ralph.
"Well, yeah. Doesnt it you?' He rubbed the stubble on hischin. "Little girls."

"Little girlswith machine guns," Karen said, and Claude nodded emphéticaly. They'd comein together
about ayear ago, and were lovers.

"I've been thinking about that, too,” | said. "What if we'd known they were little girls?' They'd been about
tenyearsold, hiding in atree house.

"Before or after they started shooting?' Mdl asked.
"Even dfter," Candi said. "How much damage can they do with amachine gun?”

"They damaged me pretty effectively!" Md said. Hed lost one eye and the olfactory receptors. "They
knew exactly what to aim for."

"It wasn't abig dedl,” Candi said. "Y ou got field replacements.”
"Fet likeabig ded tome."

"I know. | wasthere." Y ou don't exactly fed pain when a sensor goes out. It's something as strong as
pain, but there's no word for it.



"I don't think we would've had to kill them if they were out in the open,” Claude said. "If we could see
they were just kidsand lightly armed. But hell, for al we knew they were FOswho could cal in atac
nuke"

"In CogtaRica?' Candi said.

"It happens," Karen said. It had happened once in three years. Nobody knew where the rebels had
gotten the nuke. It had cost them two towns, the one the soldierboys were in when they were vaporized,
and the one we took apart in retaliation.

"Yeah, yeah," Candi said, and | could hear in those two words al she wasn't saying: that a nuke on our
position would just destroy ten machines. When Md flamed the tree house he roasted two little girls,
probably too young to know what they were doing.

There was dways an undercurrent in Candi's mind, when we were jacked. She was a good mechanic,
but you had to wonder why she hadn't been given some other assgnment. She was too empathetic, sure
to crack before her term was up.

But maybe shewasin the platoon to act as our collective conscience. Nobody at our level knew why
anybody was chosen to be amechanic, and we only had a vague ideawhy we were assigned to the
platoon we got. We seemed to cover awide range of aggressiveness, from Candi to Mel. Wedidn't
have anybody like Scoville, though. Nobody who got that dark pleasure out of killing. Scovill€'s platoon
aways saw more action than mine, too; no coincidence. Hunter-killers—they're definitely more congenid
with mayhem. So when the Great Computer in the Sky decides who gets what mission, Scovill€'s platoon
getsthe kills and ours gets reconnai ssance.

Me and Claude, especidly, grumbled about that. A confirmed kill was an automatic point toward
promoation, in pay gradeif not in rank, whereas you couldn't count on the PPR—Periodic Performance
Review—for adime. Scovill€'s people got the kills, so they averaged about twenty-five percent higher
pay than my people. But what could you spend it on? Save it up and buy our way out of the army?

"So were gonnado trucks,” Mel said. "Cars and trucks."

"That'stheword,” | said. "Maybe atank if you hold your mouth right." Satellites had picked up some IR
traces that probably meant the rebels were being re-supplied by small stealthed trucks, probably robotic
or remote. One of those outbursts of technology that kept the war from being atotally one-sided
massacre.

| supposeif the war went on long enough, the enemy might have soldierboys, too. Then we could have
the ultimate in something: ten-million-dollar machines reducing each other to junk whiletheir operators sat
hundreds of miles away, concentrating in air-conditioned caves.

People had written about that, warfare based on attrition of wedth rather than loss of life. But it'saways
been easier to make new lives than new wealth. And economic battles have |ong-established venues,
some palitical and some not, as often among dlies as not.

Wdl, what does aphysicist know about it? My science has rules and laws that seem to correspond to
reality. Economics describes redlity after the fact, but isn't too good at predicting. Nobody predicted the
nanoforges.

The loudspesker told usto saddle up. Nine days of truck-stalking.



ALL TEN PEOPLE IN Julian Classs platoon had the same basic weapon—the soldierboy, or Remote
Infantry Combat Unit: a huge suit of armor with aghost init. For al the weight of itsarmor, more than
half of the RICU's mass was ammunition. It could fire accurate sniper rounds to the horizon, two ounces
of depleted uranium, or a closerangeit could hose a stream of supersonic flechettes. It had high
explosive and incendiary rockets with eyes, afully automatic grenade launcher, and ahigh-powered
laser. Specid units could befitted with chemical, biological, or nuclear wespons, but those were only
used for reprisa inkind.

(Fewer than adozen nuclear wegpons, small ones, had been used in twelve years of war. A large one
had destroyed Atlanta, and athough the Ngumi denied responsibility, the Alliance responded by giving
twenty-four hours notice, and then leveling Mandellaville and Sao Paulo. Ngumi contended that the
Alliance had cynically sacrificed one nondrategic city so it could have an excuse to destroy two important
ones. Julian suspected they might beright.)

Therewere air and nava units, too, inevitably caled flyboys and sailorboys, even though most flyboys
were piloted by females.

All of Julian's platoon had the same armor and wegpons, but some had specidized functions. Julian, being
platoon leader, communicated directly and (in theory) constantly with the company coordinator, and
through her to the brigade command. In thefield, he received constant input in the form of encrypted
sgndsfrom fly-over satellites aswell asthe command station in geosynchronous orbit. Every order came
from two sources s multaneoudy, with different encryptation and a different transmisson lag, so it would
be amost impossible for the enemy to dip in abogus command.

Raph had a"horizontd" link smilar to Julian's"verticd" one. As platoon liaison, hewasin touch with his
opposite number in each of the other nine platoons that made up Bravo. They were "lightly jacked"'—the
communication wasn't asintimate as he had with other members of the platoon, but it was more than just
aradio link. He could advise Julian asto the other platoons,’ actions and even fedlings, morae, in aquick
and direct way. It wasrare for dl the platoons to be engaged in asingle action, but when they were, the
Situation was chaotic and confusing. The platoon liaisons then were asimportant as the verticad command
links.

One soldierboy platoon could do as much damage as a brigade of regular infantry. They did it quicker
and more dramaticaly, like huge invincible robots moving in sllent concert.

They didn't use actua armed robots, for severd reasons. One was that they could be captured and used
againg you; if the enemy could capture a soldierboy they would just have an expensive piece of junk.
None had ever been captured intact, though; they saf-destruct impressively.

Another problem with robots was autonomy: the machine hasto be able to function on itsown if
communications are cut off. Theimage, aswell astheredlity, of aheavily armed machine making spot
combat decisons was not something any army wanted to ded with. (Soldierboys had limited autonomy,
in case their mechanics died or passed out. They stopped firing and went for shelter while anew
mechanic was warmed up and jacked.)

The soldierboys were arguably more effective psychological wegpons than robots would be. They were
like dl-powerful knights, heroes. And they represented atechnology that was out of the enemy's grasp.

The enemy did use armed robots, like, asit turned out, the two tanks that were guarding the convoy of
trucks that Julian's platoon was sent to destroy. Neither of the tanks caused any trouble. In both cases
they were destroyed as soon asthey revealed their position by firing. Twenty-four robot trucks were
destroyed, too, after their cargos had been examined: ammunition and medical supplies.



After thelast truck had been reduced to shiny dag, the platoon ill had four days left on its shift, so they
were flown back to the Portobello base camp, to do picket duty. That could be pretty dangerous, since
the base camp was hit by rockets a couple of times ayear, but most of thetime it was no challenge. Not
boring, though—the mechanics were protecting their own lives, for achange.

SOMETIMESIT TOOK ME acouple of daysto wind down and be ready to be acivilian again. There
were plenty of jointsin Portobello willing to help ease the trangition. | usudly did my unwinding back in
Houston, though. It was easy for rebelsto dip across the border and pass as Panamanians, and if you
got tagged as amechanic you were a prime target. Of course there were plenty of other Americansand
Europeansin Portobello, but it's possible that mechanics stood out: pale and twitchy, collars pulled up to
hide the skull jacks, or wigs. We lost one that way last month. Arly went into town for ameal and a
movie. Some thugs pulled off her wig, and she was hauled into an dley and beaten to a pulp and raped.
Shedidn't die but she didn't recover, ether. They had pounded the back of her head against awal |l until
the skull fractured and the jack came out. They shoved the jack into her vagina and left her for dead.

So the platoon was one short this month. (The neo Personnd delivered couldn't fit Arly's cage, which
was not surprising.) We may be short two next month: Sa-mantha, who is Arly's best friend, and alittle
bit more, was hardly there thisweek. Brooding, distracted, dow. If wed beenin actual combat she might
have snapped out of it; both of them were pretty good soldiers—better than me, in terms of actualy
liking the work—but picket duty gave her too much time to meditate, and the truck assgnment before
that was asilly exercise aflyboy could have done on her way back from something else.

Weadl tried to give Samantha support while we were jacked, but it was awkward. Of course she and
Arly couldn't hidetheir physicdl attraction for one another, but they were both conventional enough to be
embarrassed about it (they had boyfriends on the outside), and had encouraged kidding as away of
keeping the complex relationship managesble. There was no banter now, of course.

Samantha had spent the past three weeks visiting Arly every day at the convalescent center, where the
bones of her face were growing back, but that was a constant frustration, since the nature of her injuries
meant they couldn't be jacked, couldn't be close. Never. And it was Samanthas nature to want revenge,
but that was impossible now. The five rebesinvolved had been apprehended immediately, did through
thelega system, and were hanged aweek later in the public square.

I'd seen it on the cube. They weren't hanged so much as dowly strangled. Thisin a country that hadn't
used capitd punishment in generations, before the war.

Maybe after thewar well be civilized again. That'sthe way it has ways happened in the past.

JULIAN USUALLY WENT STRAIGHT home to Houston, but not when his ten dayswere up on a
Friday. That wasthe day of the week when he had to be the most socid, and he needed at least aday of
preparation for that. Every day you spent jacked, you felt closer to the other nine mechanics. There was
aterrible sense of separation when you unjacked, and hanging around with the others didn't help. What
you needed was aday or so of isolation, in the woods or in a crowd.

Julian was not the outdoor type, and he usudly just buried himself in the university library for aday. But
not if it was Friday.

He could fly anywhere for free, so on impulse he went up to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where hed
done his undergraduate work. It was abad choice, dirty dush everywhere and thin deet falingina



constant sting, but he grimly persisted in his quest to visit every bar he could remember. They werefull of
inexplicably young and callow people.

Harvard was gill Harvard; the dome till leaked. People made a point of not staring a ablack manin
uniform.

He walked amile through the deet to hisfavorite pub, the ancient Plough and Stars, but it was
padlocked, with a card saying Bahamal taped inside the window. So he squished back to the Square on
frozen feet, promising smultaneoudy to get drunk and not lose histemper.

There was abar named after John Harvard, where they brewed nine kinds of beer on the premises. He
had a pint of each one, methodically checking them off on the blotter, and flowed into acab that
decanted him at the airport. After Sx hours of off-and-on dumber, he flew his hangover back to Houston
Sunday morning, following the sunrise acrossthe country.

Back at his apartment he made a pot of coffee and attacked the accumulated mail and memos. Most of it
was throwaway junk. Interesting letter from hisfather, vacationing in Montanawith his new wife, not
Julian'sfavorite person. His mother had caled twice about amoney problem, but then called again to say
never mind. Both brothers called about the hanging; they followed Julian's "career” closely enough to
realize that the woman who'd been attacked wasin his platoon.

Hisactua career had generated the usua soft Sifting pink snowfall of irrdlevant interdepartmenta memos,
which hedid haveto at least scan. He studied the minutes of the monthly faculty meeting, just in case
something real had been discussed. He dways missed it, since he was on duty from the tenth to the
nineteenth of every month. The only way that might have hurt his career would be jed ousy from other
faculty members.

And then there was a hand-ddlivered envel ope, a small square under the memos, addressed "J." He saw
acorner of it and pulled it out, pink dipsfluttering, and ripped open the flap, over which ared flame had
been rubber-stamped: it was from Blaze, who Julian was dlowed to call by her real name, Amdia. She
was his coworker, ex-adviser, confidante, and sexud companion. He didn't say "lover” in hismind, yet,
because that was awkward, Ameliabeing fifteen years older than him. Y ounger than hisfather's new
wife

The note had some chat about the Jupiter Project, the particle-physics experiment they were engaged in,
including abit of scandalous gossip about their boss, which did not aone explain the seeled envelope.
"Whatever timeyou get back," shewrote, "come straight over. Wake me up or pull me out of thelab. |
need my little boy in the worst way. Y ou want to come over and find out what the worst way iS?'

Actudly, what he/d had in mind was deeping for afew hours. But he could do that afterward. He
stacked the mail into three piles and dropped one pile into the recycler. He started to call her but then put
the phone down unpunched. He dressed for the morning cool and went downgtairsfor hisbicycle.

The campus was deserted and beautiful, redbuds and azaleas in bloom under the hard blue Texas sky.
He pedaed dowly, reaxing back into red life, or comfortableillusion. The more time he spent jacked,
the harder it was to accept this peaceful, monocular view of life asthe real one. Rather than the beast
with twenty arms; the god with ten hearts.

At least he wasn't mengtruating anymore.

Helet himsdf into her place with histhumbprint. Ameiawas actudly up & ninethis Sunday morning, in
the shower. He decided againgt surprising her there. Showers were dangerous places—he had dipped in
one once, experimenting with afdlow clumsy teenager, and had wound up with acut chin and bruises



and adecidedly un-erctic attitude toward the location (and the girl, for that matter).

So hejust sat up in her bed, quietly reading the newspaper, and waited for the water to stop. She sang
bits of tunes, happy, and switched the shower from fine spray to coarse pulse and back. Julian could
visualize her there and dmost changed his mind. But he stayed on the bed, fully clothed, pretending to
reed.

She came out toweling and started dightly when she saw Julian; then recovered: "Help! Therésastrange
maninmy bed!"

"| thought you liked strange men.”
"Only one." She laughed and eased dongside him, hot and damp.

ALL OF USMECHANICStak about sex. Being jacked automatically accomplishes two things that
normal people pursue through sex, and sometimeslove: emotiona union with another and the penetration,
S0 to peak, of the physical mysteries of the opposite sex. These things are automatic and instantaneous,
jacked, as soon asthey turn on the power. When you unjack, it'samystery you dl have in common, and
you talk about that as much as anything.

Amdiastheonly civilian I've talked about it with at any length. She'sintensdaly curious about it, and
would take the chance if it were possible. But she would lose her position, and maybe alot more.

Eight or nine percent of the people who go through the ingtallation either die on the operating table or,
worse, come out of it with their brains not working at al. Even those of uswho come out successfully
jacked face an increase in the frequency of cerebrovascular incidents, including fatal stroke. For
mechanicsin soldier-boys, the increaseistenfold.

So Amedlia could get jacked—she has the money and could just dip down to Mexico City or
Guaddgaraand haveit done a one of the clinics there—but she would automatically lose her position:
tenure, retirement, everything. Most job contracts had a"jack™ clause; all academic onesdid. People like
me were exempt because we didn't do it voluntarily, and it was against the law to discriminate against
peoplein Nationa Service. Ameliastoo old to be drafted.

When we make love | sometimes have felt her stroking the cold metd disk at the base of my skull, asif
sheweretrying to get in. | don't think she'saware of doing it.

Ameliaand | had been close for many years, even when shewas my Ph.D. adviser, we had asocid life
together. But it didn't become physical until after Carolyn died.

Carolyn and | werefirst jacked at the same time; joined the platoon on the same day. It was an instant
emotiona connection, even though we had amost nothing in common. We were both black Southerners
(Amdias pae Bogon Irish) and in graduate school. But she was no intellectual; her MFA was going to
bein Creative Viewing. | never watched the cube and she wouldn't know adifferentia equation if it had
reared up and bit her on the butt. So we had no rapport at that level, but that wasn't important.

We'd been physicdly attracted to each other during training, the shoe stuff you go through before they
put you in asoldierboy, and had managed to sneak afew minutes of privacy, threetimes, for hasty sex,
desperatdly passionate. Even for norma people, that would have been an intense beginning. But then
when we were jacked it was something way beyond anything either of us had ever experienced. It was
asif lifewere abig smple puzzle, and we suddenly had a piece dropped in that nobody else could see.



But we couldn't put it together when we weren't jacked. We had alot of sex, alot of talks, went to
relators and counsallors— but it was like we were one thing in the cage and quite another, or two
others, outside.

| talked to Ameliaabout it at the time, not only because we were friends, but because we were on the
same project and she could see my work was garting to suffer. | couldn't get Carolyn off my mind, ina
very literd way.

It was never resolved. Carolyn died in asudden brain blowout when we weren't doing anything
particularly stressful, just waiting for a pickup after an uneventful misson.

| had to be hospitalized for aweek; in away, it was even worse than just losing someone you loved. It
waslikethat pluslosing alimb, losing part of your brain.

Ameliaheld my hand that week, and we were holding each other soon enough.

| don't usudly fall adeep right after making love, but thistime | did, after the weekend of disspation and
the deepless hours on the plane—you'd think a person who spent athird of hislife as part of amachine
would be comfortable traveling insde another one, but no. | have to stay awake to keep the damned
thingintheair.

The smell of onionswoke me up. Brunch, lunch, whatever. Amelia has athing about potatoes; her Irish
blood, | suppose. She was frying up a pan with onions and garlic. Not my favorite wake-up call, but for
her it was lunch. She told me she'd gotten up at three to log on and work out a decay sequence that
turned out to be nothing. So her reward for working on Sunday was ashower, asomewhat awake lover,
and fried potatoes.

| located my shirt but couldn't find my pants, and settled on one of her nightgowns, not too pretty. We
werethe samesize.

| found my blue toothbrush in her bathroom and used her weird clove-flavored toothpaste. Decided
againgt ashower because my stomach was growling. It wasn't grits and gravy, but it wasn't poison.

"Good morning, bright eyes.” No wonder | couldn't find my pants. She was wearing them.
"Have you gone completely strange?’ | said.

"Just an experiment.” She stepped over and held me by both shoulders. ™Y ou look stunning. Absolutely
gorgeous.”

"What experiment? See what | would wear?"

"See whether." She stepped out of my jeans and handed them over, and walked back to her potatoes
wearing only aT-shirt. "1 mean, redlly. Y our generation is so prudish.”

"Oh, arewe?" | dipped off the gown and came up behind her. "Come on. I'll show you prudish.”

"That doesn't count.” She haf-turned and kissed me. "The experiment was about clothes, not sex. Sit
down before one of us gets burned.”

| sat down at the dinette and looked at her back. She stirred the food dowly. "I'm not surewhy | did
that, redly. Impulse. Couldn't deep but didn't want to wake you up, going through the closet. | stepped
on your jeans getting out of bed and | just put them on.”



"Don't explain. | want it to be abig perverse mystery.”

"If you want coffee you know whereit is." She had apot of tea brewed. | dmost asked for acup. But to
keep the morning from being too full of mystery, | stuck with coffee.

"So Macro's getting adivorce?' Dr. "Mac" Roman was dean of research and titular head of our project,
though he wasn't involved in the day-to-day work.

"Deep dark secret. He hasn't told anybody. My friend Nel passed it on." Nel Nye was a schoolmate
who worked for the city.

"And they were such alovely couple together.” Shelaughed one"ha," stabbing at the potatoes with the
gpatula. "Wasit another woman, man, robot?"

"They don't put that on the form. They're splitting thisweek, though, and | have to meet with him
tomorrow before we go to Budget. Hell be even more distracted than usua.” She divided the potatoes
between two plates and brought them over. " So you were out blowing up trucks?'

"Actudly, | waslying in acage, twitching." She dismissed that with awave. "Therewasnt much toit. No
drivers or passengers. Two saps.”

"Sepients?”

"'Sapient defense units," yeah, but that puts a pretty low threshold on sapience. They're just gunson
trackswith Al routinesthat give them a certain degree of autonomy. Pretty effective against ground
troops and conventional artillery and air support. Don't know what they were doing in our AO."

"Isthat ablood type?' she said over her teacup.
"Sorry. 'Areaof operations.’ | mean, one flyboy could have taken them out in asingle treetop pass.”
"So why didn't they use aflyboy? Rather than risk damaging your expensive armored carcass.”

"Oh, they said they wanted the cargo andyzed, which was bullshit. The only stuff besidesfood and ammo
were some solar cells and replacement boards for field mainframes. So we know they use Mitsubishi.

But if they buy anything from a Rimcorp firm, we automatically get copies of theinvoices. So I'm sure
that was no big surprise”

"So why'd they send you?'

"Nobody said officidly, but | got athread on my vertica jack that they were feding out Sam, Samantha.”
"She's the one who, her friend?’ "Got beaten up and raped, yeah. She didn't do too well."

"Who woul d?"
"l don't know. Sam's pretty tough. But she wasn't even half there.”
"That would go rough on her? If she got apsychiatric discharge.”

"They don't like to give them, unlessthere's actua brain damage. They'd either find' that or put her
through an Article 12." | got up to find some catsup for my potatoes. "That might not be as bad as rumor
hasit. Nobody in our company has gone throughit.”

"| thought there was a congressiond investigation of that. Somebody with important parents died.”



"Y eah, there wastak. | don't know that it got any further than talk. Article 12 hasto be awall you can't
climb. Otherwise haf the mechanicsin the army would try for apsych discharge.”

"They don't want to makeit that easy." "So | used to think. Now | think part of it is keeping abaanced
force. If you made an Article 12 easy, you'd |ose everyone bothered by killing. The soldierboyswould
wind up aberserker corps.”

"That's apretty picture.”
"Y ou should seewhat it looks like frominside. | told you about Scoville."
"A few times"

"Imagine him times twenty thousand." People like Scoville are completely disassociated from killing,
especidly with the soldierboys. Y ou find them in regular armies, too, though—people for whom enemy
soldiers aren't human, just countersin agame. They'reided for some missons and disastrous for others.

| had to admit the potatoes were pretty good. 1'd been living on bar food for acouple of days, cheese
and fried mests, with corn chipsfor avegetable.

"Oh... you didn't get on the cube thistime." She had her cube monitor the war channels and keep any
sequences where my unit gppeared. "So | was pretty sure you were having a safe, boring time.”

"So shdl wefind something exciting to do?"

"Y ou go find something." She picked up the plates and carried them to the sink. "I have to go back to the
labfor haf aday.”

"Something | could help you with?"

"Wouldn't speed it up. It'sjust some data formatting for a Jupiter Project update.” She sorted the plates
into the dishwasher. "Why don't you catch up on your deep and well do something tonight.”

That sounded good to me. | switched the phone over, in case somebody wanted to bother me on
Sunday morning, and returned to her rumpled bed.

THE JUPITER PROJECT WASthe largest particle accelerator ever built, by severd orders of
megnitude.

Particle accelerators cost money—the faster the particle, the more it costs—and the history of particle
physicsisat least partly ahistory of how important redlly fast particles have been to various sponsoring
governments.

Of course, the whole idea of money had changed with the nanoforges. And that changed the pursuit of
"Big Science.”

The Jupiter Project wasthe result of severd years arguing and wheedling, which resulted in the Alliance
gponsoring aflight to Jupiter. The Jupiter probe dropped a programmed nanoforge into its dense
atmosphere, and deposited another one on the surface of 10. The two machines worked in concert, the
Jupiter one sucking up deuterium for warm fusion and beaming the power to the one on lo, which
manufactured elements for a particle accelerator that would ring the planet in 10's orbit and concentrate
power from Jupiter's gargantuan magnetic field.



Prior to the Jupiter Project, the biggest "supercollider” had been the Johnson Ring that circled severa
hundred miles beneath Texas wasteland. This one would be ten thousand times as long and a hundred
thousand times as powerful.

The nanoforge actualy built other nanoforges, but ones that could only be used for the purpose of making
the elements of the orbiting particle accelerator. So the thing did grow at an exponentid rate, the busy
machines chewing up the blasted surface of 10 and spitting it out into space, forming aring of uniform
eements

What used to cost money now cost time. The researchers on Earth waited while ten, ahundred, a
thousand dements were chucked into orbit. After Sx yearsthere werefive thousand of them, enough to
dart firing up the huge machine.

Timewasinvolved in another way, atheoretica measure. It had to do with the beginning of the
universe— the beginning of time. One ingtant after the Diagpora (once caled the Big Bang) the universe
wasasmal cloud of highly energetic particles swarming outward a close to the speed of light. Aninstant
later, they were adifferent swarm, and so on out to awhole second, ten seconds, and so on. The more
energy you pumped into a particle accelerator, the closer you could come to duplicating the conditions
that obtained soon after the Diaspora, the beginning of time.

For more than a century there had been a back-and-forth dia ogue between the particle physicists and
the cosmologists. The cosmol ogists would scribble their equations, trying to figure out which particles
wereflitting around at what time in the universe's development, and their results would suggest an
experiment. So the physicists would fire up their accelerators and either verify the cosmologists equations
or send them back to the blackboard.

The reverse process ad so happens. One thing most of us agree on isthat the universe exists (people who
deny that usually follow some trade other than science), so if some theoretica particle interaction would
lead ultimately to the nonexistence of the universe, then you can save alot of eectricity by not trying to
demongtrateit.

Thusit went, back and forth, up to the time of the Jupiter Project. The Johnson Ring had been ableto
take us back to conditions that were obtained when the universe was one tenth of asecond old. By that
time, it was about four times the size the Earth is now, having expanded from adimensionlesspoint at a

grest rate of speed.

The Jupiter Project, if it worked, would take us back to atime when the universe was smaller than a pes,
and filled with exotic particles that no longer exist. But it would be the biggest machine ever built, by
severd orders of magnitude, and it was being built by automatic robots with no direct supervision. When
the Jupiter group sent an order out to lo, it would get there fifteen to twenty-four minutes later, and of
course the response would be delayed by an equa length of time. A lot can happen in forty-eight
minutes; twice, the Project had to be halted and reprogrammed—abut you couldn't redly "hat" it, not all
at once, because the submachines that were making the parts that would go into orbit just kept on going
for forty-eight minutes plus however long it took to figure out how to reprogram them.

Over the Jupiter Program director's desk, there was a picture from amovie over acentury old: Mickey
Mouse asthe Sorcerer's Apprentice, staring dumbfounded at the endless line of brainless brooms
marching through the door.

| SLEPT A COUPLE of hours and woke up suddenly, in a panic swest. | couldn't remember what I'd
been dreaming about, but it left me with afading sense of vertigo, faling. It had happened afew times



before, thefirst day or two off duty.

Some people wound up never getting any deep deep unlessthey were jacked. Sleeping that way gave
you totd blackness, totd lack of sensation or thought. Practicing up for death. But relaxing.

| lay there staring into the watery light for another haf hour and decided to stop trying. Went into the
kitchen and buzzed up some coffee. Redlly ought to work, but | wouldn't have any papers until Tuesday,
and Research could wait until tomorrow morning's mesting.

Catch up on theworld. I'd resolutely stayed away from it in Cambridge. | turned on Amelias desk and
decrypted athread to my news module.

It humors me and putsthe light stuff first. | read through twenty pages of comics and the three columns|
knew to be safely immune from politics. One of them did a broad satire about Central Americaanyhow.

Centra and South Americatook up most of the world news section, unsurprisingly. The African front
was quit, still stunned ayear after our nuking of Manddaville. Perhaps regrouping and caculating which
of our citieswould be next.

Our little sortie wasn't even mentioned. Two platoons of soldierboystook the towns of Piedra Solaand
Igatimi, in Uruguay and Paraguay; supposedly rebel strongholds. Wedid it with their governments
foreknowledge and permission, of course—and there were no civilian casudties, equaly of course. Once
they're dead they're rebels. "Lamuerte esel gran convertidor,” they say— "Degth isthe great converter.”
That must be literaly true aswell as a sarcasm about our body counts. We've killed aquarter-millionin
the Americas and God knows how many in Africa. If | lived in either placel'd bea"rebd."

There was a business-as-usual running report about the Genevatalks. The enemy is so fragmented they
will never come together on terms, and I'm sure at least some of the rebel |eaders are plants, puppets
ordered to keep the thing good and confused.

They did actually come to agreement over nuclear wegpons. neither side would use them except in
retdiation, starting now, though Ngumi still won't take responsibility for Atlanta. What weredly needis
an agreement on agreements:. "'If we promise something, we won't bregk the promisefor at least thirty
days." Neither sdewould agree to that.

| turned off the machine and checked Amdiasrefrigerator. No beer. Well, that was my respongibility.
Some fresh air wouldn't hurt, anyhow, so | locked up and pedaed toward the campus gate.

The shoe sergeant in charge of security looked a my 1D and made me wait while he phoned for
verification. The two privates with him leaned on their wegpons and smirked. Some shoes have athing
about mechanics, sincewe don't "actually” fight. Forget that we have to stay in longer and have a higher
death rate. Forget that we keep them from having to do the redlly dangerousjobs.

Of course, that's exactly it for some of them: we also stand in the way of their being heroes. "It takes all
kinds of peopleto make aworld,” my mother dways says. Fewer kindsto make an army.

Hefindly admitted | waswho | was. "Y ou carrying?' he asked as hefilled out the pass.
"No," | said. "Not in the daytime."

"Your funerd." He folded the pass precisdly in two and handed it over. Actudly, | was armed, with a
putty knife and alittle Beretta belt-buckle laser. It might be his own funeral someday, if he couldnt tell
whether or not aman was armed. | saluted the privates with one erect finger between the eyes, traditiona
draftee greeting, and went out into the zoo.



There were about adozen whores lounging around the gate, one of them ajill, her head shaved. Shewas
old enough to be an ex-mechanic. Y ou dways wondered.

Of course, she noticed me. "Hey, Jack!" She stepped onto the path and | stopped the bike. "1 got
something you canride.”

"Maybe later,” | said. "You'relookin' good." Actualy, she wasn't. Her face and posture showed alot of
sress, thetdltde pink in her eyestagged her as a cherrybomb user.

"Half price for you, honey." | shook my head. She grabbed on to my handlebars. "Quarter price. Been so
long since | doneit jacked."

"I couldn't do it jacked." Something made me honest, or partly so. "Not with a stranger.”
"So how long would | be astranger?* She couldn't hide the note of pleading.
"Sorry." | pushed off onto the grass. If | didn't get away fast, sheld be offering to pay me.

The other hookers had watched the exchange with various attitudes. curiosity, pity, contempt. Asif they
weren't al addicts of one kind or another, themselves. Nobody had to fuck for aliving in the Universal
Wedfare State. Nobody had to do anything but stay out of trouble. It works so well.

They had legdized prostitution in Floridafor afew years, when | was growing up. But it went the way of
the big casinos before | was old enough to be interested.

Hooking'sacrimein Texas, but | think you have to be area nuisance before they lock you up. Thetwo
cops who watched thejill proposition me didn't put the cuffs on her. Maybe later, if they had the money.

Jllsusudly get plenty of work. They know what it feesliketo be mae.

| pedaled past the college-town stores, with their academic prices, into town. South Houston was not
exactly savory, but | was armed. Besides, | figured that bad guys kept late hours, and would still bein
bed. One wasntt.

| leaned the bike up against the rack outside of the liquor store and was fiddling with the cranky lock,
which was supposed to take my card.

"Hey boy," adeep bass voice said behind me. "Y ou got ten dollars for me? Maybe twenny?"

| turned around dowly. He was a head taler than me, maybe forty, lean, muscle suit. Shiny bootsup to
his knees and the tightly braided ponytail of an Ender: God would use that to haul him up to heaven.
Soon, he hoped.

"| thought you guys didn't need money."
"I need some. | need it now."

"So what's your habit?" | put my right hand on my hip. Not natural or comfortable, but closeto the
putty-knife. "Maybe | got some."

"Y ou don't got what | need. Got to buy what | need." He drew along knife with adender wavy blade
from hisboot.

"Put it away. | got ten." The Slly dagger was no match for aputtyknife, but | didn't want to perform a
dissection out here on the sdewalk.



"Oh, you got ten. Maybe you got fifty." He took a step toward me.

| pulled out the puttyknife and turned it on. It hummed and glowed. "Y ou just lost ten. How much more
you want to lose?"

He stared at the vibrating blade. The shimmering mist on the top third was as hot as the surface of the
sun. "Youinthearmy. Y ou amechanic.”

"I'm either amechanic or | killed one and took hisknife. Either way, you want to fuck with me?"
"Mechanicsain't so tough. | wasinthearmy.”

"You know all about it, then." Hetook a half-step to theright, | think afeint. | didn't move. "Y ou don't
want to wait for your Rapture? Y ou want to die right now?"

Helooked at mefor along second. There was nothing in hiseyes. "Oh, fuck you anyhow." He put the
knife back in his boot, turned, and walked away without looking back.

| turned off the puttyknife and blew on it When it was cool enough, | put it back and went into the liquor
dore.

The clerk had achrome Remington airspray. "Fuckin' Endie. | would've got him."
"Thanks," | said. He would've gotten metoo, with an airspray. "Y ou got six Dixies?'
"Sure." He opened the case behind him. "Ration card?"

"Army," | said. | didn't bother with the ID.

"Figured." He rummaged. "Y ou know they got alaw | got to let the fuckin' Endiesin the store? They
never buy anything."

"Why should they?' | said. "World's going up in smoke tomorrow, maybe the next day.”
"Right. Meanwhilethey stedl y' blind. All | got'scans™

"Whatever." | was sarting to shake alittle. Between the Ender and thistrigger-happy clerk I'd probably
come closer to dying than | ever would in Portobello.

He put the six-pack in front of me. "Y ou don't want to sdll that knife?
"No, | need it al thetime. Open fan mail withit."

That was the wrong thing to say. "Got to say | don't recognize you. | follow the Fourth and Sixteenth,
manly.”

"I'm Ninth. Not nearly as exciting."

"Interdiction," he said, nodding. The Fourth and Sixteenth are hunter-killer platoons, so they havea
consderable following. Warboys, we cdl their fans.

Hewas alittle excited, even though | wasjust Interdiction. And Psychops. ™Y ou didn't catch the Fourth
last Wednesday, did you?'

"Hey, | don't even follow my own ouitfit. | wasin the cage then, anyhow."



He stopped for amoment with my card in his hand, struck dumb by the concept that a person could live
nine daysin arow insde asoldierboy and then not jump straight to the cube and follow the war.

Some do, of course. | met Scoville when he was out of the cage once, herein Houston for awarboy
"assembly.” There's one every week somewhere in Texas— they haul in enough booze and bum and
sgueak to keep them cross-eyed for along weekend, and pay a couple of mechanicsto comein and tell
them what it'sredly redly like. To belocked insde a cage and watch yourself murder people by remote
control. They replay tapes of great battles and argue over fine points of strategy.

The only one I've ever goneto had a"warrior day," where dl of the attendees—all except us outsders—
dressed up aswarriors from the past. That was kind of scary. | assumed the tommy guns and flintlocks
didn't function; even criminaswere reluctant to risk that. But the swords and spears and bows looked
real enough, and they were in the hands of people who had amply demonstrated, to me at least, that they
shouldn't be trusted with asharp stick.

"Y ou weregoing to kill that guy?"' the clerk said conversationdly.
"No reason to. They aways back off." Asif | knew.
"But suppose he didnt.”

"It wouldn't be aproblem,” | heard myself saying. "Take his knife hand off at thewrist. Cal 9-1-1.
Maybethey'd glueit back on upside down." Actually, they'd probably take their time responding. Give
him a chance to beet the Rapture by bleeding to desth.

He nodded. "We had two guys last month outside the store, they did the handkerchief thing, some girl.”
That was where two men bite down on opposite corners of ahandkerchief, and have at each other with
knives or razors. The one who lets go of the handkerchief loses. "One guy was dead before they got
here. The other lost an ear; they didn't bother to ook for it." He gestured. "I kept it in the freezer for
awhile”

"Y ou're the one who cdlled the cops?’
"Ohyeah," hesaid. "Soon asit was over." Good citizen.
| strapped the beer onto the rear carrier and pedaled back toward the gate.

Things are getting worse. | hate to sound like my old man. But things redlly were better when | wasa
boy. There weren't Enders on every corner. People didn't duel. People didn't stand around and watch
other people dud. And then police picked up the ears afterward.

NOT ALL ENDERSHAD ponytails and obvious attitudes. There were two in Julian's physics
department, a secretary and Mac Roman himself.

People wondered how such amediocre scientist had come out of nowhere and brown-nosed hisway
into a position of academic power. What they didn't appreciate wasthe intellectua effort it took to
successfully pretend to believe in the ordered, agnostic view of the universe that physics mandated. It
wasdl part of God's plan, though. Like the carefully fasified documentsthat had put him in the position
of being minimaly qualified for the chairmanship. Two other Enders were on the Board of Regents, able
to push hiscase.

Macro (like one of those Regents) was a member of amilitant and supersecret sect within asect: the



Hammer of God. Like al Enders, they believed God was about to bring about the destruction of
humankind.

Unlike most of them, the Hammer of God felt called upon to help.

ON THE WAY BACK to campus| took awrong turn and, circling back, passed adownscale jack
joint I'd never seen. They had fedlies of group sex, downhill skiing, acar crash. Done there; been that.
Not to mention all the combat ones.

Actudly, I'd never donethe car crash. | wonder if the actor died. Sometimes Enders did that, even
though jacking's supposed to be asin. Sometimes people do it to be famous for afew minutes. I've never
jacked into one of those, but Ral ph has his favorites, so when I'm jacked with Ralph | get it secondhand.
GuessI'll never understand fame.

There was anew sergeant at the gate to the university, so we went through the delaying song and dance
agan.

| pedaled aimlesdy through the campus for an hour. It was pretty deserted, Sunday afternoon of along
week-end. | went into the physics building to see whether any students had dipped papers under my
door, and one had—an early problem set, wonder of wonders. And anote saying held have to missclass
because his sster had a coming-out party in Monaco. Poor kid.

Amélids office was one floor above mine, but | didn't bother her. | really ought to work out the answers
to the problem set, get ahead of the game. No, | ought to go back to Amelia's and waste the rest of the

day.

| did go back to Amdlids, but in aspirit of scientificinquiry. She had anew appliance they cdled the
"anti-microwave;" you put something in it and set the temperature you want, and it coolsit down. Of
course the appliance has nothing to do with microwaves.

It worked well on acan of beer. When | opened the door, wisps of vapor came out. The beer was forty
degrees, but the ambient temperature ins de the machine must have been alot lower. Just to see what
would happen, | put adice of cheeseinit and set it to the lowest temperature, minusforty. When it came
out | dropped it on thefloor, and it shattered. | think | found al the pieces.

Amdiahad alittle d cove behind the fireplace that she called "thelibrary.” Therewasjust room for an
antique futon and asmadl table. The three walls that defined the space were glassed-in shelves, full of
hundreds of old books. I'd been in there with her, but not to read.

| set the beer down and looked at thetitles. Mostly novels and poetry. Unlike alot of jacksandjills, |
still read for pleasure, but | like to read things that are supposed to be true.

My first couple of years of college, | mgored in history with aminor in physics, but then switched
around. | used to think it was the degreesin physics that got me drafted. But most mechanics have the
usua compulsory-ed degrees—gym, current events, communication skills.

Y ou don't have to be that smart to lie in the cage and twitch.

Anyhow, | liketo read history, and Amdliaslibrary waslean in that subject. A few popular illustrated
texts. Mostly twenty-first century, which | planned to read about when it was over.

| remembered she wanted me to read the Civil War novel The Red Badge of Courage, so | took it down



and settled in. Two hours and two beers.

The differences between their fighting and ours were as profound as the difference between a bad
accident and a bad dream.

Their amieswere equaly matched in wegponry; they both had adiffuse, confused command structure
that essentidly resulted in one huge mob being thrown againgt ancther, to flail away with primitive guns
and knives and clubs until one mob ran away.

The confused protagonist, Henry, was too deeply involved to see this smple truth, but he reported it
accurady.

| wonder what poor Henry would think about our kind of war. | wonder whether his era even knew the
most accurate metaphor: exterminator. And | wondered what simple truth my involvement kept me from
sedng.

JULIAN DIDN'T KNOW THAT the author of The Red Badge of Courage had had the advantage of
not having been apart of the war he wrote about. It's harder to see a pattern when you're part of it.

That war had been rdatively straightforward in terms of economic and ideologica issues; Julian'swas
not. The enemy Ngumi comprised aloose dliance of dozens of "rebe” forces, fifty-four thisyear. Inall
enemy countries there was alegitimate government that cooperated with the Alliance, but it was no secret
that few of those governments were supported by amagjority of their congtituents.

It was partly an economic war, the "haves’ with their automation-driven economies versusthe
"have-nots," who were not born into automatic prosperity. It was partly arace war, the blacks and
browns and some ydlows versus the whites and some other yellows. Julian was uncomfortable on some
level about that, but he didn't feel much of abond with Africa. Too long ago, too far away, and they were
too crazy.

And of courseit was an ideological war for some— the defenders of democracy versus the rebel
strong-arm charismatic leaders. Or the capitalist |and-grabbers versus the protectors of the people, take
your pick.

But it was not awar that was going to have a conclusive endgame, like Appomattox or Hiroshima. Either
the dow erasion of the Alliance would make it collapse into chaos, or the Ngumi would be swatted down
hard enough in dl locations that they would become a collection of local crime problemsrather than a
somewhat unified military one.

Theroots of it went back to the twentieth century and even beyond; many of the Ngumi traced their
political parentage back to when white men first brought sailing ships and gunpowder to their lands. The
Alliance dismissed that as SO much jingoigtic rhetoric, but therewaslogictoiit.

The situation was complicated by the fact that in some countries the rebel s were strongly linked to
organized crime, as had happened in the Drug Wars that smmered early in the century. In some, there
was nothing left but crime, organized or disorganized, but universal, from border to border. In some of
those places, Alliance forces were the only vestige of lawv—aoften underappreciated, when there was no
legal commerce and the popul ation's choi ce was between awell-stocked black market and
essentids-only charity from the Alliance.

Julian's Cogta Rica was anomalous. The country had managed to stay out of the war early on, maintaining



the neutrality that had kept it out of the twentieth century's cataclysms. Buit its geographic location
between Panama, the only Alliance stronghold in Central America, and Nicaragua, the hemisphere's most
powerful Ngumi nation, finally dragged it into thewar. At first, most of the patriotic rebels spoke with a
suspicious Ni-caraguan accent. But then there was a charismatic leader and an nation—~both
engineered by Ngumi, the Alliance claimed—and before long the forests and fields were filled with young
men, and some women, ready to risk their livesto protect their land againgt the cynica capitaists and
their puppets. Againgt the huge bulletproof giants who stalked the jungle quiet as cats; who could level a
town in minutes.

Julian considered himself apolitical redist. He didn't swalow the facile propaganda of his own side, but
the other sde wasjust plain doomed; their leaders should be making deals with the Alliance rather than
annoying it. When they nuked Atlantathey hammered thelast nail into their coffin.

If indeed Ngumi had doneit. No rebel group claimed responsibility, and Nairobi said it was closeto
being able to prove that the bomb had come from the Alliance nuclear archives: they had sacrificed five
million American livesto pavetheway for total war, tota annihilation.

But Julian wondered about the nature of the proof, that they could be"close” to it and not be able to say
anything specific. He didn't rule out the possibility that there were people on his own side insane enough

to blow up one of their own cities. But he did wonder how such athing could be kept secret for long. A

lot of people would haveto beinvolved.

Of course that could be dedlt with. People who would murder five million strangers could sacrifice afew
dozen friends, afew hundred coconspirators.

And o it went around and around, asit had in everybody's thoughts in the months since Atlanta, Sao
Paulo, and Manddaville. Would some actua proof emerge? Would another city be snuffed out
tomorrow; and then another one, in retdiation?

It was agood time for those who owned rurd real estate. People who could move were finding country

life gppeding.

THE FIRST FEW DAY S I'm back are usudly nice and intense. The homecoming mood energizes our
lovelife, and dl thetime I'm not with her I'm deeply immersed in the Jupiter Project, catching up. But a
lot depends on the day of the week | come back, because Friday isawaysasngularity. Friday isthe
night of the Saturday Night Specidl.

That's the name of arestaurant up in the Hidalgo part of town, more expensive than | would normaly
patronize, and more pretentious: the theme of the place is the romanticized Cdifornia Gang Era—grease,
greffiti, and grime, safely distant from the table linen. Asfar as1'm concerned, those people were no
different from today's whackers and dicers— if anything, worse, since they didn't have to worry about
the federd death penalty for usng guns. The waiters come around in leather jackets and meticulousy
grease-stained T-shirts, black jeans, and high boots. They say thewineligt isthe best in Houston.

I'm the youngest of the Saturday Night Specia crowd by at least ten years; the only one who'snot a
full-timeintellectud. I'm "Blazes boy"; | don't know which of them knew or suspected | literdly was her
boy. I came as her friend and coworker, and everybody seemed to accept that.

My primary valueto the group was the novelty of being amechanic. That was doubly interesting to them,
because a senior member of the group, Marty Larrin, was one of the designers of the cyberlink that made
jacking, and thus soldierboys, possible.



Marty had been responsible for designing the system's security. Once ajack wasingalled, it was
falsafed at amolecular leve, literaly impossible to modify, even for the origind manufacturers;, even for
researcherslike Marty. The nanocircuitry insde would scramble itsaf within afraction of asecond if any
part of the complex device was tampered with. Then it would take another round of invasive surgery,
with aone-in-ten chance of death or uselessness, to take the scrambled jack out and install anew one.

Marty was about sixty, the front half of his head shaved bald in ageneration-old style, therest of his
white hair long except for the shaved circle around his jack. He was conventiondly handsome, till;
regular leading-man features, and it was obvious from the way he trested Amdliathat they had apast. |
once asked her how long ago that had been, the only such question I've ever asked her. She thought for
amoment and said, "l guess you were out of grade schoal.”

The population of the Saturday Night Specia crowd varies from week to week. Marty isamost dways
there, dong with histraditiona antagonist, Franklin Asher, amathematician with achair in the philosophy
department. Their jocular sniping goes back to when they were graduate students together; Amelias
known him nearly aslong asMarty.

BeldaMagyar isusudly there, an odd duck but obvioudy one of theinner circle. She Stsand listenswith
agtern, disgpproving look, nursing asingle glass of wine. Once or twice anight she makesahilarious
remark, without changing expression. She'sthe oldest, over ninety, aprofessor emeritusin the art
department. She clamsto remember having met Richard Nixon, when she was very smal. Hewasbig
and scary, and gave her abook of matches, no doubt a White House souvenir, which her mother took

away.

| liked Reza Pak, ashy chemist in hisearly forties, the only one besides Ameliawith whom | socidized
outside the club. We met occasionally to shoot pool or play tennis. He never mentioned Ameiaand |
never mentioned the boyfriend who aways drove up to fetch him, exactly ontime.

Reza, who a0 lived on campus, usualy gave me and Ameliaarideto the club, but this Friday he was
already uptown, so we called a cab. (Like most people, Ameliadoesn't own acar and I've never even
driven, except in Basic Training, and then only jacked with someone who knew how.) We could biketo
Hidago in daylight, but coming back after dark would be suicide.

It started raining a sundown anyhow, and by the time we got to the club it was afull-fledged
thunderstorm, with tornado watch. The club had an awning, but the rain was amost horizonta; we got
drenched between the cab and the door.

Reza and Beldawere dready there, at our usud table in the grease section. We talked them into moving
to the Club Room, where a phony-but-warm fireplace crackled.

Another semi-regular, Ray Booker, came in while we were relocating, aso drenched. Ray wasan
engineer who worked with Marty Larrin on soldierboy technology, and a serious 'grass musician who
played banjo al over the state, summers.

"Julian, you should of seen the Tenth today." Ray had alittle warboy stresk in him. "Delayed replay of an
amphibious assault on Punta Patuca. We came, we saw, we kicked butt.” He handed his wet overcoat
and hat to the whedie that had followed himin. " Almaost no casudties.

"What's'dmost'?' Amdiasad.

"Well, they ran into ashatterfidd.” He sat down heavily. "Three unitslost both legs. But we got them
evac'ed before the scavengers could get to them. One psych, agirl on her second or third mission.”



"Wait," | said. "They used ashatterfield ingde acity?'

"They sure as hdl did. Brought down awhole block of dums, urban renewa. Of coursethey said we did
it"

"How many dead?"

"Must be hundreds." Ray shook his head. "That's what got the girl, maybe. Shewasin the middle of it,
immoblilized with both her legs off. Fought the rescue crew; wanted them to evac the civilians. They had
to turn her off to get her out of there.”

He asked the table for a scotch and soda and the rest of us put our ordersin. No greasy waitersin this
section. "Maybe shelll be okay. One of those things you haveto learn to live with."

"Wedidn't doit,” Rezasad.
"Why would we? No military advantage, bad press. Shatterfield's aterror wegpon, in acity.”
"I'm surprised anyone survived,” | said.

"Nobody on the ground; they were dl ingtant chorizo. But those were four- and five-story buildings.
Peoplein the upper storiesjust had to survive the collapse.

"The Tenth set up aknockout perimeter with UN markers and called it ano-fire zone, collateral casudty,
once we had al our soldierboys out. Dropped in a Red Cross med crawler and moved on.

"The shatterfield was their only red ‘tech touch. The rest of it was old-fashioned, cut-off-and-concentrate
tactics, which doesn't work on agroup aswell integrated as the Tenth. Good platoon coordination.
Julian, you would have gppreciated it. From the air it was like choreography.”

"Maybe'll check it out." | wouldn't; never did, unless| knew somebody in the fight.

"Any time" Ray sad. "I'vegot two crystds of it, one jacked through Emily Vail, the company
coordinator. The other'sthe commercia feed.” They didn't show battles while they were happening, of
course, since the enemy could jack in. The commercid feed was edited both for maximum dramaand
minimum disclosure. Norma people couldn't get individual mechanics unedited feeds; lots of warboys
would cheerfully kill for one. Ray had top-secret clearance and an unaltered jack. If acivilian or aspy
got ahold of Emily Vail'scrysta, they would see and fed alot that wasn't on the commercid version, but
selected perceptions and thoughts would be filtered out unlessyou had ajack like Ray's.

A livewaiter in aclean tuxedo brought our drinks. | was splitting ajug of house red with Reza.

Ray raised aglass. "To peace,” he said, actualy without irony. "Welcome back, Julian." Amdiatouched
my knee with hers under the table.

The wine was pretty good, just astringent enough to make you consider adightly more expensive one.
"Easy week thistime," | said, and Ray nodded. He aways checked on me.

A couple of others showed up, and we broke down into the usud interlocking small conversationa
groups. Ameliamoved over to sit with Belda and another man from fine arts, to talk about books. We
usualy did separate when it seemed naturdl.

| stayed with Reza and Ray; when Marty camein he gave Amdiaa peck and joined the three of us.
Therewas no lovelost between him and Belda.



Marty was redlly soaked, hislong white hair in lanky strings. "Had to park down the block," he said,
dropping his sodden coat on the whedlie.

"Thought you wereworking late," Ray said. "Thisisn't late?' He ordered coffee and asandwich. "I'm
going back later, and so are you. Have a couple more scotches.”

"What isit?" He pushed his scotch away a symbolicinch.

"Let'snot talk shop. We havedl night. But it'sthat girl you said you saw onthe Vail crystd.”

"The onewho cracked?' | asked.

"Mm-hm. Why don't you crack, Julian? Get adischarge. We enjoy your company.”

"Y our platoon, too," Ray joked. "Nice bunch."

"How could shefit into your cross-linking studies?' | asked. " Shemust hardly have been linking at al.”

"New deal we started while you were gone," Ray said. "We got a contract to study empathy failures.
People who crack out of sympathy for the enemy.”

"You may get Julian,” Rezasaid. "Hejust loves them pedros.”

"It doesn't correlate much with politics,” Marty said. "And it'susudly peoplein their first year or two.
More often female than mae. He's not agood candidate.” The coffee came and he picked up the cup
and blew on it. "So how about this weather? Clear and cool, they said.”

"Lovethem Knicks," | said.

Rezanodded. "The square root of minusone." There was going to be no moretalk of empathy failures
that night.

JULIAN DIDN'T KNOW HOW sdective the draft redly was, finding people for specific mechanics
dots. There were afew hunter-killer platoons, but they tended to be hard to control, on a couple of
levels. As platoons, they followed orders poorly, and they didn't integrate well "horizontaly," with other
platoonsin the company. Theindividual mechanicsin a hunter-killer platoon tended not to link strongly
with one another.

None of thiswas surprising. They were made up of the same kind of people earlier armies chose for "wet
work." Y ou expected them to be independent and somewhat wild.

As dulian had observed, most platoons had at least one person who seemed like aredly unlikely choice.
In hisoutfit it was Candi, horrified by the war and unwilling to harm the enemy. They were cdled
dabilizers

Julian suspected she acted as akind of conscience for the platoon, but it would be more accurate to cal
her agovernor, like the governor on an engine. Platoons that didn't have one member like Candi had a
tendency to run out of control, go "berserker.” It happened sometimes with the hunter-killer ones, whose
stabilizers couldn't be too pacifitic, and it was tactically adisaster. War is, according to von Clausewitz,
the controlled use of force to bring about political ends. Uncontrolled forceisaslikely to harm asto help.

(There was amythos, a commonsense observation, that the berserker episodes had a good effect in the
long run, because they made the Ngumi more afraid of the soldierboys. Actudly, the opposite wastrue,



according to the people who studied the enemy's psychology. The soldierboys were most fearsome when
they acted like actud machines, controlled from adistance. When they got angry or went crazy—acting
like men in robot suits—they seemed beatable.)

More than half of the stablilizers did crack before their term was up. In most casesit was not asudden
process, but was preceded by a period of inattention and indecision. Marty and Ray would be reviewing
the performance of stabilizersprior to their failure, to see whether there was some invariable indicator
that would warn commandersthat it wastime for areplacement or modification.

The unbreakable jack fail-safe supposedly was to keep people from harming themsalves or others,
though everybody knew it was just to maintain the government monopoly. Like alot of things that
everybody knows, it wasn't true. It wasn't quite true that you couldn't modify ajack in place, ether, but
the changes were limited to memory—usualy when a soldier saw something the army wanted him or her
to forget. Only two of the Saturday Night Special group knew about that.

Sometimes they erased asoldier's memory of an event for security reasons; less often, for humane ones.

Almogt dl of Marty'swork now was with the military, which made him uncomfortable. When he had
garted in thefield, thirty years before, jacks were crude, expensive, and rare, used for medical and
scientific research.

Most people still worked for aliving then. A decade later, at least in the "first world,” most jobs having to
do with production and distribution of goods were obsolete or quaint. Nanotechnology had given usthe
nano-forge: ask it for ahouse, and then put it near asupply of sand and water. Come back tomorrow
with your moving van. Ask it for acar, abook, anail file. Beforelong, of course, you didn't have to ask
it; it knew what people wanted, and how many people there were.

Of coursg, it could also make other nanoforges. But not for just anybody. Only for the government. Y ou
couldn't just roll up your deeves and build yoursdlf one, either, since the government also owned the
secret of warm fusion, and without the abundant free power that came from that process, the nanoforge
couldn't exist.

Its development had cost thousands of lives and put ahuge crater in North Dakota, but by the time Julian
wasin school, the government wasin aposition whereit could give everybody any materid thing. Of
course, it wouldn't give you everything you wanted; alcohol and other drugs were drictly controlled, as
were dangerous thingslike guns and cars. But if you were agood citizen, you could live alife of comfort
and security without lifting afinger to work, unless you wanted to. Except for the three years you were
drafted.

Most people spent those three years working in uniform afew hours aday in Resource Management,
which was dedicated to making sure the nanoforges had accessto al the elements they needed. About
five percent of the draftees put on blue uniforms and became caregivers, people whose tests said they
would be good working with the sick and ederly. Another five percent put on green uniformsand
became soldiers. A small fraction of those tested out fast and smart, and became mechanics.

Peoplein Nationa Service were alowed to reenlist, and alarge number did. Some of them didn't want to
face alifetime of total freedom, perhaps uselessness. Some liked the perquisites that went along with the
uniform: money for hobbies or habits, akind of prestige, the comfort of having other peopletell you what
to do, theration card that gave you unlimited acohol, off duty.

Some people even liked being allowed to carry agun.

The soldierswho weren't involved in soldierboys, waterboys, or flyboys—the people mechanics called



"shoes'—qot dl of those perquisites, but always faced a certain probability of being ordered to go out
and St on apiece of disputed read estate. They usudly didn't haveto fight, since the soldierboys were
better at it and couldn't be killed, but there was no doubt that the shoesfulfilled avaluable military
function: they were hostages. Maybe even lures, staked goats for the Ngumi long-range weapons. It
didn't make them love the mechanics, as often asthey owed ther livesto them. If asoldierboy got blown
to bits, the mechanic just put on afresh one. Or so they thought. They didn't know how it felt | LIKED
SLEEPING IN the soldierboy. Some people thought it was creepy, so complete aknockout it was like
death. Half the platoon stands guard while the other half is shut down for two hours. You fal adeeplikea
light being turned out and wake up just as suddenly, disoriented but as rested as you would have been
after eight hours of norma deep. If you get the full two hours, that is.

We had taken refuge in a burned-out schoolhouse in an abandoned village. | was on the second deep
shift, so | first spent two hours Sitting at abroken window, smelling jungle and old ashes, patient in the
unchanging darkness. From my point of view, of course, it was neither dark nor unchanging. Starlight
flooded the scene like monochromatic daylight, and once each ten seconds | switched to infrared for a
moment. Theinfrared helped metrack alarge black cat that stalked up on us, gliding through the twisted
remains of the playground equipment. It was an ocelot or something, aware of motion in the schoolhouse
and looking for amedl. When it got within ten metersit froze for along period, scenting nothing, or
maybe machine lubricant, and then was away in asudden flash.

Nothing else happened. After two hours, the first shift woke up. We gave them acouple of minutesto get
their bearings and then passed on the "sit-rep,” Situation report: negative.

| fell adegp and ingtantly awoke to ablaze of pain. My sensors brought in nothing but blinding light, a
roar of white noise, searing heat—and completeisolation! All of my platoon was disconnected or
destroyed.

| knew it wasn't real; knew | was safein acagein Portobello. But it still hurt like a third-degree burn over
every square centimeter of naked flesh, eyebalsfried in their sockets, one dying inhalation of molten leed,
enemaof same: complete feedback overload.

It seemed to last for along time—l ong enough for meto think thiswas actudly it; the enemy had cracked
Portobello or nuked it, and it was actualy me dying, not my machine. Actualy, we were switched off
after 3.03 seconds. It would have been quicker, but the mechanic in Delta platoon who was our
horizontal liaison—our link to the company commander if | died—was disoriented by the sudden
intengity of it, even secondhand.

Later satellite analysis showed two aircraft catapulted from five kilometers away. They were Sedthed
and, with no propellant, left no heat Sgnature. One pilot gected just before the plane hit the schoolhouse.
The other plane was either automaticaly guided or its pilot came in with it—kamikaze or gection failure.

Both planeswere full of incendiaries. About one hundredth of a second after Candi sensed something
waswrong, al our soldierboys weretrying to cope with aflood of molten metal.

They know we have to deep, and know how we do it. So they contrive things like this setup: a
camouflaged catapult, zeroed on abuilding we would sooner or later use, itstwo-pilot crew waiting for
months or years.

They couldn't have just boobytrapped the building, because we would have sensed that amount of
incendiary or other explosive.

In Portobello, three of uswent into cardiac arrest; Ralph died. They used air-cushion stretchersto move
usto the hospital wing, but it still hurt to move; just to breathe.



Physical trestment wouldn't touch where that pain was, the phantom pain that was the nervous system's
memory of violent death. Imaginary pain had to be fought through the imagination.

They jacked meinto a Caribbean idand fantasy, swimming warm waters with lovely black women. Lots
of virtua fruit-and-rum drinks, and then virtual sex, virtua deep.

When | woke up still in pain, they tried the opposite scenario—a ki resort, thin dry cool air. Fast dopes,
fast women, the same sequence of virtua voluptuousness. Then canoeing in acadm mountain lake. Thena
hospital bed in Portobelo.

The doctor was ashort guy, darker than me. "Are you awake, sergeant?’

| felt the back of my head. "Evidently." | sat up and clutched a the mattress until the dizziness subsided.
"How are Candi and Karen?"

"They'll bedl right. Do you recdll..."

"Raphdied. Yes"" | dimly remembered when they had stopped working on him, and brought the other
two out of the cardiac unit. "What day isit?"

"Wednesday." The shift had started Monday. "How do you feel? Y ou're free to go as soon as you fed
uptoit.”

"Medicdl leave?' Henodded. "The skin painisgone. | ill fed strange. But I've never spent two days
jacked into fantasies before.” | put my feet on the cold tile floor and stood up. | walked shakily across
the room to acloset and found a dress uniform there, and abag with my civvies.

"Guess I'll hang around awhile, check on my platoon. Then go home or wherever."

"All right. I'm Dr. Tull, in RICU Recovery, if you have any problems.” He shook hands and left. Do you
salute doctors?

| decided to wear the uniform and dressed dowly and sat there for awhile, Sipping ice water. I'd lost
soldier-boys twice before, but both timesit was just atwist of disorientation and then switch-off. I'd
heard about these total feedback Situations, and knew of one instance when awhole platoon had died
before they could be turned off. Supposedly, that couldn't happen anymore.

How would it affect our performance? Scovill€'s platoon went through it last year. We dl had to spend a
cycletraining with the replacement soldierboys, but they seemed unaffected, other than being impatient
with not fighting. Theirswas only afraction of a second, though, not three seconds of burning dive.

| went down to see Candi and Karen. They'd been out of jack therapy for half aday, and were pale and
weak but otherwise dl right. They showed me the pair of red marks between their breasts where they'd
been jolted back to life.

Everyone but them and Md had checked out and gone home. While | waited for Mel | went down to
Ops and replayed the attack.

| didn't replay the three seconds, of course; only the minute leading up to them. All the people on guard
heard afaint "pop" that was the enemy pilot gecting. Then Candi, out of the corner of her eye, saw one
plane for ahundredth of a second, asit cleared the trees that bordered the parking lot and dove in. She
started to swing, to target it with her laser, and then the record ended.

When Md came out, we had a couple of beers and a plate of tamales at the airport. He went off to



Cdifornia, and | went back to the hospital for afew hours. | bribed atech to jack me with Candi and
Karen for five minutes—not grictly againg regulations; in away, we were ill on duty—which waslong
enough for usto reassure each other that we would be al right, and to share grief about Ralph. It was
especialy hard on Candi. | took on some of the fear and pain they had about their hearts. Nobody likes
to face the possibility of areplacement, having amachine at the center of your life. They werelikely
candidates now.

When we unjacked, Candi held my hand very hard, actudly just the forefinger, staring at me. Y ou hide
your secrets better than anyone dse," she whispered.

"| don't want to talk about it."

"l know you don't."

"Tak about what?' Karen said.

Candi shook her head. "Thanks," | said, and she released my finger.

| backed out of the small room. "Be...," Candi said, and didn't complete the sentence. Maybe that was
the sentence.

She had seen how profoundly | hadn't wanted to wake up.

| caled Amdiafrom the airport and said I'd be home in afew hours, and would explain later. It would be
after midnight, but she said to come straight over to her place. That was arelief. Our reationship didn't
have any redtrictions, but | dways hoped she dept aone, waiting, the ten days | was away.

Of course she knew something was serioudy wrong. When | got off the plane, shewasthere, and had a
cab waiting outsde,

The machine's programming was stuck in arush-hour pattern, so it took us twenty minutesto get home,
viasurface roads | never see except on bicycle. | was ableto tell Ameliathe basic story while we drove
through the maze that avoided nonexistent traffic. VWhen we got to the campus the guard looked at my
uniform and waved us through, wonder of wonders.

| et her talk me into some reheated sir-fry. | wasn't really hungry, but knew sheliked to feed me.

"It'shard for meto visudize," she said, rummaging for bowls and chopsticks while the stuff warmed. " Of
courseitis. I'mjust talking." She stood behind me and massaged my neck. "Tell me you're going to be dl
right.”

"l andl right.”
"Oh, bullshit." Shedugin. "Y ou're gtiff asaboard. Y ou're not halfway back from ... wherever that was."

She had nuked some sake. | poured a second cup. "Maybe. 1... they let me go back and jack with Candi
and Karen in the cardiac recovery unit. Candi'sin a pretty bad way."

"Afrad of getting her heart pulled?'
"That's more Karen's problem. Candi's going round and round about Ralph. She can't handle losing him.”
She reached over me and poured hersdlf acup. "Isn't sheagrief counsdor? Out of uniform.”

"Y eah, well, why does somebody take that up? Shelost her father when she was twelve, an accident



while shewasin the car. That's never buried very deep. He's there in the background with every man
she, she'scloseto.”

"Loves?Likeyou?'
"Not love. It'sautomatic. We've been through this"

She crossed the kitchen to stir the pot, her back to me. "Maybe we should go through it again. Maybe
every Sx monthsor so."

| dmost blew up at her, but held back. We were both tired and rattled. "It'snot at all like Carolyn. You
just haveto trust me. Candi'smore like asster—"

"Oh aure™

"Not likemy sister, okay." | hadn't heard from her in more than ayear. "I'm closeto her, intimate, and |
guessyou could cdl it akind of love. But it's not like you and me."

She nodded and measured the stuff into bowls. "I'm sorry. Y ou go through hell there and get more hell
here"

"Hell and tir-fry." | took the bowl. "Time of the month?"

She put her own bowl down alittle hard. "That's another goddamned thing. Sharing their periods. That's
more than 'intimate.’ It'sjust plain strange.”

"W, count your blessings. Y ou've got acouple of years peace." The women in aplatoon synchronize
periods pretty quickly, and the men are of course affected. It's aproblem with the thirty-day rotation
cycle thefirgt haf of last year | came home every month crabby with PMS, proof that the brainis
mightier than the gland.

"What was helike, Raph?Y ou never said much about him."
"It wasonly histhird cycle” | said. "Still aneo. Never saw any red combat.”
"Jug enough to kill him."

"Y eah. He was a nervous guy, maybe oversensitive. Two months ago, when we were paralld-jacked,
Scoville's platoon was worse than usud, and he was bouncing around for days. We dl had to hang on to
him, keep him putting one foot in front of the other. Candi was best at that, of course.”

She played with her food. " So you didn't know al that intimate stuff about him."

"Intimate, yeah, but not as deep asthe others. He wet the bed until puberty, had terrible childhood guilt
over killing aturtle. Spent dl hismoney on jacksex with thejills that hang around Portobello. Never had
real sex until he was married, and didn't stay married long. Before he got jacked he used to masturbate
compulsively to tapes of ord sex. Isthat intimate?”

"What was his favorite food?"
"Crab cakes. The way his mother made them.”
"Favorite book?"

"Hedidn't read much, not &t al for pleasure. He liked Treasure Idand in school. Wrote areport about



Jm in deventh grade and then recycled it in college.”
"Hewaslikegble?'

"Nice enough guy. We never did anything sociad—I mean nobody did, with him. Hed get out of the cage
and run to the bars, with ahard-on for thejills."

"Candi didn't, none of the women wanted to ... help him out that way?"
"God, no. Why would you?'

"That'swhat | don't understand. Why wouldn't you? | mean, al the women knew he went off with these
jills"

"That's what he wanted to do. | don't think he was unhappy on that score." | pushed the bowl away and
poured some sake. "Besides, it'san invasion of privacy on acosmic scae: when Carolyn and | were
together, every time we went back to the platoon we had eight people who knew everything we had
done, from both sides, as soon aswe jacked. They knew how Carolyn felt about what | did, and vice
versa, and al the feedback states that that kind of knowledge generates. Y ou don't Sart that sort of thing
caaudly.”

She persasted. | ill don't sse why not. You're dl used to everybody knowing everything. Y ou know
each other'singdes, for Christ's sakel A little friendly sex wouldn't be that earthshaking.”

| knew my anger was unreasonable, that it didn't really come from her questions. "Well, how would you
liketo have thewhole Friday night gang in the bedroom with us? Fedling everything you felt?!

She amiled. "I wouldn't mind. Isthat a difference between men and women or between you and me?"

"I think it's a difference between you and merely sane people.” My amile might not have been totally
convincing. "It'sactudly not the physical sensations. The details vary, but men pretty much fed like men
and women fed like women. Sharing that isn't abig ded after theinitia novelty. It'show therest of you
fedsthat's persond. And embarrassing.”

Shetook our bowlsto the sink. Y ou wouldn't be able to tell that from the ads." Her voice dropped.
"‘fed how it feesto her."

"W, you know. People who pay to have ajack ingtaled often do it out of sexual curiosity. Or
something deeper; they fed trapped in the wrong kind of body but don't want to do the swap-op." |
shuddered. "Understandably.”

"Peopledoit dl thetime," she said, teasing, knowing how | fdt. "It'sless dangerous than jacking, and
reversble”

"Oh, reversible. Y ou get somebody else'sdick.”
"Men and their dicks. It's mostly your own tissue.”

"Used to be inseparable.” Karen had been mae until she turned eighteen, and was able to filewith
National Health for aswap. Shetook afew tests and they agreed she'd be better off outside-in.

Thefirst on€sfree. If she wanted to go back to being amale, shed haveto pay. Two of thejillsthat
Ralph liked were ex-maestrying to earn enough to buy their dicks back. What awonderful world.



PEOPLE OUTSIDE OF NATIONAL Service did have legitimate ways to earn money, though not
many of them were paid as much as progtitutes. Academics made small stipends, larger onesfor people
who did "hands-on" teaching, only atoken for people who just did research. Marty wasthe head of his
department and was a world-renowned authority on brain-machine and brain-brain interfacing—but he
made less money than ateaching assstant like Julian. He made less money than the greasebdl kids who
served drinks at the Saturday Night Specid. And like most peoplein his position, Marty took a perverse
pridein being broke dl the time—he was too busy to make money. And he rarely needed the things you
could buy with it, anyhow.

Y ou could buy objectswith money, like handcrafts and origind art, or services, masseur, butler,
progtitute. But most people spent money on rationed things—things the government alowed you to have,
but didn't alow you enough of.

Everyone had three entertainment credits aday, for instance. One credit would get you amovie, a
roller-coaster ride, one hour of hands-on driving on a sports car track, or entry into aplacelikethe
Saturday Night Special.

Onceingde, you could st dl night for free, unless you wanted something to eet or drink. Restaurant
mesdl s ranged from one to thirty credits, mostly depending on how much labor went into them, but the
menu aso had dollar amounts, in case you had used up dl your entertainment and had money.

Plain money wouldn't buy acohoal, though, unless you werein uniform. Y ou were rationed one ounce of
alcohol per day, and it made no difference to the government whether you parceled it out to yoursdlf as
two smdll glasses of wine each night or as a once-a-month binge with two bottles of vodka.

It made abstainers and people in uniform sought-after companionsin some wobbly circles—and, perhaps
predictably, did nothing to reduce the number of acoholics. People who had to have it would ether find
it or makeit.

Illegal serviceswere availablefor money, and in fact were the most active part of the dollar economy.
Penny-ante activities like home-brewing or fredlance progtitution were either ignored or taken care of
with smal regular bribes. But there were big operators who moved alot of cash for hard drugs and
serviceslike murder.

Some medical services, like jack ingtdlation, cosmetic surgery, and sex-change operations, were
theoreticaly available through Nationa Health, but not many people qudified. Before the war, Nicaragua
and Costa Rica had been the placesto go to buy "black medicine.” Now it was Mexico, though alot of
the doctors had Nicaraguan or Costa Rican accents.

BLACK MEDICINE CAME UP at the next Friday night gathering. Ray was on alittle vacationin
Mexico. It was no secret he'd gone there to have afew dozen pounds of fat removed.

"| suppose the medicd advantages outweigh therisk," Marty said.
"Y ou had to gpprove the leave?" Julian asked.

"Proforma," Marty said. "Pity he couldn't put it againgt Sick leave. | don't think he's ever used aday of
it"

"Wl it'svanity,” Bdasaid in aquavering voice. "Maevanity. | liked him fine, fat."

"He didn't want to get in bed with you, darling,” Marty said.



"Hisloss" The old woman patted her hair.

The waiter was a surly handsome young man who looked asif held stepped out of amovie podter. "L ast
cdl."

"It'sonly eleven,” Marty said.
"So maybe you get one more.”
"Same dl around?’ Julian said. Everyone said yes except Belda, who checked her watch and bustled ouit.

It was getting toward the end of the month, so they put al the drinks on Julian's tab, to conserve ration
points, and paid him under the table. He offered to let them do it al thetime, but it was technicaly against
the law, so most of the people usualy demurred. Except Reza, who had never spent adimein the club
except in payoffsto Julian.

"I wonder how fat you have to be to go to Nationa Hedth," Reza said.

"Y ou have to need aforklift to get around,” Julian said. ™Y our mass hasto alter the orbits of nearby
planets”

"Hedid apply," Marty said. "He didn't have high enough blood pressure or cholesterol.”
"Y oureworried about him,” Amdiasad.

"Of course | am, Blaze. Persona fedlings aside, if something happened to him I'd be stopped dead on
three different projects. The new one especidly, the empathy failures. He's pretty much taken that over.”

"How's that coming along?"' Julian asked. Marty raised apam and shook his head. "Sorry. Didn't mean
to—"

"Oh, well, you might aswell know one thing—weve been studying one of your people. Y ou'll know al
about it next time you jack with her."

Reza got up to go to the bathroom, so it was just the three of them: Julian, Amdlia, and Marty.
"I'm very happy for you both," Marty said, in adistant tone, asif he were talking about the wesather.
Amdiajust stared. "You ... you have accessto my string,” Julian said.

"Not directly, and not for the purpose of invading your privacy. We've been studying one of your people.
So naturaly | know alot about you, secondhand, and so does Ray. Of course we will keep your secret
for aslong asyou wish it to remain a secret.”

"Niceof youtotdl us" Amdiasad.

"l don't mean to embarrass you. But of course Julian would know the next time he jacks with her. | was
gladtofindly get you done.”

"Who wasit?"
"Private Defollette.
"Candi. Wdll, that makes sense.”

""She's the one who was so hurt about the death last month?' Amdiasaid.



Julian nodded. ™Y ou expect her to crack?"
"We don't expect anything. Were smply interviewing one person per platoon.”
"Chaosen a random,” Julian said.

Marty laughed and raised an eyebrow. "We were talking about liposuction?”

| DIDN'T EXPECT A lot of action the next week, since we'd haveto break in anew set of soldierboys
and start with anew mechanic aswell. AImost two new ones, sSince Rose, Arly's replacement, had no
experience other than last month's disagter.

The new mechanic was not a neo. For some reason they broke up India platoon to use as replacements.
Sowedl sort of knew the new man, Park, because of the diffuse platoon-level link through Ralph, and
Richard before him.

| didn't much like Park. India had been a hunter-killer platoon. Hed killed more people than al the rest
of us put together, and unabashedly enjoyed it. He collected crystals of hiskills and replayed them off

duty.

Wetrained in the new soldierboys three hours on, one off, destroying the fake town " Pedropalis,” built
for that purpose on the Portobello base.

When | had time, | linked up to Carolyn, the company coordinator, and asked what was going on—why
did I wind up with aman like Park? Hed never redly fitin.

Carolyn's reply was sour and hot with confusion and anger. The order to ""decompose” India platoon had
come from somewhere above the brigade level, and it was causing organizationd problems everywhere.
The India mechanics were abunch of mavericks. They hadn't gotten dong al that well even with each
other.

She assumed it was a ddliberate experiment. Asfar as she knew, nothing like it had been done before;
the only time she'd heard of a platoon being broken up, it was because four of them had died at once,
and the other six couldn't work together anymore, with the shared grief. India, on the other hand, was
one of the most successful platoonsthey had, interms of kills. It didn't redly make sense to split them up.

| was the lucky one, to have Park, she said. He had been the horizontal liaison, and so had been directly
linked to mechanics outside his platoon for the past three years. His cohorts, except for the platoon
leader, had only had each other, and they were afun bunch. They made Scovillelook like a pedro lover.

Park liked to kill nonhuman things, too. During the training exercise he occasondly popped asongbird
out of the air with hislaser, not an easy task. Samantha and Rose both objected when he zapped astray
dog. He sardonicaly defended his action by pointing out that it didn't belong in the AO, and could have
been rigged up as a spy or boobytrap. But we al were linked, and had felt how he felt when he targeted
the enemy muitt: it was Smple obscene glee. Hed cranked up to maximum magnification to watch the dog
explode.

The last three days combined perimeter guard with training, and | had visions of Park using kids astarget
practice. Children often watch the soldierboys from a safe distance, and no doubt some of them report to
Dad, who reportsto Costa Rica. But most of them are just kids fascinated by machines, fascinated by
war. | probably went through a stage like that. My memories before eleven or twelve are vague dmost to
nonexistence, abyproduct of the jack ingtalation that affects about athird of us. Who needs a childhood



when the present is so much fun?

We had more than enough excitement for anybody the last night. Three rockets came in smultaneoudly,
two of them from the sea and one, adecoy, coming in at treetop level, launched from the balcony of a
high-rise on the edge of town.

Thetwo that camein from the seawerein our sector. There were automatic defenses againgt thiskind of
attack, but we backed them up.

As soon aswe heard the explos on—Al pha knocking out the rocket on the other side of the camp—we
gtifled the natura impulseto look and turned to watch in the opposite direction, facing directly out from
the camp. The two rocketsimmediately appeared, Stedthed but bright in IR. A flak wall sprayed up in
front of them, and we targeted them with our heavy bullets about the time they hit that. Two crimson
firebdls. They were still glowing impressively in the night sky when apair of flyboys screamed out to sea
in search of the launching platform.

Our reaction time had been fast enough, but we didn't set any records. Park, of course, got in the first
shot, .02 of a second ahead of Claude, which made him smug. We al had people in the warm-up sedts,
it being the last day of our cycle and thefirst of theirs; | got a confused query from Park’s second,
through my second: Is there something wrong with thisguy?

Just ared good soldier, | said, and knew my meaning was clear. My second, Wu, didn't have any more
killer ingtinct than | did.

| left five soldierboys on perimeter and took the other five down to the beach to police up debris from the
missiles. No surprises. They were Tawanese RPB-4s. A note of protest would be sent, and the reply
would lament the obvious theft.

But the rockets were just adiversion.
The actua attack was timed pretty well. It was |ess than one hour before the shift ended.

Asfar aswe could recongtruct it, the plan was a combination of patience and sudden desperate force.
Thetwo rebelswho did it had been working for the food servicein Portobello for years. They rolled into
the lounge adjacent to the locker room to set up the buffet most of ustoreinto after our shift. But they
had scatterguns, two streetsweepers, taped under the food carts. There was athird person, never caught,
who cut thefiber line that gave Command its physical picture of the lounge and locker room.

That gave them abouit thirty seconds of "somebody tripped over the cable,” while the two pulled out their
weapons and wal ked through the unlocked doors that connect the lounge to the locker room and the
locker room to Operations. They stepped into Ops and started shooting.

The tapes show that they lived for 2.02 seconds after the door opened, during which time they got off
seventy-eight 20-gauge buckshot blasts. They didn't hurt any of usin the cages, since that would take
armor-piercing shellsand more, but they killed dl ten of the warm-up mechanics and two of the techs,
who were behind supposedly bulletproof glass. The shoe guard, who dozes over usin hisarmored suit,
woke up at the noise and toasted them. It was actually a close thing, asit turned out, because he took
four direct hits. They didn't harm him, but if they'd hit the laser, he would have had to lumber down and
attack them hand to hand. That might have given them timeto crack the shells. They each had five
shaped charges taped under their shirts.

All thewegpons were Allianceissue; the fully automatic shotguns fired depleted uranium ammunition.



The propaganda machine would play up the suicide aspect of it—lunatic pedros who place no vaue on
human life. Asif they had just run amok and wiped out twelve young men and women. Theredlity was
frightening, not only because of their successin infiltrating and attacking, but also in the bold and
desperate dedication that it bespoke.

We hadn't just hired those two people off the street. Everyone who worked on the compound had to
pass an exhaustive background check, and psychologica testing that proved they were safe. How many
other time bombs were walking around Portobel|0?

Candi and | were lucky, in agrim way, because both our seconds died instantly. Wu didn't even have
timeto turn around. He heard the door click open and then a shotgun blast took off the top of his head.
Candi's second, Maria, died the same way. Some of them were pretty bad. Rose's second had timeto
stand up and turn half around, and was shot in the chest and abdomen. She lived long enough to drownin
blood. Claude's was shot in the crotch as areward for facing the enemy; helived for along couple of
seconds jackknifed in pain before a second blast tore out hislower spine and kidneys.

It wasalight jack, but still profoundly disturbing, especidly for those of uswhose seconds died in pain.
Weweredl tranked automatically before they popped our cages and rolled usto Trauma. | got a
glimpse of the carnage al around, the big white machines that were trying to hammer life back into the
oneswhose brains were intact. The next day we found out that none of those had been successful. Their
bodies were too completely shredded.

So there was no next shift. Our soldierboys stood in frozen posturesin their guard positions while shoe
infantry, suddenly pressed into guard detail, swarmed around them. The natural assumption wasthat the
attack on our seconds would be followed immediately by a ground attack on the base itself, before
another platoon of soldierboys could be brought in. Maybe it would have happened if one or two of the
rockets had found their mark. But al was qui€t, thistime, and Fox platoon, from the Zone, wasin place
inlessthan an hour.

They let usout of Trauma after acouple of hours, and at first said we weren't to tell anyone what
happened. But of course the Ngumi weren't going to keep it quiet.

AUTOMATIC CAMERAS HAD RECORDED the carnage, and a copy of the scenefdl into Ngumi
hands. It was powerful propaganda, in aworld that couldn't be shocked by desth or violence. To the
camera, Julian'sten comrades were not young men and women, naked under an unrelenting spray of
lead. They were symbols of weakness, triumphant evidence of the Alliance's vulnerability in the face of
Ngumi dedication. The Alliance called it afreakish kamikaze attack by two murderous fanatics. It wasa
Stuation that could never be duplicated. They didn't publicize the fact that dl of the native gtaff in
Portobello were fired the next week, replaced by American draftees.

Thiswas hard on the economy of Portobello proper, as the base wasitslargest single source of income.
Panamawas a"most favored nation,” but not afull Alliance Member, which in practical terms meant it
had limited use of American nanoforges, but there weren't any of the machines within its boundaries.

There were about two dozen small countriesin asimilar unstable Situation. Two nanoforgesin Houston
were reserved for Panama. The Panama Import-Export Board decided what they were to be used for.
Houston supplied them with a"wish book," alist of how long it took to make something, and what raw
materials had to be supplied by the Cana Zone. Houston could supply air and water and dirt. If
something required an ounce of platinum or aspeck of dysprosium, Panamawould haveto dig it up
somewhere or somehow.



The machine had limits. Y ou could give it abucket of coa and it could return a perfect copy of the Hope
Diamond, which would make a dandy paperweight. Of course, if you wanted afancy gold crown, you'd
have to supply the gold. If you wanted an atomic bomb, you'd haveto give it a couple of kilograms of
plutonium. But fission bombs were not in the wish book; nor were soldierboys or any other products of
advanced military technology. Planes and tanks were okay, and among the most popular items.

Thisisthe way thingsworked: the day after the Portobello base was emptied of native workers, the
Panama Import-Export Board presented the Alliance with a detailed andysis of the impact of the loss of
income. (It was obvious that someone had foreseen the eventuality.) After acouple of days haggling, the
Alliance agreed to increase their nanoforge alotment from forty-eight hours per day to fifty-four, dong
with aonetime settlement of ahalf-billion dollars credit in rare materias. So if the prime minister wanted
aRadlls-Royce with asolid gold chassis, he could haveit. But it wouldn't be bulletproof.

The Alliance did not officidly care how client nations came up with their requests for the machines
largesse. In Panamathere was at least a pretense of democracy, the Import-Export Board being advised
by elected representatives, compradores, one from each province and territory. So there were
occasiond well-publicized imports that benefited only the poor.

Like the United States, technically, they had a semi-socidist € ectrocash economy. The government
supposedly took care of basic needs, and citizens worked for money for luxuries, which were paid for
either by eectronic credit transfer or cash.

But in the United States, luxurieswere just that: entertainments or refinements. In the Cand Zone they
were things like medicine and mest, more often bought with cash than with pladtic.

Therewas alot of resentment, of their own government and Tio Rico to the north, which gaveriseto an
ironic pattern common to most client states: incidents like the Portobello massacre ensured that Panama
would not have its own nanoforges for along time, but the unrest that led to the massacre was directly
traceableto itslack of the magic box.

WE GOT NO PEACE thefirst week after the massacre. The huge publicity machine that fueled the
warboy mania, and was usudly concerned with more interesting platoons, turned its energies on us, the
genera mediawouldn't leave usaone, ether. In aculture that lived on news, it was the story of the year:
bases like Portobello were attacked dl the time, but thiswas the first time the mechanics inner sanctum
had been violated. That the mechanics who were killed had not been in charge of the machineswasa
detail repeatedly stressed by the government and downplayed by the press.

They even interviewed some of my UT studentsto see how | was "taking it," and of course they were
quick to defend me by saying it was business as usud in the classroom. Which of course demonstrated
how unfedling | was, or how strong and resilient, or how traumatized, depending on the reporter.

Actudly, it may have demonstrated dl of the above, or maybe just that a particle-physics practicum is not
aplace where you discuss persond fedlings.

When they tried to bring acamerainto my classroom, | called a shoe and had them evicted. It wasthe
firgt timein my academic career that being a sergeant meant more than being an ingtructor, however
junior.

Likewise, | was able to commandeer two shoes to keep the reporters at a distance when | went out. But
for dmost aweek they did have at least one camerawatching me, which kept me away from Amedia. Of
course, she could just walk into my gpartment building asif she were visiting someone ese, but the



possi bility that someone would make a connection—or happen to see her walking into my own
gpartment—was too great to risk. There were still some people in Texas who would be unhappy about a
white woman who had a black man, fifteen years younger, for alover. There might even be some people
in the university who would be unhappy about it.

The newsies seemed to have logt interest by Friday, but Ameiaand | went to the club separately, and |
brought dong my shoes to stand guard outside.

We overlapped trips to the bathroom, and managed a quick embrace unobserved. Otherwise, most of
my gpparent attention went to Marty and Franklin.

Marty confirmed what | had suspected. " The autopsy showed that your second's jack was disconnected
by the same blast that killed him. So thereés no reason for it to have fet any different to you than just

being unplugged.”

"Atfirg, | didn't even redize hewasgone," | said, not for thefirgt time. "Theinput from the rest of my
platoon was so strong and chaotic. The ones whose seconds were hurt but till aive.™

"But it wouldn't be as bad for them as being fully jacked to someone who died,” Franklin said. "Mogt of
you have gone through that.”

"I don't know. When somebody diesin the cage, it's aheart attack or stroke. Not being ripped open by
buckshot. A light jack may only feed back, say, ten percent of that sensation, but it'salot of pain. When
Carolyn died..." | had to clear my throat. "With Carolyn it was just a sudden headache, and shewas
gone. Just like coming unjacked.”

"I'm sorry," Franklin said, and filled both our glasses. The wine was a duped Lafite Rothschild '28, the
wine of the century, sofar.

"Thanks. It'syearsnow." | sipped the wine, good but presumably beyond my powers of discrimination.
"The bad part, abad part, was that it didn't occur to me that she'd died. Nor to anybody elsein the
platoon. We were just sanding on ahill, waiting for a snatch. Thought it wasacomm fallure.”

"They knew & the company level," Marty said.

"Of coursethey did. And of course they wouldn't tell us, risk our screwing up the snaich. But when we
popped, her cage was empty. | found amedic and she said they'd done a brain scan and there wasn't
enough to save; they'd taken her down to autopsy adready. Marty, I've told you this more than once
before. Sorry."

Marty shook hishead in commiseration. "No closure. No leave-taking."

"They should've popped you al, once you werein place," Franklin said. "They can snatch cold 'boys as
eadly aswarm ones. Then you would've at least known, before they took her away."

"l don't know." My memory of the whole thing is cloudy. They knew we were lovers, of course, and had
me tranked before | was popped. A lot of the counsdling was just drug therapy with conversation, and
after awhile | wasn't taking the drugs anymore and | had Ameliatherein place of Carolyn. In some
ways.

| felt asudden pang of frustration and longing, partly for Ameliaafter this stupid week of isolation, partly
for the unattainable past. There would never be another Carolyn, and not just because she was dead.
That part of me was dead, too.



The talk moved on to safer areas, amovie everybody but Franklin had hated. | pretended to follow it.
Meanwhile, my mind went round and round the suicide track.

It never seemsto surface while I'm jacked. Maybe the army knows al about it, and has away of
suppressing it; | know I'm suppressing it mysdlf. Even Candi only had ahint.

But | can't keep thisup for five more years, al the killing and dying. And the war's not going to end.
When | fed thisway | don't fed sad. It's not loss, but escape—it's not whether, but when and how.

| guess after | lose Amdliaisthe "when." The only "how" that gppedlsto meisto do it while jacked.
Maybe take a couple of generals with me. | can save the actua planning for the moment. But | do know
wherethe generaslivein Portobello, Building 31, and with al my yearsjacked it'snothingto didea
comm thread to the soldierboys who guard the building. There areways | can divert them for afraction
of asecond. Try not to kill any shoeson my way in.

"Y oo-hoo. Julian? Anybody home?' It was Reza, from the other table.

"Sorry. Thinking."

"Well, come over here and think. We have a physics question that Blaze can't answer."
| picked up my drink and moved over. "Not particle, then.”

"No, it'ssmpler than that. Why does water emptying out of atub go one direction in the Northern
Hemisphere and the other in the Southern?!

| looked at Ameliaand she nodded serioudy. She knew the answer, and Reza probably did, too. They
were rescuing me from the war talk.

"That's easy. Water molecules are magnetized. They dways point north or south.”
"Nonsense" Beldasaid. "Even | would know it if water were magnetized.”
"Thetruthisthat it'san old wives tde. Y ou'll excuse the expression.”

"I'm an old widow," Beldasaid.

"Water goes one way or the other depending on the size and shape of the tub, and peculiarities of the
surface near the outlet. People go through life believing the hemisphere thing without noticing that some of
the basinsin their own house go the wrong way."

"I must go home and check," Belda said. She drained her glass and unfolded dowly out of the chair.
"Y ou children be good." She went to say good-bye to the others.

Rezasmiled a her back. " She thought you looked lonely there.”
"Sad," Amdiasaid. "l did, too. Such a horrible experience, and herewe are bringing it up al over."

"It's not something they covered in training. | mean, in away they do. Y ou get jacked to strings recorded
while people died, first in alight jack and then deeper.”

"Some jackfreaks do it for fun,” Rezasaid.

"Y eah, well, they can have my job."



"I've seen that billboard.” Amdiahugged hersdlf.
"Strings of people dying in racing accidents. Executions.”

"The under-the-counter ones are worse." Ralph had tried acouple, so I'd felt them secondhand. " Our
backups who died, their strings are probably on the market by now."

"The government cant—"

"Oh, the government lovesit,” Reza brokein. "They probably have some recruitment division that makes
surethe soresare full of snuff strings.”

"I don't know," | said. "Army's not wild about people who are already jacked.”
"Raphwas" Amdiasad.

"He had other virtues. They'd rather have you associate the specialness of being jacked with being in the
amy."

"Soundsredly specid,” Reza said. "Somebody diesand you fed hispain?I'd rather—"

"Y ou don't understand, Rez. Y ou get larger in away, when somebody dies. Y ou share it and'—the
memory of Carolyn suddenly hit me hard—"well, it makes your own death |ess earthshaking. Someday
youll buy it. Big ded."

"Youliveon?1 mean, they liveon, inyou?"

"Some do, some don't. Y ou've met people you'd never want to carry around in your head. Those guys
dietheday they die"

"But youll have Carolyn forever,” Amdiasad.

| paused alittletoo long. "Of course. And &fter | die, the people who've been jacked to me will
remember her too, and pass her down.”

"I wish you wouldn't talk likethat," Amdiasaid. Rez, who had known for yearsthat we were together,
nodded. "It'slike abail you keep picking at, like you were getting ready to diedl thetime."

| amost logtit. | literaly counted to ten. Rez opened his mouth but | interrupted. "Would you rather | just
watched people die, felt them die, and came home asking "What's for dinner?" | dropped to awhisper.
"How would you fed about meif that didn't hurt me?’

"I'msorry."

"Don't. I'm sorry you lost ababy. But that's not what you are. We go through these things, and then we
more or |ess absorb them, and we become whatever we are becoming.”

"Jdulian," Rezasaid in awarning tone, " perhaps you ought to save thisfor later?!

"That'sagood ideg," Ameliasad, risng. "l have to go on home anyhow." She sgnaled thewhedieand it
went for her coat and bag.

"Shareacab?' | asked.

"It'snot necessary,” she said in aneutra tone. "End of the month.” She could use leftover entertainment



pointsfor acab ride.

Other people didn't have points left over, so | bought alot of wine and beer and whiskey, and drank
more than my share. Reza did, too; his car wouldn't let him drive. He came dong with me and my two
bodyguard shoes.

| had them drop me at the campus gate, and walked the two kilometersto Amelias through acool mist
of rain. No sign of any newsies.

All thelightswere out; it wasdmogt two. | let myself in through the back and belatedly thought | should
have buzzed. What if she wasn't alone?

| turned on the kitchen light and harvested cheese and grape juice from the refrigerator. She heard me
moving around and shuffled in, rubbing her eyes. "No reporters?’ | asked.

"They'redl under the bed."

She stood behind me and put her hands on my shoulders. " Give them something to write about?" | turned
around in the chair and buried my face between her breasts. Her skin had awarm, deepy smell.

"I'm sorry about earlier.”

"Y ou've been through too much. Come on." | let her lead meinto the bedroom and she undressed me
likeachild. | was till alittle drunk, but she had ways of getting around that, mostly patience, but other
things, too.

| dept like a creature stunned and woke to an empty house. She'd | eft a note on the microwave that she
had a sequence scheduled at 8:45 and would see me at the lunch group meeting. It was after ten.

A Saturday mesting; science never deeps. | found some clean clothesin "my" drawer and took a quick
shower.

THE DAY BEFORE | went back to Portobello, | had an gppointment with the Luxury Allocation Board
in Dallas, the people who handle specia requests for the nano-forge. | took the Triangle monorail, and so
got aglimpse of Fort Worth streaming by. I'd never gotten off there.

It was ahdf hour to Dallas, but then another hour crawling through traffic out to the LAB, which took up
ahuge piece of land outside the city limits. They had sixteen nanoforges, and hundreds of tanks and vats
and binsthat held the raw materids and the various nanos that put them together in millions of ways. |
didn't have time to walk around, but had taken a guided tour of the place with Rezaand hisfriend, the
year before. That'swhen | got the ideato get something specia for Amelia. We didn't do birthdays or
religious holidays, but next week was the second anniversary of thefirst timewe wereintimate. (I don't
keep adiary, but could trace the date down through lab reports; we both missed the next day's
sequence.)

The evauator assigned to my request was a sour-faced man, about fifty. He read the form with afixed
glum expression. ™Y ou don't want this piece of jewdry for yourself. Thisisfor some woman, some
lover?'

"Yes, of course.”

"I'll haveto have her name, then."



| hesitated. " She's not exactly my—"

"I don't care about your relaionship. | just have to know who will eventualy own this object. If | should
goproveit.”

| wasn't enthusiastic about having our relationship officialy documented. Of course anyone who tapped
me with adeep jack would know about it, 0 it was only as secret as anything in my life was secret.

"Itsfor AmeliaBlaze Harding," | said. "A co-worker."
Hewrote that down. "She dso lives at the university?*
"That'sright."

"Same address?"

"No. I'm not sure what her addressis."

"Well find it." He smiled like aman who had sucked on alemon and tried to smile. "1 see no reason to
disapprove your request.” A printer in his desk hissed and a piece of paper flipped up in front of me.

"That will befifty-three utility credits” he said. "If you sgn here, thefinished piece should be available at
Unit Six within haf an hour."

| Sgned. More than amonth'sworth of credits for ahandful of sand transformed was one way to think of
it. Or fifty-three worthless government counters for athing of beauty that would have been literdly
beyond price ageneration ago.

| went out into the corridor and followed apurple line that led to Units 1 through 8. That split, and |
followed ared lineto Units 5 through 8. Door after door concedling people who sat at desks dowly
doing work that machines could have done better and faster. But machines had no use for extra utility
and entertainment credits.

| went through arevolving door into a pleasant rotunda built around arock garden. A thin slvery stream
fell and washed through it, splashing among exatic tropica plantsthat grew out of agrave of rubies,
diamonds, emerads, and dozens of glittering stones with no common names.

| checked at the Unit 6 counter and it said | still had a half-hour wait. There was a cafe, though, with
tablesringed around half the rock garden. | produced my military 1D and got a cold beer. At the table
where | sat, somebody had left afolded-up copy of the Mexican magazine Sexo!, o | spent the half
hour improving my language kills.

A card on the table explained that the gems were specimens rejected for esthetic or structura flaws.
They were neverthdesswdl out of reach.

The desk announced my name and | went over and picked up asmall white package. | unwrapped it
carefully.

It was exactly what | had ordered, but seemed more dramatic than its picture. A gold chain necklace
supporting adark green nightstone inside ahalo of small rubies. Nightstones had only been around for a
few months. This one looked like asmall egg of onyx that somehow had a green light imbedded. Asyou
turned it, the green changed shape, square to diamond to cross.

It would look good on her delicate skin, the red and green echoing her hair and eyes. | hoped it wouldn't



be too exotic for her to wear.

Onthetrain ride back, | showed it to awoman who sat next to me. She said it was pretty, but in her
opinion wastoo dark for ablack woman's skin. | told her I'd have to think about that.

| left it on Amdlias dresser, dong with anote reminding her it was two years, and went on to Portobello.

JULIAN WASBORN IN auniversity town, and grew up surrounded by white people who weren't
overtly racist. There wereraceriotsin placeslike Detroit and Miami, but people treated them as urban
problems, far removed from their comfortable redlity. That was closeto the truth.

But the Ngumi War was changing white Americas fedings about race—or, cynics maintained, alowing
them to expresstheir true fedings. Only about half the enemy were black, but most of the leaders who
appeared on the news were from that haf. And they were shown crying out for white blood.

Theirony wasn't lost on Julian, that he was an active part of a process that was turning American whites
againg blacks. But that kind of white person was dien to his persond world, hisdaily life; the woman on
thetrain literdly came from aforeign land. The peoplein hisuniversity life were mostly white but
color-blind, and the people he jacked with might have started out otherwise, but didn't stay racist: you
couldn't think black people wereinferior if you lived inside black skin, ten days every month.

OUR FIRST ASSIGNMENT HAD alot of potentid to turn ugly. We had to "remand for
questioning"—kidnap— awoman who was suspected of being arebel leader. She was also the mayor of
San Ignacio, asmdl town high in the cloud forest.

The town was so smal that any two of us could have destroyed it in minutes. Wecircled it in aslent
flyboy, studying the infrared signature and comparing that to maps and low-orbit pictures. The town was
lightly defended, apparently; ambushes set on the main road where it entered and | eft the town. Of course
there could be automated defenses that didn't betray themsalves with body heat. But it wasn't that rich a
town.

"Let'stry to dothisquietly,” | said. "Drop into the coffee plantation about here." | pointed mentaly to a
gpot dmost two kilometers downhill from the town. "Candi and I'll work up through the plantation to the
rear of SenoraMadero's house. See whether we can make the snatch without raising any fuss.”

"Julian, you ought to take at least two more," Claude said. "The place is gonnabe wired and 'trapped.”

| gave him anonverba rebutta: Y ou know | consdered that. "Just you be ready to charge up if
something happens. We start making noise, | want al ten of you to run up the hill in atight formation and
circle Candi and me. Well keep Madero protected. Lay down smoke and we head straight down the
valey here and then up thislittlerise for acargo snatch.” | felt the flyboy relay that information lateraly
and, in asecond, confirm that we could have awarm-body snatch in place,

"Now," | said, and dl twelve of uswerefdling fast through the cold night air. We spaced oursel vesfifty
meters apart and after a minute the black chutes whispered out and we drifted invisibly down into the
acres of low coffee trees—bushes, actudly; aperson of even norma height would have ahard time
hiding out there. It was a calculated risk. If weld landed closer to town, in the actud forest, we would
have made alot of noise.

It was easy to aim between the neat rows. | sank up to my kneesin the soft wet soil. The chutes



detached and folded and rolled themsalvesinto tight cylindersthat quietly fused into solid bricks. They'd
probably wind up as part of awall or fence.

Everybody moved slently to the tree line and took cover, while Candi and | worked uphill, weaving
quietly between trees, avoiding brush.

"Dog," she said, and wefroze. From where | was, dightly behind her, | couldn't seeit, but through her
sensors smelled the fur and breath and then saw the IR blob. It woke up and | heard the beginning of a
growl that ended with the "thap" of atranquilizer dart. It was ahuman dose; | hoped it wouldn't kill the

dog.

Just past the dog was the nesatly trimmed lawn behind Madero's house. Therewasalight oninthe
kitchen— worse luck. The house had been dark when we jumped.

Candi and | could just hear two voices through the closed window. The conversation was too fast and
too heavily accented for either of usto follow, but the tone was clear—Senora Madero and some man
were anxious, whispering urgently.

Expecting company, Candi thought.

Now, | thought. In four steps, Candi was at the window and | was at the back door. She smashed the
window with one hand and fired two darts with the other. | pulled the door off its hinges and stepped into
agorm of gunfire.

Two people with assaullt rifles. | tranked them both and stepped toward the kitchen. An arm whooped
three times before | could track down the relay clicking and rip it out of thewall.

Two people, three people running down the stairs. Smoke and VA, | thought to myself and Candi, and
dropped two grenadesin the hal. Using vomiting agent was alittle tricky, snce our snatch was
unconscious, we couldn't et her inhade it and possibly choke on her own puke. But we had to work fast
anyhow.

Two people were dumped over the kitchen table. There was a circuit-breaker box onthewall; |
smashed it and everything went dark, though for Candi and me it was bright red figuresin adark red
kitchen.

| picked up Madero and her companion and started back for the hal. But along with the sounds of
gagging and retching | heard the greased-meta "snick-chk™ of awesapon being armed, and the snap of a
safety switch. | flashed an image to Candi and she stuck one arm through the window and swept haf the
wall down. The roof sagged with a creak and then asplintering crash, but by then | wasin the backyard
with my two guests. | dropped the man and cradled Madero like a baby.

"Wait for the others,”" | vocaized unnecessarily. We could hear townsfolk running down the gravel road
toward the house, but our people were moving faster.

Ten black giants exploded out of the forest behind us. Smoke there there there, | thought. Lights on.
White smoke welled up in asemicircle around us and became an opaque blinding wall with our sunlights.
| turned my back on it, shielding Madero from the random chatter of gunfire and laser stab and sweep.
Everyone VA and split! Eleven canisters of vomiting agent popped; | was dready in the woods and
running. Bullets hummed and rustled harmlesdy overhead. As| ran | checked her pulse and respiration,
normal under the circumstances, and checked the dart site on the back of her neck. The dart had fallen
out and she'd dready stopped bleeding.



Leavethe note?

Candi thought, Y es: on the table somewhere under the roof now. We had a supposedly legd warrant for
SenoraMadero's detainment. That and a hundred pesos would get you acup of coffee, if there was any
|eft after export.

Out of the foret, | could run faster. It was exhilarating, bounding over the rows of low coffee bushes,
even though in some corner of my mind | dways knew | waslying inert a hundred miles away, insde an
armored plastic shll. | could hear the others running just behind me and, as| moved up the hill toward
the pickup, the faint hiss and snap of the approaching chopper and fly-boys.

Wheniit'sjust us soldierboys they snatch us at speed; we hold up our arms and grab the bail asit sails by.
For awarm-body snatch, though, they have to actudly land the helicopter, which iswhy she had two
flyboys as escorts.

| got to the top of the hill and broadcasted a bleep, which the helicopter returned. The rest of the platoon
came loping up in twos and threes. It occurred to me that | should have called for two choppers, do a
regular snatch on the other eeven. It was dangerousfor al of usto stand out in the open for any length of
time, with the helicopter noise attracting attention.

Asif in answer to my concern, amortar round hit fifty metersto my Ieft, orange flash and muted thump. |
linked with the flyboy in the chopper and sensed a short argument she had with Command. Someone
wanted usto drop the body and do aregular snatch. Asthe flyboy came over the horizon, another
mortar round hit, maybe ten meters behind me, and we got the modified order: line up for aregular
snatch and she would comein assowly aspractica.

We got together in filewith our left arms up, and | had one second to wonder whether | should hold
Madero tightly or loosely. | opted for tight, and most of the others agreed, which might have been wrong.

The bail snatched uswith an impulse shock of fifteen or twenty gees. Nothing to a soldierboy but, we
found out later, it cracked four of the woman'sribs. She woke up with ashriek astwo mortar rounds hit
close enough to hole the chopper and damage Claude and Karen. Madero wasn't hit by the shrapndl, but
shefound hersalf dozens of meters off the ground and rising fast, and she struggled hard, beating a me
and screaming, writhing around. All | could do was hold her moretightly, but my arm had her pinned just
below the breasts, and | was afraid to press her too hard.

Suddenly shewent dack, fainting or dead. | couldn't check her pulse or respiration, hands full, but there
was not much | could have donein any case, other than not drop her.

After afew minuteswe landed on abad hill, and | confirmed that she was still breathing. | carried her
inside the helicopter and strapped her into a stretcher that was clamped to the wall. Command asked
whether there were any handcuffs, which | thought was kind of amusing; but then she elaborated: this
woman was atrue believer. If she woke up and found herself in an enemy hdlicopter, she would jump out
or otherwise do away with herself.

The rebels told each other horror stories about what we did to prisoners to make them talk. It was dll
nonsense. Why bother to torture someone when al you haveto do is put her under, drill aholein her
skull, and jack her? That way she cant lie.

Of course, internationa law isnot clear on the practice. The Ngumi call it aviolation of basic human
rights, we call it humane questioning. The fact that one of ten winds up dead or brain-dead makesthe
mordity of it pretty clear to me. But then we only do it to prisoners who refuse to cooperate.



| found aroll of duct tape and bound her wrists together and then taped loops around her chest and
knees, fixing her to the stretcher.

She woke up while | was doing her knees. "Y ou are mongters,” she said in clear English.
"We come by it naturdly, Senora. Born of man and woman."
"A mongter and a philosopher.”

The hdlicopter roared into life and we sprang off the hill. | had afraction of a second'swarning, and so
was able to brace mysdlf. It was unexpected but logical: what difference did it make whether | wasinsde
the vehicle or hanging on outsde?

After aminute we settled into aquieter, steady progress. "Can | get you some water?'
"Please. And apainkiller.”

There was atoilet aft, with adrinking water tap and tiny paper cups. | brought her two and held them to
her lips.

"No painkillersuntil weland, I'm afraid.” | could knock her out with another trank, but that would
complicate her medical stuation. "Where do you hurt?'

"Chest. Chest and neck. Could you take this damned tape off? I'm not going anywhere.”

| cleared it with Command and a foot-long razor-keen bayonet snicked into my hand. She shrank away,
as much as her bondswould dlow. "Just aknife." | cut the tape around her chest and knees and hel ped
her to aditting position. | queried the flyboy and she confirmed that the woman was apparently unarmed,
50 | freed her hands and feet.

"May | usethat toilet?'
"Sure." When she stood up she doubled over in pain, clutching her Sde.

"Here." | couldn't stand upright in the seven-foot-high cargo area, ether, so we shuffled aft, a bent-over
giant helping a bent-over dwarf. | helped her with her belt and trousers.

"Please” shesad. "Be agentleman.”

| turned my back on her but of course could still see her. 1 can't be agentleman,” | said. "I'm five women
and five men, working together.”

"So that's true? Y ou make women fight?'
"Y ou don't fight, Senora?"

"| protect my land and my people.” If | hadn't been looking at her | would have misinterpreted the strong
emoation in her voice. | saw her hand flick into a breast pocket and caught her wrist just before her hand
madeit to her mouth.

| forced her fingers open and took a small white pill. It had an odor of bitter dmonds, low-tech.
"That wouldn't do any good,” | said. "Wed just revive you and you'd be sick.”

"You kill people and, when it pleases you, you bring them back from the dead. But you are not



mongers.”

| put the pill in a pocket on my leg and watched her carefully. "If we were monsters we would bring them
back to life, extract our information, and kill them again.”

"Y ou don't do that."

"We have more than eight thousand of your peoplein prison, awaiting repatriation after thewar. It would
be easier to kill them, wouldn't it?'

"Concentration camps.” She stood and pulled up her trousers, and sat back down.

"A loaded term. There are camps where the Costa Rican prisoners of war are concentrated. With UN
and Red Cross observers, making sure they're not mistreated. Asyou'll see with your own eyes." | don't
often defend Alliance palicies. But it was interesting to watch afanatic at work.

"| should livethat long."

"If you want to, you will. I don't know how many more pillsyou have." | linked through the flyboy to
Command and brought a speech andyzer online.

"That wasthe only one," she said, as I'd expected, and the andyzer said shewastdlling the truth. |
relaxed dightly. "So I'll be one of your prisoners of war.”

"Presumably. Unlessthishas dl been a case of mistaken identity.”
"I've never fired aweapon. I've never killed anybody."

"Neither has my commander. She has degreesin military theory and cybernetic communication, but she's
never been asoldier.”

"But she has actudly killed people. Lots of us."

"And you hel ped plan the assault on Portobello. By that logic, you killed friends of mine."

"No | didnt," she said. Quick, intense, lying.

"You killed them while | wasintimately connected to their minds. Some of them died very horribly."
"No. No."

"Don't bother to lieto me. | can bring people back from the dead, remember? | could have destroyed
your village with one thought. And | can tell when you'relying.”

Shewas slent for amoment, considering that. She must have known about voice andyzers. "1 amthe
mayor of San Ignacio. Therewill be repercussions.”

"Not lega ones. We have awarrant for your detention, signed by the governor of your province."

She made a spitting sound. "Pepe Ano." His name was Pdllipianocio, Itdian, but her Spanish converted it
to "Joe Asshole.”

"| take it he's not popular with the rebds. But he was one of you."

"He inherited a coffee plantation from his uncle and was such abad farmer he couldn't make aradish
grow. Y ou bought hisland, you bought him."



She thought that was the truth, and it probably was. "We didn't coerce him,” | said, guessing. | didn't
know much about the town's or province's higtory. "Didn't he cometo us? Declare himsd f—"

"Oh, redly. Like ahungry dog would come to anybody who put out food. Y ou can't pretend to think that
he represents us.”

"Asamaitter of fact, Senora, we were not consulted. Are your soldiers consulted before being given
orders?'

"We... | don't know anything about such matters." That one set the bells off. As she knew, their soldiers
were in on the decison-making process. That cut down on their efficiency but did give somelogic to
cdling themselves the Democratic Army of the People.

The helicopter suddenly lurched left and right, accelerating up. | put out ahand and kept her from faling.
"Missile" | sad, in touch with the flyboy.

"A pity it missed.”

"Y ou'rethe only living cresture aboard this craft, Senora. Therest of us are safein Portobello.”

At that she smiled. "Not so safe, | think. Wasn't that the point of thislittle kidnapping?’

THE WOMAN WAS ONE of the lucky ninety percent who survived jacking intact, and she did give
Alliance questioners the names of three other tenientes who had been in on the Portobello massacre. For
her own part in it she was sentenced to degth, but the sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. She
was sent to the large POW camp in the Canal Zone, the jack in the back of her skull guaranteeing that
shewouldn't be part of any conspiracy there.

Unsurprisingly, during the four hoursit had taken to get her to Portobello and ingtall thejack, the three
other tenientes and their families had dissolved into the bush, driven underground—yperhapsto return.
Their fingerprints and retind patterns tagged them as rebels, but there was no red guarantee that the ones
on filewere authentic. They had had yearsto effect subgtitution. Any one of them might show up & the
entrance to the camp at Portobello with ajob application.

Of course, the Alliance had fired every Higpanic employee at the Portobello camp, and could do the
same everywhere dsein the city, even the country. But that might be counterproductivein thelong run.
The Alliance provided one out of three jobsin Panama. Putting those people out of work would
probably add one more country to the Ngumi ranks.

Marx and others thought and taught that war was fundamentally economic in nature. No onein the
nineteenth century, though, could have foreseen the world of the twenty-first, where half theworld had to
work for itsrice or bread and the other haf just lined up in front of generous machines.

THE PLATOON RETURNED to the town just before dawn, with warrants for the three rebel |eaders.
They entered the housesin groups of three, smultaneoudy crashing insgdein clouds of smoke and vile
gas, lowering red estate vaues but finding no one. There was no effective resistance, and they sped away
in ten separate directions.

They rendezvoused at a place about twenty kilometers downhill, afeed store and cantina. The cantina



had been closed for hours, but one customer remained, collapsed under one of the outside tables,
snoring. They didn't wake him up.

Therest of the mission was an exercise in malice dreamed up by some half-awake genius who was
annoyed at not taking any more prisonersthat night. They were to go back up the hill and systematically
destroy the crops that belonged to the three escaped rebels.

Two of them were coffee planters, so Julian ordered his people to uproot the bushes and leave them in
place; presumably they could be replanted the next day.

Thethird man's "crop” was the town's only hardware store. If Julian had asked, they probably would
have been ordered to torch it. So he didn't ask; he and three others just broke down the doors and threw
al of the merchandise out on the street. L et the town decide whether they would respect the man's

belongings.

Most of the town wastired of dealing with the soldierboys by now, and had gotten the message that the
machinesweren't going to kill anyone unless provoked. Still, two ambitious snipers camein with lasers
and had to be shot, but the soldierboys were able to use tranquilizing darts.

Park, the platoon's new homicida addition, gave Julian some trouble there. He argued against using the
darts—which technically wasinsubordination under fire, a court-martial offense— and then when hedid
take aim with the dart, he aimed for the sniper's eye, which would have been fatd. Julian monitored that
jugtintimeto send amenta shout, "Ceasefirel" and reassign the sniper to Claude, who tranked himin
the shoulder.

So asashow of force, the mission was reasonably successful, though Julian wondered what the sense of
it was. The townspeople would probably seeit as bullying vandalism. Maybe he should have torched the
store and sterilized the two farmers lands. But he hoped the restrained approach would work better: with
his laser he wrote a scorched message on the whitewashed wall of the hardware store, trandated by
Psychopsinto formal Spanish: "—BY rights, twelve of you should perish for the twelve of usyou killed.
Let there not beanext time.”

WHEN | CAME HOME Tuesday night there was a note under my door:

Daling,

The gift isbeautiful. | went to aconcert last night just so | could dress up and show it off. Two people
asked who it wasfrom, and | was enigmétic: afriend.

Wéll, friend, I've made abig decision, | supposein part a present to you. I've gone down to Guadagara
to have ajack instaled.

| didn't want to wait and discuss it with you because | don't want you to share the responsibility, if
something should go wrong. My mind was actualy made up by anewsitem, which I've put on your
queue as'law.jack."

Bascdly, amanin Augtin got jacked and fired from his administrative job, then challenged the antijack
clause under Texasjob discrimination laws. The court ruled in hisfavor, so at least for

thetime being, it's professondly safe for meto go ahead and do it.

| know al about the physica danger, and | also know how unseemly it isfor awoman of my yearsand
position to take that risk because of what amountsto jealousy: | can't compete with your memory of
Carolyn and | can't share your life theway Condi and the others do—the women you swear you don't
love.

No argumentsthisway. I'll be back on Monday or Tuesday. Do we have a date?



Love Amdia

| read it over twice and then ran for the phone. There was no answer at her place. So | played back the
other messages, and got the one | most feared:

"Senor Class, your name and number were given to us by AmeliaHarding as a person to bereached in
case of emergency. We are aso contacting a Professor Hayes.

"Profesora Harding came here to the Clinica de cirugiarestorativay aumentativa de Guada gjarato have
apuente menta, what you cal ajack, ingdled. The operation did not go well, and sheis completely
parayzed. She can breathe without help, and responds to visua and auditory stimuli, but cannot speek.

"We want to discuss various options with you. SenoraHarding listed your namein lieu of next of kin. My
nameis Rodrigo Spencer, chief of ladivison quinirgicaparaingaacion y extraccion deimplantas
craniales— Surgica Unit for Ingtdlation and Remova of Cranid Implants.” He gave his number and the
address.

That message was Sunday night. The next was from Hayes, Monday, saying hed checked my schedule
and wouldn't do anything until I got home. | took time for aquick shave and cdled him at home.

It was only ten, but he answered no-face. When he heard it was me, he turned on the screen, rubbing his
face. I'd obvioudy gotten him out of bed.

"Julian. Sorry ... I've been on an odd schedul e because we're testing for the big jump. The engineers had
me up till threelast night.

"Okay, ook, about Blaze. It's no secret that you two are keeping company. | understand why she wants
to be discreet, and gppreciateit, but that's not afactor between you and me." Hissmilehad red paininiit.

llokw?l
"Sure. | figured..."
"So what about Guadagjara?’

"I, I'm il alittlein shock. I'll go downtown and get the first train; two hours, four, depending on
connections... no, I'll call the basefirst and seeif | can get aflight.”

"Once you get down there?"

"I'll haveto talk to people. | have ajack but don't know much about the ingtalation—I mean, | was
drafted; nobody gave me achoice. See whether | can talk to her.”

"Son, they said she can't talk. She's paralyzed.”
"I know, | know. Buit that's just motor function. If we can jack, we can talk. Find out what she wants."

"Okay." He shook hishead. "Okay. But tell her what | want. | want her back in the shop today.
Y esterday. Macro isgoing to have her head on aplatter.” He wastrying to sound angry. "Damn fool
sunt, just like Blaze. Y ou cal mefrom Mexico."

"Will do." He nodded and cuit off.

| called the base and there weren't any direct flights scheduled. | could go back to Portobello and hitch
up to Mexico City in the morning. Gracias, pero no gracias. | punched up the train schedule and called a
cab.



It was only three hours to Guaddgjara, but a bad three hours. | got to the hospital about one-thirty but of
course couldn't get past the front desk. Not until seven; even then, | wouldn't be able to see Amelia until
Dr. Spencer camein, maybe eight, maybe nine.

| got a mediocuarto—half-room--at a motel acrossthe street, just afuton and alamp. Couldn't deep, o
| found an al-night place and got a bottle of tequila almendrada and anews magazine. | sipped about half
the bottle, laborioudy picking my way through the magazine article by article. My everyday Spanishisdl
right but it's hard for meto follow a.complicated written argument, since | never studied the languagein
school. There was along article about the pros and cons of aeuthanasialottery for the elderly, which
was scary enough even when you only got haf the words.

In the war news there was a paragraph about our kidnapping venture, which was described asa
peacekeeping police action ambushed by rebels. | don't guessthey sell too many copiesin Costa Rica.
Or they probably just print adifferent version.

It was an amusing magazine, with ads that would have beenillega pornography in some of the United
States. Six-image manifolds that move with stroboscopic jerkinessif you shake the page. Like most mae
readers, | suppose, | came up with an interesting way to shake the page, which findly helped me get to

deep.

| went over to the waiting room a seven and read less interesting magazines for an hour and ahalf, when
Dr. Spencer finally showed up. Hewastall and blond and spoke English with a Mexican accent thick as
guaca-mole.

"Into my office, first, come." He took me by the arm and steered me down the hall. His officewasaplain
windowless room with a desk and two chairs; one of the chairs was occupied.

"Mary!"”
He nodded. "Hayes called me, after he taked to you. Blaze had said something about me.”
"An honor to have you here, Dr. Larrin." Spencer sat down behind the desk.

| sat on the other hard chair. "So what are our options?'

"Directed nanosurgery,” Spencer said. "There are no other options.”

"But thereis," Marty sad, "technicaly."

"Not legdly."

"We could get around that."

"Would somebody tell me what you're talking about?"

"Mexican law islessliberd than American,” Marty said, "'in matters of self-determination.”
"Inyour country," Spencer said, "she would have the option of remaining avegetable."

"Well put, Dr. Spencer. Another way of putting it isthat she would have the option of not risking her life
and sanity.”

"I'm missing something,” | said.

"Y ou shouldn't be. She'sjacked, Julian! She can liveavery full life without moving amuscle.”



"Which isobscene.”

"It'san option. The nanosurgery isrisky."

"Not s0. Not so risky. Mas 0 menos the same as the jack. We have ninety-two percent recovery.”
"Y ou mean ninety-two percent surviva," Marty said. "What percent tota recovery?”

He shrugged, twice. "These numbers. They don't mean anything. She's hedthy and reatively young. The
operation will not kill her."

"She'sabrilliant physicist. If she comes out with brain damage, that's the same as no recovery.”

"Which isexplained to her before the ingallation of the jack.” He held up adocument five or Six pages
long. "Before she Sgnstherelease.”

"Why don't you jack her and ask her?' | said.

"Itisnot smple" Spencer said. "The first moment sheisjacked, isnew, new neura pathwaysare
formed. The network grows...." He gestured with one hand. "It grows more than fast.”

"It grows at an exponentid rate," Marty said. "Thelonger she's jacked, the more experiences she has, the
harder it isto undo."

"And 0 thisiswhy we do not ask her."
"In Americayoud haveto,” Marty said. "Right of full disclosure.”
"Americaisavery srange country. Y ou don't mind my saying?"

"If | jacked with her," | said, "I could bein and out muy pronto. Dr. Larrin's had ajack longer, but it's not
an everyday tool, the way it iswith amechanic." Spencer frowned at that. "A soldier.”

"Yes... | supposethat'strue.” He leaned back and paused. "Still, it isagaingt the law.”
Marty gave him alook. "Thislaw is never broken.”

"| think you would say 'bent.’ The law is bent, for foreigners.” Marty made an unambiguous gesture with
thumb and two fingers. "Well... not abribe, as such. Some bureaucracy, and atax. Do either of you have
a..." He opened adesk drawer and said, "Poder.”

The drawer answered, "Power of attorney.”

"Do you have one of those with her?"

We looked at each other and shook our heads. "This was asurprise to both of us.”

"She was not well advised. Thisis something she should have done. Is either of you her fiance?
"You could say thet," | said.

"Bueno, okay." He picked acard out of adrawer and passed it over. "Go to this office after nine o'clock
and thiswoman will issue you atemporary designation de responsabilidad.” He repested it into the
drawer. "State of Jalisco Temporary Assignment of Lega Respongbility,” it trandated.

"Wait," | said. "Thisalows aperson's fiance to authorize alife-threatening surgical procedure?’



He shrugged. "Brother, sster, too. Uncle, aunt, nephew. Only when the person cannot decide for himself,
hersdf. People wind up in Profesora Harding's Situation every day. Severd people every day, counting
Mexico City and Acapulco.”

It made sense; e ective surgery must be one of the biggest sources of foreign income for Guadagara,
maybe for al of Mexico. | turned the card over; the English side said, "' Accommodations to the Mexican
Legd Sysem.”

"How muchisthisgoing to cost?"

"Maybe ten thousand pesos.” Five hundred dollars.

"l can pay for it," Marty said.

"No, let medoit. I'mthefiance." | dso makethreetimeshissdary.

"Whoever," Spencer said. "Y ou come back with the piece of paper and me, | set up the jack. But have
your mind ready. Find the answer and then unplug. That will be safer and easier al around.”

But what would | do if she asked meto stay?
It took dmost aslong to find the lawyer asit had to get to Guadagarafrom Texas. They had moved.

Their new digs were not impressive, atable and amoth-eaten couch, but they did have dl the
paperwork. | wound up with alimited power of attorney that gave me authority for medica decisions. It
was alittle scary, how easy the processwas.

When | came back, | was directed to Surgery B, asmall white room. Dr. Spencer had Amelia prepped
for both jacking and surgery, lying on agurney with adrip in each arm. A thin cable led from the back of
her head to agray box on atable. Another jack was coiled on top of it. Marty was dozing in achair by
the door. He woke up when | camein.

"Where'sthe doctor?' | said.

"Aqui." Hewasright behind me. ™Y ou have the paper?" | handed it to him; he glanced at it, folded it, and
put it in his pocket.

He touched Amelia on the shoulder, and then put the back of hishand on her cheek, then her forehead,
an oddly materna gesture.

"For you, you know ... thisisnot going to be easy.”
"Easy?| spend athird of my life—"

"Jacked, 9. But not with someone whao's never doneit before. Not with someone you love." He pointed.
"Bring thet chair hereand sit.”

While | was doing that, he rummaged through a couple of drawers. "Rall up your deeve.”
| did that and he buzzed off alittle patch of hair with arazor, then unwrapped a'derm and dapped it on.
"What'sthat, atrank?'

"Not exactly. It doestrank, tranquilize, in away. It softensthe blow, the shock of first contact.”



"But I've donefirst contact adozen times."

"Y es, but only while your army had control over your ... what? System of circulation. Y ou were drugged
then, and now you will be drugged aswell."

It hit me like a soft dap. He heard my sudden intake of bregath.
"iLig0?"

"Go ahead." He uncoiled the cable and dipped the jack into my socket with ametalic click. Nothing
happened. Then he turned on aswitch.

Ameiasuddenly turned to look a meand | had the familiar double-vision sensation, seeing mysdf whilel
looked at her. Of courseit wasn't familiar to her, and | was seized with secondhand confusion and panic.
It gets easy dear hold on! | tried to show her how to separate the two pictures, amenta twist realy no
harder than defocusing your eyes. After amoment she got it, calmed, and tried to make words.

Y ou don't haveto verbdize, | felt at her. Just think what you want to say.
She asked me to touch my face and run my hand dowly down my chest to my lap, my genitals.
"Ninety seconds,” the doctor said. "Tengaprisa.”

| basked in thewonder of discovery. It wasn't like the difference between blindness and sight, exactly,
but it was asif dl your life you'd been wearing thick tinted glasses, one lens opague, and suddenly they
were gone. A world full of brilliance, depth and color.

I'm afraid you get used to it, | felt. It becomes just another way of seeing. Of being, she answered.

In oneburst of gestalt | told her what her options were, and of the danger of staying jacked too long.
After aslence, she answered in individual words. | transferred her questions to Dr. Spencer, speaking
with robotic downess.

"If I havethejack removed, and the brain damage is such that | can't work, can | have the jack
reingdled?’

"If somebody paysfor it, yes. Though your perceptions would be diminished.”
"I'll pay for it."

"Which oneareyou?’

"Jlian."

The pause seemed very long. She spoke through me: "I'll do it, then. But on one condition. First we make
lovethisway. Have sex. Jacked.”

"Absolutdy not. Every second you talk isincreasing therisk. If you do that you might never return to

| saw him reaching for the switch and grabbed hiswrist. "One second.” | stood and kissed Amdlia, one
hand on her breast. There was amomentary storm of shared joy and then she disappeared as| heard the
switch click, and | was kissing an inert smulacrum, tears mingling. | sat back down like asack falling. He
unplugged us and didn't say anything, but gave me astern look and shook his head.



Part of that surge of emotion had been "Whatever therisk, thisisworthit,” but whether that came from
her or me or both of ustogether, | couldn't say.

A man and awoman dressed in green pushed acart of equipment into the room. "Y ou two haveto go
now. Come back in ten, twelve hours.”

"I'd like to scrub and watch,” Marty said.
"Very wel." In Spanish, he asked the woman to find Marty agown and show him to the limpiador.

| went down to the lobby and out. The sky was reddish-orange with pollution; | used the last of my
Mexican money to buy amask from avending machine.

| figured | would walk until | found amoneychanger and acity map. I'd never been to Guaddgara
before and didn't even know which direction downtown was. In acity twicethe sze of New York, it
probably didn't make much difference. | waked away from the sun.

This hospitd areawas thick with beggars who claimed they needed money for medicine or trestment;
who thrust their sick children at you or showed sores or sstumps. Some of the men were aggressive. |

snarled back in bad Spanish and was glad I'd bribed the border guard ten dollarsto let me bring the

puttyknife through.

The children looked wan, hopeless. | didn't know as much about Mexico as | should, living just north of
it, but | was certain they had some form of socialized medicine. Not for everyone, obvioudy. Likethe
bounty from the nanoforges we gracioudy alocated to them, | supposed: the people in the front of the
linedidn't get there by lot.

Some of the beggars pointedly ignored me or even whispered racia epithetsin alanguage they thought |
didn't understand. Things had changed so much. We'd visited Mexico when | wasin grade school, and
my father, who had grown up in the South, gloried in the color blindness here. Being trested like any
other gringo. We blame the Ngumi for Mexico's prguicio, but it's partly Americasfault. And example.

| cameto an eight-lane divided avenue, clogged with dow traffic, and turned right. Not even one beggar
per block here. After amile or so of dusty and loud low-income housing, | came to agood-sized parking
idand over an underground mal. | went through a security check, which cost another five dollarsfor the
knife, and took the didewak down to themain level.

There were three change booths, offering dightly different rates of exchange, dl with different commission
arrangements. | did the arithmetic in my head and was not surprised to find thet, for everyday amounts,
the one with the least favorable exchange rate actualy gave the best dedl.

Starving, | found a ceviche shop and had abowl of octopus, little ones with inch-long legs, dong with a
couple of tortillasand a pot of tea. Then | went off in search of diversion.

There were ahdf-dozen jack shopsin arow, offering dightly different adventures from their American
counterparts. Be gored by a bull—no gracias. Perform or receive a sex-change operation, either way.
Diein childbirth. Relive the agony of Christ. Therewasaline for that one; must have been aholy day.

Maybe every day'saholy day here.

There were also the usua girly-boy attractions, and with them one that offered an accel erated-time tour
of "your own" digestivetract! Restrain me.

A confusing variety of shops and market stdls, like Portobello multiplied a hundred times. The everyday
thingsthat an American had ddivered automaticaly had to be bought here—and not for afixed price,



dther.

That part was familiar from walking around Portobello. Housewives, afew men, came to the mercado
every morning to haggle over the day's supplies. Still plenty here a two in the afternoon. To an outsider,
it looksasif hdf the stals are scenes of pretty violent argument, voicesraised, aamswaving. But it'sredly
just part of the socia routine, for vendor and customer aike. "What do you mean, ten pesosfor these
worthless beans? Last week they werefive pesos and excellent qudity!” ™Y our memory isfading, old
woman. Last week they were eight pesos and so shriveled | couldn't give them away! These are beans
among beansg!" "I could give you six pesos. | heed beans for supper, and my mother knows how to
soften them with soda" ™Y our mother? Send your mother down here and shelll pay me nine pesos,” and
so on. It wasaway to passthetime; thered battle would be between seven and eight pesos.

The fish market was diverting. There was a much greeter variety than you found in Texas sores—large
cod and sdmon that origindly came from the cold north Atlantic and Pecific, exotic brightly colored reef
fish, wriggling live edls, and tanks of huge Japanese shrimp— dl of them produced in town, cloned and
force-grown in vats. The few native fresh fish—whitebait from Lake Chapala, mostly—cost tentimes as
much as the most exotic.

| bought asmall plate of those—minnows, sun-dried and marinated, served with lime and hot chile—
which would have marked me as atourist eveniif | weren't black and dressed like an American.

Counted my pesos and started looking for agift for Amelia. I'd already done jewelry, to help get usinto
thismess, and she wouldn't wear ethnic clothing.

A horrible practical whisper told meto wait until after the operation. But | decided that buying the gift
was more for me than for her, anyhow. A commercia kind of subgtitute for prayer.

There was ahuge stall of old books, the paper kind and a so the earlier versions of view-books—most
of them, with formats and power supplies decades out of date, were for collectors of eectronic
curiogities, not readers.

They did have two shelves of booksin English, most of them novels. Sheld probably like one, but it
posed adilemma: if abook was well-known enough for me to recognize thetitle, then she probably
aready had it, or at least had read it.

| killed about an hour deciding, reading the first few pages of every book there | hadn't heard of. | finally
returned to The Long Good-bye, by Raymond Chandler, which was good reading and aso had aleather
binding, embossed "Midnite Mystery Club.”

| sat by afountain and read for awhile. An engrossing book, atimetrip not only for what it was about
and the way it was written, but also the physicality of it—the heavy yellowed paper, the fed and musty
amell of thelesther. The skin of an animal dead more than acentury, if it wasredl lesther.

The marble stepsweren't dll that comfortable, though—my legs fell adeep from buit to knees—so |
wandered awhile more. There were more expens ve shops on the second floor down, but they included a
set of jack booths that cost dmost nothing, sponsored by travel agencies and various countries. For

twenty pesos, | spent thirty minutesin France.

That was a strange experience. The spoken cueswere dl in rapid Mexican Spanish, hard for meto
follow, but of course the unspoken ones were the same as ever. | walked around Montmartre for awhile,
then lounged on adow barge drifting through the Bordeau region, and findly sat at an innin Burgundy,
feasting on rich cheeses and complex wines. When it was over, | was Starving again.



Of course there was a French restaurant right across from the booth, but | didn't even haveto look at the
menu to know it was beyond me. | retreated back upstairs and found a place with lots of small tables and
music that wasn't too loud, and wolfed down a plate of taquitos varios. Then | washed up and finished
reading the book there, nursing abeer and a cup of coffee.

When | finished the book it was only eight, till two hours before | could check on Amdia. | didn't want
to go hang around the clinic, but the mall was getting oppressively loud asit moved from evening into
night-time mode. A half-dozen mariachi bands competing for atention aong with the blare and rumble of
modern music from the night clubs. Some very dluring women stting in the windows of an escort service,
three of them wearing PM buttons, which meant they were jacked. That would be agreat way to spend
the next two hours—jacksex and guilt.

| wound up wandering through the residentia neighborhood, reasonably confident because of the
puttyknife, even though the area was rundown and a bit menacing.

| picked up abouquet of flowers a the hospital store, half price because they were closing, and went up
to the waiting room to wait. Marty was there, jacked into a portable work termina. He glanced up when
| camein, subvocalized something into athroat pickup, and un-jacked.

"It looks pretty good,” he said, "better than | would have expected. Of course we won't know for sure
until she'sawake, but her multiphase EEGs ook good, look norma for her."

Histone was anxious. | set the flowers and book down on alow plagtic table scattered with paper
magazines. "How long till she comesout of it?"

He looked at hiswatch. "Haf an hour. Twelve."

"Doctor around?’

"Spencer? No, he went homeright after the procedure. I've got his number if... just in case.”
| sat down too closeto him. "Marty. What aren't you telling me?

"What do you want to know?" His gaze was steady but there was ill something in hisvoice. ™Y ou want
to see atape of the disconnection?| can promise you'l puke.”

"l just want to know what you're not teling me."

He shrugged and looked away. "1'm not sure how much you know. From the most basic, up ... shewon't
die. Shewill walk and talk. Will she be the woman you loved? | don't know. The EEGs don't tell us
whether she can do arithmetic, let done dgebra, caculus, whatever it isyou people do.”

"Jesus”

"But look. Y esterday at thistime she was on the edge of dying. If she'd been in alittle worse shape, the
phone call you got would've been whether or not to turn off the respirator.”

| nodded; anurse at Reception had used the same words. " She might not even know who | am.”
"And she might be exactly the same woman."
"With aholein her head because of me."

"Well, ausdlessjack, not ahole. We put it back in after the disconnection, to minimize mechanica stress
on the surrounding brain tissue.”



"But it's not hooked up. We couldn't—"
llm.ry'll

An unshaven nurse came in, dumped with fatigue. " Senor Class?' | put up ahand. "The patient in 201,
she asksfor you."

| started down the corridor. "Don't stay. She needs deep.”

"Okay." Her door was open. There were two other bedsin the room, but they were empty. She was
wearing a cap of gauze, eyes closed, sheet pulled up to her shoulders. No tubes or wires, which
surprised me. A monitor over her bed displayed the jagged stalactites of her heartbest.

She opened her eyes. "Jdulian." She twisted a hand out from under the sheet and grabbed mine. We
kissed gently.

"I'm sorry it didn't work,” shesaid. "But I'll never be sorry for trying. Never."
| couldn't say anything. | just rubbed her hand between both of mine.

"I think I'm... unimpaired. Ask me aquestion, a science question.”

"Uh ... what's Avagadro's Number?'

"Oh, ask achemig. It'sthe number of moleculesin amole. Y ou want the number of moleculesin an
amadillo, that's Armadillo's Number."

Wéll, if she could make bad jokes, she was partway back to normal. "What's the duration of adeta
resonance pike? Pions exciting protons.”

"About ten to the minus twenty-third. Give me ahard one?’

"Y ou say that to dl the guys?' She smiled weskly. "L ook, you get some deep. I'll be outside.”
"I'll bedl right. Y ou go on back to Houston."

"No."

"Oneday, then. What isit, Tuesday?"

"Wednesday."

"Y ou have to be back tomorrow night to cover the seminar for me. Senior seminar.”

"WEeéll tak in the morning." There were plenty of people better qudified.

"Promiseme?’

"I promiseI'll take care of it." At least with aphone call ™Y ou get some deep now.”

Marty and | went down to the machine cantinaiin the basement. He had a cup of strong Bustelo — stay
awakefor the 1:30 train—and | had abeer. It turned out to be nonal coholic, specially brewed for
hospitals and schools. | told him about " Armadillo's Number" and all.

"She seemsto be dl there" Hetasted his coffee and put another double sugar in it. " Sometimes people
lose bits of memory, that they don't missfor awhile. Of courseit'snot al loss.”



"No." Onekiss, one touch. " She hasthe memory of being jacked for what, three minutes?

"And there might be something more," he said cautioudy. He took two data strings out of his shirt pocket
and set them on the table. "These are compl ete copies of her records here. I'm not supposed to have
them; they cost more than the operation itsdf.”

"l could help pay—"

"No, it'sgrant money. The point is, her operation failed for areason. Not alack of skill or careon
Spencer's part, necessarily, but areason.”

"Something that could be reversed?
He shook his head and then shrugged. "It's happened.”
"Y ou mean it could be reingtaled? I've never heard of that."

"Becauseit's so rarely done. Usualy not worth therisk. They'll try it if, after the extraction, the patient is
il in avegetative state. It's a chance to re-establish contact with the world.

"In Blaz€'s case it would be too dangerous, a the present state of the art. And it isas much art as
science. But it keeps evolving, and maybe someday, if we find out what went wrong..." He sipped &t his
coffee. "Probably won't happen, not in the next twenty years. Almost al of the research funding is
military, and it's not an areathey're deeply interested in. If amechanic'singdlation fails, they just draft

somebody ese”

| tasted the beer again and decided it wasn't going to improve. " She's totally disconnected now? If we
jacked, shewouldn't fed anything?”

"You could try it. Thereés gtill aconnection with afew minor ganglia. A few neurons here and
there—when we replace the metal core of the jack, some of them re-establish contact.”

"Beworthatry."

"Don't expect anything. Peoplein her condition can go to ajack shop and rent areally extreme one, like
adesgthtrip, but dl they get isamild hdlucinating buzz; nothing concrete. If they just jack with a person,
no go-between, there's no red effect. Maybe a placebo effect, if they expect something to happen.”

"Dousafavor,”" | sad. "Don't tdl her that."

COMPROMISING, JULIAN TOOK thetrain up to Houston, staying just long enough to cover
Amdlids particle seminar—the students weren't wild about having ayoung postdoc unexpectedly
substitute for Dr. Blaze— and then caught amidnight train back to Guadalgara.

Asit turned out, Ameliawas released the next day, traveling by ambulance to a care facility on campus.
Theclinic didn't want a patient who was just resting under observation to take up avauable bed on
Friday; most of their high-ticket customers checked in that day.

Julian was dlowed to ride with her, which was mostly amatter of watching her deep. When the sedative
wore off, about an hour from Houston, they talked primarily about work; Julian managed to avoid lying
to her about what might happen if they jacked in her amost-connected state. He knew she would read all
about it soon enough and then they'd have to ded with their hopes and disappointments. He didn't want



her to build up some transcendental scenario based on that one beautiful instant. The best that could
happen would be alot less than that, and there would probably be no effect at al.

The care center was shiny on the outside and shabby on theinsde. Amdiagot the only bed leftina
four-bed "suite," inhabited by women twice her age, long-term or permanent residents. Julian helped her
stlein, and when it became obvious that he wasn't just working for her, two of the old ladies were
ostentatioudy horrified at the difference in color and age. The third was blind.

Wéll, they were out in the open now. That was one good thing that had come from the mess, for their
persond livesif not their professona ones.

Ameliahadn't read the Chandler book, and was ddlighted. It seemed unlikely that she would spend much
timein conversation.

Julian was headed for conversation that night, of course, Friday. He decided to show up at the club at
least an hour late, so Marty could tell the others about the operations and reved the sordid truth about
him and Amdia. If indeed it was actually secret to anybody there. Straitlaced Hayes knew and had never
givenahint.

There was plenty to occupy him before the Saturday Night Specia, Since he hadn't even checked his mail
after reading the note under his door, when he returned from Portobello. An assistant to Hayes had
written up asummary of the runs he and Ameliahad missed; that would take afew hours study. Then
there were notes of concern, mostly from people he would see that night. It wasthe sort of news that
traveled fadt.

Just to make life interesting, there was a note from hisfather saying hel like to drop by on hisway home
from Hawaii, so Julian could get to know "Suze," his new wife, better. Unsurprisingly, therewasdso a
phone message from Julian's mother, wondering where he was, and would he mind if she came down to
escape the last of the bad weather? Sure, Mom, you and Suze will get dong just fine; think of how much
you havein common.

In this case, the easiest course was the truth. He punched up his mother and said she could come down if
shewanted, but that hisfather and Suze were going to be here a the same time. After she camed down
from that, he gave her aquick summary of the past four days excitement.

Her image on the phone took on an odd appearance as he talked. She'd grown up with sound-only, and
had never mastered the neutra expression that most peopl e automatically assumed.

"So you're pretty serious about this old woman.”

"Old white woman, Momma." Julian laughed at her indignation. "And I've been telling you for ayear and
ahaf how seriouswewere."

"White, purple, green; doesn't make any difference to me. Son, she's only ten years younger than | am.”
"Tweve"
"Oh, thank God, twelve! Don't you see how foolish you look now to the people around you?"

"I'm just glad it's not a secret anymore. And if we look foolish to some people, well, that's their problem,
not ours.”

She looked away from the screen. "It's methat's the fool, and a hypocrite, too. Mother's got to worry."



"If you'd come down once and meet her, you'd stop worrying.”

"I should. Okay. Y ou cal mewhen your father and his playmate have gone on up to Akron—"
"Columbus Mom."

"Wherever. Y ou call meand well work out atime.”

He watched her image fade and shook his head. She'd been saying that for more than a year; something
adways came up. She had abusy life, admittedly, still teaching full-time at ajunior collegein Fittsburgh.
But that obvioudy wasn't it. Sheredly didn't want to lose her little boy at dl, and to lose him to awoman
old enough to be her sster was grotesgue.

He'd talked to Ameiaabout their going up to Pittsburgh, but she said she didn't want to force the issue,
There was something less smple at work with her, aswell.

The two women had opposite attitudes toward his being amechanic, too. Ameliawas plainly worried
sck al the time he wasin Portobello—much worse now, since the massacre—but his mother treated it
asakind of brainless second job that he had to do, even though it got in the way of his actud work. She
never seemed to have any curiosity about what went on down there. Ameliafollowed hisunit's actions
with the single-minded intensity of awarboy. (Sheé'd never admitted this, which Julian supposed wasto
gpare him anxiety, but she often dipped and asked questions about things that nobody could have found
out if they smply followed the news))

It suddenly, belatedly, occurred to Julian that Hayes, and probably everybody elsein the department,
knew or suspected there was something going on because of the way Ameliaacted when he was avay.
They worked hard at (but also had fun) playing the role of "just friends' when they came together at
work. Maybe their audience knew the script.

All part of the past now. He was impatient to get to the club and see how people had reacted to the
news. But he till had a couple of hoursif he was going to give Marty ample time to set them up. He
didn't redly fed like working, even answering mail, so he flopped down on the couch and asked the cube
to search.

The cube had abuilt-in learning routine that analyzed every sdlection he made, and from the content of
what he liked, constructed a preference profile that it used to search through the eighteen hundred
available channels. One problem with that was that you couldn't communicate with the routing; its only
input was your choices. Thefirst year or so after he was drafted, Julian had obsessively watched
century-old movies, perhaps to escape into aworld where people and events were smply good or bad.
So now when the thing searched, it dutifully came up with lots of Immy Stewart and John Wayne, and
Julian had found through objective observation that it did no good to yell at it.

Humphrey Bogart a Rick's. Reset. Immy Stewart headed for Washington. Reset. A tour of the lunar
south pole, through the eyes of the robot landers. He'd seen most of it a couple of years before, but it
was interesting enough to see again. It aso helped deprogram the machine,

EVERYONE LOOKED UPWHEN | walked into the room, but | suppose they would do that under
any circumstances. Perhapsthey kept looking alittle longer than usudl.

Therewas an empty chair at atable with Marty, Reza, and Franklin.
"Y ou get her safely ensconced?' Marty asked.



| nodded. "Shelll be out of that place as soon asthey let her walk. The three women she's sharing the
room with are Sraight out of Hamlet."

"Macheth," Reza corrected me, "if you mean crones. Or are they sweet young lunatics about to commit
uicide?'

"Crones. She seems okay. Theride up from Guadalgarawasn't bad, just long." The sullen waiter inthe
artfully stained T-shirt douched over. "Coffee," | said, then caught Reza's ook of mock horror. "And a
pitcher of Rigja" It was getting on toward the end of the month again. The guy started to ask for my
ration card, then recognized me and dumped away.

"Hopeyou re-enlist,” Reza said. He took my number and punched in the price of the whole pitcher.
"When Portobello freezes over.”

"Did they say when she'd be released?’ Marty asked.

"No. Neurologist sees her inthe morning. Shelll call me”

"Better have her call Hayes, too. | told him everything was going to be dl right, but he's nervous.”
"He's nervous"

"He's known her longer than you have," Franklin said quietly. So had he and Marty.

"So did you see any Guadagara?' Reza asked. "Heshpots?!

"No. Just wandered around alittle. Didn't get into the old city or out to T-town, what do they call it?!
"Tlaguepaque,” Rezasaid. "'l spent an eventful week there one day.”

"How long have you and Blaze been together?' Franklin asked. "If you don't mind my asking."

"Together" probably wasn't the word he was searching for. "We've been close for three years. Friends a
couple of years before that.”

"Blazewas hisadviser,” Marty said.
"Doctord?'
"Pogt-doc," | said.

"That'sright,” Franklin said with asmdl smile. "Y ou came from Harvard." Only an Eli could say that with
atrace of pity, Julian mused.

"Now you're supposed to ask me whether my intentions are honorable. The answer iswe have no
intentions. Not until | get out of service."

"And how long isthat?'
"Unlessthe war ends, about five years."
"Blazewill befifty."

"Fifty-two, actudly. I'll be thirty-seven. Maybe that bothers you more than it does us."



"No," hesad. "It might bother Marty."

Marty gave him ahard look. "What have you been drinking?'

"Theusud." Franklin displayed the bottom of hisempty teacup. "How long hasit been?’
"I only want the best for both of you," Marty said to me. "Y ou know that."

"Eight years, nine?"

"Good God, Franklin. Were you aterrier in aformer life?' Marty shook hishead asif to clear it. "That
was over long before Julian joined the department™

The waiter sdled over with the wine and three glasses. Sensing tension, he poured as dowly aswas
practicad. Wedl watched himin slence. "So," Reza said, "how 'bout them Oilers?*

THE NEUROLOGIST WHO CAME to see Ameliathe next morning was too young to have an
advanced degree in anything. He had a goatee and bad skin. For half an hour, he asked her the same
smple questions over and over.

"When and where were you born?"

"August 12, 1996. Sturbridge, Massachusetts.”

"What was your mother's name?"

"Jane O'Banian Harding."

"Where did you go to grade school 7

"Nathan Hale Elementary, Roxbury."

He paused. "Last time you said Breezewood. In Sturbridge.”

She took a deep breath and let it out. "We moved to Roxbury in'04. Maybe '05."
"Ah. And high school 7'

"Still O'Bryant. John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science.”
"That'sin Sturbridge?’

"No, Roxbury! | went to middle school in Roxbury, too. Y ou havent—"
"What was your mother's maiden name?

"OBanian.”

He made along notein his notebook. "All right. Stand up.”

What?"

"Get out of bed, please. Stand up.”

Amdiasat up and cautioudy put her feet on thefloor.



She took a couple of shaky steps and reached back to hold the gown closed.
"Areyou dizzy?'

"A little. Of course."

"Raiseyour arms, please." Shedid, and the back of the gown fdll open.
"Nice bottom, sweetheart,” croaked the old lady in the bed next to her.

"Now | want you to close your eyes and dowly bring your fingertips together.” She tried and missed; she
opened her eyes and saw that she had missed by more than an inch.

"Try it again," he sad. Thistime the two fingers grazed.

He wrote a couple of words in the notebook. "All right. Y ou're free to go now."

What?"

"You're released. Take your ration card to the checkout desk on your way out.”

"But... don't | get to see adoctor?”

He reddened. "Y ou don't think I'm adoctor?"

"No. Areyou?"

"I'm qudified to rlease you. Y ourereleased.” He turned and walked away.

"What about my clothes? Where are my clothes?' He shrugged and disappeared out the door.

"Try the cabinet there, sweetheart.” Amelia checked al the cabinets, moving with creaky downess. There
were neat stacks of linen and gowns, but no trace of the leather suitcase she'd taken to Guaddgjara.

"Likely somebody took 'em,” another old lady said. "Likely that black boy."

Of course, she suddenly remembered: sheld asked Julian to take it home. It was vauable, handmade,
and there was no place here where it would have been secure.

What other little things had she forgotten? The John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science
was on New Dudley. Her office at the lab was 12-344. What was Julian's phone number? Eight.

Sheretrieved her toiletry kit from the bathroom and got the miniphone out of it. It had atoothpaste smear
on the punch-plate. She cleaned it with acorner of her sheet and sat on the bed and punched #-08.

"Mr. Classisin class," the phone said. "Isthis an emergency?'

"No. Message." She paused. "Darling, bring me something to wear. I've been reeased.” She set the
phone down and reached back and felt the cool metd disk at the base of her skull. She wiped away
sudden tears and muttered " Shit."

A big square femde nurserolled in agurney with ashriveled little Chinese woman on it. "What's the story
here?' she said. "This bed is supposed to be vacant.”

Ameliastarted laughing. She put her kit and the Chandler book under her arm and held her gown closed
with the other hand and walked out into the corridor.



IT TOOK ME A whileto track Ameliadown. Her room was full of querulous old women who either
clammed up or gave mefaseinformation. Of course she was at Accounts Receivable. She didn't haveto
pay anything for the medica attention or room, but her two inedible meals had been catered, since she
hadn't requested otherwise.

That may have been the last straw. When | brought in her clothes she just shrugged off the pale blue
hospital gown. She didn't have anything on undernegth. There were eight or ten peoplein the waiting
room.

| wasthunderstruck. My dignified Amelia?
The receptionist was a young man with ringlets. He stood up. "Wait! You ... you can't do that!"

"Watch me." She put on the blousefirgt, and took her time buttoning it. "1 was kicked out of my room. |
don't have anyplaceto —"

"Amdia—" Sheignored me.
"Go to theladies room! Right now!"

"Thank you, no." Shetried to stand on one foot and put a sock on, but teetered and amost fell over. |
gave her an arm. The audience was respectfully quiet.

"I'm going to call aguard.”

"No you'renot." She strode over to him, in socks but still bare from anklesto waist. She was an inch or
two taller and stared down at him. He stared down, too, looking asif held never had atriangle of pubic
hair touch his desktop before. "I'll make ascene,” she said quietly. "Believe me."

He sat down, his mouth working but no words coming out. She stepped into her pants and dippers,
picked up the gown and threw it into the 'cycler.

"Julian, | don't likethisplace." She offered her arm. "L et's go bother someone else.” The room was quiet
until we werewell out into the corridor, and then there was a sudden explosion of chatter. Amdiastared
straight ahead and smiled.

"Bad day?"
"Bad place." Shefrowned. "Did | just dowhat | think | did?"

| looked around and whispered, "Thisis Texas. Don't you know it's against the law to show your assto a
black man?'

"I'm dwaysforgetting that.” She smiled nervoudy and hugged my arm. "I'll write you every day from
prison.”

Therewas acab waiting. We got in fast and Amdiagave it my address. "That'swhere my bag is, right?"
"Yeah ... but | could bring it over." My place was amess. "I'm not exactly ready for polite company.”
"I'm not exactly company.” She rubbed her eyes. "Certainly not polite.”

In fact, the place had been amess when | went to Portobello two weeks earlier, and | hadn't had time to



do anything but add to it. We entered a one-room disaster area, ten meters by five of chaos. stacks of
papers and readers on every horizontd surface, including the bed; apile of clothesin one corner
aestheticaly balanced by apile of dishesin the sink. I'd forgotten to turn off the coffegpot when I'd gone
to school, so abitter smell of burnt coffee added to the genera mustiness.

She laughed. "Y ou know, thisis even worse than | expected?’ Sheld only been here twice and both times
I'd been forewarned.

"l know. | need awoman around the place.”

"No. Y ou need about agallon of gasoline and amatch.” Shelooked around and shook her head. "L ook,
we're out in the open. Let'sjust move in together.”

| was il trying to cope with the striptease. "Uh ... therésredlly not enough room...."

"Not here." Shelaughed. "My place. And we can file for atwo-bedroom.”

| cleared off achair and steered her to it. She sat down warily.

"Look. Y ou know how much I'd like to movein with you. It's not asif we hadn't talked about it."
"So?Let'sdoit."”

"No ... let's not make any decisions now. Not for acouple of days."

She looked past me, out the window over thesink. "I, you think I'm crazy.”

"Impulsive.” | sat down on the floor and stroked her arm.

"It isstrange for me, isn't it?" She closed her eyes and kneaded her forehead. "Maybe I'm il
medicated.”

| hoped that wasit. "I'm surethat'sdl it is. Y ou need acouple of days morerest.”

"What if they botched the operation?”

"They didn't. Y ou wouldn't bewaking and talking.”

She patted my hand, il looking abstracted. ™Y eah, sure. Y ou have somejuice or something?!

| found some white grapejuice in the refrigerator and poured us each asmall glass. | heard a zipper and
turned around, but it was only her leather suitcase.

| brought her drink over. She was staring intently, dowly picking through the contents of the suitcase.
"Think something might be missing?"

Shetook the drink and set it down. "Oh, no. Or maybe. Mainly I'm just checking my memory. | do
remember packing. Thetrip down. Taking to Dr., um, Spencer." She backed up two steps, felt behind
her, and sat down dowly on the bed.

"Then the blur—you know, | was sort of awake when they operated. | could seelots of lights. My chin
and face were in apadded frame.”

| sat down with her. "l remember that from my own ingtalation. And the drill sound.”

"And the smdll. Y ou know you're smelling your own skull being sawed open. But you don't care.”



"Drugs” | said.

"That's part of it. Alsolooking forward toit." Well, not in my case. "I could hear them talking, the doctor
and some woman."

"What about?'

"It was Spanish. They were talking about her boyfriend and ... shoes or something. Then everything went
black. | guessit went white, then black."

" wonder if that was before or after they put the jack in."
"It was after, definitely after. They cdl it abridge, right?”
"From French, yeah: pont mentd."

"l heard him say that — ahora, e puente — and then they pressed redlly hard. | could fedl it on my chin,
on the cushion.”

"You remember alot morethan | did."

"That was about it, though. The boyfriend and the shoes and then click. The next thing | knew, | was
lying in bed, unable to move or spesk.”

"That must have been terrifying.”

She frowned, remembering. "Not redly. It waslike an enormous. ... lassitude, numbness. Asif | could
move my arms and legs, or speak, if | redly had to. But the effort would have been tremendous. That
was probably mood drugs, too, to keep me from panicking.

"They kept moving my arms and legs around and shouting nonsense at me. It was probably English, and |
just couldn't decipher their accents, in my condition.”

She gestured and | handed her the grape juice. She sipped. "If | remember thisright... | wasredly, redly
annoyed that they wouldn't just go away and let meliein peace. But | didn't say anything, becausel
wouldn' give them the satisfaction of hearing me complain. It'san odd thing to remember. | wasredly
being infartile”

"They didn't try the jack?"'

Shegot afaraway look. "No ... Dr. Spencer told me about that later. In my condition it was better to
wait and have thefirst time be with someone | knew. Seconds count, he explained that to you?'

| nodded. "Exponentia increase in the number of neura connections.”

"So | lay in adarkened room then, for along time; lost track of time, | suppose. Then dl the things that
happened before we... we jacked, | thought it was a dream. Everything was suddenly flooded with light
and a couple of people lifted me and bit me on the wrists— the IVs—and then we were floating from
room to room."

"Riding agurney.”

She nodded. "It redlly felt like levitation, though—I remember thinking, 'I'm dreaming,’ and resolving to
enjoy it. Animage of Marty floated by, adeep in achair, and | accepted that as part of the dream. Then
you and Dr. Spencer appeared—okay, you were in the dream, too.



"Then it wasdl suddenly redl." She rocked back and forth, remembering the instant we jacked. "No, not
red. Intense. Confusing.”

"I remember,” | said. "The double vison, seeing yoursdf. Y ou didn't recognize yourself at first."

"And you told me most people don't. | mean you told mein one word, somehow, or no words. Then it
al snapped into focus, and we were ..." She nodded rhythmicaly, biting her lower lip. "Wewere dl the
same. Wewere one.... thing."

Shetook my right hand in both of hers. "And then we had to talk to the doctor. And he said we couldn't,
hewouldn't let us...." She lifted my hand to her breast, the way it had been that |ast moment, and leaned
forward. But she didn't kissme. She put her chin on my shoulder and whispered, voice cracking: "Well
never havethat again?'

| automatically tried to feed her agestdt, the way you do jacked, about how she might be ableto try
againin afew years, about Marty having her data, about the partial re-establishment of neuron
connection so we might try, we might try; and afraction of asecond later | redlized no, we weren't
connected; she can only hear something if | say it.

"Most people never even have it once.”

"Maybe they're better off," she said, muffled, and sobbed quietly. Her hand moved up to squeeze my
neck and caressthe jack.

| had to say something. "L ookK... it's possible you haven't ot it all. There might be asmall fraction of the
ability ill there”

"What do you mean?"' | explained about some of the neurons homing back into the jack's receptor aress.
"How much might be there?"

"l don't have the faintest idea. 1'd never even heard of it until acouple of daysago." Though | knew with
sudden certainty that some of thejills must be that way, unable to make aredlly deep connection. Ralph
had brought back memories of some who had hardly seemed jacked at all.

"We haveto try. Where could we ... could you bring the equipment back from Portobello?"
"No, I'd never get it off the base." And be court-martided, if | tried.

"Hmm ... Maybe we could find away to sneak into the hospital—"

| laughed. ™Y ou don't have to sneek anywhere. Just buy time at one of thejack joints.”
"But | don't want that. | want to do it with you."

"That'swhat | mean! They have double unis—two-person universes. Two peoplejack in and go
someplace together." That'swherethejillstook their customers. Y ou can screw on the Streets of Paris,
floating in outer space, riding a canoe down rapids. Ralph had brought us back the weirdest memories.

"Lef'sgodoit.”
"Look, you're till beat from the hospital. Why not get aday or two rest and then—"

"No!" She stood up. "For dl we know, the connections might be fading while we sit here and talk about
it." She picked up the phone off the table and punched two numbers; she knew my cab code. "Outsde?’



| got up and followed her to the door, afraid I'd made abig mistake. "L ook, don't expect the world.”

"Oh, | don't expect anything. Just havetotry it, find out." For someone who didn't expect anything, she
was awfully eager.

It was infectious. While we waited for the cab, | went from thinking Well, at least wélll find out one way
or the other to being sure that there would be at |east something there. Marty had said there would be a
placebo effect, if nothing more.

| couldn't give the cab a specific address, since I'd only been there once. But | asked whether it knew
where the block of jack jointswas, just outside the university, and it said yes.

We could have biked there, but it was the neighborhood where that guy had pulled aknife on me— it
had started pretty low and gone downhill—and | figured it might be dark by the time we finished our
experiment.

It was agood thing the cab turned off the meter while we went through security. The shoein charge saw
our destination and jerked us around for ten minutes, | supposed to watch Amelias discomfort. Or try to
get some sort of rise out of me. | wouldn't give him the satisfaction.

We had the cab let us off on the near end of the block, so we could walk the length of it and check the
menus in each joint. The price was important; payday was two days away for both of us. | made three
times as much as she did, but the Mexican excursion had brought me down to less than a hundred bucks.
And Ameiawasfla.

Therewere morejills than pedestrians. Some of them offered to join usin athree-way. | hadn't known
that was possible. It sounded more confusing than aluring, even under good conditions. And being more
intimately linked to thejill than to Amdiawould be adisagter.

The place with the best double uni dedl was aso one of the nicest, or the least deazy. It wascaled Y our
World, and instead of car crashes and executions, it offered amenu of explorations—like the French tour
I'd taken in Mexico, but more exatic.

| suggested the underwater tour of the Great Barrier Reef.
"I'm not agood swimmer," Ameiasaid. "Would that make a difference?’
"Me neither; don't worry. It'slike being afish.” I'd done thisone. "Y ou don't even think about swimming.”

It was adollar aminute, cash, or two minutes for three dollars, plastic. Ten minutes up front. | paid cash;
keep the plastic for emergencies.

A gern-looking fat lady, black with aspringy forest of white hair, led usto the booth. It wasasmall
cubiclejust over ameter high, with a padded blue mat on the floor, two jack cables hanging from the low

caling.
"Time start’ when thefirst one plug in. Y ou al want to take your clothes off first, | Spose. Place been
Serilized. Y ou-dl have agood time, now."

She turned abruptly and bustled away. " She thinksyoure ajill,” | said.

"I could use a second income.” We entered the place on our hands and knees and when | shut the door
the ar conditioner started to whir. Then awhite-noise generator added a steady hiss.



"Doesthe light make adifference?

"It goes off automaticaly." We helped each other undress and she lay down the right way, on her
stomach facing the door.

Shewasrigid and trembling dightly. "Relax,” | said, kneading her shoulders.
"I'm afraid nothing will happen.”

"If nothing happens, well try it again.” | remembered what Marty had said—sheredlly should start off
with something like jumping off acliff. Well, | could tell her that later.

"Here." | did over adiamond-shaped pillow that supports your face on the chin, cheekbones, and
forehead. "Thisll help your neck relax.” | stroked her back for aminute, and when she seemed looser, |
moved the jack interface into place over the meta socket in her head. There was afaint click and the
light went out.

Of course after thousands of hours, | didn't need the pillow; | could jack standing up or hanging upside
down. | groped for the cable and stretched out so we were touching, arm and hip. Then | jacked in.

The water waswarm as blood and it tasted good, salt and seaweed, on my lips, as| breathed it in. | was
inlessthan two meters of water, bright cord formationsdl around, tiny fish with brilliant colorsignoring
me until I came close enough to be adanger. A small green moray ed, face like acartoon villain, stared
a mefromaholeinthecorad.

Valition is strange when you're jacked like this. | "decided" to go off to the lft, dthough there was
nothing obviousthere, just aplain of white sand. Actually, the person who had recorded thetrip had a
good reason to check it out, but the customer wasn't in contact with him or her at that level; nothing but
the sensorium, amplified.

Sunlight refracting through the ripples on the surface made a pleasant shimmering pattern on the sand, but
that wasn't why we had come here. | hovered over two eye-stalks that poked out of the sand, twitching,
agitated. Suddenly the sand exploded underneath me, and to the left and right, and atiger-striped manta
ray flew out from where it had been hiding, under afew centimeters of sand. It was huge, easily three
meterswide. | shot forward and grabbed awing, beforeit had time to gather speed.

One powerful flap of the wings and we surged forward; another, and we were going faster than any
merely human swimmer, the water churning smoothly down my body...

And hers. Ameliawasthere, definitely but faintly, like ashadow insgde me. The turbulence from the fast
water made my genitasflutter, but part of me didn't have thet; for that part of me the water flowed
smoothly tickling between her legs.

Intellectualy, | knew that they'd had to merge two strings to create this, and wondered how hard it had
been to find alarge manta for both the man and the woman or how they'd gotten around it. But mainly |
focused on that particular dual sensation and tried to make contact with Ameliathroughiit.

| couldn't, quite. No words, no specificity; just avague "isn't thisthrilling” gestadt that | felt reflected with a
different twist, Amdias persondlity. Therewas dso afaint different excitement that must have been her
redlization that we were in contact.

The sand surface fell away in an underwater cliff and the manta dived, the water suddenly cool and the
pressureincreasing. Welost our grip and went tumbling alonein the dark water.



Aswedid dowly upward | felt little butterfly flutteringsthat | knew were Amelials hands on me, back in
the cubica, and as| became erect it was wetness that wasn't the imaginary ocean around me, and then
the ghostly clasp of her legsand afaint pulsing up and down.

It wasn't like Carolyn, where | was her and she was me. It was more like acompelling sexud dream that
possessed you while you were half awake.

The water above was like beaten silver, and three sharks scudded there as we floated up. Therewasa
little shiver of fear, though | knew they were harmless, since the string wasn't rated D or |; death or
injury. | tried to project to Amelianot to be scared, but | didn't feel any fear from her. She was
preoccupied. Her physical presence grew stronger in me, and she wasn't exactly swimming.

Her orgasm wasfaint but long, radiating and pulsating in that strange-but-familiar way that | hadn't fdtin
thethreeyears since | lost Carolyn. The ghosts of her arms and legs rocked me | eft and right aswe rose
up toward the sharks.

It was one large nurse shark and two dogfish, no danger. But as we passed them | felt mysdlf go soft and
dip out of her. It wasn't going to work, not thistime, not for both of us.

Her hands on me were like feathers, coaxing, pleasant but not enough. There was a sudden faint |oss of
something, dimensiondlity, that meant she had come un-jacked, and then she was using her mouth, cool
and then warm, but it till wouldn't work. Most of mewas till in the ref.

| felt for the cable and unjacked myself. The lightswent on and | immediately started to respond to
Ameiasminigrations. | dipped my arms around her dipperiness and rested my head on her hip and
didn't think about Carolyn, and worked a couple of fingers between her legs from behind, and in aminute
we both came at once.

We were alowed about five seconds rest, and then the lady was pounding on the cubicle door, saying
we had to get out or pay rent; she had to clean it up for the next customers.

"The meter stops running when we both unjack, | guess" Ameiasaid. She nuzzied me. "I could pay a
dollar aminutefor this, though. Y ou want to tdll her that?"

"Nah." | reached for our clothes. "Let'sgo homeand do it for free.”
"Y our place or mine?"

"Home," | said. "Y our place.”

JULIA AND AMELIA SPENT the next day moving and cleaning house. Since it was Sunday, they
couldn't get any paperwork done, but they didn't expect any problems. Therewasawaiting list for
singleswho qualified for Julian's efficiency, and Amdlias place was rated for two, or even two adults and
achild.

(A child was something that was never going to happen. Twenty-four years before, after amiscarriage,
Ameliahad opted for voluntary sterilization, which gave her amonthly cash-and-coupon bonus until age
fifty. And Julian's view of the world was so sufficiently dark that he wasn't eager to bring anew person
intoit.)

When they had everything boxed, and Julian's gpartment clean enough to satisfy the landlord, they caled
Rezafor hiscar. He scolded Julian for not calling him earlier so he could have helped, and Julian said,



honestly, that it hadn't occurred to him.

Amelialistened to the conversation with interest, and aweek later would point out that there had been a
good reason for them to do it done, akind of sacramental |abor—or something even more e ementa,
nest-building. But what she said when Julian hung up was, "1t'll take him ten minutesto get here,” and
hurried him to the couch, onelast quick timein this place.

It only took two tripsto move al the boxes. On the second trip Reza and Julian were alone, and when
Reza offered to help unpack, Julian said well, you know, maybe Blaze wants to go to bed.

Infact, shedid. They collapsed exhausted and dept until dawn.

ONCE OR TWICE ayear, they don't bring the soldier-boysin between shifts; they just immobilize us
one by one and have the mechanic's second move straight from barber chair to cage, a"hot transfer.” It
usualy meant something interesting was going on, Snce we don't normally work the same AO as
Scovilles hunter-killer platoon.

But Scoville had been grouchy because nothing had happened. They'd gone to three different ambush
gtesin nine dayswith nothing but bugs and birds showing up. It was obvioudy a make-work assgnmernt,
marking time.

He crawled out of the cage and it sealed shut for its ninety-second cleaning cycle. "Havefun,” Scoville
sad. "Bring something to read.”

"Oh, | think they'll come up with somelittle chore for usto do." He nodded morosaly and hobbled away.
They wouldn't do ahot transfer if there was a choice. So it was something important that the
hunter-killers weren't supposed to know about.

The cage popped and | wiggled into it, quickly setting the muscle sensors and plugging in the orthotics
and blood shunt. Then | closed the shell and jacked.

It was dways disorienting for amoment, but alot more so with ahot transfer, since being platoon leader,
| went first, and was suddenly jacked with abunch of relative strangers. | did know Scoville's platoon
vagudy, since | spent one day amonth lightly jacked with him. But | didn't know dl the intimate details of
their lives, and redlly didn't care to know. | was plopped in the middle of this convoluted soap opera, an
interloper who suddenly knew dl the family secrets.

Two by two, they were replaced by my own men and women. | tried to concentrate on the problem at
hand, which was to keep guard on the pairs of soldierboys asthey spent their couple of minutes of
immobile vulnerability, which was easy. | dso tried to open avertical link to the company commander
and find out what was really going on. What were we going to do that was so secret Scovillewaskept in
the dark?

Therewas no answer until al of my people werein place. Then it camein agestdt tricklewhile
automeatically scanned the morning jungle for sgns of trouble: there was a spy in Scoville's platoon. Not a
willing spy, but somebody whose jack was tapped, red time.

It might even have been Scoville himsdlf, so he couldn't be told. Brigade had set up an elaborate
mani pul ation, where each member of the platoon was misinformed asto the location of their ambush.
When an enemy force showed up in the middle of nowhere, they'd know which onewasthe legk.

| had alot more questions than the company commander had answers. How could they control al the



feedback states? If nine of the people thought they were at point A and one thought they were a point B,
wouldn't there be conspi cuous confusion? How could the enemy tap ajack in thefirst place? What was
going to happen to the mechanic who was affected?

That last one, she could answer. They would examine him and take out hisjack, and he would serve out
therest of histerm as atech or ashoe, depending. Depending on whether he could count to twenty
without taking off his shoes and socks, | supposed. Army neurosurgeons made alot lessthan Dr.

Spencer.

| cut off the thread to the commander, which didn't mean she couldn't eavesdrop on meif she wanted to.
There were some large implications here, and you didn't need a degree in cybercomm to see them. All of
Scovilles platoon had spent the last nine daysin an eaborate and tightly maintained virtua-redity fiction.
Everything each one saw and felt was monitored by Command, and fed back instantly in an altered state.
That state included nine other tailor-madefictions for the rest of the platoon. A tota of ahundred discrete
fictions, congtantly created and maintained nonstop.

The jungle around me was no more or lessred than the cora reef 1'd visited with Amelia. What if it bore
no relation to where my soldierboy actualy was?

Every mechanic has entertained the fantasy that thereis no war a al; that the whole thing isa cybernetic
construction that the governments maintain for reasons of their own. Y ou can turn on the cube when you
get home, and watch yoursdlf in action, replaying the news—but that could be faked even more easily
than the input-feedback state that connects soldierboy to mechanic. Had anybody actually been to Costa
Rica, any mechanic? No onein the military could legaly vist Ngumi territory.

Of course, that was nothing but afantasy. The piles of shattered bodiesin the control room had been
redl. They couldn't have faked the nuclear flattening of three cities.

It wasjust aplaceto retreat from your own responsbility for the carnage. | suddenly felt pretty good,
and realized my blood chemistry was being adjusted. | tried to hold on to the thought: how could you,
how could you judtify ... well, they actudly did ask for it. It was sad that so many Ngumi had to die for
their leaders lunacy. But that's not the thought; that's not the thought...

"Julian,” the company commander thought down, "move your platoon northwest three kilometersfor a
pickup. Asyou approach the PZ, you want to home in on a twenty-four megahertz beeper.”

| rogered. "Where we headed?"
"Town. We're going to join up with Fox and Charlie for adaytime thing. Details on the way."

We had ninety minutes to get to the pickup zone, and the jungle wasn't thick, so we just spread out in
echelon, maintaining about twenty meters between each soldier-boy, and picked our way northwest.

My uneasi ness faded in the mundane business of keeping everybody in line and moving. | redized that my
train of thought had been interrupted, but wasn't sure whether it was anything important. No way to write
anoteto mysdf, | redized for about the hundredth time. And things sort of fade when you get out of the

Cage.

Karen saw something and | froze everybody. After amoment she said false darm; just ahowler monkey
and its baby. "Out of the branches?" | asked, and got anod back. | projected uneasiness to everybody,
asif that were necessary, and had us split into two groups and movein file, two hundred meters apart.

Very quiely.



"Anima behavior” isan interesting term. When an anima misbehaves, it'sfor areason. Howler monkeys
are more vulnerable on the ground.

Park sighted asniper. "Got a pedro at ten o'clock, range ahundred ten meters, in atree blind about ten
meters up. Permissontofire

"Not granted. Everyone stop and look around.” Claude and Sara got the same one, but there weren't any
others obvious.

| put dl threeimagestogether. "She'sadeep.” | got the gender from Park's olfactory receptors. The IR
pattern gave me amost nothing, but her bresthing was regular and sonorous.

"Let's drop back about a hundred meters and circle around her." 1 got a confirm from the company
commander and an angry "?' from Park.

| expected others—people don't just wander out into the woods and climb a tree; she was protecting
something.

"Possible she knew we were coming?' Karen asked.

| paused ... Why else would she be here?"If so, she's pretty calm about it, to be ableto deep. No, it'sa
coincidence. She's guarding something. We don't havetimeto look for it, though."

"We have your coordinates,” the commander said. "Flyboy coming in, in about two minutes. Y ou want to
be dsawhere"

| gave the platoon the order to move out fast. We didn't make too much noise, but enough: the sniper
woke up and fired aburst at Lou, who was bringing up the rear on the left flank.

It was a pretty sophisticated anti-soldierboy weapon, explosive rounds with depleted-uranium punchers,
probably. Two or three rounds hit Lou about waist-level and blew out hisleg control. Ashefell over
backward, another one blew off hisright arm.

He hit the ground with ajarring crash, and for amoment everything was ill, the high leaves over him
rustling in the morning breeze. Another round exploded into the ground next to his head, showering his
eyeswith dirt. He shook his head to clear them.

"Lou, we can't do apickup. Get out of there except for eyes and ears.”

"Thanks, Julian." Lou jacked out, and the warning-signa pains from his back and arm stopped. Hewas
just acamera pointed at the sky.

We were most of akilometer away when the flyboy screamed overhead. | linked to her through
Command and got a strange double view: from above the forest canopy, a spreading blossom of napam
shot through with glittering streaking sparkles, hundreds of thousands of flechettes. On the ground, a
sudden sheet of fire overhead that dripped down through the branches, loud splintering crackle asthe
flechettes tore through the forest. Sonic boom and then silence.

Then aman screaming and another one talking to him in low tones, and one shot that ended the
screaming. A man ran by, close but out of sight, and threw a grenade at the soldierboy. It bounced off
the chest and exploded harmlesdy.

The napam dripped and flames from the underbrush licked up toward it. Monkeys screamed at thefire.
Lou's eyesflickered twice and went out. Aswe moved away from the inferno, two more flyboys camein



low and dropped fire retardant. 1t was an ecological preserve, after all, and the ngpalm had done al we
wanted it to.

Aswe gpproached the PZ, Command said they'd calculated abody count of four—our sniper and both
of the men plus one for whoever else might have been there—and gave three of them to the flyboy and
split one among us. Park didn't likethat at al, since there wouldn't have been a sortie if he hadn't spotted
the sniper, and she would've been an easy kill if | hadn't ordered otherwise. | advised him to hold that in;
he was on the verge of a public tantrum that would leak up to command and force an Article 15—pro
forma company-leve punishment for petty insubordination.

As| shot that warning to him, | had to think how much easier it must be to be ashoe. Y ou can hate your
sergeant and smile a him at the sametime,

The PZ was obvious without the radio beacon, the denuded dome of a hill that had been cleaned up
recently with acontrolled burn-and-blast.

Aswe picked our way up the muddy ashes of the hillside, two flyboys came in and hovered protectively.
Not anorma fast snatch.

The cargo hdlicopter camein and landed, or at least hovered afoot off the ground while the rear door
dammed down to form an unsteady ramp. We scrambled aboard to join twenty other soldierboys.

My opposite number in Fox platoon was Barboo Seaves, we'd worked together before. | had a
double-wegk link to her, through Command and through Rose, who had replaced Ralph as horizontal
liaison. By way of greeting, Barboo projected amultisensory image of came asada, amea we'd shared
at the airport afew months ago.

"Anybody tell you anything?" | asked.

"l am but amushroom.” That military joke was old when my father heard it: They keep mein the dark
and feed me bullshit.

The chopper was rising and tilting as soon as the last soldierboy dove in off the ramp. Wedl sort of
crashed around, getting acquainted.

| didn't reglly know Charlie platoon's leader, David Grant. Half of his platoon had been replaced in the
past year—two stroked out and the others " Temporarily reassigned for psychological adjustment.” David
had only been in command for two cycles. | hello'ed him, but at first he was busy with his platoon, trying
to calm down a couple of neos who were afraid we were going into akill situation.

With luck, we wouldn't be. When the door dammed shut | got an outline of the general order, which was
basicaly aparade, or show of force, in an urban areathat was due for areminder that we See All, Know
All. 1t wasthe & Norte section of Liberia, which, oddly enough, had both guerrillaactivity and ahigh
concentration of Anglos. They were amixture of older Americanswho had retired to Costa Ricaand the
children and grandchildren of earlier retirees. The pedros thought that the presence of alot of gringos
would protect them. We were supposed to demonstrate otherwise.

But if the enemy stayed out of sight, there wouldn't be any problems. Our orders were to use force "only
reectively."

So we wereto be both bait and hook. It didn't look like a good situation. The rebels in Guanacaste
province had been faring badly and needed their own demondtration. | supposed Command had taken
that into account.



We picked up someriot control accessories—extra gas grenades and a couple of tanglefoot projectors.
They spray out askein of sticky string that makes it impossible to walk; after ten minutes, it suddenly
evaporates. We were also issued extra concussion grenades, though I'm not sure they're agood idea
with civilians. Blow out somebody's eardrums and expect him to be grateful you didn't do worse? None
of theriot control wegpons are pleasant, but that's the only one that does permanent damage. Unless
you're staggering around blinded by tear gas and get run over by atruck. Or bresthe VA and choke on
Vomit.

We camein over the city at treetop level, lower than many of the buildings, helicopter and two flyboysin
tight dow formation, loud as three banshees. | suppose that was good psychology, show were not afraid
and a the same timerattle their windows. But again | wondered whether we weren't set out as tempting
bait. If somebody fired at us, | had no doubt the sky could be full of flyboysin afew seconds. The enemy
must have figured that out, too.

Once on the ground and out of the chopper, the twenty-nine soldierboys could easily destroy the city
themselves, without air support. Part of our show was going to be a"public service' demondration: a
block of tenementsto be razed. We could save the city alot of construction, or deconstruction, expense.
Just walk in and pull things down.

We set down gently on the town square, flyboys hovering, and disembarked into a parade formation, ten
by three, minus one. Only a scattering of people were there to watch us, which surprised no one. A few
curious children and defiant teenagers and old people who livein the park. Only afew police; most of the
force, it turned out, was waiting down by our demonstration area.

The buildings surrounding the square were late colonid architecture, graceful in the shadow of the
glass-and-metal geometriesthat hovered over them. The blind reflective windows of those modern
buildings could conced acity full of watchers, maybe snipers. Aswe marched off in robotic lockstep |
was more than ever aware of the fact that | was a safe puppeteer acouple of hundred miles away—if
rifles did appear in each window and started firing, no actua people would be killed. Until we retdiated.

We broke step into a carefully random rolling gait as we crossed an old bridge, so as not to be
embarrassed by shaking it gpart and faling into the noisome trickle below, and then went back to the
dam-dam-dam that was supposed to be so intimidating. | did seeadog run away. If any humanswere
being terrorized adong our route, they were doing it indoors.

Past the postmodern anonymity of downtown, we went through afew blocks of aresidentia
neighborhood, presumably upper-class dwellings, al hidden behind tall whitewashed walls. Watchdogs
howled at our echoing steps, and in severa places we were tracked by surveillance cameras.

Then we got into the barrios. | dwaysfelt akind of referred sympathy for the people who lived in these
circumstances, here and in Texas, so smilar to the American black ghettosthat | had avoided by
accident of birth. | dso knew that there were sometimes compensations, family and neighborhood bonds
that | never experienced. But | could never be sentimental enough to consider that a reasonabl e trade-of f
for my longer life expectancy; higher life expectations.

| turned down my olfactory receptors anotch. Smell of standing sewage and urine starting to steam in the
morning sun. There was aso the good smell of corn baking, and good strong peppers, and somewhere a
chicken roasting dowly, maybe a celebration. A chicken was not an everyday menu item here.

Y ou could hear the crowd several blocks before we got to the demonstration site. We were met by two
dozen mounted police—mounted on horses—who formed a protective V, or U, around us.

It made you wonder who was demonstrating what. Nobody pretended that the party in power



represented the actual will of the people. It was apolice state, and there was no question whose side we
wereon. | supposeit didn't hurt to reinforce that every now and then.

There must have been two thousand people milling around the demalition Site. It was obviouswe were
moving into a pretty complicated political Stuation. There were signs and banners proclaiming actua
people LIVE HERE and ROBOT PUPPETS OF RICH LANDOWNERS, and so forth—more signsin
English than in Spanish, for the cameras. But there were alot of Anglosin the crowd, too, retirees
showing support for thelocas. Angloswho werelocals.

| asked Barboo and David to halt their platoonsin place for aminute, and sent a query up to Command.
"We're being used here, and it looks like a potentidly bad situation.”

"That'swhy you wereissued dl the extrariot gear,” she sad. "This crowd's been gathering since
yesterday."

"But thisisn't our job,” | said. "It'slike using a dedgehammer to swat afly.”

"There are reasons,” she said, "and you have orders. Just be careful.”

| rlayed that to the others. "Be careful ?* David said. "Of us hurting them or of them hurting us?*
"Just try not to step on anybody," Barboo said.

"I'd gofurther,” | said. "Don't injure or kill anybody to save the machines.”

Barboo agreed. "That's a corner the rebels may try to back usinto. Stay in control of the Situation.”
Command was listening. "Don't be too conservative. Thisisashow of force."

It started out well. A young Ender who'd been standing on a box, haranguing, suddenly jumped off and
ran over to stand in the way of our progress. One of the mounted police touched him on the bare back
with acattle prod, which knocked him down and threw him into atrembling seizure at David's feet.
David stopped dead and the soldierboy behind him, distracted by something, ran into him with acrash. It
would have been perfect if David had falen over and crushed the helplessfanatic, but at least we were
spared that. Some of the crowd laughed and jeered, not a bad response under the circumstances, and
they spirited the unconscious man away.

That might protect him for aday, but I'm sure the police knew his name, address, and blood type.
"Straighten up the ranks and files," Barboo said. "L et's keep moving and get this over with."

The block we were supposed to demolish was identified with agirdle of orange spray paint. Hard to
miss, anyhow, since a solid square of police and sawhorses kept the crowd a neat hundred meters away
onadl four Sides.

We didn't want to use explosives more powerful than the two-inch grenades; with the rockets, for
ingtance, individual fragments of brick could go alot farther than ahundred meters, with theforce of a
bullet. But | queried for acdculation and got permission to use the grenades to weaken the buildings
foundations.

They were six-story concrete dab congtructions with crumbling brick facades. Lessthan fifty yearsold,
but the work had been done with inferior concrete—too much sand in the mixture—and one building had

aready collgpsed, killing dozens.



So it didn't sound like abig deal to bring them down. Grenadesto jar thingsloose at the foundation, then
put asoldierboy at each corner to push and pull, putting torsion on the framework structure, and jump
back asit fals—or don't jump back; demonstrate our invulnerability by standing there unaffected by the
rain of concrete and sted!.

The first one went perfectly—atextbook demonstration, if there were atextbook on bizarre demolition
techniques. The crowd was very quiet.

The second building was recalcitrant; the front facade fell away, but the steel frame wouldn't twist enough
to snap. So we used lasersto cut through afew exposed I-beams, and then it came down with a
satisfying crash.

The next building was adisaster. It came down aseasily asthefirst, but it rained children.

More than two hundred children had been squeezed into one room on the sixth floor, bound and gagged
and drugged. It turned out that they were from a suburban private school. A guerrillateam had comein at
eight in the morning, killed dl the teachers, kidnapped dl the children, and moved them into the
condemned building in crates covered with UN markings, just an hour before we had gotten there.

None of the children survived falling sixty feet and being buried by rubble, of course. It was not the sort
of political demondration arational mind might have conceived, since it demondrated their brutality
rather than ours—but it did speak directly to the mob, which collectively was no morerational.

When we saw dl the children, of course we stopped everything and called for amassive medevac. We
started clearing away rubble, numbly looking for survivors, and aloca brigada de urgenciacrew camein
tohelp us.

Barboo and | organized our platoons into search parties, covering two thirds of the building's"footprint,”
and David's platoon should have done the other third, but the shock had them badly disorganized. Most
of them had never seen anyoneKkilled. The Sght of dl those children mangled, pulverized—concrete dust
turning blood into mud and transforming the small bodies into anonymous white lumps—it unhinged them.
Two of the soldierboys stood frozen, paralyzed because their mechanics had fainted. Most of the others
were wandering amlesdly, ignoring David's orders, which were barely coherent, anyhow.

| was moving dowly, mysdlf, stunned by the enormity of it. Dead soldiers on a battlefield are bad
enough— one dead soldier is bad enough—but this was dmost beyond belief. And the carnage had just
Started.

A big helicopter sounds aggressive no matter what its actua function is. When the medevac chopper
came beating in, someone in the crowd started shooting at it. Just lead bullets that bounced off, we
ascertained later, but the chopper's defenses automeatically acquired the target, a man shooting from
behind abillboard, and fried him.

It wasalittle too impressive, alarge spaling laser that made him explode like adropped ripefruit. The
cry "Murdererst Murderersl” began, and in less than aminute the crowd broke through the police lines
and attacked us.

Barboo and | had our people move quickly around the perimeter, spraying tanglefoot, curling threads of
neon that quickly expanded to finger thickness, then to ropes. It was effective at firet, sticky as
Superglue. It immobilized the front couple of ranks of people, bringing them to their knees or flattening
them. Buit that didn't stop the ones behind them, who eagerly crowded over their comrades backsto get
tous.



In seconds the mistake was apparent, as hundreds of them, immobilized, were crushed under the weight
of the screaming mob that charged us. We popped VA and CS gas everywhere, but it barely dowed
them down. More fell and were trampled.

A Molotov cocktail exploded on one of Barboo's platoon, turning him into aflaming symbol of staggering
hel plessness—in redlity, he was just blinded for amoment—and then weapons came out al over,
machine guns chattering, two laserslancing through the dust and smoke. | watched arow of men and
women fal in unison, swept down by amisaimed spray of their own machine gun fire, and rlayed the
order from Command, " Shoot anyone with aweapon!"

The lasers were easy to spot, and went down first, but people would pick them up again and keep firing.
Thefirst man | ever killed, aboy actually, had scooped up the laser and wasfiring offhand, standing up. |
amed for his knees, but then somebody knocked him down from behind. The bullet struck the center of
his chest and blew his heart out his back. On top of everything else, that pushed me over the edge, into

pardyss.

Park went over the edge, too; the other edge, berserk. A man got to him with aknife, and tried to climb
up and poke out his eyes, asif that were possible. Park grabbed an ankle and swung the man like adall,
gpattering his brains on a concrete dab, and tossed histwitching body into the mob. Then he waded into
the crowd like an insane mechanical monster, kicking and punching people to death. That snapped me
out of my shock. When he wouldn't respond to shouted orders, | asked Command to deactivate him. He
killed more than a dozen before they complied, and his suddenly inert soldierboy went down under apile
of enraged people, pounding it with rocks.

It was atruly Dantean scene, bloody crushed bodies everywhere, thousands of people staggering or
crouching, blinded, gagging and spewing as the gas swirled around them. Part of me, vertiginouswith
horror, wanted to leave the place by fainting, let the crowd have this machine. But my crew wasin bad
shape, too; | couldn't desert them.

Thetanglefoot suddenly dissipated in acloud of colored smoke, but it didn't make any difference.
Everyone who had been immobilized by it was lying dead or crippled.

Command told usto clear out; go back to the square as quickly as possible. We could have done an
extraction right there, while the crowd was subdued, but didn't want to take the chance of more
helicopters and flyboys setting them off again. So we picked up four immobilized soldierboys and rushed
off invictory.

Ontheway, | told Command that | was going to file arecommendation that Park be given a
psychological discharge, a the very least. Of course, she could read my actud fedings. ™Y ou really want
him tried for murder, for war crimes. That isn't possible.”

Well, | knew that, but said that | wouldn't have him as part of my platoon anymore, even if my refusa
meant administrative punishment. The rest of the platoon had had enough of him, too. Whatever theidea
had been that prompted them to insert him into our family, today's action proved it wrong.

Command said that every factor would be taken into consideration, including my own confused
emotiond state. | was ordered to go directly to Counseling when we jacked out. Confused? How are
you supposed to fedl, when you precipitate mass murder?

But the mass deeth, | could rationalize away the blame for that. We had tried everything our training had
given usto minimizeloss. But the Sngle degth, the one | shot mysaf—I couldn't stop rdliving that
moment. The boy's determined look as he pointed and fired, pointed and fired; my own aiming circle
dropping from his head to hisknees, and then just as| pulled the trigger, his annoyed frown at being



jostled. His knees hit the pavement just as my bullet ripped his heart out, and for an instant he till had
that annoyed expression. Then he pitched forward, dead before hisface hit the ground.

Something in me died then, too. Even through the belated stabilizing soup of mood drugs. | knew there
was only oneway to get rid of the memory.

JULIAN WASWRONG ON that score. One of the first things the counsdlor told him was™Y ou know,
it is possible to erase specific memories. We can make you forget killing thet boy." Dr. Jefferson wasa
black man maybe twenty years older than Julian. He rubbed afringe of gray beard. "But it'snot smple or
complete. There would be emotiona associations we can't erase, because it'simpossible to track down
every neuron that was affected by the experience.

"I don't think | want to forget,” Julian said. "It's part of what | am now, for better or worse."

"Not better, and you know it. If you were the type of person who could kill and walk away fromiit, the
army would've put you in a hunter-killer platoon.”

They werein awood-panded officein Portobello, bright native paintings and woven rugs on thewalls.
Julian obeyed an obscure impulse and reached over to fed the rough wool of arug. "Evenif | forget, he
stays dead. It doesn't seem right.”

"What do you mean by that?"

"l owe him my grief, my guilt. Hewasjust akid, caught up in the—"

"Julian, he had agun and wasfiring al over the place. Y ou probably saved lives by killing him."
"Not our lives. Wewere dl séfe, here.”

"Civilians lives. Y ou don't do yoursdlf any good by thinking of him asahelpless boy. Hewas heavily
armed and out of control."

"I was heavily armed and in control. | aimed to disable him."
"The more reason for you not to blame yourself."

"Have you ever killed anybody?" Jefferson shook his head, one short jerk. "Then you don't know. It's
like not being avirgin anymore. Y ou can erase the memory of the event, okay, but that wouldn't make
meavirgin again. Like you say, 'emotiona associations.” Wouldn't | be even more fucked up? Not being
ableto trace those fedings back to their trigger?”’

"All that | can say isthat it's worked with other people.”

"Ah ha But not with everybody.”

"No. It'snot an exact science.”

"Then | respectfully dedline”

Jefferson leafed through the file on hisdesk. Y ou may not be allowed to decline.”

"| can disobey an order. Thisisn't combat. A few monthsin the stockade wouldn't kill me."



"It'snot that Smple." He counted off on hisfingers.

"One, atrip to the stockade might kill you. The shoe guards are selected for aggressiveness and they
don't like mechanics.

"Two, a prison term would be disastrous to your professiond life. Do you think the University of Texas
has ever granted tenure to a black ex-con?

"Three, you may not have any choice, literdly. Y ou have clear-cut suicidd tendencies. So | can—"
"When did | ever say anything about suicide?!

"Probably never." The doctor took the top sheet from thefile and handed it to Julian. "Thisis your overdl
persondity profile. The dotted lineis average for men
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a your age when you were drafted. Look at the line above'Su.""

"Thisis based on some written test | took five years ago?”

"No, it integrates anumber of factors. Army tests, but also various clinical observations and evauations
made since you were achild.”

"And on the basis of that, you can force meinto amedica procedure, against my will?*

"No. Onthe basis of 'I'm acolond and you're a sergeant.

Julian leaned forward. "Y ou're acolonel who took the Hippocratic oath and I'm a sergeant with a
doctorate in physics. Can wetalk for just aminute like two men who've spent most of their livesin
schoal 7!

"Sorry. Go ahead.”

"Y ou're asking me to accede to amedical treatment that will dragticadly affect my memory. Am
supposed to believe that there's no chance that it will hurt my ability to do physics?'

Jefferson was silent for amoment. "The chance isthere, but it's very small. And you sure won't be doing
any physcsif you kill yoursdf."

"Oh, for Chrig's sake. I'm not going to kill mysdlf."
"Right. Now what do you think apotentia suicide would say?'

Julian tried not to raise hisvoice. "Do you hear yoursdlf? Y ou meanthat if | said, 'Sure, | think I'll doiit,’
you'd pronounce me safe and let me go home?”

The psychiatrist smiled. "Okay, that's not a bad response. But you have to seethat it could bea
caculated one, from apotentia suicide."”

"Sure. Anything | say can be evidence of mentd illness. If you're convinced that I'mill."

He studied hisown pam. "L ook, Julian. Y ou know I've jacked into the cube that recorded how you felt
when you killed that boy. In away, |'ve been there. I've been you.”

"I know that."



He put Julian'sfile away and brought out asmall whitejar of pills. "Thisisamild antidepressant. Let'stry
it for two weeks, apill after breakfast and one after dinner. It won't affect your intellectua abilities.”

"All right.”

"And | want to see you"'—he checked a desk calendar—"at ten o'clock on July ninth. | want to jack with
you and check your responsesto thisand that. It'll be atwo-way jack; | won't hold anything back from
you."

"And if you think I'm nuts, you'll send meto the memory eraser.”
"Well see. That'sdl | can say.”
Julian nodded and took the white jar and | ft.

| WOULD LIE TO Amdlia say it wasjust aroutine checkup. | took one of the pillsand it did help me
fal adeep, and deep without dreams. So maybe | would keep taking them if they didn't affect my menta
acuity.

Inthe morning | felt less sad and conducted an interna debate regarding suicide, perhapsin preparation
for Dr. Jefferson'sinvasion. | couldn't lieto him, jacked. But maybe | could bring about atemporary
"cure" It was easy to argue againgt the act—not only the effect on Ameiaand my parents and friends,
but also the ultimate trividity of the gesture, asfar as the army was concerned. They would just find
somebody else my size and send the soldierboy out with afresh brain. If | did succeed inkilling afew
generdswith my exit, they would likewise just promote some colonds. There's never any shortage of
mest.

But | wondered whether dl thelogica arguments against suicide would do anything to conced the depth
of my own resolution. Even before the boy's degth | knew | was only going to live aslong as| had
Amelia. Weve stayed together longer than most people do.

And when | came home, she was gone. Gone to see afriend in Washington, the note said. | called the
base and found | could fly out to Edwards as a supernumerary if | could get my butt down there in ninety
minutes. | wasinthear over the Mississppi before | realized | hadn't called thelab to arrange for
someone el se to monitor the scheduled runs. Was that the pills? Probably not.

But there was no way to call from amilitary plane, soit wasten o'clock Texastime before | wasableto
phone the lab. Jean Gordie had covered for me, but that was pure luck; she'd comein to grade some
papers, seen | wasn't in, and checked the run schedule. She was more than dightly pissed off, sincel
couldn't offer aredly convincing excuse. Look, | had to take thefirgt flight to Washington to decide
whether or not to kill mysdf.

From Edwards | took the monorail into old Union Station. There was a map machine on the car that
showed me I'd be only a couple of milesfrom her friend's address. | was tempted to walk over and
knock on the door, but decided to be civilized and call. A man answered.

"l haveto talk to Blaze."
Helooked at the screen for amoment. "Oh, you're Julian. Just amoment.”

Ameliacame on, looking quizzicd. "Julian?| said I'd be home tomorrow.”



"We haveto tak. I'm herein Washington.”

"Come on over then. | wasjust about to fix lunch.”

How domedtic. "I'd rather... we haveto talk alone.”

She looked offscreen and then back, worried. "Where are you?"
"Union Station.”

The man said something | couldn't quite overhear. "Pete saystheres abar on the second floor called the
Roundhouse. | can meet you therein thirty or forty minutes.”

"Go ahead and finish lunch," | said. "'l can—"
"No. I'll bedown asfast as| can."

"Thanks, darling." | thumbed off and looked into the mirror of the screen. Despite the night's deep, | ill
looked pretty haggard. | should've shaved and changed out of my uniform.

| ducked into amen's room for aquick shave and comb and then walked down to the second floor.
Union Station was atrangportation hub, but also amuseum of rail technology. | waked by some
subways of the previous century, with their makeshift bulletproofing al pitted and dented. Then a
steam-powered locomotive from the nineteenth that actualy looked to be in better shape.

Ameliawas waiting at the door to the bar. "1 took acab,” she explained as we embraced.
She steered meinto the gloom and odd music of the bar. " So who's this Pete? A friend, you said?"

"He's Peter Blankenship.” | shook my head. The name was vaguely familiar. "The cosmologis.” A serving
robot took our iced tea orders and said we had to spend ten dollars to take the booth. | got a glass of
whiskey.

"Soyoureold friends."

"No, we just met. | wanted to keep our meeting secret.”

Wetook our drinksto an empty booth and sat down. She looked intense. "L et metry to—"
"1 killed somebodly."

What?"

"I killed aboy, acivilian. Shot him with my soldier-boy."

"But how could you? | thought you weren't even supposed to kill soldiers.”
"It was an accident.”

"What, you stepped on him or something?”

"No, it wasthe laser —"

"Y ou 'accidentaly’ shot him with alaser?”

"A bullet. | wasaming for hisknees"



"An unarmed civilian?"'

"Hewas armed—it was him with the laser! It was a madhouse, amob out of control. Wewere ordered
to shoot anyone with aweapon.”

"But he couldn't have hurt you. Just your machine."
"Hewas shooting wildly," | lied; haf-lied. "He could have killed dozens himsdif."
"Y ou couldn't have shot for the wegpon hewas using?"

"No, it was a heavy-duty Nipponex. They have Ablar, abulletproof and antispalling coating. Look, |
amed for hisknees, then somebody jostled him from behind. He pitched forward and the bullet hit himin
the chest."

"So it wassort of anindustrial accident. He shouldn't have been playing with the big boys toys."
"If you want to put it that way."

"How would you put it? Y ou pulled the trigger.”

"Thisiscrazy. Y ou don't know about Liberiayesterday?"

"Africa? Weve been too busy—"

"Therésaliberiain CosaRica"

"l see. That'swhere the boy was."

"And athousand others. Also past tense.” | took along drink of whiskey and coughed. " Some extremists
killed a couple of hundred children, and made it ook like we'd been responsible. That was horrible
enough. Then amoab attacked us, and ... and ... the riot control measures backfired. They're supposed to
be benign, but they caused the death of hundreds more, trampled. Then they started shooting, shooting
their own people. So we, we..."

"Oh, my God. I'm sorry," she said, her voice trembling. "Y ou need real support, and here | comedl edgy
with fatigue and preoccupied. Y ou poor... have you been to acounselor?’

"Yeah. Hewasabig hdp." | plucked an ice cube from the teaand dropped it in the whiskey. "He said
I'd get over it."

"Will you?'

"Sure. He gave me somepills.”

"Widl, be careful with the pills and the booze."

"Yes, doctor." | took acool sip.

"Serioudy. I'mworried.”

"Y eah, metoo." Worried, wearied. "So what are you and this Pete doing?’
"But you—"

"Let'sjust change the subject. What did he want you for?"



"Jupiter. He's challenging some basic cosmologica assumptions.”

"Then why you? Probably everyone from Macro on down knows more about cosmology—hell, |
probably do."

"I'm sure you do. But that's why he chose me—everyone senior to mewasin on the planning stages of
the Project, and they have this consensus about... certain aspects of it."

"What aspects?'
"l can't tell you."
"Oh, comeon."

Shetouched her teabut didn't drink it; looked into it. "Because you can't redly keep asecret. All your
platoon would know as soon as you jacked.”

"They wouldn't know shit. Nobody esein that platoon can tell a Hamiltonian from ahamburger. Anything
technicd, they might pick up on my emotiona reaction, but that'sit. No technicd details; they might as
well bein Greek."

"Y our emotiond reaction iswhat I'm talking about. | can't say any more. Don't ask me."

"Okay. Okay." | took another drink of whiskey and pushed the order button. "L et's get something to
eat." She asked it for asamon sandwich and | got a hamburger and another whiskey, adouble.

"So you'retotd strangers. Never met before.”
"What isthat supposed to mean?"
"Only what | asked."

"I met him maybe fifteen years ago, at a colloquium in Denver. If you must know, that'swhen | wasliving
with Marty. He went to Denver and | tagged along.”

"Ah." | finished thefirg whiskey.

"Julian. Don't be upset about that. There's nothing going on. He's old and fat and more neurotic than
you."

"Thanks. So you'll be home, when?!

"I haveto teach tomorrow. So I'll be home by morning. Then come back here Wednesday if we still have
work to do."

" gea”
"L ook, don't tell anyone, especidly Macro, that I'm here.”
"Hed bejealous?"

"What isthiswith jealousy?1 told you therés nothing ..." She dumped back. "It'sjust that Peter'sbeenin
fightswith him, in Physics Review Letters. | may bein aposition where| have to defend Peter againgt my
own boss”

"Great career move."



"Thisisbigger than career. It's ... wdll, | can't tell you."
"Because I'm so neurotic."

"No. That'snot it. That'snot it at al. | just—" Our order rolled up to the booth and she wrapped the
sandwich in anapkin and stood. "L ook, I'm under more pressure than you know. Will you be all right? |
have to get back."

"Sure. | understand about work."

"Thisismorethan just work. Y oull forgive melater." She did out of the booth and gave me along kiss.
Her eyes were wet with tears. "We have to talk more about that boy. And the rest of it. Meanwhile, take
the pills, takeit easy.” | watched her hurry out.

The hamburger smelled good but it tasted like dead mest. | took a bite but couldn't swallow it. |
trandferred the mouthful to angpkin, discreetly, and drank up the double in three quick swalows. Then |
buzzed for another, but the table said it couldn't serve me dcohoal for another hour.

| took the tube to the airport and had drinksin two places, waiting for the flight back home. A drink on
the plane and a sour nap in the cab.

When | got home | found a haf-bottle of vodka and poured it over alarge mug of ice cubes. | stirred it
until the mug was good and frosty. Then | emptied out the bottle of pills and pushed them into seven piles
of five each.

| was ableto swallow six of the piles, one mouthful of icy vodka apiece. Before | swalowed the seventh,
| realized | should write anote. | owed Ameliathat much. But | tried to stand up to find some paper and
my legswouldn't obey; they were just lumps. | considered that for awhile and decided to just teke the
rest of thepills, but I could only make my arm swing like apendulum. I couldn't focus on the pills,
anyhow. | leaned back and it was peaceful, |loose, like floating in space. It occurred to me that thiswas
thelast thing | would ever fed, and that was dl right. It was alot better than going after adl those generds.

AMELIA SMELLED URINE WHEN she unlocked the door eight hours later. She ran from room to
room and finally found him in the reading acove, dumped Sdewaysin her favorite chair, the last neet pile
of five pillsinfront of him, aong with the empty prescription via and haf alarge glass of warm watered
vodka

Sobbing, she fdt hisneck for a pulse and thought maybe there was a dight thread. She dgpped him
twice, hystericaly hard, and he didn't respond.

She cdled 9-1-1 and they said al units were out; it might be an hour. So she switched to the campus
emergency room and described the Situation and said she was bringing him in. Then she called acab.

She heaved him out of the chair and tried to pick him up under the arms, staggering back out of the
acove. Shewasn't strong enough to carry him that way, though, and she wound up dragging him
ignominioudy by the feet through the gpartment. Backing out through the door, sheamost raninto alarge
male student, who helped her carry him to the cab and went dong with her to the hospital, asking
guestions that she answered in monosyllables.

He wasn't necessary at that end, it turned out; there were two orderlies and a doctor waiting at the ER
entrance. They siwung him up onto agurney and a doctor gave him two shots, one in the arm and onein
the chest. When he got the chest one, Julian groaned and trembled, and his eyes opened but showed only



whites. The doctor said that was agood response. It might be aday before they knew whether he would
recover; she could wait here or go home.

She did both. She took a cab with the helpful student back to the apartment building, picked up the notes
and papersfor her next class, and returned to the hospitdl.

Therewas nobody elsein the waiting room. She got a cup of coffee from the machine and sat at theend
of acouch.

The paperswere dl graded. She looked at her lecture notes but couldn't concentrate on them. It would
have been hard to go through the teaching routine even if she had come hometo anorma Julian. If Peter
was right, and she was sure he was, the Jupiter Project was over. It had to be shut down. Eleven years,
most of her career asaparticle physicist, down the drain.

And now this, this strangely reciproca crisis. A few months ago he had sat this desthwatch for her,
brain-deathwatch. But she had caused both of them. If she had been able to put the work with Peter
asde—put her career aside—and give him the kind of loving support that he needed to work through his
guilt and anguish, he wouldn't have wound up here.

Or maybe hewould. But it wouldn't have been her faullt.

A black man in acolone's uniform sat down next to her: Hislime cologne cut through the hospital smell.
After amoment hesaid, "YoureAmdia"

"People call me Blaze. Or Professor Harding."
He nodded and didn't offer his hand. "I'm Julian's counselor, Zamat Jefferson.”
"l have newsfor you, The counsdling didn't take."

He nodded the same way. "Wdll, | knew hewas suicidal. | jacked with him. That'swhy | gave him those
pills"

"What?' Ameiagared at him. "l don't understand.”
"He could take the whole bottle at once and survive. Comatose, but breathing.”
"So he'snot in danger?'

The colond put apink laboratory form on the table between them, and smoothed it out with both hands.
"Look whereit says'ALC The acohol content of hisblood was 0.35 percent. That's more than hafway
to suicide by itsdf.”

"Y ou knew hedrank. Y ou were jacked with him."

"That'sjust it. HEs not normally aheavy drinker. And the scenario he had for suicide ... well, it didn't
involve ether dcohal or pills”

"Redly? What wasit?'

"I can't say. It involved breaking the law." He picked up the form and refolded it neetly. "Onething ...
onething you might be ableto help with."

"Hdp himor hdpthearmy?’



"Both. If he comesout of this, and I'm dmost certain he will, hell never be amechanic again. Y ou could
help him get through that."

Amedlidsface narrowed. "What do you mean? He hates being a soldier.”

"Maybe 0, but he doesn't hate being jacked with his platoon. Quite the contrary; like most people, he's
become more or less addicted to it, to the intimacy. Perhaps you can distract him from that loss.”

"With intimacy. Sex."

"That." He folded the paper twice again, creasing it with histhumbnail. "Amdlia, Blaze, I'm not sure you
know how much he loves you, depends on you."

"Of course| do. Thefeding'smutud."

"WEell, I've never been insde your head. From Julian’s point of view, theré's someimbalance,
asymmery.”

Amédliasat back in the couch. "So what does he want of me?' she said giffly. "He knows| only have so
much time. Only have onelife"

"He knows you're married to your work. That what you do is more important than what you are.”

"That's harsh enough.” They both flinched when someone in another room dropped atray of insruments.
"But it'strue of most of the people we know. Theworld'sfull of proles and dacks. If Julian were one of
them, | would never have even met him."

"That's not quiteit. I'min your class, too, obvioudy. Sitting around consuming would drive us crazy." He
looked at the wall, reaching for words. "I guess I'm asking that you take a part-time job, astherapigt, in
addition to being afull-time physcigt. Until he's better.”

She stared at him in away she sometimes stared at a student. "Thank you for not pointing out that he's
done the same thing for me." She stood up suddenly and crossed over to the coffee machine. "Want a
cup?'

"No, thank you."

When she came back she hooked a chair around so that the table was between them. "A week ago |
would have dropped everything to be histherapist. | love him more than you, or he, seem to think, and of
course| owe him, too."

She paused and leaned forward. "But the world has gotten alot more complicated in the last few days.
Did you know he went to Washington?'

"No. Government business?"

"Not exactly. But that'swhere | was, working. He came to me with what | see now was obvioudy acry
for help."

"Abot killing the boy?"

"And al the other death, the tramplings. | was properly horrified, even before | saw the news. But I...
l..." She started to take adrink of coffee but put it down and sobbed, a startling, racking sound. She
knuckled away sudden tears.



"Itsdl right."

"It'snot al right. But it's bigger than him or me. Bigger than whether we evenlive or die.”
"What, wait. Slow down. Y our work?"

"I've said too much. But yes."

"What isit, some sort of defense application?”

"You could say that. Yes."

He sat back and pressed on hisbeard, asif it were pasted on. "Defense. Blaze, Dr. Harding ... | spend
al day watching peoplelieto me. I'm not an expert in much, but I'm an expert inthat.”

ll&?l

"So nothing. Y our businessis your business, and my interest in it begins and ends with how it affects my
patient. | don't careif your job is saving the country, saving the world. All | ask isthat when you're not
working with that, you're working with him."

“I'll do that, of course.
"Youdoowehim."
"Dr. Jefferson. | have one Jewish mother aready. | don't need one with abeard and a suit.”

"Point well taken. | didn't mean to beinsulting.” He stood up. "I'm misdirecting my own sense of
respongbility onto you. | should not have let him go after we jacked. If I'd admitted him, put him under
observation, thiswouldn't have happened.”

Amediatook hisoffered hand. "Okay. Y ou beat yourself up over this, and I'll beat mysdlf up over it, and
our patient will haveto improve, by osmoss.”

He smiled. "Take care. Take care of yoursdlf. Thiskind of thing isaterrible strain.”

Thiskind of thing! She watched him leave and heard the outer door close. Shefdlt her face redden and
fought the pressure of tears behind her eyes, then let it win.

WHEN I'D STARTED TO dieit fdt like | was drifting through a corridor of white light. Then | wound
up in abig room with Ameliaand my parents and a dozen or so friends and relations. My father wasthe
way | remember him from grade school, dim and beardless. Nan Li, thefirst girl | was ever serious
about, was standing next to me with her hand in my pocket, siroking. Ameliahad an absurd grin,
watching us.

Nobody said anything. We just looked at each other. Then everything faded out and | woke up inthe
hospital with an oxygen mask over my face and the smell of vomit deep insde my nose. My jaw hurt, as
if someone had punched me.

My arm fdt like it belonged to someone else, but | managed to drag my hand up and pull the mask
down. There was someone in the room, out of focus, and | asked for a Kleenex and she handed it to me.
| tried to blow my nose but it triggered retching, and she held me up and put ameta bowl! under my chin
while | coughed and drooled mogt attractively. Then she handed me aglass of water and said to rinse,



and | redized it was Amdlia, not anurse. | said something romantic like"oh, shit,” and started to black
out again, and she eased me back to the pillow and worked the mask over my face.

| heard her calling for anurse and then | passed out.

It's strange how much detail you recal from some parts of an experience like this, and how little of
others. They told melater that | dept asolid fifteen hours after the little puking ceremony. It felt morelike
fifteen seconds. | woke up asif from adap, with Dr. Jefferson drawing a hypo gun away from my arm.

| wasn't wearing the oxygen mask anymore. "Don't try to Sit up,” Jefferson said. " Get your bearings.”
"Okay." | wasjust ableto focus on him. "First bearing, I'm not dead, right? | didn't take enough pills."
"Amdiafound you and saved you."

"Il have to thank her."

"By that, you mean you're going to try again?'

"How many people don't?’

"Plenty." He held out aglass of water with aplastic straw. " People attempt suicide for various reasons.”
| drank acold sip. "Y ou don't think | was actualy serious about it."

"I do. You're pretty competent at everything you do. Y ou'd be dead if Amelia hadn't come home."
"I'll thank her," | repeated.

" She's degping now. She stayed with you for aslong as she could keep her eyes open.”

"Thenyou came.”

"She called me. She didn't want you to wake up done.” He weighed the hypodermic gun in hishand. "
decided to help you dong with amild simulant.”

| nodded and sat up alittle. "It fedls pretty good, actudly. Did it counteract the drug? The poison.”
"No, you've dready been treated for that. Do you want to talk about it?"

"No." | reached for the water and he helped me. "Not with you."

"With Amdlia?"

"Not now." | drank and was able to replace the glass by mysdlf. "I guessfirst | want to jack with my
platoon. They'd understand.”

Therewasalong slence. "Y ou're not going to be able to do that.”

| didn't understand. "Of course| can. It's automatic.”

"Y ou're out, Julian. Y ou can't be amechanic anymore.”

"Hold it. Do you think any of my platoon would be surprised by this? Do you think they're that dumb?’

"That's not the point. It's just that they can't be madeto live through it! I'm trained for it, and | can't say |



look forward to jacking with you. Do you want to kill your friends?’
“Kill them."

"Yes Exactly. Don't you think it's possible you might push one of them into doing the same? Candi, for
instance. She's closeto clinicad depression most of thetime, anyhow.”

| could seethe sensein that, actudly. "But after I'm cured?”
"No. You'l never beamechanic again. Y ou'll be reassgned to some—"
"A shoe?I'll be ashoe?!

"They wouldn't want you in the infantry. They’'ll take advantage of your education, and put youina
technical post somewhere."

"Portobell0?’

"Probably not. Y ou'd jack socialy with members of your platoon, your ex-platoon.” He shook his head
dowly. "Can't you see? That wouldn't be good for you or for them.”

"Oh, | see; | see. From your point of view, anyhow."

"I am the expert,” he said carefully. "I don't want you to be hurt and | don't want to be court-martialed
for negligence—which iswhat would happen if | let you go back to your platoon and some of them
couldn't handle sharing your memories.”

"Weve shared the fedings of people while they died, sometimesin greet pain.”
"But they didn't come back from the dead. Come back and discuss how desirable it might be."
"I may be cured of that." Evenas| saidit, | knew how faseit sounded.

"Oneday, I'm sureyou will be." That didn't sound too convincing, ether.

JULIAN ENDURED ONE MORE day of bed rest and then was transferred to an "observation unit,”
which was like ahotel room, except that it only locked from the outside, and was aways locked. Dr.
Jefferson camein every other day for aweek, and akindly young civilian therapist, Mona Pierce, talked
to him daily. After aweek (by then, Julian was convinced he was going to go insane) Jefferson jacked
with him, and the next day, he was rel eased.

The gpartment was too neat. Julian went from room to room trying to figure out what was wrong, and
then it hit im—Amdiamust have hired someone to comein and clean. Neither of them had any ingtinct
or talent in that direction. She must have found out when he was going to be released and squandered a
few bucks on it. The bed was made with military precision—a dead giveaway—and on it was anote
with today's date inside a heart.

He made a pot of coffee (spilling both water and grounds but scrupuloudly cleaning them up) and sat
down to the console. Therewas alot of mail stacked up for him, most of it awkward. A letter from the
army giving him one month'sleave at reduced pay, followed by aposting right on campus, not amile
from where helived. Thetitle was "senior research assgtant”; it was TOY, so he could live a home,
"hoursto be arranged.”



If he was reading between the lines correctly, the army was pretty well through with him, but on principle
wouldn't just discharge him. It would be abad example, being able to get out of the army just by killing
yoursdlf.

Mona Pierce had been agood listener who asked the right questions. She didn't condemn Julian for what
he did—was angry at the military for not seeing it and discharging him before the inevitable
happened—and didn't redlly disgpprove of suicidein an absolute way, giving Julian tacit permisson to do
it again. But not over the boy. A lot of factors caused the boy's death, but Julian had been present against
hiswill, and his part in it had been reflexive and appropriate.

If the personal mail had been awkward to write, it was doubly awkward to answer. He wound up with
two basic replies: One was asimple "Thanksfor your concern; I'm okay now" brush-off, and the other
was amore detailed explanation, for those who deserved it and wouldn't be too bothered by it. He was
il working on that when Ameiacamein, carrying asuitcase.

She hadn't been able to see him during the week he was incarcerated in the observation unit. He'd called
as soon as he was released, but she wasn't at home. The office said she was out of town.

They embraced and said the obvious things. He poured her a cup of coffee without asking. "I've never
seen you look so tired. Still going back and forth to Washington?”

She nodded and took the cup. "And Genevaand Tokyo. | had to talk with some people at CERN and
Kyoto." She looked at her watch. "Midnight flight to Washington.”

"Jesus. What isit that's worth killing yourself over?' Shelooked at him for amoment and they both
laughed, an embarrassed giggle.

She pushed the coffee away. "L et's go set the darm for ten-thirty and get somerest. You fed up to going
to Washington?"

"Mest the mysterious Peter?!
"And do some math. I'm going to need dl the help | can get, convincing Macro.”
"Of what? What's so damned ..."

She dipped out of her dress and stood up. "First bed. Then deep. Then explanations.”

WHILE AMELIA AND | deepily dressed and threw together some clothes for thetrip, shegave mea
rough outline of what to expect in Washington. | didn't stay deepy long.

If Amelias conclusions about Peter Blankenship's theory proved correct, the Jupiter Project had to be
shut down. It could literdly destroy everything: the Earth, the solar system; the universeitself, eventually.
It would recreate the Diagpora, the "big bang” that started everything.

Jupiter and its satellites would be consumed in afraction of a second; Earth and the Sun would have a
few dozen minutes. Then the expanding bubble of particles and energy would muscleitsway out to
consume every star in the Galaxy, and then go on to the main course: the rest of everything.

One aspect of cosmology that the Jupiter Project had been designed to test was the "accelerated
universe" theory. It was amost acentury old, and had survived in spite of indegance and aprevailing
skepticism over its"ad hoc"-ness, because in model after modd, the theory seemed to be necessary in



order to account for what happened thetiniest fraction of a second after creation— 10.35 of asecond.

Simply stated, during thet tiny period, you either had to temporarily increase the speed of light or make
time eladtic. For various reasons, the eadticity of time had aways been the more likely explanation.

All of thistook place when the universe was very tiny, growing from the size of aBB to the Sze of asmdll
pea.

In the cab to the airport and during the flight, Ameliadept while | skimmed the field equations and tried
to attack her method, using pseudo-operator theory. Pseudo-operator theory was so new I'd never
applied it to apractica problem; Ameliahad only heard of it. | needed to talk to some people about
applying it, and to do it right required alot more computing power than my notebook could muster.

(But suppose | did demongtrate they were wrong, and the Jupiter Project went ahead, but it turned out to
be me and my new technique that werein error. A guy who couldn't live with killing one person would
wind up destroying dl life, everywhere.)

The danger was that the Jupiter Project would focus furious energiesinto avolume much smaller than a
BB. Peter and Ameiathought that thiswould re-create, in reverse, the environment that characterized the
universe when it was that small, and, an infinitesmal fraction of a second later, precipitate atiny
accderated universe, and then anew Diaspora. It was bizarre to redize that something that happened in
an areathe sze of apara-mecium could trigger the end of the world. Of the universe.

Of coursethe only way of realy checking it would be to do the experiment. Sort of likeloading agun
and tegting it by putting the muzzle in your mouth and pulling the trigger.

| thought of that metaphor while | was setting up operator conditions, typing on the plane, but didn't pass
it onto Amelia It occurred to me that aman who had recently tried to kill himsalf might not be the idedl
companion for this particular venture.

Because of course the universe does end when you die. From whatever cause.

Ameliawas till adeep, her head againgt the window, when we landed in Washington, and the changein
vibration didn't wake her. | touched her awake and took down both our bags. She let me carry hers
without protest, evidence of how tired she was.

| bought apack of speedies at the airport newsstand while she called to make sure Peter was up. Asshe
suspected, he was up and speeding, so we put the patches behind our ears and were wide awake by the
time we got to the tube. Great stuff if you don't overdo it. | asked, and she confirmed that Peter was
livingonit.

Widll, if your missonis saving the universe, what's alittle degp deprivation? Amdiawastaking alot of it,
too, but coming down (with deepies) to deep three or four hoursaday. If you don't do that, sooner or
later you'll crash like ameteorite. Peter needed a complete and ironclad argument ready before he could
alow himself to deep, and knew he would pay for it.

Ameliahad told him | was"sck," but hadn't elaborated. | suggested we cdl it food poisoning. Alcohol is
asort of afood.

He never asked. Hisinterest in people began and ended with their usefulnessto "the Problem.” My
credentialswerethat | could be trusted to keep my mouth shut and had been studying this new corner of
andyss.

He met us at the door and gave me a cold damp handshake while he stared a me with pinpoint speedie



pupils. As he led usto the office he gestured a an untouched tray of cold cuts and cheese that looked old
enough to give you actua food poisoning.

The office was afamiliar-looking mess of papers and readers and books. He had a console with alarge
double screen. One screen was afairly straightforward Hamiltonian analysis and the other was amatrix
(actudly one visible face of ahypermatrix) full of numbers. Anybody familiar with cosmology could
decodeit; it was basically achart of various aspects of the proto-universe asit aged from zero to ten
thousand seconds old.

He gestured at that screen. "ldentify ... can you identify the first three rows?"

"Yes" | said, and paused long enough to gauge his sense of humor: none. "Thefirgt row isthe age of the
universe in powers of ten. The second row is the temperature. Thethird row istheradius. Y ou've left out
the zero-th column.”

"Whichistrivid."
"Aslong asyou know it'sthere. Peter... should | call you—"

"Peter. Julian." He rubbed two or three days worth of stubble. "Blaze, let me freshen up before you tell
me about Kyoto. Julian, familiarize yoursdlf with the matrix. Touch to theleft of the row if you have any
guestions about the variable."

"Haveyou dept at dl?' Ameliaasked.

Helooked at hiswatch. "When did you leave? Three days ago? | dept alittlethen. Don't need it." He
strode out of the room.

"If he got one hour of deep,” | said, "he'd ill be down.”
She shook her head. "It's understandable. Are you ready for this? He'sared davedriver.”
| showed her apinch of dark skin. "It'sin my heritage.”

My approach to the Problem was about as old as physics, post-Aristotle. First, | would take hisinitial
conditions and, ignoring his Hamiltonians, see whether pseudo-operator theory cameto the same
conclusion. If it did, then the next thing, probably the only thing, we had to worry about wastheinitial
conditions themsalves. There were no experimenta data about conditions close to the "accelerated
universe”' regime. We could check some aspects of the Problem by instructing the Jupiter accelerator to
crank up energies closer and closer to the critical point. But how close to the edge of a cliff do you want
to push arobot when it might be forty-eight minutes between command and response? Not too close.

The next two days were adegpless marathon of mathematics. Wetook a haf hour off when we heard
explosions outside and went up to the roof to watch the Fourth of July fireworks over the Washington
Monument.

Watching the crash-bang of it, smelling the powder, | redized it waskind of adilute preview of coming
attractions. We had allittle more than nine weeks. The Jupiter Project, if it went on schedule, would
produce the critical energy level on September 14.

| think we all made the connection. We watched the finale silently and went back to work.

Peter knew alittle about pseudo-operator andysis, and | knew alittle about microcosmology; we spent a
lot of time making sure | was understanding the questions and he was understanding the answers. But at



the end of two days, | was as convinced as he and Blaze were. The Jupiter Project had to die.

Or weall had to die. A terrible thought occurred to me while | was twanging on speedies and black
coffee: | could kill both of them with two blows. Then | could destroy dl the records and kill mysdif.

| would become Shiva, Destroyer of Worlds, to paraphrase anuclear pioneer. With asmple act of
violence, | could destroy the universe.

A good thing | was sane.

It wouldn't be difficult for the Project engineersto prevent the disaster; any random change of the
position of afew eements of thering would do it. The system had to line up just soin order to work: a
circular collimation over amillion kilometersin circumference that would last for less than aminute before
gravity from Jupiter's moons pulled it apart forever. Of course that minute would be eons long compared
to thetiny interva that was being smulated. And plenty of timefor the accelerating surge to make one
orbit and produce the supercharged speck that would end it all.

| WAS GROWING TO like Peter, in spite of himsdf. He was adave driver, but he drove himsdf harder
than he did me or Amdia. He was temperamental and sarcastic and blew up about as regularly as Old
Faithful. But I've never met anyone so absolutely dedicated to science. He was like amad monk lost in
hislove of thedivine.

Or s0 | thought.

Speedies or no, I'm till blessed and cursed with asoldier's body. In the soldierboy | was exercised
constantly, to keep from cramping up; at the university | worked out every day, aternating an hour of
running with an hour on the gym machines. So | could get dong without deep, but not without exercise.
Every morning a dawn I'd excuse myself from the proceedings and go off to run.

| was systematicaly exploring downtown Washington during my morning jogs, taking the Metro down
and going in adifferent direction each day. I'd seen most of the monuments (which might be more moving
to someone who'd actually chosen to be a soldier) and ranged asfar afield as the Washington Zoo and
Alexandria, when | felt like doing afew extramiles.

Peter accepted the fact that | had to have the exercise to keep from cramping up. | aso contended that it
cleared my head, but he pointed out that his head was clear enough, and the only exercise he got was
wrestling with cosmol ogy.

That was not entirely true. On thefifth day | got dmost dl the way to the Metro station and redlized I'd
left my card behind. | jogged on back to the gpartment and let mysdif in.

My dstreet clothes were in the living room, by the fold-out bed that Ameliaand | shared. | took the card
out of my wallet and started back to the front door, but then heard anoise from the study. The door was

partly open; | looked in.

Ameliawas Stting on the edge of the table, naked from the waist down, her legs scissored around Peter's
bald head. She was gripping the edge of the table so hard her knuckles were bone-white, her face to the
celling inarictusof orgasm.

| closed the door with aquiet click and ran out.

| ranashard as| could for several hours, stopping afew timesto buy water and choke it down. When |



got to the border gate between D.C. and Maryland, | couldn't get through because | didn't have my
interdate pass. So | stopped running and did into adive called the Border Bar, icy air sharp with
tobacco smoke, legal in D.C. | drank down aliter of beer and then sipped another liter with a shot of
whiskey.

The combination of speedies and acohoal isnot entirely pleasant. Y our mind goes off in al directions.

When wefirg sarted going together, we talked about fiddlity and jealousy. Therésakind of generation
problem: When | wasin my teensand early twenties, there was alot of sexud experimentation and
swapping around, with the defendable basis that sex isbiology and love is something €lse, and acouple
could negotiate the two issuesindependently. Fifteen years earlier, when Amelia had been that age,
attitudes were more conservative—no sex without love, and then monogamy afterward.

She agreed a the time to go dong with my principles—or lack of same, her contemporaries might say
-even though we both thought it was unlikely we would exercise our freedom.

So now she had, and for some reason it was devadtating. Less than ayear ago, | would have jumped at
the opportunity of having sex with Sara, jacked or not. So what right did | have to fedl injured because
she had done exactly the same thing? Sheld been living with Peter more closely than most married
coupleslive, for quite awhile, and she respected him enormoudy, and if he asked for sex, why not say
yes?

| had afedling it was she who had asked, though. She certainly had been enjoying it.

| finished the drinks and switched to iced coffee, which tasted like cold battery acid, even with three
sugars.

Did she know that I'd seen?| had closed the door automeatically, but they might not remember having left
it dightly open. Sometimes the current from the airco cycling on and off would ease a door shut.

"You look londly, soldier.” | did my running in fatigue uniform, in case | wanted an unrationed beer. "Y ou
look sad." She was pretty, blond, maybe twenty.

"Thanks" | sad, "but I'm al right."

She sat down on the stool next to me and showed me her 1D, professiona name Zoe, medical inspection
only one day old. Only one customer had signed the book. *I'm not just awhore. I'm also a professiona
expert on men, and you're not 'al right." Y ou look like you're about to jump off abridge.”

"Solet me"

"Huh-uh. Not enough men around to waste one." She lifted up the back of her wig. "Not enough jacked

Her off-white shift was raw slk, hanging loosaly on her graceful athletic body, reveding nothing and
everything: Thismerchandiseisso good | don't haveto advertise.

"I've used up most of my entertainment points,” | said. "Can't afford you.”
"Hey, I'm not doing any business. Give you onefor free. Got adimefor the jack?'
| did have ten dollars. "Y eah, but look. I've had too much to drink.”

"No such thing, with me." She smiled, perfect hungry teeth. "Money-back guarantee. I'll refund your



dme"

"Youjust want to do it jacked.”

"And | like soldiers. Was one."

"Come on. You'e not old enough.”

"I'm older than | look. And | wasn't in for long."

"What happened?’

Shetilted toward me so that | could see her breasts. "Oneway to find out,” she whispered.

Therewas ajack joint two doors down. In afew minutes| wasin the dark humid cube with thisintimate
granger, memories and fedings crashing together and mingling. | flt our finger dide easily into our
vaging, tasted the salt sweat and musk of our penis, sucking it rigid. Breasts radiating. We shifted around
S0 we were two mouths working together. There was adight distracting ache from two of her molarsthat
needed work. Shewasterrified of dentistsand al of her beautiful front teeth were plagtic.

She had thought about suicide but never attempted it, and our sexud rhythm fatered while sherelived my
memory—nbut she understood! She had spent one day as amechanic, assigned to a hunter-killer platoon
by aclerica error. She watched two people die and had a nervous breakdown, her soldierboy
pardyzed.

She knew nothing of science or mathemeatics, physical education mgjor, and athough shefelt my
end-of-the-world anxiety, shejust linked it with the suicide attempt. For severa minutes, we stopped the
sex and just held on to each other, sharing sorrows at aleve that's hard to describe, independent of
actual memory, | suppose body chemistry talking to body chemistry.

There was atwo-minute warning chime and we re-coupled, hardly moving, dight interna contractions
bringing usto adow-flowing orgasm.

And then we were standing in the lemon hest of the afternoon sun, trying to figure out what to say.
She squeezed my hand. "Y ou aren't going to do it again—xkill yoursdf?"

"l don't think s0."

"I know what you think. But you're il ‘way too upset about him and her.”

"Y ou hel ped with that. Having you, being you."

"Oh." She handed me her card and | signed on the back.

"Even when you don't charge?" | said.

"Except for husbands," she said. "Y our own, that is." Her brow furrowed. "I got alittle ghost of
something.”

| felt a sudden new sweet break out. "Of what?"'
"Y ou jacked with her. Only once? Once and a... another timethat, that wasn't redly the redl thing?”
"Yeah. Shehad ajack put in, but it didn't take."



"Oh. I'm sorry." She came close and plucked at my shirt. She looked up at me and whispered, "The stuff
| was thinking about you being black, you know I'm not aracist or anything.”

"I know." Shewas, in away, but not maicious and not in away she could control.
"The other two..."

"Don't worry about it." She'd had only two other black customers, jacked, full of anger and passion. "We
comeinadl flavors.

"Y ou're so cool, so thoughtful. Not cold. She ought to hang on to you.”

"Can | give her your phone number? For areference?’

Shegiggled. "Let her bring it up. Let her talk firg."

"I'm not sure she knows | saw them.”

"If she doesn't know, shewill know. Y ou got to give her time to work out what she's gonna say.”
"Okay. I'll wait."

"Promise?’

"l promise.”

She stood up on tiptoe and kissed me on the cheek. ™Y ou heed me, you know how to get me."
"Yeah." | repeated her number. "Hope you have agood day.”

"Ah, men. Never get any red action before sundown." She waved with two fingers and waked away, the
glk artfully revealing and concealing with every step, aflesh metronome. | had a sudden backflash and
for amoment | wasin her body again, warm with afterglow and hunting for more. A woman who
enjoyed her work.

It was three o'clock; I'd been gone for six hours. Peter would throw afit. | took the Metro back and got
an armload of groceries at the Sation store.

Peter didn't say anything, and neither did Amelia. Either they knew that I'd seen them, and were
embarrassed, or they'd been too busy to worry about my absence. Whichever, thisweek's bundle of
data had come in from Jupiter, and that meant afew hours of painstaking sorting and redundancy checks.

| put away the groceries and told them chicken stew tonight. We aternated cooking—rather, Ameliaand
| dternated cooking; Pete dways called out for pizzaor Thai. He had some private source of money, and
got around the rationing because he'd wangled areserve commission in the Coast Guard. He even had a

captain's uniform hanging in plagtic in the front hal closet, but he didn't know whether it fit.

The new data gave me plenty to do, too; pseudo-operator analysis requires some careful planning before
you actudly start to grind numbersthroughiit. | tried to put the disturbing events of the day behind me,
and concentrate on physics. | was only partly successful. Whenever | glanced over at Amelial had a
flash of her facelost in ecstasy, and a pang of reactive defiance and guilt over Zoe.

At seven | put the chicken into a pot of water and dumped the frozen vegetables on top; diced up an
onion and added it with some garlic. Zapped it to aquick boil and then left it to Smmer for forty-five
minutes, while | put on headphones and listened to some of this new Ethiopian stuff. The enemy, but their



music ismore interesting than ours.

Our custom wasto egt a eight and watch at least thefirst part of the Harold Burley Hour, aWashington
news digtillation for people who could read without moving their lips.

Cogta Ricawas quiet today; fighting in Lagos, Ecuador, Rangoon, Magreb. The Geneva peace taks
continued their elaborate charade.

It had rained frogsin Texas. They actualy had amateur footage of that. Then azoologist explained how it
wasdl just anilluson caused by sudden local flooding. Nah. Secret Ngumi wegpon; they'll go hopping all
over the country and then suddenly explode, releasing poison frog gas. I'm ascientist; | know these

things

There was aconsumer "demongtration” in Mexico City, which would have been called ariot if it had
happened in enemy territory. Someone had gotten hold of the three-hundred-page manifest that detailed
what was actually created last month with their "most favored nation” nanoforges. To everyone's surprise,
mogt of it had been used to make luxuries for the rich. That was not what the public record had said.

Closer to home, Amnesty Internationa was trying to subpoenathe strings recording the activities of a
12th Divison hunter-killer platoon that had been accused of torture, in an operationin rural Bolivia. Of
courseit wasdl pro forma; the request was going to be held up by technicadities until the heet death of
the universe. Or until the crystal's could be destroyed and convincing fakes synthesized. Everybody,
including Amnesty Internationd, knew that there were "black™ operations whose existence was not even
recorded at thedivison leve.

A potentid terrorist had been stopped at the Brooklyn Bridge customs point and summarily executed. As
usud, no detallswere available.

Disney reveded plansfor aDisneyworld in low Earth orbit, first |launch scheduled to go up in twelve
months. Peter pointed out that that was sgnificant because of theinsdeinformation it implied. The area
around the half-completed Chimborazo spaceport had been "pacified” for more than ayear. Disney
wouldn't start building if they hadn't had a guarantee that there would be away of getting customers up
there. So we were going to have routine civilian spaceflight again.

Amediaand | had shared a bottle of winewith dinner. | declared that | wanted to get afew hours deep
before | pasted anew patch, and Ameliasaid shed join me.

| waslying under the covers, wide awake, when shefinished in the bathroom and did in next to me. She
held hersdf till for amoment, not touching.

"I'm sorry you saw us," she said.
"Well, it'saways been part of our arrangement. The freedom.”

"l didnt say | was sorry | didit." Sheturned on her Sde, facing mein the darkness. " Though maybe | am.
| said | was sorry you saw us.”

That was reasonable. "Has it always been like this, then? Other men?’
"Do you redly want me to answer that? Y ou'll have to answer the same question.”
"That's easy. One woman, one time, today."

She put her pam on my chest. "I'm sorry. Now | fed like ared shit." She stroked me with her thumb,



over my heart "It's only been Peter, and only sinceyou ... you took the pills. I just, | don't know. | just
couldn't sand it.”

"Youdidnt tel himwhy."
"No, as| said. He just thought you were sick. He's not the kind of man to pressfor details.”
"But heisthekind of man to press.. for other things."

"Come on." She scrunched over so her body was long against my side. "M ost unattached men constantly
radiate their availability. He didn't haveto ask. | think al | did was put a hand on his shoulder."

"And then surrender to theinevitable.”

"I suppose. If you want meto ask for your forgiveness, I'm asking.”
"No. Do you love him?'

"What? Peter? No."

"Case closed, then." | rolled over on my side to embrace her and then tipped her onto her back, pressng
againg her lightly. "L et's make some noise."

| was ableto start, but not finish; | wilted inside of her. When | tried to continue with my hand, she said
no, let'sjust deep. | couldntt.

THE CASE WASNOT closed, of course. The encounter with Zoe kept coming back to him, resonating
with al the complicated emotions he ill felt for Carolyn, dead more than three years. Sex with Amdia
was as different asa snack isfrom afeast. If he wanted afeast every day, there were thousands of jillsin
Portobello and Texas who would be more than willing. He wasn't that hungry.

And adthough he appreciated Amdlias directness, he wasn't sure he quite believed her. If shedid fed
some love for Peter, under the circumstances she could justify lying about it, to spare Julian'sfedlings.
She certainly hadn't looked casual, hisface buried in her womanhood.

But therewastimefor al thet later. Julian findly fell adegp some seconds before the alarm went off. He
groped around for the box of speedie patches and they both took a paste. By the time they were
dressed, the cobwebs were melting away and Julian was one cup of coffee away from math.

After they ground the fresh data through the mill, Julian's modern method and Peter's tried-and-true, dl
three were convinced. Amelia had been writing up the results; they spent half aday cutting and fine-tuning
it, and zapped it to the Astrophysical Journa for peer review.

"A lot of peoplewill want our heads,”" Peter said. "1'm going to go away for about ten days, and not take
aphone. Sleep for aweek."

"Whereto?' Ameiaasked.
"Place down in the Virgin Idands. Want to come?’
"No, I'd fed out of place." They dl laughed nervoudy. "We have to teach, anyhow."

There was alittle discussion over that, optimistic on Peter's part and exasperated on Amedlias. She



aready had been missing one or two classes aweek, so why not afew more? Because she had aready
missed so many, sheinssted.

Julian and Amdiaflew back to Texas thoroughly exhausted, still running on speedies since they didn't
dare come down until the weekend. They went through the motions of teaching and grading, waiting for
their world to fal gpart. None of their colleagues was on the Aph. J. review board currently, and
apparently no one was consulted.

Friday morning, Ameliagot aterse note from Peter: "Peer review report due this afternoon. Optimistic.”

Julian was downgtairs. She buzzed him up and showed him the message. "I think we might want to make
oursalves scarce,” he said. "If Macro finds out about it before he leaves the office, helll call usup. Just as
soon wait till Monday."

"Coward," she said. "Me, too. Why don't we go out to the Saturday Night Specid early? We could kill
sometime at the gene zoo."

The gene zoo was the Museum of Genetic Experimentation, a place that wasregularly closed by animal
rights groups and reopened by lawyers. Ostensbly, the privately owned museum was a showcase for
groundbreaking technology in genetic manipulation. Actudly, it was afreak show, one of the most
popular entertainmentsin Texas.

It was only aten-minute walk from the Saturday Night Specid, but they hadn't been there Sncethe last
timeit was reopened. There werelots of new exhibits.

Some of the preserved specimens were fascinating, but the redl attraction was the live ones, the actua
z00. They had somehow managed to contrive a snake with twelve legs. But they couldn't teach it how to
walk. It would step forward with al six pairsat once, and lurch in one rippling flop after anothe—not a
conspicuous advance over dithering. Amelia pointed out that the legs connection to the anima's nervous
system must be the same as goesto anorma snake'sribs, which undulate together to make it move.

The vaue of amore mobile snake might be questionable, and the poor creature obvioudy was made just
asacuriogty, but another new one did have apractica gpplication, besides scaring children: aspider the
szeof apillow that soun athick strong web back and forth on aframe, like aliving loom. The resulting
cloth, or mat, had surgical applications.

There was a pygmy cow, lessthan ameter tall, that wasn't touted as having any practica purpose. Julian
suggested that it could answer the dairy needs of people like them, who liked cream in their coffee, if you
could figure out how to milk it. It didn't move like a cow, though; it waddled around with earnest
curiosity, probably gene-jumped with abeagle.

TO SAVE CREDITS AND money, we went to the zoo snack machines for some bread and cheese.
There was a covered area behind the place with picnic tables, new since the last time we'd been there.
We got atable to oursalvesin the afternoon hedt.

"So how much do we say to the gang?’ | said, dicing cheddar in crumbling chunkswith aplastic knife. |
had my puttyknife but it would make araclette out of the stuff, or abomb.

"About you? Or the Project?

"Y ou haven't been there since | wasin the hospita?' She shook her head. "L et's not bring it up. | meant
should we talk about Peter'sfindings; our findings.”



"No reason not to. It'l be common knowledge tomorrow."

| stacked an uneven pile of cheese on adab of dark bread and passed it to her on anapkin. "Rather talk
about that than me.”

"Peoplewill know. Marty, for sure.

"I'll talk to Marty. If | have achance.

"| think maybe the end of the universe might upstage you, anyhow."
"It does put thingsinto perspective.”

The haf-milewalk to the Saturday Night Specid was hot and dusty, even with the sun setting; a chalky
kind of dust. We were glad to step into the air-conditioning. Marty and Beldawere there, sharing aplate
of appetizers. "Julian. How areyou?' Marty said with careful neutrality.

"All right now. Tak about it later?* He nodded. Belda said nothing, concentrating on dissecting ashrimp.
"Anything new on the project with Ray? The empathy thing."

"Quite abit of new data, actudly, though Ray's more up to date on it. That terrible thing with the children,
Iberia?’

"Liberia" | sad.
"Three of the people we were studying witnessed that. It was hard on them.”
"Hard on everybody. The children, especidly.”

"Mongers," Beldasaid, looking up. "Y ou know I'm not palitical, and I'm not maternd, either. But what
could have been in their minds, to think that something so terrible could help their cause?!

"It'snot just awarrior mentdity,” Ameiasaid. "Doing that to your own people.”

"Mogt of the Ngumi thinkswe did it,” Marty said, "and just manipulated thingsto make it look like they
did... asyou say, no one would do that to their own people. That's proof enough right there."

"Youthink itwasdl acynicd plan?' Amdiasad. "l cantimagine.

"No, the word we have—thisis confidential and unsupported—isthat it was one lunatic officer and afew
followers. They'red| disposed of now, and Ngumi Psychops, such asthey are, are doing alot of smoke

and mirrors, proving that for some reason we would want to destroy a school full of innocent children, to

make a point. To show how ruthlessthe Ngumi are, when of course everyone knows they're the army of

and for the people.”

"And they're buying it?" | asked.
"A lot of Centrd and South Americais. Y ou haven't been watching the news?"
"Off and on. What was the thing with Amnesty Internationd ?'

"Oh, thearmy let one of their lawyersjack into any string he wanted, on condition of confidentidity. He
could testify that everyone was genuindy surprised by the atrocity, most people horrified. That's pretty
much gotten us off the hook in Europe, and even Africaand Asia. Didn't make the news down south.”



Asher and Reza came in together. "Hey, welcome back, you two. Run off and get married?"
"Ran off," Amdiasaid quickly, "but to work. Weve been up in Washington.”

"Government business?' Asher said.

"No. Butit will be, after the weekend.”

"Can wewheedleit out of you? Or isit too technica ?'

"Not technicd, not the most important part.” She turned to Marty. "Is Ray coming?"

"No; he had afamily thing."

"Okay. Let'sget our drinks. Julian and | have astory to tell.”

Oncethewaiter had delivered the wine and coffee and whiskey and disappeared, Amdiadarted thetale,
the threat of absolute intergalactic doom. | added afew details here and there. Nobody interrupted.

Then there was along pause. There had probably not been that many consecutive seconds of silencein
al the yearsthis group had been getting together.

Asher cleared histhroat. "Of coursethejury'snot in yet. Literdly."

"That'strue," Ameiasaid. "But thefact that Julian and Peter got the same results—down to eight
sgnificant figures—using two different starting points and two independent methods ... well, I'm not
worried about the jury. I'm just worried about the politics of shutting down such ahuge project. And a
little worried about where I'll be working next year. Next week."

"Ah," Beldasaid. "Y ou've done agood job with the trees. Surdly you've thought about the forest as
wdl."

"That it'saweapon?' | said, and Beldanodded dowly. "Y es. It's the ultimate doomsday weapon. It has
to be dismantled.”

"But theforest isbigger than that,” Belda said, and sipped her coffee. " Suppose you don't just dismantle
it—you destroy it without atrace. Y ou go through the literature and erase every line that relates to the
Jupiter Project. And then you have government goons go out and kill everyone who's ever heard of it.
What happensthen?’

"Youtdl me" | sad."Youregoingto."

"The obvious. In ten years, or ahundred, or amillion, somebody e se will come up with theidea. And
they'll be squashed, too. But then in another ten or amillion years, somebody else will come up withiit.
Sooner or later, somebody will threaten to useit. Or not even threaten. Just do it. Because they hate the
world enough they want everything to die.”

There was another long silence. "Waell," | said, "that solves one mystery. People wonder where physica
law comes from. | mean, supposedly, al the laws governing matter and energy had to be created with the
pinprick that began the Diaspora. It seemsimpossible, or unnecessary.”

"Soif Bddasright,” Amdiasad, "physica law wasdl in place. Twenty billion years ago, someone
pushed the 'reset’ button.”

"And some billions of years before that," Beldasaid, *someone had doneit before. The universe only



lasts long enough to evolve crestureslike us." She pointed aV of bony fingersat Ameliaand me. "People
likeyou two."

Wi, it didn't redly solve the first-cause mystery; sooner or later there had to be an actud first time.

"I wonder," Rezasaid. "Surely in dl the millions of gdaxiesthere are other raceswho've madethis
discovery. Thousands or millions of times. They evidently have dl been psychologically incgpable of
doing it, destroying usdl."

"Evolved beyond it," Asher said. "A pity we haven't." He swirled theicein hiswhiskey. "If Hitler had had
the button in hisbunker... or Caligula, Genghis Khan..."

"Hitler only missed the boat by acentury,” Rezasaid. "l guess we haven't evolved past the possibility of
producing another one."

"Andwont," Beldasaid. "Aggresson'sasurviva characterigtic. It put us at the top of thefood chain.”
"Cooperation did,” Amelia corrected. "Aggression doesn't work against a saber-toothed tiger.”
"A combination, I'll grant you," Beldasaid.

"Cooperation and aggression,” Marty said. "So asoldierboy platoon isthe ultimate expresson of human
Superiority over the beasts.”

"Y ou couldn't tell that by some of them," | said. "Some of them seem to have devolved.”

"But dlow meto keep thison track." Marty steepled hisfingers. "Think of it thisway. Therace against
time has begun. Sometime within the next ten or amillion years, we haveto direct human evolution away
from aggressive behavior. In theory, it's not impossible. We've directed the evolution of many other

species.”

"Somein one generation,” Amdiasaid. "Therésazoo full of them down the road.”
"Ddightful place" Beldasad.

"We could do it in one generation,” Marty said quietly. "Less" The othersal looked a him.
"Jdulian,” he said, "why don't mechanics stay in soldierboys for more than nine days?"

| shrugged. "Fatigue. Stay in too long and you get doppy.”

"That'swhat they tell you. That'swhat they tell everybody. They think it'sthe truth." He looked around
uneedily. They were the only people in the room, but helowered hisvoice. "Thisis secret. Very secret. If
Julian were going back to his platoon, | couldn't say it, because then too many people would know. But |
can trust everyone here.”

"With amilitary secret?' Rezasad.
"Not even the military knows. Ray and | have kept thisfrom them, and it hasn't been easy.

"Up in North Dakota there's a conval escent home with sixteen inmates. There's nothing really wrong with
them. They stay there because they know they haveto.”

"People you and Ray worked on?" | asked.



"Exactly. More than twenty years ago. They're middle-aged now, and know they'll probably have to
spend the rest of their livesin secluson.”

"What the hell did you do to them?' Rezasaid.

"Eight of them stayed jacked into soldierboys for three weeks. The other eight for sixteen days."
"That'sdl?' | sad.

"That'sal."

"It drove them crazy?' Ameliaasked.

Beldalaughed, arare sound, not happy. "I'll bet not. I'll bet it drove them sane.”

"Beldasclose," Marty said. " She has this annoying way of being able to read your mind without benefit
of dectricity.

"What happensisthat after a couple of weeksin the soldierboy, you paradoxically can't be asoldier
anymore."

"Youcan'tkill?' | sad.

"Y ou can't even hurt anybody on purpose, except to save your own life. Or other lives. It permanently
changes your way of thinking, of feding; even after you unjack. Y ou've been insde other people too
long, shared their identity. Hurting another person would be as painful as hurting yoursdlf.”

"Not pure pacifigts, though," Rezasaid. "Not if they can kill in self-defense.”
"It variesfrom individua to individua. Somewould rather diethan kill, even in sdf-defense.”
"Isthat what happensto peoplelike Candi?' | asked.

"Not redly. Peoplelike her are chosen for empathy, for gentleness. Y ou would expect being jacked to
enhance those quditiesin them.”

"Y ou just used random peoplein the experiment?’ Reza asked.

He nodded. "Thefirst one was random paid volunteers, off-duty soldiers. But not the second group.” He
leaned forward. "Half the second group were Specid Forces assassins. The other hdf were civilianswho
had been convicted of murder.”

"Andthey dl became... civilized?' Amdiasad.
"Theverb we useis’humanized, " Marty said.
"If ahunter-killer platoon stayed jacked for two weeks," | said, "they'd turn into pussycats?*

"So we assume. Thiswas done before hunter-killers, of course; before soldierboyswere used in
combat.”

Asher had been following thisquietly. "It seemsto me absurd to assume that the military hasn't duplicated
your experiment. Then figured out away around thisinconvenient aberration, pacifism. Humanization."

"Not impossble, Asher, but unlikely. I'm jacked, one-way, with hundreds of military people, from private
to generd. If anyone wasinvolved in an experiment, or had even heard arumor of one, | would know."



"Not if everyonein authority was aso jacked oneway. And the experimenta subjectsisolated, like yours,
or disposed of .

That was worth amoment of slence. Would military scientists have inconvenient subjectskilled?

"I'll admit the possibility,” Marty said, "but it'sremote. Ray and | coordinate all the military research on
soldierboys. For someone to get a project approved, funded, and implemented without our being aware
... possible. But it's possible to flip a coin and come up heads a hundred timesin arow."

"Interesting that you bring up numbers, Marty," Reza said. Hed been scribbling on anapkin. "Takea
best-case scenario, where you have everyone agreeing to become humanized, and lining up to get
jacked.

"Firg of al, one out of ten or twelve dies or goes crazy. I'm aready trying to figure waysto get out of it.
"Well, we don't know—"

"Let mego onjust asecond. If it'sone out of twelve, you're killing six hundred million peopleto ensure
that the rest of them won't kill anybody. Y ou're aready making Hitler ook like an amateur, by two
orders of magnitude.”

"Therésmore, I'm sure,” Marty said.

"Thereis. What do we have, six thousand soldierboys? Say we build a hundred thousand. Everybody
has to spend two weeks jacked—and that's after they spend five days getting their brains drilled out and
recovering. Call it twenty days per person. Assuming seven billion survive the surgery, that's seven
thousand people per machine. It sounds like a hundred forty thousand daysto me. That's dmost four
hundred years. Then we al live happily ever after—the oneswho live at dl.”

"Let meseetha." Rezahanded the ngpkin to Marty. He traced the column of figureswith hisfinger.
"Onething that's not in hereisthe fact that you don't need awhole soldierboy. Just the basic
brain-to-brain wiring, and IV drips for nourishment. We could set up amillion stations, not ahundred
thousand. Ten million. That reducesthetime scaleto four years."

"But not the haf-billion deaths," Belda said. "It's academic to me, since | only plan on living afew more
years. But it does seem a high price to ask.”

Asher pushed the button for the waiter. "This didn't come off the top of your head, Marty. How long
have you been thinking about it, twenty years?'

"Something likethat," he admitted, and shrugged. "Y ou don't redly need the degth of the universe. Weve
been on adippery dope since Hiroshima. Since World War One, actualy.”

"A secret pacifist working for the military?* Beldasaid.

"Not secret. The army tolerates theoretica pacifism— look at Julian—so long asit doesn't interfere with
work. Mogt of the generds| know would call themsdlves pacifists.”

Thewaiter shambled in and took the order. When heleft, | said, "Marty's got apoint. It's not just the
Jupiter Project. There are plenty of lines of research that could ultimately lead to the planet being
gerilized, or destroyed. Even if therest of the universeis unaffected.”

"You'redready jacked," Rezasaid, and finished hiswine. "Y ou don't get avote."



"What about people like me?' Amediasad. "Who try to be jacked and fail? Maybe you can put usin a
nice concentration camp, where we can't hurt anybody."

Asher laughed. "Come on, Blaze. Thisisjust athought experiment. Marty's not serioudy proposing—"
Marty dapped the table with hispam. "Damn it, Asher! I've never been more seriousin my life”
"Then you're crazy. It's never going to happen.”

Marty turned to Amelia "In the past, it's never been imperative that any one person be jacked. If it
became an effort on the order of your Jupiter Project—the Manhattan Project—all the work that's been
begging to be donewould be done!” To Reza: "The same with your haf-billion dead. Thisisn't something
that would have to be implemented overnight. A lot of cautious, controlled research, refinement of
techniques, and the casualty rate would dwindle, maybeto zero."

"Thento putitintheleast kind terms" Asher said, "you're accusing the army of murder. Granted, that's
what they're supposed to do, but it's supposed to be people on the other side.” Marty looked quizzical.
"I mean, if you have thought al aong that jacking ingalation could be made safe, why hasn't thearmy
held off on making new mechanicsuntil it is safe?!

"It's not the army who's amurderer, you're saying. It's me. Researcherslike me and Ray."

"Oh, don't get dramatic. I'm sure you've done your best. But I've dways felt the human cost of the
program wasway too high."

"l agree," Marty said, "and it's not just the one-in-twelve ingtall ation casudties. Mechanics have an
unacceptably high desth rate from stroke and heart attack.” He looked away from me. "And suicide,
during their enlisment or after.”

"The deeth rate for soldiersishigh,” | said. "That's not news. But it's part of the argument: get rid of
soldiering as an occupation.

"Suppose we could develop away that jacking was a hundred percent successful, with absolutely no
casudties. Theres till no way you could get everyoneto doit. | can just see the Ngumi lining up to have
their heads drilled by abunch of Alliance demon-scientists! Hell, you couldn't even convert our own
military. Once the generas found out what you were doing, you'd be history. Y ou'd be compost!”

"Maybe s0. Maybe s0." The waiter was bringing our drinks. Marty looked at me and stroked his chin.
"Youfed uptojacking?'

"l suppose.”

"Free a ten tomorrow?"

"Y egh, until two."

"Come by my place. | need your input.”

"Y ou guys are going to hook up together and change the world?' Amdiasaid. "Save the universe?'

Marty laughed. "That's not exactly what | had in mind.” But it was, exactly.

JULIAN HAD TO BICY CLE amile through much-needed rain to get to Marty'slab, so he didn't arrive



in too festive amood.

Marty found him atowel, and alab coat against the airco chill. They sat on acouple of straight-back
chairs by the test bed, which wasliteraly two beds, equipped with full-face helmets. Therewasanice
view of the sodden campus, ten stories down.

"l gave my assistantsthe Saturday off," Marty said, "and routed al my incoming calsto my home office.
Wewon't be disturbed.”

"At doing what?' Julian said. "What do you have in mind?"

"I won't know for sure until we're linked. But 1'd just as soon keep it between ourselves, for thetime
being." He pointed to the data console on the other side of the room. "If one of my assistants was here,
she could patch in one-way and eavesdrop.”

Julian got up and inspected the test bed. "Where's the interrupt button?’

"Y ou don't need one. Y ou want out, just think 'quit' and the link is broken." Julian looked doubtful. "It's
new. I'm not surprised you haven't seen it before.”

"Otherwise, you'rein control.”

"Nominaly. | control the sensorium, but that'strivia for conversation. I'll change it to whatever you
want."

"One-way?"

"We can start out one-way and go limited two-way, 'stream of conversation,’ on mutua consent.” As
Julian knew, Marty couldn't jack deeply with anyone; held had the ability removed for security reasons.
"Nothing like you and your platoon. We can't redlly read each other's minds. Just communicate more
quickly and clearly.”

"Okay." Julian hiked himsdf up on the bed and let out along breath. "L et's get on with it." They both lay
down and worked their necksinto the soft collars, dipped the plastic deeves off the water tubes and
moved their heads around until the jacks clicked. Then thefront half hinged shut over their faces.

An hour later the masks sighed open. Julian's face was dick with swest.

Marty sat up, looking refreshed. "Am | wrong?' "I don't think so. But I'd better go to North Dakota

"It'snicethistime of year. Dry."

IT WASN'T RAINING WHEN 1 Ieft Marty's lab, but that turned out to be temporary. | saw asqudl
line coming at me down the street, but was providentialy right by the Student Center. | locked up the
bike and got through the doors just asthe storm hit.

Theresabright and noisy coffee place under the dome on the top of the building. That felt right. I'd spent
too long cooped up in two skulls, contemplating skullduggery.

It was crowded for a Saturday, | guess because of the weather. It took me ten minutesto get through the
line and negotiate acup of coffee and aroll, and then there was no placeto sit. But theinsde of the
dome had aledge at the proper height for parking against.



| reviewed what I'd taken from Marty's brain:

The 10 percent casualty figure for jacking didn't tell the whole story. The raw figureswerethat 7.5
percent die, 2.3 percent are mentaly disabled, 2.5 percent are dightly impaired, and 2 percent wind up
like Amelia, unharmed but not jacked.

But the classified part isthat more than half of the deaths are draftees who were dated to be mechanics,
killed by the complexity of the soldierboy interface. Many of the others are due to undertrained surgeons
and bad operating conditionsin Mexico and Centra America. On thelarge scale Marty wastaking
about, you wouldn't use human surgeons at dl, except for oversight. Automated brain surgery, Jesus. But
Marty claimed it was a couple of orders of magnitude Ssmpler when you didn't have to wireinto a
soldierboy.

And even if it were ten percent degth, the dternative is one hundred percent, chasing life al the way out
to Hubbles Wall.

Stll, how do you get norma peopleto doit? Civilianswho do it fit pretty narrow profiles. empaths,
thrill-seekers; the chronically londly and the sexudly ambiguous. A lot of peoplewho arein Amdlids
position: someonethey loveisjacked, and they want to be there.

The basic drategy is, firgt, you don't give it away. One thing we've learned from the Universal Wefare
Stateisthat people devalue things they don't pay for. It would cost a month of entertainment credits—but
asamatter of fact, you'd be spending most of that month unconscious, anyhow.

And the empowerment factor will become compelling after avery few years: people who arent
humanized will be less successful in the world. Maybe less happy, too, though that's harder to
demondirate.

Another little problem was what to do with people like Amelia? They couldn't be jacked, and so they
couldn't be humanized. They would be handicapped and angry—and able to do violence. Two percent
of sx hillion is 120 million people. One wolf for every forty-nine sheep is another way of looking at it.
Marty suggested that initialy we relocate dl of them onto idands, asking al the humanized idandersto
emigrate.

Anybody could live comfortably anywhere, once we use the nanoforges to make other nanoforges and
givethem out fredy to everyone, Ngumi or Alliance.

But thefirst order of business was to humanize the soldierboys and their leaders. That meant infiltrating
Building 31 and isolating the high command for a couple of weeks. Marty had aplan for that, the War
College in Washington ordering asimulation exercise that required isolation.

| wasto bea"mole." Marty had had my records modified, so that I'd just had an understandabl e episode
of nervous exhaustion. " Sergeant Classisfit for duty, but it isrecommended that Portobello take
advantage of his education and experience, and transfer him to the command cadre.” Prior to that, he
would do some sdlective memory transfer and storage: | would temporarily forget the suicide attempt, the
takeover plot, and the apocayptic results of the Jupiter Project. | would just go in and be myself.

My old platoon, as part of another "experiment,” would stay jacked long enough to become humanized,
and | could beinsde Building 31 to open the door for them when they camein to replace the security
platoon.

The generdswould be treated well. Marty would have temporary attachment orders cut for a
neurosurgeon and her anesthesiologist from a base in Panama; together they have a phenomena success



rate of ninety-eight percent in jack ingtalation.

Today, Building 31; tomorrow, the world. We could work outward from Portobello, and downward
from Marty's Pentagon contact, and quickly have dl of the armed forces humanized. The war would end,
incidentaly. But the larger battle would just be beginning.

| stared out at the campus through the blurring sheets of water while | ate the sweet crab-appleroll. Then
| leaned back against the glass and surveyed the coffee shop, coming back down to earth.

Mogt of these people were only ten or twelve years younger than me. It seemed impossible, an
unbridgesble chasm. But maybe | was never quite in that world— chatter, giggle, flir—even when | was
their age. | had my head in abook or aconsole dl thetime. The girls| had sex with back then werein
the same voluntarily cloistered minority, glad to share quick relief and get back to the books. I'd had
terrible earthshaking loves before college, like everybody, but after | was eighteen or nineteen | settled
for sex, and in that erathere was plenty of it. Now the pendulum was swinging back to the conservatism
of Amelias generation.

Would that dl change, if Marty had hisway—if we had our way? Theré's no intimacy like being jacked,
and alot of theintengity of teenaged sex was fudled by a curiosity that jacking would satisfy inthe first
minute. It remainsinteresting to share experiences and thoughts with the opposite sex, but the overal
gestdt of being mae or femdeisjust there, and isfamiliar afew minutes after you make contact. | have
physica memories of childbirth and miscarriage, menstruation and breasts getting in the way. It bothers
Amdiathat | share cramps and PM S with my platoon; that al the women have been embarrassed by
involuntary erections, have gjaculated, know how the scrotum limits the ways you sit and walk and cross

your legs.

Amediagot ataste of that, awhisper, in the two minutes or lesswe had in Mexico. Maybe part of our
problem now was rooted in her frustration at having had just aglimpse. We'd only had sex a couple of
times since the abortive attempt the night after | saw her with Peter. The night after | jackfucked with
Zoe, to befair. And there was so much happening, the end of the universe and dl, that we hadn't had
time or inclination to work on our own problems.

The place smelted kind of like agym crossed with awet dog, with an overlay of coffee, but the boys and
girlsdidn't seem to notice. Searching, preening, displaying—alot more outright primate behavior than
they revedled inaphysicsclass.

Watching al that casud mating ritual Smmering, | felt alittle sad and old, and wondered whether Amdia

and | would ever completely reconcile. It was partly that | couldn't get the picture of her and Peter out of
my mind. But | had to admit that part of it was Zoe, and dl her tribe. Weld dl felt kind of sorry for Ralph,
his endless harrying after jills. But wed aso felt his ecstasy, which had never diminished.

| shocked mysdlf by wondering whether | could livelike that, and in the same instant shocked myself
again by admitting | could. Relationships emotionally limited, temporarily passionate. And then back to
red lifefor awhile, until the next one.

The undeniable lure of that extra dimenson—feding her feding you, thoughts and sensationstwining
together—in my heart I'd built awall around that, labeled it "Carolyn," and shut the door. But now | had
to admit that it had been pretty impressive just with a stranger; however skilled and sympathetic, still a
stranger, with no pretending about love.

No pretending: that was true in more than one way. Marty was right. Something like love wasthere
automatically. Sex asde, for several minutes she and | had been closer, in terms of knowing, than some
normal couple who'd been together fifty years. It does start to fade as soon as you unjack, and afew



days later, it'sthe memory of amemory. Until you jack again, and it damsback. Soif you kept it going
for two weeks, it would change you forever? | could believe that.

| left Marty without discussing atimetable, which wasliterdly an ungpoken agreement. We wanted time
to sort through each other's thoughts.

| also didn't discuss how he was able to have military medical records adtered and have pretty
high-ranking officers shuffled around a will. We hadn't been jacked deegply enough for that information to
come through. There was an image of one man, alongtime friend. | wished | didn't even know that much.

| wanted to postpone any action, anyhow, until | had jacked with the humanized people in North Dakota.
| didn't really doubt Marty's veracity, but | wondered about his judgment. When you're jacked with
someone, "wishful thinking" has awhole new meaning. Wish hard enough and you can drag other people
adong with you.

JULIAN WATCHED THE RAIN for about twenty minutes and decided it was not going to let up, so he
splashed on home through it. Of course, it opped when he was haf ablock from the gpartment.

He locked the bike up in the basement and sprayed the chain and gears with oil. Amelia's bike wasthere,
but that didn't mean she was home.

She was sound ad eep. Julian made enough noise getting his suitcase to wake her.

"Julian?" She sat up and rubbed her eyes. "How did it go with—" She saw the suitcase. "Going
somewhere?'

"North Dakota, for a couple of days."

She shook her head. "Why on earth ... oh, Marty'sfreaks."

"l want to jack with them and check for mysdf. They may be freaks, but we may al bejoining them.”
"Not dl," shesad quietly.

He opened his mouth and shut it, and picked out three pairs of socksinthedim light. "I'll be back in
plenty of timefor the Tuesday class”

"Begetting alot of calsMonday. The Journa doesn't come out till Wednesday, but they'll be caling
everybody."

"Just stack ‘em up. I'll tap in from North Dakota."

Getting to that State was going to be harder then he thought. He found three military nightsthat would
zigzag him to the water-filled crater Seaside, but when he tried to reserve space he was informed by the
computer that he no longer had a"combat” flag, and so would haveto fly standby. It predicted that he
had about afifteen percent chance of making al three flights. Getting back on Tuesday would be even
moredifficult.

He called Marty, who told him held see what could be done, and called back one minute later. "Giveit
another try."

Thistime hegot dl sx flights booked with no comment. The"C" for combat had been restored to his
serid number.



Julian carried hisarmload and the suitcase into theliving room to pack. Ameliafollowed him, shrugging
into anightgown.

"I might be going to Washington," she said. "Peter's coming back from the Caribbean so that hecando a
press conference tomorrow.”

"That's a change of heart. | thought he'd gone down there to avoid publicity.” Helooked up at her. "Or is
he coming back mainly to see you?"

"Hedidn't exactly say."
"But heispaying for the ticket, right?'Y ou don't have enough credit | eft this month.”

"Of course heis." Shefolded her arms on her chest. "I'm his coresearcher. Y ou'd be welcome there,
too."

"I'm sure. Better that | investigate this aspect of the problem, though.” He finished packing the small
suitcase and |ooked around the room. He stepped over to an end table and picked up two magazines. "If
| asked you not to go, would you stay here?!

"Y ou would never ask methat."

"That's not much of an answer."

She sat down on the sofa. "All right. If you asked me not to go, we would fight. And | would win."
"Soisthat why | don't ask you?'

"I don't know, dulian." Sheraised her voice alittle. "Unlike some people, | can't read mindg!™

He sat the magazines insde the suitcase and carefully sealed it shut, thumbprinting the lock. "I redlly don't
mind if you go," hesaid quietly. "Thisis something we have to get through, one way or another." He sat
down next to her, not touching.

"One way or another," she repested.
"Just promise methat you won't stay permanently.”
"Wha?'

"Those of uswho can read minds can aso tdll the future,” he said. "By next week, haf the people
involved in the Jupiter Project will be sending out resumes. I'm only asking that if he offersyou a postion,
don't just say yes."

"All right. I'll tell him I haveto discussit with you. Fair enough?”

"That'sal | ask." Hetook her hand and brushed hislips across her fingers. "Don't rush into anything.”
"How aboui... | don't rush and you don't rush.”

mWhat?

"Pick up the phone. Get alater flight to North Dakota." She rubbed the top of histhigh. "Y ou're not
going out that door until |1 convince you that you're the only onel love."

He hesitated and then picked up the phone. She knelt on the floor and started unbuckling his belt. "Tak



fedt."

THE LAST LEG OF my flight was from Chicago, but it overshot Seaside by afew miles so we could get
aglimpse of thelnland Sea. "Sed' isalittle grandiose; it'sonly half again asbig asthe Great Sdt Lake.
But it'simpressve, aperfect blue circle sketched inside with white lines of wakes from pleasure creft.

The place | was headed was only six milesfrom the airport. Taxis cost entertainment credits but bikes
werefree, 0| checked one out and pedaled there. It was hot and dusty, but the exercise was welcome
after being stuck in arplanesand airportsal morning.

It was afifty-year-old building style, dl mirror glassand sted frame. A sign onthefrizzled lawn said
ST.BARTHOLOMEW'SHOME.

A manin hissxties, wearing apriest’'s collar with everyday clothes, answered the door and let mein.

Thefoyer was awhite box devoid of ornament, except for a crucifix on onewall facing aholo of Jesus
on the other. Uninviting inditutional couch and chairswith ingpirationd literature on the table between
them. We went through double doorsinto an equaly plain hall.

Father Mendez was Hispanic, his hair fill black, hislined dark face scored with two long old scars. He
looked frightful, but his calm voice and easy smile dispelled that.

"Forgive usfor not coming out to greet you. We don't have a car and we don't go out much. It helps
maintain our image of being harmless old loonies.”

"Dr. Larrin said your cover gory contained agrain of truth.”

"Y es, were poor addled survivors of the first experiments with the soldierboy. People tend to shy away
from us when we do go out."

"Y ou're not an actud priest, then.”

"Infact | am, or rather, was. | was defrocked after being convicted of murder.” He stopped at aplain
door that had a card with my name on it, and pushed it open. "Rape and murder. Thisisyour room.
Come on down to the atrium at the end of the hall when you've freshened up.”

The room itsalf wasn't too monkish, an oriental carpet on the floor, modern suspension bed contrasting
with an antique rolltop desk and chair. There was asmall refrigerator with soft drinks and beer, and
bottles of wine and water on a sideboard with glasses. | had aglass of water and then one of winewhilel
took off my uniform and carefully smoothed and folded it for the return trip. Then aquick shower and
more comfortable clothes, and | went off in search of the atrium.

The corridor was featurdesswall dong the left; on the right were doors like mine, with more permanent
nameplates. A frosted-glass door at the end opened automaticaly as| reached for it.

| stopped dead. The atrium was a cool pineforest. Cedar smell and the bright sound of acreek tumbling
somewhere. | looked up and, yes, there was a skylight; | hadn't somehow been jacked and transferred to

somebody's memory.

| walked down a pebbled path and stood for amoment on the plank bridge over a swift shalow stream.
| heard laughter up ahead and followed the faint smell of coffee around acurveinto asmal clearing.



A dozen or so peoplein therr fifties and sixties stood and sat around. There was rustic wooden furniture,
various designs arranged in no particular order. Mendez separated himself from asmall conversationa
group and strode over to me.

"We usudly gather herefor an hour or so before dinner,” he said. "Can | get you adrink?’

"Coffee smellsgood.” He led meto atable with samovars of coffee and teaand various bottles. There
was beer and wine in atub of ice. Nothing homemade and nothing cheap; alot of it imported.

| gestured at the cluster of Armagnacs, Sngle-mdts, angos. "What, you have a printing press grinding out
ration cards?"'

He smiled and shook his head, Ming two cups. "Nothing so legd.” He set my cup down by the milk and
sugar. "Marty said we could trust you enough to jack, so you'll know eventually.” He studied my face.
"We have our own nanoforge.”

"Sure, you do."

"The Lord's mansion has many rooms," he said, "including a huge basement, in this case. We can go
down and look at it later on.”

"Y ou're not kidding?'

He shook his head and sipped coffee. "No. It'san old machine, small, dow, and inefficient. An early
prototype that was supposedly dismantled for parts.”

"Y ou're not afraid of making another big crater?”

"Not at al. Come Sit over here." There was a picnic table with two pairs of black-box jacks. "Save a
little time here." He handed me a green jack and took ared one. "One-way transfer."”

| plugged in and then he did, and clicked a switch on and off.
| unjacked and looked at him, speechless. In one second, my entire world view was changed.

The Dakota explosion had been rigged. The nanoforge had been tested extensively in secret, and was
safe. The Alliance codlition that devel oped it wanted to close off potentialy successful lines of research.
So after afew carefully composed papers—top-secret, but compromised—they cleared out North
Dakota and Montana and supposedly tried to make a huge diamond out of afew kilos of carbon.

But the nanoforge wasn't even there. Just a huge quantity of deuterium and tritium, and anigniter. The
giant H-bomb was buried, and shaped in such away asto minimize pollution, while meting out anice
round glassy lake bed, large enough to be a good argument againgt trying to make your own nanoforge
out of thisand that.

"How do you know? Can you be sureit'strue?'

Hisbrow furrowed. "Maybe ... maybeit isjust astory. Impossible to check by asking. The man who
brought it into the chain, Julio Negroni, died a couple of weeksinto the experiment, and the man he got it
from, acdlmatein Raiford, was executed long ago."

"The cdlmatewas ascientig?"

"So he said. Murdered hiswife and children in cold blood. Should be easy enough to check the news
records, | guess around 22 or '23."



"Yeah. | can do that tonight.” | went back to the serving table and poured a splash of rum into the coffee.
It was too good a rum to waste that way, but desperate times call for desperate measures. | remember
thinking that phrase. | didn't yet know quite how desperate the times were.

"Cheers." Mendez raised his cup as| sat back down. | tipped mine toward him.

A short woman with long flowing gray hair came over with ahandsat. "Dr. Class?’ | nodded and took it.
"It'saDr. Harding."

"My mate," | explained to Mendez. " Just checking to make sure | got here.”

Her face on the handset was the size of my thumbnail, but | could see she was clearly upset.
" Julian—therés something going on.”

"Something new?" | tried to make that sound like ajoke, but could hear the shakinessin my voice.
"The Journd jury rejected the paper.”

"Jesus. On what grounds?”

"The editor saysthey 'declineto discussit' with anyone but Peter."

"So what does Peter—"

"He's not home!™ A tiny hand fluttered up to knead her forehead. "He wasn't on the flight. The cottagein
St. Thomas says he checked out last night. But somewhere between the cottage and the airport he ... |
don't know..."

"Have you checked with the police on theidand?

"No ... no; that's the next step, of course. I'm panicking. | just wanted to, you know, hoped he had
talked to you?'

"Do you want meto cal them?Y ou could—"

"No, I'll doit. And the airlines, too; double-check. I'll get back to you."

"Okay. Loveyou."

"Loveyou." She switched off.

Mendez had gone off to refresh his coffee. "What about thisjury? Isshein trouble?!

"We both are. But it's an academic jury, the kind that decides whether a paper gets published.”
"Sounds like you have alot tied up in this paper. Both of you."

"Both of usand everybody elseintheworld.” | picked up thered plug. "Thisis automaticaly oneway?"
"Right." Hejacked inand then | did.

| wasn't as good at transmitting as he was, even though | was jacked ten days amonth. It had been the
same with Marty the day before: if you're used to two-way, you wait for feedback cuesthat never come.
So with alot of blind alleys and backtracking, it took about ten minutes to get everything across.

For sometime hejust looked at me, or maybe he was looking inward. "Thereis no question in your own



mind. It'sdoom.”
"That'sright."

"Of course | have no way to evaluate your logic, this pseudo-operator theory. | take it that the technique
itself isnot universaly accepted.”

"True. But Peter got the same result independently.”

He nodded dowly. "That'swhy Marty sounded so strange when he told me you were coming. He used
some stilted language like 'vitally important." He didn't want to say too much, but he wanted to warn me.”
Heleaned forward. " So we're walking along Occam's razor now. The smplest explanation of these
eventsisthat you and Peter and Ameliawere wrong. The world, the universe, isnot going to end
because of the Jupiter Project.”

"True, but—"

"Let me carry thisaong for amoment. From your point of view, the Smplest explanation isthat
somebody in aposition of power wants your warning to be suppressed.”

"That'sright."

"Allow me the assumption that nobody on thisjury would profit from the destruction of the universe.
Then why, in God's name, would anyone who thought your argument had merit want to suppressit?”’

"Y ou were a Jesuit?
"Franciscan. We run aclose second in being painsin the ass."

"Well... | don't know any of the people on the review board, so | can only speculate about their
motivations. Of course they don't want the universe to go belly-up. But they might well want to put alid
on it long enough to adjust their own careers—assuming dl of them areinvolved in the Jupiter Project. If
our conclusions are accepted, there are going to be alot of scientists and engineerslooking for work."

"Scientists would be that vena ?1'm shocked.”

"Sure. Or it could be apersona thing against Peter. He probably has more enemies than friends.”
"Can you find out who was on the jury?’

"l couldn; it was anonymous. Maybe Peter could wheedle it out of someone.”

"And what do you make of his disgppearance? |sn't it possible he saw some fatd flaw in the argument
and decided to drop out of Sght?* "Not impossible.”

"Y ou hope something bad happened to him.” "Wow. It'samost asif you could read my mind." | Sipped
some coffee, now unpleasantly cool. "How much did | let dip there?’

He shrugged. "Not alot.”

"You'll know everything minutes after we jack two-way. I'm curious.”
"Y ou don't mask very well. But then you haven't had much practice.”
"Sowhat did you get?"



"Green-eyed mongter. Sexua jedousy. One specific image, an embarrassing one.”
"Embarrassing for you?'

Hetilted his head to about ten degrees of irony. "Of course not. | was speaking conventiondly.” He
laughed. "Sorry. | didn't mean to be patronizing. | don't suppose anything just physica would embarrass
you, ether.”

"No. The other part is till hanging there, though. Unresolved.”
"She's not jacked."

"No. Shetried and it didn't take."

"Wasn't long ago?'

"Couple of months. May twentieth."

"And this, um, episode was after that?"

"Y eah. It's complicated.”

Hetook the cue. "L et's go back to ground zero. What | got from you—assuming that you're right about
the Jupiter Project—isthat you and Marty, but Marty more than you, believe that we haveto rid the
world of war and aggression right now. Or the gameisup.”

"That'swhat Marty would say." | stood up. "Get some fresh coffee. Y ou want something?”
"Splash of that rum. Y ou're not as certain?'

"No ... yesand no." | concentrated on the drinks. "L et me read your mind, for achange. Y ou think that
there's no need for haste, once the Jupiter Project's deactivated.”

"Y ou think otherwise?"

"I don't know." | set the drinks down and Mendez touched his and nodded. "When | jacked with Marty |
got asense of urgency that was completely persona. He wants to see the thing well in process before he
dies”

"He's not that old."

"No, sixty-some. But he's been obsessed with this since you guys were made; maybe before. And he
knowsit will take awhileto get going.” | searched for words; logician'swords. "Marty'sfedings aside,
there's an objective rationade for urgency; the black-and-white one of scale: anything el'se we do or don't
doistrivid if therésthe dightest chance that this could cometo pass.”

He sniffed the rum. "The destruction of everything.”
"Thet'sright."

"Maybe youretoo closeto it, though,” he said. "1 mean, you're talking about a huge project here. It's not
something that aHitler or aBorgiacould cook up in his backyard.”

"Intheir own times, no. Now they could,” | said. " ou of al people should see how."

"Meof dl people?’



"Y ou've got ananoforge in your basement. When you want it to make something, what do you do?’

"AsK it. Wetdl it what we want and it goesinto its catalogue and tells us what raw materials we haveto
come up with."

"Y ou can't ask it to make aduplicate of itsdlf, though.”

"They say no, it would melt down if you did. I'm not inclined to try."

"But that'sjust part of the programming, right? In theory, you could short-circuit it."
"Ah." He nodded dowly. "I see where you're heading.”

"That's right. If you could get around that injunction, you could say, in effect, 'Re-create the Jupiter
Project for me," and if it had accessto the raw materids, and the information, it could do it.”

"Asan extenson of one person'swill."

"That'sright."”

"My God." He drank the rum and set the glass down hard. "My God."

"Everything,” | said. "A trillion galaxies disgppear if one maniac saysthe right sequence of words.”
"Marty hasalot of faith in the monsters he created,” Mendez said, "to let us share this knowledge."
"Faith or desperation. Guess | got amixture of both from him."

"You hungry?"

What?"

"Y ou want dinner now, or should we dl jack firs?!

"That'swhat I'm hungry for. Let'sdoit.”

He stood up and brought his hands together in two explosive claps. "Big room," he shouted. "Marc, you
stay out and keep watch.” We followed everyone to a double door on the other side of the atrium. |
wondered what | was getting mysdlf into.

JULIAN WAS USED TO being ten people a once, but it was stressful and confusing at times, even
with people you had grown close to. He didn't really know what to expect, linking with fifteen men and
women he'd never met, who had been jacked together for twenty years. That would be dien territory
even without Marty's pacifistic transformation. Julian had used his horizonta liaison to weakly link with
other platoons, and it was dways like breaking in on afamily discussion.

Eight of these had been mechanics, at least, or pro-tomechanics. He was more nervous about the others,
the assassins and murderers. More curious about them, too.

Maybe they could teach him something about living with memories.

The "big room" held aring-shaped table surrounding a holo pit. "Most of us get together herefor the
news," Mendez said. "Movies, concerts, plays. Fun to have dl the different points of view."



Julian wasn't sure about that. Hed mediated too many firestormsin his platoon, where one person came
up with astrong opinion that divided the ten into two bickering camps. It took about a second to dart,
and sometimes an hour to sort out.

The walswere dark mahogany and the table and its chairs were fine-grained spruce. A dight whisper of
linseed oil and furniture polish. In the pit, an image of aforest clearing, dappled sunlight on wildflowers.

There were twenty seats. Mendez offered Julian achair and sat down next to him. ™Y ou might want to
pluginfirg,” hesad, "let people comein one at atime and introduce themselves.”

"Sure." Julian redlized thishad al been rehearsed. He stared at the wildflowers and plugged himsdif in.

Mendez was thefirst one, waving asilent hello. Thelink was strange, powerful in away held never come
closeto experiencing. It was startling, like seeing the seafor the first time—and it waslikeaseaina
literal way; Mendez's consciousness floated in a seemingly endless expanse of shared memory and
thought. And he was comfortable with it the way afish is comfortable with the sea, moving through its
invisihility.

Julian tried to communicate his reaction to Mendez, dong with asense of risng panic, hewasn't sure
whether he could manage two such universes, let alonefifteen. Mendez said it actualy gets easier with
more, and then Cameron plugged in to proveit.

Cameron was an older man, who had been aprofessond soldier for eleven years when he volunteered
for the project. He had gone to asniper school in Georgia, and trained for long-distance murder with a
variety of weapons. Mostly he had used the Mauser Fernschiesser, which could target people around a
corner or even over the horizon. He had fifty-two kills, and separate grief for each of them, and asingle
large pang for the humanity he had lost with the first shot. He also remembered the exhilaration the kills
had given him, a the time. He had fought in Colombiaand Guatemaa, and automatically made a
connection with Julian'sjungle days, absorbing and integrating them almost instantly.

Mendez was il there, too, and Julian was aware of hisimmediate connection with Cameron, casualy
sorting through what the soldier had taken from his new contact. That part was not so aien, except for
the speed and completeness of it. And Julian could understand why the totality could become more clear
asmore peoplejoined: al the information was aready there, but parts of it were better focused now that
Cameron's point of view had combined with Mendez's.

Now Tyler. She was one of the murderers, too, having remorsalesdy killed three peoplein one year for
money, to support adrug habit. That was just before cash became obsolete in the States; she had been
captured in aroutine check when she tried to emigrate to a country that had both paper pesos and
designer drugs. Her crimes were older than Julian was, and dthough she didn't deny legd or mord
responsibility for them, they literaly had been done by adifferent person. The DD doper who lured three
pushersinto bed and killed them there, asafavor for their boss, was just avivid me odramatic memory,
like amovie you saw afew hours ago. For the peaceful part of her day, Tyler was part of the Twenty, as
they till called themselvesin their minds, even though four had died; other times sheworked asan
arbitrageur, bartering and buying commoditiesin dozens of different countries, Alliance and Ngumi. With
their own nanoforge, the Twenty could survive without wedth—but then if the machine asked for acup
of praseodymium, it was nice to have afew million rupees close to hand, so Tyler could buy it without
having to go through alot of tiresome paperwork.

The others camein more rapidly, or seemed to, once Julian got over theinitial strangeness.

Aseach of thefifteen presented himsdlf or hersalf, another part of the vast, but now not endless, structure
became clear. When they al had logged in, the ocean was more like an inland sea, huge and complex,



but thoroughly mapped and navigable.

And they sailed together for what seemed like hours, in avoyage of mutua exploration. The only one
they had ever jacked with outside the Twenty was Marty, who was a sort of godfather figure, remote
because he only jacked one-way with them now.

Julian was avadt treasure of quotidian detail. They were hungry for hisimpressions of New Y ork,
Washington, Dalas—every placein the country had been dragtically changed by the socid and
technologica revolution, the Universal Wdfare State, that the nanoforge had wrought. Not to mention the
endlessNgumi War.

The nine who had been soldiers were fascinated with what the soldierboy had become. In the pilot
program they had been taken from, the primitive machines were little more than stick men with one laser
finger. They could walk around and sit or lie down, and open adoor if the latch was smple. They all
knew from the news what the current machines were capable of doing, and in fact three of them were
warboys, after afashion. They couldn't go to the conventions, but they followed units and jacked into
soldierboy crystals and strings. It was nothing like being jacked two-way with an actua mechanic,

though.

Julian was embarrassed by their enthusiasm but could share their amused feedback at his embarrassment.
Hewasfamiliar enough with that from his platoon.

A lot of it became more and more familiar-feeling as he grew used to the scde of it. It wasn't only that the
Twenty had been together so long; they had aso been around along time. At thirty-two, Julian wasthe
oldest in hisplatoon by severa years; dl together, they had less than three hundred years of experience.
The aggregate age of the Twenty was well over athousand, alot of that time spent in mutua
contemplation.

They weren't exactly a"group mind," but they were alot closer to that state than Julian's platoon. They
never argued, except for amusement. They were gentle and content. They were humane ... but were they
quite human?

Thiswas the question that had been in the back of Julian's mind from the time Marty first described the
Twenty: maybe war is an inevitable product of human nature. Maybeto get rid of war, we haveto
become something other than human.

The others picked up on thisworry and said no, we're still human in al the waysthat count. Human
nature does change, and the fact that we've devel oped toolsto direct that change is quintessentially
human. And it must be anearly universal concomitant to technologica growth everywherein the universe;
otherwise, there would be no universe. Unlesswe're the only technologicd intelligencein the universe,
Julian pointed out; so far there's no evidence to the contrary. Maybe our own existence is evidence that
we're the firgt creatures to evolve far enough to hit the reset button. Someone does have to be first.

But maybethefirgt isawaysthelast.

They caught the hopefulness that Julian was protecting with pessmism. Y ou're much moreidedigtic than
us, Tyler pointed out. Most of us havekilled, but none of uswas driven to attempt suicide by remorse
over the act.

Of coursethere were alot of other factors, which Julian didn't have to explain. He was cushioned by
wisdom and forgiveness—and suddenly had to get out!

He pulled the plug and was surrounded but alone, fifteen people staring down at the wildflowers. Staring



into their collective soul.

He checked hiswatch and was shocked. Only twelve minutes had actualy passed during dl those
seeming hours.

One by one they unjacked. Mendez kneaded his face and grimaced. "Y ou felt outhumbered.”

"That's part of it... out-gunned. All of you are so good at this, it's automatic. | felt, | don't know, out of
control.”

"Weweren't manipulating you."

Julian shook hishead. "I know. Y ou were being very careful that way. But | fdt likel wasbeing
absorbed anyhow. By... by my own willingness. | don't know how long | could stay jacked with you
before becoming one of you."

"And that would be such abad thing?" Ellie Frazer said. She wasthe youngest, dmost Amelias age,
beautiful hair prematurdy white.

"Not for me, | think. Not for me persondly." Julian studied her quiet beauty and knew, dong with
everyone e se, exactly how desperately she desired him. "But | can't do it yet. The next stage of this
project involves going back to Portobello with aset of fase memories, infiltrating the command cadre. |
can't beas... obvioudy different asyou are.”

"Weknow that," she said. "But you could still spend alot more time with us—"
"Ellie)" Mendez said gently, "turn off the goddamned pheromones. Julian knows what's best for him."
"I don't, actualy. Who would? Nobody's ever done anything like this before.”

"Y ou haveto be cautious," Ellie said in away that was reassuring and infuriating: we know exactly what
you think, and though you're wrong, well go long withiit.

Marc Lobell, the chess master and wife murderer who had stayed out of the circle to answer the phone,
ran pounding over thelittle bridges and skidded to astop in front of them.

"A guy inuniform,”" he said, panting. "Hereto see Sergeant Class.”
"Whoisit?' Julian said.

"A doctor," hesaid. "Colond Zamat Jefferson.”

MENDEZ IN ALL THE authority of hisown black uniform, came aong with me to meet Jefferson. He
stood up dowly when we walked into the shabby foyer, setting down a Reader's Digest half his age.

"Father Mendez; Colond Jefferson,” | said. ™Y ou went to some trouble to find me."
"No," hesad, "it was some trouble to get here, but the computer tracked you down in afew seconds.”
"ToFargo."

"I knew you'd take a bicycle. There was only one place to do that at the airport, and you left them an
address.”



"You pulled rank."

"Not on civilians. | showed them my ID and said | was your doctor. Whichis not fase."
"I'm okay now. Y ou can go."

He laughed. "Wrong on both counts. Can we St?"

"Wehave aplace" Mendez sad. "Follow me."

"What is'aplace?’ Jefferson sad.

"A place where we can Sit." They looked at each other for amoment and Jefferson nodded.

Two doors down the corridor, we turned into an unmarked room. It had a mahogany conference table
with overstuffed chairs and an autobar. " Something to drink?’

Jefferson and | wanted water and wine; Mendez asked for applejuice. The bar whedlie brought our
orderswhile we were Stting down.

"Isthere some way we can help each other?' Mendez said, folding his hands on hissmall paunch.

"There are some things Sergeant Class might shed some light on.” He stared at me for one second. "l
suddenly made full colond and had orders cut for Fort Powell. Nobody in Brigade knew anything about
it; the orders came from Washington, some'Medica Personnd Redistribution Group.™

"Thiswasabad thing?' Mendez said.

"No. | was gratified. I've never been happy with the Texas and Portobello posting, and this move took
me back to the areawhere | grew up.

"I'm il inthe middle of moving, settling in. But | was going through my appointment cdendar yesterday,
and your name came up. | was scheduled to jack with you and see how well the antidepressants are
working."

"They're working fine. Are you traveling thousands of milesto check up on dl your old patients?*

"Of course not. But | punched up your file out of curiosity, amost automatically—and what do you
know? There's no record of your having contemplated suicide. And it seems you have new orders cut,
too. Authorized by the same mgor generd in Washington who cut my orders. But you're not part of the
'Medica Personne Redigribution Group'; you'rein atraining program for assmilation into command
Structure. A soldier who wanted to commit suicide because he killed someone. That'sinteresting.

"And so | trace you down to here. A rest homefor old soldiers who aren't so old, and some of whom
aren't soldiers”

"So you want to lose your colonelcy,” Mendez said, "and go back to Texas? To Portobell0?"

"Notat al. I'll risk telling you this: | didn't go through channdls. | don't want to rock the boat." He pointed
at me. "But | have apatient here, and amystery I'd like to solve.”

"The patient'sfing," | said. "The mystery is something that you don't want to beinvolved in.”

Therewas along, thick silence. "People know where | am.”



"We don't mean to threaten you, or frighten you,” Mendez said. "But theré's no way you have the
clearance to be told about this. Julian can't et you jack with him, for that reason.”

"l have top-secret clearance.”

"I know." Mendez leaned forward and said quietly: ™Y our ex-wife's name is Eudora and you have two
children — Pash, who'sin medica school in Ohio, and Roger, who'sin aNew Orleans dance company.
Y ou were born on 5 March 1990 and your blood type is O-Negative. Do you want to know your dog's
name?'

"Y ou're not threstening mewith this"
"I'm trying to communicate with you."
"But you're not even in the military. Nobody hereis, except Sergeant Class.”

"That should tell you something. Y ou have top-secret clearance and yet my identity is concealed from
you."

The colonel shook his head. He leaned back and drank some wine. "There's been time enough for
somebody to find out these things about me. | can't decide whether you're some kind of super-spook or
just one of the best bullshit artists I've ever come across.”

"If I were bluffing, I'd threaten you now. But you know that, and that's why you said what you just said.”
"And s0 you threaten me by making no threst."

Mendez laughed. "Takes one to know one. | will admit to being apsychiatrist.”

"But you're not inthe AMA database.”

"Not anymore."

"Priest and psychiatrist isan odd combination. | don't suppose the Catholic Church has any record of
you, either.”

"That's harder to control. It would be cooperative of you not to check."

"I don't have any reason to cooperate with you. If you're not going to shoot me or throw meina
dungeon.”

"Dungeon's too much paperwork," Mendez said. " Jdulian, you've jacked with him. What do you think?"

| remembered athread from the common mind session. "He's completely sincere about doctor-patient
confidentidity.”

"Thank you."
"Soif you left theroom, heand | could talk patient-to-doctor. But theres a catch.”

"Thereisindeed,” Mendez said. He remembered the thread aswell. " A trade you might not want to
make."

"What'sthat?"

"Brain surgery,” Mendez said.



"Y ou could be told what we're doing here,” | said, "but we'd have to make it so that no one could learn it
fromyou."

"Memory erasure,”" Jefferson sad.

"That wouldn't be enough,” Mendez said. "Wed have to erase the memory of not only thistrip and
everything associated with it, but also your memories of treating Julian and people who knew him. That's
too extensve."

"What we'd haveto do," | said, "istake out your jack and fry al the neural connections. Would you be
willing to give that up forever, to belet in on a secret?’

"Thejack isessential to my profession,” hesaid. "And I'm used to it, would fedl incomplete without it.
For the secret of the universe, maybe. Not for the secret of St. Bartholomew's Home."

Someone knocked on the door and Mendez said to comein. It was Marc Lobell, holding a clipboard
over hischest.

"May | have aword with you, Father Mendez?'

When Mendez | eft, Jefferson leaned over toward me. ™Y ou're here of your own freewill?* he said. "No
one's coerced you?"

"No one."
"Thoughts of suicide?"

"Nothing could be farther from my mind." The possibility was still back there, but | wanted to see how
thisturned out. If the universe ceased to exig, it would take me with it anyhow.

| suspected that that would be the attitude of someone resigned to suicide, and that redlization may have
shown onmy face.

"But something's bothering you," Jefferson said.
"When did you last meet someone with nothing bothering him?*
Mendez came through the door aone, carrying the clipboard. A lock on the door clicked behind him.

"Interesting.” He asked the bar for acup of coffee and sat down. "Y ou've taken amonth's leave,
Doctor."

"Sure, moving."

"People expect you back in what, aday or two?"

"Soon."

"What people? Y ou're not married or living with anyone.”
"Friends. Colleagues."

"Sure." He handed the clipboard to Jefferson.

He glanced at the top sheet and the one under it. "Y ou can't do this. How could you do this?' | couldn't
read what was on either sheet, but they were some sort of signed orders.



"Obvioudy, | can. Asto how," he shrugged. "Faith can move mountains.”
"What isit?'
"I'm TDY 'ed herefor three weeks. Vacation canceled. What the hell isgoing on?”

"We had to make adecison while you were till in the building. Y ou've been invited to join our little
project here.”

"| declinetheinvitation." He tossed the clipboard down and stood up. "L et me out of here.”

"Once weve had achanceto talk, you'll befreeto stay or go." He opened abox inlaid in the table's
surface and unregled ared jack and agreen one. "Oneway."

"No way! Y ou can't force meto jack with you."
"Actudly, that'strue." He gave me asignificant look. "I couldn't do anything of the sort."

"l could," I said, and pulled the knife out of my pocket. | pushed the button and the blade flicked out and
then began to hum and glow.

"Areyou threstening me with aweapon? Sergeant?

"No, I'm not. Colond." | raised the blade to my neck and looked a my watch. "If you aren't jacked in
thirty seconds, you'll have to watch me cut my own throat.”

He swalowed hard. "Y ou're bluffing."

"No. I'm not." My hand started to tremble. "But | suppose you've lost patients before.”
"What is so goddamned important about thisthing?"

"Jack and find out." | didn't look at him. "Fifteen seconds.”

"Hewill, you know," Mendez said. "I've jacked with him. His death will be your fault."

He shook his head and walked back to the table. "I'm not sure of that. But you seem to have me
trapped.” He sat down and did the jack in.

| turned off the knife. | think | was bluffing.

Watching people who are jacked is about as interesting as watching people deep. There was nothing to
read in the room, but there was a notepad and stylus, so | wrote aletter to Amdia, outlining what had
been going on. After about ten minutes, they started to nod regularly, so | finished the letter quickly,
encrypted it and sent it.

Jefferson unjacked and buried hisfacein his hands. Mendez unjacked and stared at him.
"It'salot to assmilatedl at once" hesaid. "But | redly didn't know whereto stop.”

"Youdidright," Jefferson said, muffled. "I had to haveit al." He sat back and exhded. "Haveto link with
the Twenty now, of course.”

"You'reonour Sde?' | said.

"Sides. | don't think you have asnowbal's chance. But yes, | want to be part of it."



"He's more committed than you are,” Mendez said.
"Committed but not convinced?"

"Jdulian,” Jefferson said, "with al due respect for your years as amechanic, and al the suffering you've
gone through for what you've seen ... for having killed that boy ... it may bethat | know more about war
and its evil than you do. Secondhand knowledge, admittedly.” He scraped swest off his forehead with the
blade of his hand. "But the fourteen years I've spent trying to put soldiers lives back together makemea
pretty good recruit for thisarmy.”

| wasn't redlly surprised at that. A patient doesn't get too much unguarded feedback from his
therapist—it'slike aone-way jack with afew controlled thoughts and fedlings seeping back—~but | knew
how much he hated the killing, and what the killing did to thekillers.

AMELIA SHUT DOWN HER machinefor the day and was stacking papers, ready to go home, long
bath and a nap, when a short bald man tapped on her office door. " Professor Harding?"

"What can | dofor you?'

"Cooperate.” He handed her an unseded plain envelope. "My nameis Harold Ingram, Mgor Harold
Ingram. I'm an attorney for the army's Office of Technology Assessment.”

She unfolded three pages of fine print. "So would you careto tel mein plain English what thisisal
about?'

"Oh, it'svery ample. A paper that you co-authored for the Astrophysica Journal was found to contain
material germane to wesgpons research.”

"Wait. That paper never got past peer review. It was regjected. How could your office hear of it?"
"I honestly don't know. I'm not on the technica end.”
She scanned the pages. "'Cease and desist'? A subpoena?’

"Yes. Inanutshdl, we need al of your records pertaining to this research, and a statement that you have
destroyed dl duplicates, and a promise that you will discontinue the project until you hear from us."

Shelooked at him and then back at the document. "Thisisajoke, right?’

"| assureyouitisnot.”

"Mgor... thisis not some sort of gun we're designing. It's an abstraction.”

"l don't know anything about that."

"How on God's green earth do you think you can stop me from thinking about something?”
"That's not my business. | just need the records and the statement.”

"Did you get them from my co-author? I'm really just a hired hand, called in to verify some particle
physcs.”
"l understand that he's been taken care of."



She sat down and put the three pages on the desk in front of her. ™Y ou can go. | have to study these and
consult with my department heed.”

"Y our department head isin full cooperation with us."
"| don't believe that. Professor Hayes?'

"No. It was J. MacDonad Roman who signed—"
"Macro? He's not even in the loop.”

"He hires and fires people like you. HeE's about to fire you, if you aren't cooperative.” He was completely
gill, and didn't blink. It was hisbig line.

"I haveto tak to Hayes. | have to see what my boss—"

"It would be better if you just sgned both documents,” he said mildly, theatrically, "and then | could come
by tomorrow for the records.”

"My records," she sad, "cover the spectrum from meaningless to redundant. What does my collaborator
have to say about dl this?'

"l wouldn't know. | believe that was the Caribbean branch.”
"He disgppeared in the Caribbean. Y ou don't suppose your department killed him."
"Wha?'

"Sorry. Thearmy doesn't kill people.” She got up. "Y ou can stay here or come dong. I'm going to copy
these pages.”

"It would be better if you didn't copy them."
"It would belunacy if | didn't."

He stayed in her office, probably to snoop around. She walked past the copy room and took the
elevator down to thefirst floor. She stuffed the papersinto her purse and jumped into the lead cab at the
stand across the street. " Airport,” she said, and considered her diminishing options.

All of her travel to and from D.C. had been on Peter's open account, so she had plenty of creditsto get
to North Dakota. But did shewant to leave atrail pointing directly to Julian? She would cal him from the
arport public phone.

But walit; think. She couldn't just get on aplane and sneak off to North Dakota. Her name would be on
the passenger list, and somebody would be waiting for her when she got off the plane. "Change
degtination,” she said. "Amtrak station." The cab's voice verified the change and it made a U-turn.

Not many people traveled long distances by train, mostly people phobic about heights or just determined
to do things the hard way. Or people who wanted to go someplace without leaving adocument trail. Y ou
bought train tickets by machine, with the same kind of anonymous entertainment chits you used for cabs.
(Bureaucrats and moraists would love to have had the clumsy system replaced with plagtic, like the old
cash cards, but voters would just as soon not have the government know what they were doing when,
and with whom. Theindividua coupons made barter and hoarding smple, too.)

Amdiastiming was perfect; sheran for the 6:00 Dallas shuttle and it pulled out just as she sat down.



She turned on the screen on the back of the seat in front of her and asked for a map. If she touched two
cities, the screen would show departure and arrival times. She jotted down alist; she could go from
Ddlasto Oklahoma City to Kansas City to Omahato Seaside in about eight hours.

"Who you runnin’ from, honey?" An old woman with white hair in short spikes was Stting next to her.
"Somemen?'

"Suream," shesaid. "A real bastard."

The old woman nodded and pursed her lips. "Best you get some good food to carry whileyou in Dalas.
Y ou don’ wannabe livin' on the crap they servein that lounge car.”

"Thank you. I'll do that." The woman went back to her soap operaand Amelia punched through the
Amtrak magazine, See Americal Not much she wanted to see.

She pretended to nap the half hour to Dalas. Then she said good-bye to the spike-coiffed lady and dove
into the crowd. She had more than an hour before the train to Kansas City, so she bought a change of
clothing—a Cowboys sweatshirt and loose black exercise pants—and some wrapped sandwiches and
wine. Then she cdled the North Dakota number Julian had |€ft her.

"Jury changeitsmind?" he asked.

"Moreinteresting than that." She told him about Harold Ingram and the threatening paperwork.
"And no word from Peter?"

"No. But Ingram knew that he wasin the Caribbean. That'swhen | decided | had to run.”

"Wdll, the army'stracked me down, too. Just asecond.” He left the screen and came back. "No, it'sjust
Dr. Jefferson, and nobody knows he's here. He's pretty much joined us." The phone cameratracked him
as he sat down. "This Ingram didn't mention me?”’

"No, your name's not on the paper.”

"But it'sonly amatter of time. Even not connecting me with the paper, they know that we live together
and will find out I'm amechanic. They'll be herein afew hours. Do you have to change trains anywhere?'

"Yes" She checked her sheet. "The last oneis Omaha. I'm supposed to get therejust before midnight...
elevenforty-six Centrd Time."

"Okay. | can get there by then.”

"But then what?"

"I don't know. I'll talk it over with the Twenty."
"The twenty whets?'

"Marty'sbunch. Explain later."

She went to the machine and, after amoment's hesitation, just bought aticket asfar as Omaha No need
to guide them any farther, if she was being followed.

Another cdculated risk: two of the phones had data jacks. She waited until a couple of minutes before
the train was going to leave, and called her own database. She downloaded a copy of the Astrophysical



Journa articleinto her purse notebook. Then she instructed the database to send copiesto everyonein
her address book with * physor *astr in their ID lines. That would be about fifty people, more than half
of them involved with the Jupiter Project in someway. Would any of them read atwenty-page draft that
was mostly pseudo-operator math, with no introduction, no context?

She hersdlf, sheredlized, would look at thefirst line and dumpit.

Amdliasreading on thetrain waslesstechnicad, but severely limited, since she couldn't identify hersdlf to
access any copyrighted material. The train had its own magazine on-screen, and courtesy images of USA
Today and some travel magazines that were just ads and puffery. She spent alot of time looking out the
window at some of Americasleast gppeding urban areas. The farmland that flowed by in the dusk
between citieswas peaceful, and she dozed. The seat woke her up asthey pulled into Omaha. But it
wan't Julian waiting for her.

Harold Ingram stood on the platform, looking smug. "It'swartime, Professor Harding. The government is
everywhere."

"If you tapped a public phone without awarrant—"

"Not necessary. There are hidden camerasin al train and bus Sations. If you are wanted by the federa
government, the cameras ook for you."

"I haven't committed any crime.”

"I don't mean ‘wanted' in the sense of awanted crimina. Just desired. Y our government desiresyou. So
it found you. Come with me, now."

Amelialooked around. Running was out of the question, with robot guards and at least one human
policeman watching the area.

But then she saw Jdulian, in uniform, haf hidden behind a column. He touched afinger to hislips.
"I'l gowith you," shesaid. "But thisisagaing my will, and were going to wind up in court.”

"| certainly hope s0," the mgjor said, leading her toward the termind. "My natural habitat" They passed
Julian and she could hear him fall into step behind them.

They passed through the termina and walked toward the lead cab in line outside.
"Where arewe going?"'

"Firg flight back to Houston." He opened the cab door and hel ped her in, not too gently.
"Mgor Ingram,” Julian said.

Onefoot in the cab, he half-turned. " Sergeant?’

"Y our flight's been canceled.” He had asmal black pistol in hishand. It fired dmost inaudibly, and as
Ingram dumped, Julian caught him and appeared to be hel ping him into the cab. 1236 Grand Street,” he
said, feeding it achit from Ingram's book. He pocketed the book and closed the door. " Surface roads,
please"

"It'sgood to seeyou," she said, trying to sound neutrd. "We know someone in Omaha?"

"We know someone parked on Grand Street.”



The cab worked its zigzag way across town, Julian watching behind for atail. It would have been
obviousin the sparsetraffic.

When they turned onto Grand Street he looked ahead. "The black Lincoln in the next block.
Double-park next to it and well get out there."

"If | am ticketed for double-parking, you will be liable, Mgor Ingram.”

"Understood.” They pulled up next to abig black limousine with North Dakota "clergy” platesand
opague windows. Julian got out of the cab and hauled Ingram into the back seat of the Lincoln. It looked
like asoldier assisting adrunken comrade.

Ameliafollowed them. In the front seat was the driver, who was arough-looking gray-haired man with a
priet's collar, and Marty Larrin.

"Mary!"

"To therescue. Isthat the guy who served you the papers?' Amelianodded. Asthe car started, Marty
held out hishand to Julian. "Let me see hisID."

He handed over along wallet. "Blaze, meet Father Mendez, |ate of the Franciscan order and Raiford
Maximum Security Prison.” He flipped through the walet as he talked, holding it up to asmall dashboard

light.

"Dr. Harding, | presume.” Mendez held ahand up in greeting while he steered with the other one, the
automobile under manual control. In the next block a chime sounded and Mendez let go of thewhed and
sad, "Home™"

"Thisisannoying,” Marty said, and switched on the overhead light. "Check his pockets and seeif he has
acopy of hisorders." He held up the wallet and scrutinized a photo of the man with a German shepherd.
"Nicedog. No family pictures.

"Nowedding ring,” Amdiasad. "Isthat important?’
"Simplify things. Ishejacked?'

Amdiafdt the back of his head while Julian rifled his pockets. "Wig." Shelifted the back of it witha
painful ripping sound. "Yes, heis"

"Good. No orders?’

"No. Hight manifest, though, for him and up to three others, ‘two prisoners plus security.' "
"When and where?'

"Open ticket to Washington. Priority 00."

"Redl high or red low?' Ameliaasked.

"The highest. | think you might not be our only mole, Julian. We need one in Washington.”
"Thisguy?' Jliansad.

"After he's been jacked with the Twenty for a couple of weeks. It'l be an interesting test of the process's
effectiveness.” They didn't know how extreme atest it would be.



WE HADN'T BROUGHT HANDCUFFS or anything, so when he started to stir halfway to &. Bart's, |
gave him another pop with the trank gun. Searching for his papers, I'd found an AK 101, asmal Russan
flechette pistol that's afavorite of ns everywhere—no inconvenient metad. So | didnt want to sitin
the back seet and chat with him, even with his gun safe in the glove compartment. He probably knew
someway to kill mewith hispinky.

It turnsout | was close. When we got him to St. Bart—tying him to achair before administering the
antitrank — and jacked him one-way with Marty, we found out he was a"specia operator” for Military
Intelligence, assgned to the Office of Technology Assessment. But there wasllittle el se there, other than
memories of his childhood and youth, and an encyclopedic knowledge of mayhem. He hadn't been
treated to the selective memory transfer, or destruction, that Marty had said | would need for my own
mole burrowing. It was just a strong hypnotic injunction, which wouldn't hold up for long, after hewas
jacked two-way with the Twenty.

Until then, al he and we knew was what room in the Pentagon he was to report to. He wasto find
Amdiaand bring her back—or kill her and himsdlf if it came to adesperate Stuation. All he knew about
her was that she and another scientist had discovered awegpon so powerful that it could win the war for
the Ngumi if it fell into the wrong hands.

That was an odd way of characterizing it. We used the metgphor "pressing the button,” but of course for
the Jupiter Project to proceed to itsfinal cataclysmic stage, you needed ateam of scientists, doing a
sequence of complicated actionsin the proper order.

The process could be automated, in theory, after the first careful walk-through. But then once you'd done
it, therewould be no one |eft to automate it.

So someone on the Astrophysical Journd jury was linked to the military establishment—no surprise. But
then was the jury's rejection because of pressure from above, or had they actualy found an error in our
work?

One part of me wanted to think, well, if they actually had disproved our theory, there would be no reason
to go after Amelia, and presumably Peter. But maybe Intelligence thought it would be prudent to get rid
of them anyhow. Therésawar on, they keep saying.

Therewerefour of usin the plain conference room, besides the jacked couple: Ameliaand me, Mendez,
and Megan Orr, the doctor who checked out Ingram and administered the antitrank. It wasthreein the
morning, but we were pretty wide awake.

Marty unjacked himself and then pulled the plug out of Ingram's head. "Well?' he said.

"It'salot to assmilate," Ingram said, and looked down at hisbound arms. "I could think better if you
untied me”

"Ishesafe?’ | asked Marty.
"Youredill amed?'
| held up thetrank pistol. "Moreor less.”

"We could untie him. Under some circumstances he might make trouble, but not in alocked room,
observed, under armed guard.”



"I don't know,"” Ameliasaid. "Maybe you ought to wait until he's had the sweetness-and-light treatment.
He seemslike adangerous character.”

"We can ded with him," Mendez said.

"It'simportant to talk with him while he'sjust had interrogationd contact,” Marty said. "He knowsthe
facts of the matter, but he hasn't been engaged at adeep emotiond level.”

"l suppose,” Ameliasaid. Marty untied him and sat back.
"Thank you," Ingram said, rubbing hisforearms.
"What I'd like to know first is—"

What happened next was so quick that | couldn't have described it until after | saw the record from the
overhead camera

Ingram shifted his chair dightly, asif half-turning toward Marty as he spoke. Actudly, hewasjust getting
leverage and clearance.

In asudden move worthy of an Olympic gymnast, he twisted out of the chair and up, clipping Marty on
the chin with histoe, and then making a complete spin halfway down the table to where | was sitting, the
pistol in my hand but not aimed. | got off onewild shot and then he dammed into my chest with both fe<t,
breaking two ribs. He snatched the gun out of midair and shoulder-rolled off the table, landing feet-first
with aballetic spin that ended with hisfoot catching mein thethroat as| fell. It was probably intended to
kick my brains out, but nobody's perfect.

| couldn't see much from my vantage point on thefloor, but | heard Marty say "Won't work," and then |
passed out.

| woke up back in my chair, with Megan Orr withdrawing a hypodermic gun from my bareforearm. A
man | recognized but couldn't name was doing the sameto Amelia—L obell, Marc Lobdll, the only one of
the Twenty | hadn't jacked with.

It was asif we'd gone back afew minutesin time and had been given achanceto start over. Everybody
was back in their origind positions; Ingram safely tied up again. But my chest hurt with every bresth and |
wasn't sure| could talk.

"Meg," | croaked. "Dr. Orr?' Sheturned around. "Can | see you when thisisover? | think he broke arib
or two."

"Y ou want to come with me now?'

| shook my head, which hurt my throat. "Want to hear what the bastard hasto say."
Marc was standing at the open door. "Give me hdf aminute to get Stuated.”
"Okay." Megan went over to Ingram, the only one not awake now, and waited.

"Observation room next door," Mendez said. "Marc watches what's going on and can flood the room
with knockout gasin seconds. It's anecessary precaution, dealing with outsiders.”

"You redly can't do violence, then," Amdiasaid.

"I can," | sad. "Mindif | kick him afew times before you revive him?'



"We can defend oursdves, actudly. | can't imagineinitiating violence." Mendez gestured a me. "But
Julian presents afamiliar paradox—if he were to atack this man, theres not much | could do.”

"What if he attacked one of the Twenty?' Marty asked.
"Y ou know the answer to that. It would be salf-defense, then. HEd be attacking me.”
"Should | go ahead?' Megan asked. Mendez nodded and she gave Ingram his shot.

He cameto, ingtinctively pulling a hisbonds, jerking twice, and then he settled back. " Quick anesthetic,
whatever it was." Helooked a me. "' could have killed you, you know."

"Bullshit. You did your best."
"Y ou better hope you never find out what my best is"
"Gentlemen,” Mendez said, "weéll agree that you two are the most dangerous peoplein thisroom—"

"Not by along shot,” Ingram said. "The rest of you are the most dangerous people under one roof in the
wholeworld. Maybein dl of history.”

"Weve conddered that viewpoint,” Marty said.

"Well, consider it some more. Y ou're going to make the human race extinct in a couple of generations.
Y ou're mongters. Like creatures from another planet, bent on our destruction.”

Marty smiled broadly. "That's ametaphor | hadn't thought of. But all we're redlly bent on destroying is
the race's capability for salf-destruction.”

"Evenif that could work, and I'm not convinced it could, what good isit if wewind up being something
other than men?’

"Haf of usaren't men to beginwith,"” Megan said quietly.

"Y ou know what | mean.”

"| think you meant just what you said.”

"How much does he know," | asked, "about why thisis urgent?"

"No details" Marty said.

""The ultimate wegpon,’ whatever that is. Weve been surviving ultimate wegpons since 1945."

"Earlier,” Mendez said. "The arplane, the tank, nerve gas. But thisonesalittle more dangerous. A little
more ultimate.”

"And you're behind it," he said, looking at Ameliawith an odd, avid expression. "But dl these other
people, this Twenty," know about it."

"I don't know how much they know," she said. "I haven't jacked with them."
"But you will, soon enough,” Mendez said to him. "Then it will all becomeclear.”

"It'safederd offenseto jack someone againgt hiswill."



"Redly. | don't suppose they'd be amused about our drugging someone and kidnapping him, either. Then
tying him up for interrogation.”

"You can untieme. | seethat physcd resstanceisfutile”

"l think not," Marty said. "You'rejust alittle too fast, too good.”

"l won't answer any questions, tied up.”

"Oh, | think you will, oneway or another. Megan?'

She held up the hypo gun and turned adia on the sde two clicks. "Just give theword, Marty."
"Tazlet F-3," Megan said, amiling.

"Now that'sredly illegd."

"Ohmy. They'll just haveto cut our bodies down and hang usagain.”

"That's not funny." Obvious gtrain in the man's voice.

"I think he knows about the Sde effects," Megan said. "They last along time. Greet for weight loss." She
stepped toward him and he shrank back.

"All right. I'll talk."
"Hell lig" | sad.

"Maybe," Marty said. "But welll find out the next time we jack. Y ou said we were the most dangerous
peoplein the world. Going to make the human race extinct. Would you care to amplify that statement?”

"That'sif you succeed, which | don't think islikdly. You'll convert alarge fraction of us, from thetop
down, and then the Ngumi, or whoever, will step in and take over. End of experiment.”

"WEell be converting the Ngumi, too."

"Not many and not fast enough. Their leadership istoo fragmented. If you converted al the South
American goomies, the African oneswould step in and egt them up.”

Kind of aracistimage, | thought, but kept it to my cannibal salf.

"But if we do succeed,” Mendez said, "you think that would be even worse?!

"Of course! Loseawar, you can rise up and fight again. Lose the ability to fight..."
"But there would be no oneto fight,” Megan said.

"Nonsense. Thisthing can't work on everybody. Y ou have one tenth of one percent unaffected, they'll
arm themselves and take over. And you'l just give them the key to the city and do whatever they say.”

"It'snot that ampligtic,” Mendez said. "We can defend oursalves without killing.”
"What, the way you've defended yoursdlf against me? Gas everybody and tie them up?’

"I'm surewell work out strategieswell ahead of time. After al, well have plenty of mindslike yours at

our disposd.”



"You're actudly asoldier,” he said to me, "and you go aong with this foolishness?’

"l didn't ask to beasoldier. And | can't imagine a peace asfoolish asthiswar we'rein.”

He shook hishead. "Well, they've gotten to you. Y our opinion doesn't count.”

"Infact,” Marty said, "he's on our side naturally. He hasn't gone through the process. Neither havel.”
"Then the more fools you both are. Get rid of competition and you're just not human anymore.”

"There's competition here," Mendez said. "Even physical. Ellie and Megan play vicious handball. Most of
us are dowed down by age, but we compete mentally in ways you couldn't even comprehend.”

"I'm jacked. I've done that—Iightning chess and three-dimensiona go. Even you must know it's not the
same”

"No, it's not the same. Y ou've been jacked, but not long enough to even understand the rules we play

by.

"I'm talking about stakes, not rules! War isterrible and crud, but so islife. Other games are just games.
War isfor red."

"You're athrowback, Ingram,” | said. "Y ou want to smear yourself with woad and go bash people's
brainsout.”

"What | amisaman. | don't know what the hell you are, other than a coward and atraitor.”

| can't pretend he didn't get to me. One part of me sincerely wanted to get him alone and beat himto a
pulp. Which is exactly what he wanted; I'm sure he could have stuffed my foot up my assand pulled it
out through my throat.

"Excuse me,” Marty said, and tapped hisright earring to pick up amessage. After afew moments, he
shook his head. "His orders come from too high. | can't find out when they expect him back."

"If I'm not back in two—"

"Oh, shut up." He gestured to Megan. "Knock him out. The sooner we get him jacked, the better.”
"Y ou don't have to knock me out.”

"We haveto go to the other side of the building. I'd rather carry you than trust you.”

Megan clicked the gun to another setting and popped him. He stared defiantly for afew seconds and
then dumped. Marty reached to untie him. "Wait ahaf minute," Megan said. "He might be bluffing.”

"That's not the same tuff asthis?’ | said, holding up the pistal.

"No, he's had plenty of that in one day. This doesn't work asfast, but it doesn't take as much out of you."
She reached over and pinched his earlobe, hard. He didn't react. "Okay."

Marty untied the left arm and it jerked halfway to histhroat and fell back limp. Thelipstwitched, eyes il
shut. "Tough guy." He hesitated, then untied the other bonds.

| got up to help him carry, but winced with the painin my chest. "You St down,” Megan said. "Dont lift a
pencil until | get alook at you."



Everybody e se hustled out with Ingram, leaving Amdiaand me aone.

"Let melook at that,” she said, and unbuttoned my shirt. There was ared areaat the bottom of my rib
cage that was dready starting to turn bruise-tan, on itsway to purple. She didn't touch it. "He could have
killed you."

"Both of us. How doesit fed to be wanted, dead or aive?’
"Sickening. He can't bethe only one.”

"I should haveforeseenit," | said. "I should know how the military mind works—being part of one, after
al”

She stroked my arm gently. "We were just worried about the other scientists reactions. Funny, in away.
If I thought about outside reaction at al, | assumed people would just accept our authority and be glad
we had caught the problem intime."

"l think most people would, even military. But the wrong department heard about it first."
" Spooks." She grimaced. "Domestic spiesreading journals?!

"Now that we know they exi, their existence seemsamogt inevitable. All they haveto doishavea
machine routinely search for key words in the synopses of papers submitted for peer review inthe
physical sciences and some engineering. If something lookslike it hasamilitary application, they
investigate and pull rings”

"And have the authors killed?

"Drafted, probably. Let them do their work with auniform on. In our case, your case, it called for dragtic
measures, since the weapon was so powerful it couldn't be used.”

"So they just picked up aphone and had orders cut for someone to come kill me, and another oneto kill
Peter?' She whistled at the autobar and asked it for wine.

"Wdll, Marty got from him that his primary order wasto bring you back. Peter's probably in aroom like
this somewhere in Washington, shot full of Tazlet F-3, verifying what they dready know."

"If that's the case, though, they'll know about you. Make it sort of hard for you to snesk into Portobello
asamole”

The wine came and we tasted it and |ooked at each other, thinking the same thing: | was only going to be
safeif Peter had died before he could tell them about me.

Marty and Mendez came in and sat down next to us, Marty kneading his forehead. "We're going to have
to move fast now; move everything up. What part of the cycleisyour platoon in?'

"They've been jacked for two days. In the soldier-boys for one.” | thought. “They're probably till in
Portobello, training. Breaking in the new platoon leader with exercisesin Pedroville.”

"Okay. Thefirgt thing | haveto do is see whether my pet genera can havetheir training period
extended—five or Sx days ought to be plenty. Y ou're sure that phone line's secure?”

"Absolutely.” Mendez said. "Otherwisewed dl bein uniform or ininditutions, including you."

"That gives us about two weeks. Plenty of time. | can do the memory modification on Julianin two or



three days. Have orders cut for him to be waiting for the platoon in Building 31."

"But we're not sure whether he should go there,” Ameliasaid. "If the people who sent Ingram after me
got ahold of Peter and made him talk, then they know Julian collaborated on the math. The next time he
reportsfor duty they'll grab him.”

| squeezed her hand. "I supposeit'sarisk I'll haveto take. Y ou can fix it so that they won't be ableto
learn about this place from me.”

Marty nodded, thoughtful. "That part's pretty routine, tailoring your memory. But it does put usin abind
... we have to erase the memory of your having worked on the Problem, in order for you to get back into
Portobello. But if they grab you because of Peter and find a hole there, instead of amemory, they'll know
you've been tampered with."

"Could you link it with the suicide attempt?' | asked. " Jefferson was proposing to erase those memories
anyhow. Couldn't you makeit ook like that's what had been done?’

"Maybe. Just maybe ... may 17" Marty poured some wineinto aplagtic cup. He offered it to Mendez,
and he shook his head. "It's not an additive process, unfortunately—I can take away memories, but |
can't subgtitute false ones.” He sipped. "It's a possibility, though. With Jefferson on our side. It wouldn't
be hard to have him supposedly erase too much, so that it covered the week you were working up in
Washington."

"Thisislooking more and morefragile)” Amdiasaid. "I mean, | know amost nothing about being
jacked—nbut if these powersthat be tapped into you or Mendez or Jefferson, wouldn't the whole thing
cometumbling down?'

"What we need isasuicide pill," | said. " Speaking of suicide.”

"I couldn't ask peopleto do that. I'm not surethat | would doit.”

"Not even to save the universe?' | meant that to be sarcastic, but it came out asmple statement.

Marty turned alittle pale. "Y ou'reright, of course. | haveto at least provideit asan option. For al of us."

Mendez spoke up. "Thisisnot so dramatic. But were overlooking an obviousway of buying time: we
could move. Two hundred miles north and werein aneutral country. They'd think twice before sending
an assassin into Canada.”

Weadl consdered that. "I don't know," Marty said. "The Canadian government wouldn't have any reason
to protect us. Some agency would come up with an extradition request and we'd be in Washington the
next day, in chains.”

"Mexico," | sad. "The problem with Canadaisit's not corrupt enough. Take the nanoforge down to
Mexico and you can buy absolute secrecy.”

"That'sright!" Marty said. "And in Mexico there are plenty of clinicswhere we can set up jacks and do
memory modification.”

"But how do you propose getting the nanoforge there?' Mendez said. "It welghs more than atonne, not
even counting all those vats and buckets and jars of raw materidsit feedson.”

"Usethe machineto make atruck?' | said.



"l don't think so. It can't make anything bigger than seventy-nine centimeters across. In theory, we could
make atruck, but it would be in hundreds of pieces, sections. Y ou'd need a couple of master mechanics
and abig metal working shop, to put it together.”

"Why couldn't we stedl one?' Ameliasaid in asmal voice. "The army haslots of trucks. Y our pet genera
can change officia records and have people promoted and transferred. Surely he can have atruck sent
around.”

"l sugpect it's harder to move physica objects than information,” Marty said. "Worth atry, though.
Anybody know how to drive?"

Wedl looked at each other. "Four of the Twenty do,"” Mendez said. "I've never driven atruck, but it
can't be that much different.”

"Maggie Cameron used to be achauffeur,” | recalled from jacking with them. "She's driven in Mexico.
Ricci learned to drive in the army; drove army trucks.”

Marty stood up, moving alittle dowly. "Take meto that secure line, Emilio. Well see what the genera
cando."

There was aquick light rap on the door and Unity Han opened it, breathless. "Y ou should know. As
soon as we jacked with him two-way, we found out... the man Peter, he's dead. Killed out of hand, for
what he knew."

Amdiabit aknuckle and looked at me. Onetear.

"Dr. Harding..." She hesitated. ™Y ou were going to die, too. As soon as |ngram was sure your records
had been destroyed.”

Marty shook his head. "Thisisn't the Office of Technology Assessment.”

"It'snot Army Intelligence, either,” Unity said. "Ingramisone of acell of Enders. There are thousands of
them, scattered dl through the government.”

"Jesus," | said. "And now they know that we can make their prophecy cometrue.”

WHAT INGRAM REVEALED WASthat he persondly knew only three other members of the
Hammer of God. Two of them were fellow employees of the Office of Technology Assessment—a
civilian secretary who worked in Ingram's office in Chicago, and hisfellow officer, who had goneto S.
Thomasto kill Peter Blankenship. The third was a man he knew only as Ezekidl, who showed up once or
twice ayear with orders. Ezekid claimed that the Hammer of God had thousands of people scattered
throughout government and commerce, mostly in the military and police forces.

Ingram had nated four men and two women, al but one of them military people (one had been the
husband of the scientist he was sent to kill). They were dways far from Chicago, and most of the crimes

had passed muster as desth from natural causes. In one, he raped the victim and mutilated her body ina

specific way, following orders, so the death would appear to have been one of achain of serid killings.

Hefdt good about al of them. Dangerous sinners he had sent to Hell. But he had especidly liked the
mutilation, theintengity of it, and he kept hoping Ezekid would bring him another order for one.

Hed had thejack installed three years before. Hisfellow Enders wouldn't have approved of it, and



neither did he gpprove of the hedonistic ways they were normally used. He only used his at the jack
chape s and sometimes the snuff shows, which adso qudified asakind of religious experience for him.

One of the people held killed was an off-duty mechanic, astabilizer like Candi. It made Julian wonder
about the men, maybe Enders, who had raped Arly and Ieft her for dead. And the Ender with the knife,
outside the convenience store. Werethey just crazy, or part of an organized effort? Or were they both?

THE NEXT MORNING | jacked with the bastard for an hour, which was more than fifty-nine minutes
too long. He made Scoville look like achoirboy.

| had to get away. Ameliaand | found bathing suits and pedaed to the beach. In the men's changing
room two men watched mein astrangely hostileway. | supposed black people are rare up here. Or
maybe bicycligs.

We didn't do much swimming; the water was too salty, with agreasy metalic taste, and surprisingly cold.
For some reason, it smelled like cured ham. We waded out and dried off, shivering, and walked for a
while on the odd beach.

The white sand wasn't native, obvioudy. We'd comein pedaing over the actua crater surface, which
was akind of dark umber glass. The sand felt too powdery underfoot, and made a squeaking sound.

It seemed really strange compared to the Texas beaches where we'd vacationed, Padre Idand and
Matagorda. No seabirds, shells, crabs. Just abig round artifact full of dkainewater. A lake created by a
smpleminded god, Amdliasaid.

"I know where he could find acouple of thousand followers,”" | said.
"I dreamed about him," she said. "I dreamed he had gotten me, like the one you talked about.”

| hesitated. "Do you want to talk about it?' He had opened the victim from navel to womb, and then
made a cross-dash through the middle of the abdomen, as akind of decoration after cutting her throat.

She made abrushing-away gesture. "Theredlity's more frightening than the dream. If it'sat dl like his
pictureof it."

"Yeah." Weld discussed the possibility that there were only afew of them; maybe only four deluded
conspirators. But he seemed to be able to draw on an awful lot of resources—information, money, and
ration credits, aswdl as gadgetslike the AK 101. Marty was going to talk to his general this morning.

"It's scary that their Situation is the opposite of ours. We could locate and interrogate a thousand of them
and never find anyoneinvolved in the actua planning. But if they jack with any one of you, they know

everything."
| nodded. " So we haveto movefast."

"Move, period. Once they track him or Jefferson up here, we're dead.” She stopped walking. "L et's Sit
here. Just St quietly for afew minutes. It might be our last chance.”

She crossed ankles and drifted into akind of lotus position. | sat down less gracefully. We held hands
and watched morning mist burn off the dead gray water.



MARTY PASSED ON WHAT Ingram had revealed about the Hammer of God to the general. He said
it sounded fantastic, but he would make cautious inquiries.

He dso found for them two decommissioned vehicles, delivered that afternoon: a heavy-duty pand truck
and aschool bus. They turned the conspicuous army green into achurchly powder blue, and lettered " St.
Bartholomew's Home" on both vehicles.

Moving the nanoforge was no picnic. The crew that had delivered it long ago had used two heavy dallies,
aramp, and awinch to get it into the basement. They used the machine to improvise duplicates, jacked it
up onto the dollies and, after widening three doors, managed to get it into the garage in one backbreaking
day. Then at night they snuck it out and winched it into the pand truck.

Meanwhile, they were modifying the school bus so that Ingram and Jefferson could stay jacked
continuoudy, which meant taking out seats and putting in beds, dong with equipment to keep them fed
and watered and emptied. They would stay continually jacked to two of the Twenty, or Julian, working in
staggered four-hour shifts.

Julian and Ameliawere working as unskilled |abor, tearing out the last four rows of seatsin the busand
improvising asolid frame for the beds, sweating and swatting mosguitoes under the harsh light, when
Mendez clomped into the bus, rolling up hisdeeves. "Julian, I'll take over here. The Twenty need you to
jack with them.”

"Gladly." Julian got up and stretched, both shoulders crackling. "What's up? Ingram have a heart attack, |
hope?'

"No, they need some practica input about Portobello. One-way jack, for safety's sake.”
Amediawatched Julian go. "I'm afraid for him."

"I'm afraid for usdl." Hetook asmall bottle from his pants pocket, opened it, and shook out a capsule.
He handed it to her, hishand quivering alittle.

Shelooked at the silver ovd. "The poison.”

"Marty saysit'samogt instantaneous, and irreversble. An enzymethat goes straight to the brain.”
"It fedslikeglass”

"Somekind of plastic. We're supposed to bite down oniit.”

"What if you swdlow it?'

"It teakeslonger. Theideais—"

"I know what theideaiis." She put it in her blouse pocket and buttoned it. " So what did the Twenty want
to know about Portobello?"

"Panama City, actualy. The POW camp and the Portobello connection to it, if any.”
"What are they going to do with thousands of hogtile prisoners?'
"Turn them into dlies. Jack them dl together for two weeks and humanize them.”

"And let them go?'



"Oh, no." Mendez smiled and looked back toward the house. "Even behind bars, they won't be prisoners
awymore."

I UNJACKED AND STARED down into the wildflowersfor aminute, sort of wishing it had been
two-way; sort of not. Then | stood up, stumbled, and went back to where Marty was Sitting at one of the
picnic tables. Incongruoudy, he was dicing lemons. He had alarge plagtic bag of them and three pitchers,
and amanud juicer.

"So what do you think?'
"Y ou're making lemonade.”

"My speciaty.” Each of the pitchers had ameasured amount of sugar in the bottom. When he diced a
lemon, he would take athin dice out of the middle and throw it on the sugar. Then squeeze the juice out
of both halves. It looked like six lemons per pitcher.

"I don't know," | said. "It'san audacious plan. | have acouple of misgivings.”
"Okay."

"You want to jack?" | nodded toward the table with the one-way box.

"No. Give me the surfacefirst. In your own words, so to speak.”

| sat down across from him and rolled alemon between my pams. "Thousands of people. All from a
foreign culture. The process works, but you've only tried it on twenty Americans—twenty white
Americans”

"There's no reason to think it might be culture-bound.”

"That'swhat they say themsalves. But there's no evidence to the contrary, either. Suppose you wind up
with three thousand raving lunatics?'

"Not likely. That's good conservative science—we ought to do a small-scae test firs—but we can't
afford to. We're not doing science now—were doing politics.”

"Beyond palitics" | said. "There'sno word for what we're doing.”
"Socid enginesring?’

| had to laugh. "1 wouldn't say that around an engineer. It'slike mechanica engineering with a crowbar
and dedgehammer.”

He concentrated on alemon. "Y ou do till agreethat it hasto be done.”

"Something has to be done. A couple of days ago, we were still considering options. Now we're on
somekind of dippery ramp; can't dow down, can't go back."

"True, but we didn't do it voluntarily, remember. Jefferson put us on the edge of the ramp, and Ingram
pushed usover."



"Y eah. My mother likesto say, 'Do something, evenif it'swrong.' | guesswerein that mode.”

He set down the knife and looked at me. "Actualy not. Not quite. We do have the option of just plain
going public.”

"About the Jupiter Project?

"About the whole thing. In dl likelihood, the government's going to discover what we're doing and squash
us. We could take that opportunity away from them by going public.”

Odd that | hadn't even considered that. ""But we wouldn't get anything close to a hundred percent
compliance. Lessthan half, you figured. And then werrein Ingram's nightmare, aminority of lambs
surrounded by wolves."

"Worsethan that,” he said cheerfully. "Who controls the media? Before the first volunteer could sign up,
the government would have us painted as ogres bent on world domination. Mind controllers. Wed be
hunted down and lynched.”

He finished with the lemons and poured equa amounts of juice into each pitcher. "Understand that I've
been thinking about thisfor twenty years. There's no way around the central conundrum: to humanize
someone, we haveto install ajack; but once you're jacked two-way, you can't keep a secret.

"If we had dl thetimein the world, we could do it like the Enders cdll system. Elaborate memory
modification for everybody who's not at the very top, so that nobody could reveal my identity or yours.
But memory modification takes training, equipment, time.

"Thisideaof humanizing the POWsis partly away of undermining the government's case againgt us,
ahead of time. It's presented initidly asaway of keeping the prisonersin line—but then we let the news
media'discover' that something more profound has happened to them. Heartless killers transformed into
snts”

"Meanwhile, were doing the same thing to al the mechanics. Onecycleat atime.”
"That'sright,” he said. "Forty-five days. If it works."

The arithmetic was clear enough. There were six thousand soldierboys, each serviced by three cycles.
Fifteen days each, and after forty-five days you had eighteen thousand people on our side, plusthe
thousand or two who run the flyboys and Waterboys, who would be going through the process.

What Marty's pet generd was going to do, or try, was to declare a worldwide Psychops effort that
required certain platoons to stay on duty for aweek or afew weeks extra.

It only took five extradaysto "turn" amechanic, but then you couldn't just send him home. The changein
behavior would be obvious, and the first time one was jacked, the secret would be out. Fortunately, once
the mechanics were jacked, they'd understand the necessity for isolation, so keeping them on base
wouldn't be aproblem. (Except for feeding and housing dl those extra people, which Marty's genera
would incorporate into the exercise. Never hurt asoldier to bivouac for aweek or two.)

Meanwhile, the publicity over the miraculous " conversion” of the POWswould be priming the public to
accept the next step.

The ultimate bloodless coup: pacifists taking over the army, and the army taking over the government.
And then the people—radical ideal—taking over the government themsalves.



"But the whole thing hinges on this mystery man, or woman,” | said. " Someone who can shuffle medica
records around, have afew people reassigned, okay. Appropriate atruck and abus. That's nothing like
Setting up agloba Psychops exercise. Onethat's actualy atakeover of the military.”

He nodded quietly.
"Aren't you going to put water in the lemonade?’

"Not until morning. That's the secret.” He folded hisarms. "Asto the big secret, hisidentity, youre
periloudy closeto solving it.”

"The president?' He laughed. " Secretary of defense? Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff?"

"Y ou could figure it out with what you know, given atable of organization. Which isaproblem. Were
extremely vulnerable between now and the time your memory has been tailored.”

| shrugged. "The Twenty told me about the suicide pills.”

He carefully uncapped abrown via and shook three hard pillsinto my hand. "Bite down on one and
you'll be brain-dead in afew seconds. For you and meit ought to bein aglasstooth.”

"Inatooth?'

"Old spy myth. But if they take you or me dive, and get ajack into us, the generd's dead mest, and the
wholethingisover.”

"But you're one-way."

He nodded. "With me, it would take alittle torture. With you... well, you might aswell just know his
name”

"Senator Dietz? The pope?'

Hetook my arm and started to lead me back to the bus. "It's Mg or General Stanton Roser, the
Assigtant Secretary for Force Management and Personnel. He was one of the Twenty who supposedly
died, but with a different name and face. Now he has a disconnected jack, but otherwise he's
well-connected indeed.”

"None of the Twenty knows?"

He shook his head. "And they won't find out from me. Nor from you, now. Y ou don't jack with anybody
until we get to Mexico and tailor your memory."

THEIR DRIVE DOWN TO Mexico wastoo interesting. The fud cellsin thetruck lost power so fast
they had to be recharged every two hours. Before they got out of South Dakota they decided to pull
over for half aday and rewire the vehicle so it was powered directly by the nanoforgeswarm fusion
generator.

Then the bus broke down, the transmission turning to mush. It was essentidly an airtight cylinder of
powdered iron stiffened by amagnetic field. Two of the Twenty, Hanover and Lamb, had worked on
cars, and together they figured out that the problem wasin the shifting program—when the torque
demand reached a certain threshold, the field switched off for amoment to shift to alower gear; whenit
went below another threshold, it would shift up. But the program had gone haywire, and was trying to



shift ahundred times a second, so the iron powder cylinder wasn't rigid long enough to transmit much
power. After they figured out the nature of the problem, it was easy to fix, since the shifting parameters
could be set manually. They had to reset them every ten or fifteen minutes, because the bus wasn't redly
designed for so heavy aload, and kept overcompensating. But they did lurch south athousand milesa
day, making plans.

Before they got into Texas, Marty had made arrangements of a shady nature with Dr. Spencer, who
owned the Guada gjara clinic where Amelia had been operated on. He didn't revedl that he had a
nanoforge, but he did say he had limited, but unsupervised, access to one, and he could make the doctor
anything, within reason, that the thing could make in six hours. As proof, 2200 carats worth, he sent
along aone-pound diamond paperweight with Spencer's name lasered into the top facet.

In exchange for the six machine hours, Dr. Spencer shuffled his gppointments and personnel so that
Marty's people could have awing to themsaves, and the use of severa technicians, for aweek.
Extensionsto be discussed.

A week was dl that Marty would need, to tailor Julian's memories and compl ete the humanization of his
two captives.

Getting through the border into Mexico was easy, asmplefinancid transaction. Getting back the same
way would be dmost impossible; the guards on the American sde were dow and efficient and difficult to
bribe, being robots. But they wouldn't be driving back, unless things absolutely fell gpart. They planned to
be flying to Washington aboard amilitary aircraft—preferably not as prisoners.

It took another day to drive to Guada gjara; two hours crawling through the sprawl of Guadalgaraitself.
All the streets that were not under repair seemed not to have been repaired since the twentieth century.
They findly found the clinic, though, and left the bus and truck in its underground lot, guarded by an old
man with asubmachine gun. Mendez stayed with the truck and kept an eye on the guard.

Spencer had everything prepared, including the rental of anearby guest house, laFlorida, for the
budoad. No questions, except to verify their needs. Marty had Jefferson and Ingram ingtalled in the
clinic, dong with acouple of the Twenty.

They began setting up the Portobello phase from laForida. Assuming the local phonesweren't secure,
they had a scrambled military line bounced off asatellite and routed through General Roser.

It was easy enough to get Julian assigned to Building 31 asakind of middle-management trainee, Snce
he was no longer afactor in the company's strategic plans. But the other part of it—arequest to extend
his platoon's time in the sol dierboys an additiona week—was turned down at the battdion leve, with the
terse explanation that the "boys' had already gone through too much stress the past couple of cycles.

That was true enough. They had had three weeks, un-jacked, to dwell on the Liberia disaster, and some
had not been in good soldierly shape when they came back. Then there was the new stress of retraining
with Eileen Zakim, Julian's replacement. For nine days they would be confined to
Portobello—"Pedrovill€'—doing the same maneuvers over and over, until their performance with Eileen
was close enough to what it had been with Julian.

(It would turn out that Eileen did have one pleasant surprise. She had expected resentment, that the new
platoon leader had come from outside, rather than being promoted from the ranks. It was quite the
opposite: they dl had known Julian's job intimately, and none of them wanted it.)

It wasfortunate, but not exactly unusua, that the colonel who brusgquely turned down the extension
request had himsdf arequest for change of assgnment in the works. Many of the officersin Building 31



would rather be assigned someplace with more action, or with less; this colond suddenly had orders
delivered that sent him to arelief compound in Botswana, atotally pacified place where the Alliance
presence was considered a godsend.

The colond who replaced him came from Washington, from Genera Stanton Roser's Office of Force
Management and Personndl. After held settled in for afew days, reviewing his predecessor's policies and
actions, he quietly reversed the one affecting Julian's old platoon. They would stay jacked until 25 July, as
part of along-standing OFMP study. On the 25th, they'd be brought in for testing and eva uation.

Brought in to Building 31.

Roser's OFMP couldn't directly affect what went on in the huge Cana Zone POW camp; that was
managed by a short company from Army Intelligence, which had aplatoon of soldierboys attached to it.

The chalenge was somehow to have al the POWSs jacked together for two weeks without any of the
soldierboys or Intelligence officers, one of whom was aso jacked, eavesdropping.

To thisend they conjured up acolonelcy for Harold McLaughlin, the only one of the Twenty who had
both army experience and fluency in Spanish. He had orders cut to go to the Zone to monitor an
experiment in extended "pacification” of the POWSs. His uniforms and paperswerewaiting for himin
Guaddgara.

Onenight in Texas, Marty had cdled all the Saturday Night Specid people and asked, in an enigmatic
and guarded way, whether they would like to come down to Guada gara, to share some vacation time
with him and Julian and Blaze: "Everyone has been under so much stress.™ It was partly to benefit from
their varied and objective viewpoints, but also to get them across the border before the wrong people
showed up asking questions. All of them but Belda said they were able to come; even Ray, who had just
spent a couple of weeksin Guadagara, having afew decades worth of fat vacuumed out of his body.

So who should be firgt to show up at laForida but Belda, after al, hobbling in with acane and an
overloaded human porter. Marty was in the entrance hall, and for amoment just stared.

"| thought it over and decided to take the train down. Convince meit wasn't abig mistake." She nodded
at the porter. "Tdl this nice boy whereto put my things."

"Uh... habitacion dieciocho. Room 18. Up the stairs. Y ou speak English?
"Enough,” he said, and staggered up the sairs with the four bags.

"l know Asher's coming in this afternoon,” she said. It was not quite twelve. "What about the others?|
thought | might rest until the festivitiesbegin.”

"Good. Good idea. Everyone should be in by six or seven. We have abuffet set up for eight.”

"I'll be there. Get some deep yourself. You look terrible.” She pulled hersdlf up the stairswith cane and
banigter.

Marty looked as bad as she said, having just spent hours jacked with McLaughlin going over dl theins
and outs, every possible thing that could go wrong with the POW aspect of "the caper,” asMcLaughlin
cdledit. HeEd be on his own most of thetime.

Therewould be no problem aslong as orders were followed, since the orders called for al of the POWs
to be isolated for two weeks. Most of the Americans didn't like jacking with them anyhow.



After two weeks, starting right after Julian's platoon moved in on Building 31, McLaughlin would teke a
walk and disappear, leaving the POWS humanization anirreversible fact of life. Then they would be
connected with Portobello and prepare for the next stage.

Marty flopped down on the unmade bed in his small room and stared at the ceiling. It was stucco, and
the crusted swirls of it made fantastic patternsin the shifting light that threaded across the room from the
top of the shuttersthat cut off the view of the street; light reflected from the windshields and glittering
canopies of the carsthat crawled by in the street below, noisily unaware that their old world was about to
die. If everything went right. Marty stared at the shifting shadows and cata ogued all the things that could
go wrong. And then their old world would dieg, literdly.

How could they keep the plan secret, againgt dl odds? If only the humanization didn't take so long. But
there was no way around it.

Or s0 he thought.

I'D BEEN LOOKING FORWARD to seeing the Saturday Night Speciad crowd again, and there
couldn't have been a more welcome setting for the reunion, astired aswe were of road food. The dining
table at la Floridawas a crowded landscape of ddlights. a platter of jumbled sausages and another of
roasted chickens, split and steaming; a huge salmon lying open on a plank; three colors of rice and bright
bowls of potatoes and corn and beans; stacks of bread and tortillas. Bowls of salsa, chopped peppers,
and guacamole. Rezawas loading aplate when | came in; we exchanged greetingsin silly gringo Spanish
and | followed hisexample.

Wed just collapsed in oversiuffed chairs, plates balanced on |aps, when the others came downdtairsin a
group, led by Marty. It was amob, adozen of the Twenty aswell asfive from our crowd. | gave up my
char to Bddaand filled asmdl plate to her specifications, saying hello to everyone, and eventudly found
apiece of floor in acorner with Ameliaand Reza, who had also given up his early advantageto a
white-haired woman, Ellie,

Reza poured us each acup of red wine from an un-labeled jug. "Let me seeyour ID, soldier." He shook
his head, drank half the cup and refilled it. "I'm emigrating,” he said.

"Better bring lots of money,” Ameliasaid. There were no jobsfor Nortesin Mexico. .
"Y ou guysredly have your own persond nano-forge?’

"Boy, security istight around here," | said.

He shrugged. "'l sort of heard Marty tell Ray about it. Stolen?”

"No, an antique.”" | told him as much of the story as| could. It was frustrating; everything | knew about its
history came from being jacked with the Twenty, and there was no way to communicate al the nuance
and complexity of its shadowy story. Like reading just the face level of ahypertext.

"So technicaly, it's not stolen. It does belong to you.”

"Wadll, it'snot legd for private citizensto own warm fusion plants, let a one the nanogeness modules—but
St. Bartholomew's was chartered by the army in agrant that hid all kinds of spooky classified things. |
guess the records got scrambled, and we're sort of caretaking the old machine until someone like the
Smithsonian showsup for it."

"Good of you." He attacked a quarter-chicken. "Would | be wrong in assuming that Marty didn't
summon us down here for our sage advice?!



"Hell ask your advice,” Amdiasaid. "He asksfor minedl thetime" Sherolled her eyes.
Rezadipped achicken legin jaapenos. "But basicdly, he's covering hisrear. Hisrear flank.”

"And protecting you," | said. "Asfar aswe know, nobody's after Marty yet. But they're certainly after
Blaze, for this ultimate wegpon she knows al about.”

"They killed Peter," she murmured.
Rezalooked blank and then shook his head sharply. "Y our coworker. Who did?"

"The one who came after me said he was from the army's 'Office of Technology Assessment.' " She
shook her head. "He was and he wasn't.”

"Spooks?'
"Worsethan that," | said. | explained about the Hammer of God.
"So why not just go public?' hesaid. "You didn't plan for it to Stay secret.”

"Wewill," | said, "but the later, the better. Idedly, not until we have al the mechanics converted. Not just
Portobello, but everywhere."

"Which will take amonth and ahdf,” Amdiasad, "if everything goes according to plan. | canimagine
how likely that isgoing to be."

"Y ou won't even get to that stage,” Reza said. "All those people able to read minds?1'd bet you a
month's alcohol ration it'll blow up in your face before you get the first platoon converted.”

"No bet," | said. "Aslittleas| need your ration. The only chance we haveisto stay alittle ahead of the
game. Try to beready for disaster when it strikes.”

A dranger sat down with usand | redlized it was Ray, the three quarters of him that was |eft after
cosmetic surgery. "'l jacked with Marty." He laughed. "God, what ascrewball plan. Go away for a
couple of weeks and everybody goes crazy.”

"Some are born crazy,” Ameliasaid. "Some achieve craziness. We had craziness thrust upon us.”

"Bet that'saquote,”" Ray said, and crunched down on acarrot. He had aplate full of raw vegetables.
"True enough, though. One person dead and how many of usto follow? To take on the unlikely task of
improving human neture.”

"If youwant out,” | said, "it better be now."

Ray st his plate down and helped himself to somewine. "No way. I've worked with jacks aslong as
Marty. Weve been playing with thisidealonger than you've been playing with girls"" He glanced at
Amediaand smiled and looked down at his plate.

Marty rescued him by dinging a spoon on awater glass. "We have avast range of experience and
expertise here, and won't often al be together in oneroom. | think it would be smart thisfirst time,
though, to limit oursalves to getting our timetable and other information straight—things the jacked people
al know in detail, but the rest of usonly in bitsand pieces.”

"Let'stakeit backward,” Ray said. "We conquer the world. What's the step just before that?*



Marty stoked his chin. " September firg."
“Labor Day?"

"It'salso Armed Forces Day. The one day in the year when we can have a thousand soldierboys
marching down the streets of Washington. Peacefully.”

"One of thefew days," | added, "when most of the politicians are al'so in Washington. And more or less
in one place, at the parade.”

"A lot of what happens before, just before that, is control of the news. 'Spin,’ they used to call it.

"Two weeks before, we will have finished humanizing the entire POW compound down in Panama City.
It'sgoing to be amiracle—all those unruly, hostile captives transformed into aforgiving, cooperative
nation, eager to use their newfound harmony to end thewar.”

"l ssewherethisisgoing,” Rezasad. "Well never get away withit."
"Okay," Marty said. "Where are we going?'

"Y ou get everybody excited about turning these nasty goomie soldiersinto angdls, and then you whip
aside the magic curtain and say, Ta-dal We've done the samething to al our soldiers. By the way, we're
taking over Washington.”

"Not quite that subtle." Marty rolled up atortillawith astrange mixture of beans, shredded cheese, and
olives. "By thetimethe public learns about it, it will be 'Oh, by the way, we've taken over Congress and
the Pentagon. Stay out of our way while we work thisout.™ He bit into the tortillaand shrugged at Reza.

"Six weeks from now," Rezasaid.

"Six eventful weeks" Amdiasaid. "Just before | left Texas, | sent the rationale for the doomsday
scenario to about fifty scientisis—everyone in my address book tagged as aphysicist or astronomer.”

"That'sfunny,” Asher said. "l wouldn't have gotten it, snce I'd be in your book as 'math’ or 'old fart. But
you'd think some colleague would have mentioned it by now. How long'sit been?!

"Monday," Amdiasad.

"Four days." Asher filled amug with coffee and eaming milk. "Have you contacted any of them?"
"Of course not. | haven't dared to pick up aphone or log on.”

"Nothing inthe news" Rezasad. "Aren't any of your fifty publicity-hungry?'

"Maybeit wasintercepted,” | said.

Ameliashook her head. "It was from a public phone, adatajack in the Dalastrain station; maybe a
microsecond download.”

"So why hasn't anybody reacted?' Rezasaid.

She kept shaking her head. "We've been s0... so busy. | should have..." She set down her plate and
fished through her purse for a phone.

"You're not—" Marty sad.



"I'm not calling anybody." She punched a sequence of numbers from memory. "But | never checked the
echo of that call! | just assumed everybody got... oh, shit." She turned the handset around. It showed a
random jumble of numbers and letters. "The bastard got to my database and scrambled it. Inthe
forty-five minutesit took for meto get to Dallasand makethe call.”

"It'sworsethan that, I'm afraid,” Mendez said. "I've jacked with him for hour after hour. He didn't doit;
didn't think of it."

"Jesus," | said into the silence. "Could it have been someone in our department? Someone who could
decrypt your files and cream them?" She'd been keying through the text. "L ook at this." Therewas
nothing but gibberish until the last word:

"GlODISWIIILIL."

IT TAKESTIME FOR information to percolate up through acell system. By the time Amdiafound
evidence that the Hammer of God had scrambled her files, there was till one day |eft before the very
highest echelon knew that God had given them away to bring on the Last Day: dl they had to do was
keep anybody from interfering with the Jupiter Project.

They were not dumb, and they knew athing or two about spin themsalves. They |eaked the "news' that
there were lunatic-fringe conservatives who wanted to convince you that the Jupiter Project wasatool of
Satan; that continuing it could precipitate the end of the world. The End of the Universe! Could anything
be moreridiculous? A harmless project that, now that it was set in motion, cost nobody anything, and
might give usred information asto how the universe began. No wonder those religious kooks wanted it
suppressed! 1t might prove that God didn't exist!

What it proved, of course, wasthat God did exist, and was calling us home.

The Ender who had decrypted and destroyed Amelias files was none other than Macro, her titular boss,
and he was glad beyond words to see that his part in the plan was crystdlizing.

Macro'sinvolvement did help the other Plan— Marty'srather than God's—in that he deflected attention
from the disappearance of Amdiaand Julian. He had set up Ingram to get rid of Amdlia, and assumed he
had taken care of the black boyfriend at the same time, good riddance to both of them. He had forged
letters of resignation from both, in case anyone came looking. HEd assigned their teaching dutiesto
people who were too grateful to be curious, and there was already so much rumor brewing about them
that he didn't bother to manufacture acover story. Y oung black man and older white woman. They
probably pulled up stakes and went to Mexico.

FORTUNATELY | STILL HAD therough draft of the paper on my own notebook. Ameiaand | could
clean it up and send adelayed broadcast after we left Guadagara. Ellie Morgan, who had been a
journalist before committing murder, volunteered to write asmplified verson for generd release, and one
with everything but equations for a popular science magazine. That would be a pretty short article.

The staff removed al the plates, empty or piled with bones, and brought back plates of cookies and fruit.
| couldn't look at another calorie, but Reza attacked both.

"Since Reza has hismouth full,” Asher said, "let me be devil's advocate for achange.

"Suppose dl it took to become humanized was asmple pill. The government demonstrates how it's going



to make life better for everyone—or even that life will end if everyone doesn't take it—and they supply
the pillsto everybody. Passalaw saying it's life imprisonment if you don't take the pill. How many would
manage not to take it anyhow?'

"Millions," Marty said. "Nobody trusts the government.”

"And instead of apill, you're talking about a complex surgica procedure that only works ninety-some
percent of the time and when it doesn't work, it usualy kills or stupefiesthe victim. Y ou'll have people
running for the hills”

"Weve been through this" Marty said.

"I know. | got the argument when we were jacked. Y ou don't provide it for free—you chargefor it and
makeit asymbol of satusand individua empowerment. How many Enders do you think you're going to
get that way? And what about the people who aready have status and power? They're going to say, 'Oh,
good, now everybody ese can be like me?

"Thefactis" Mendez said, "it does give you power. When I'm linked with the Twenty, | understand five
languages; | have twelve degrees; I've lived over athousand years.”

"The status part will be propaganda at first,” Marty said. "But when people look around and see that
virtualy everything of interest is being done by the humanized, we won't have to sdl theidea.”

“I'm worried about the Hammer of God,” Amdiasaid. "Were not likely to convert many of them, and
some of them like to serve God by murdering the godless.”

| agreed. "Evenif we convert afew like Ingram, the nature of the cell system would keep it from
Soreading.”

"They're notorioudy antijack anyhow,” Asher said. "Endersin generd, | mean. And arguments about
status and power aren't going to move them.”

"Spiritud arguments might,” Ellie Morgan said. Shelooked kind of saintly hersdf, al in whitewith long
flowing white hair. "Those of uswho are believersfind our belief strengthened, and broadened.”

| wondered about that. I'd felt her belief, jacked, and was attracted by the comfort and peace she
derived fromit. But shéd ingtantly accepted my atheism as "another path,” which didn't sound much like
any Ender I'd met. The hour I'd spent linked with Ingram and two others, Ingram had used the power of
the jack to visudize imaginative hells for methree of us, dl involving and rape and dow mutilation.

It would be interesting to jack with him after he/d been humanized, and play those hdlls back for his
entertainment. | suppose he'd forgive himsdf.

"That's an angle we ought to map out,” Marty said. "Using religion—mnot your kind, Ellie, but organized
religion. Well automatically have people like the Cyber-Baptists and Omniaon our side. But if we could
be endorsed by some mainstream religion, we could have a big bloc that not only preached our gospd,
but demondtrated its effectiveness.” He picked up a cookie and inspected it. "'I've been concentrating so
much on the military aspects that 1've neglected other concentrations of power. Religion, educeation.”

Beldatapped her cane on the floor. "1 don't think deans and professors are going to see the apped of
gaining knowledge without working through their indtitutions. Mr. Mendez, you plug into your friends and
speak five languages. | only speak four, none of them that well, and it took alarge piece of my youth,
gtting and memorizing, to learn three of those four. Pedagogues are jeal ous of the time and energy they
invest in gaining knowledge. Y ou offer it to people like asugar pill."



"But no, it'snot likethat a al," Mendez said earnestly. "' only understand thingsin Japanese or Catalan
when one of the othersisthinking with that language. | don't keep it.”

"It'slike when Julian joined us," Elliesaid. "The Twenty never had aphysica scientist before. When he
was linked with us, we understood hislove for physics, and any of us could use his knowledge
directly—but only if we knew enough, anyhow, to ask the right questions. We couldn't suddenly do
caculus. No more than we understand Japanese grammar when we're linked with Wu."

Megan nodded. "It's sharing information, not transferring it. I'm adoctor, which may not be ahuge
intellectua accomplishment, but it does take years of study and practice. When we're al jacked together
and someone complains of aphysca problem, dl the others can follow my logicin diagnossand
prescribing, whileit's happening, but they couldn't have come up with it on their own, even though weve
been jacked together off and on for twenty years.”

"The experience might even motivate someone to study medicine, or physics" Marty said, "and it
certainly would help astudent, to have instant intimate contact with a doctor or aphysicist. But you Hill
have to unplug and hit the books, if you want to actually have the knowledge.”

"Or never unplug at dl," Beldasaid. "Just unplug to eat or deep or go to thetoilet. That'sredly attractive.
Billions of zombieswho are temporarily expert in medicine and physics and Japanese. For al of their
so-called waking hours.”

"It'1l haveto beregulated,” | said, "theway it is now. People will spend a couple of weeks jacked, to
humanize them. But after that..."

Thefront door opened so hard it banged againgt the wall, and three large policemen strode in with
submachine guns. An unarmed policeman, smaller, followed them.

"—I have awarrant for Dr. Marty Larrin," he said in Spanish.
"—What isthe warrant for?" | asked. "—What isthe charge?"
"—1 am not paid to answer to negros. Which of you isDr. Larrin?'
"l am," | sadin English. ™Y ou can answer to me."

Hegavemealook | hadn't seen in years, not even in Texas. "—Be slent, negro. One of you white men
isDr. Larin."

"What isthe warrant about?' Marty asked, in English.

"Areyou Professor Larrin?'

"l am and | have certain rights. Of which you are aware."

"Y ou do not have the right to kidnap people.”

"Isthis person | supposedly kidnapped aMexican citizen?'

"Y ou know heisnot. HE's arepresentative of the government of the United States.”

Marty laughed. "Then | suggest you send around some other representative of the government of the
United States." He turned his back on the guns. "Where were we?"

"To kidnap isagaingt Mexican law." He wasturning red in the face, like a cartoon cop. "No matter who



kidngpswho."

Marty picked up a phone handset and turned around. "Thisis an internd matter between two branches of
the United States government.”" He walked up to the man, holding the phone like aweapon, and switched
to Spanish. "—Y ou are a bug between two heavy rocks. Do you want me to make the phone call that
crushesyou?'

The cop rocked back but then held hisground. "I don't know anything about that," he said in English. "A
warrant isasmple matter. Y ou must come with me.”

"Bullshit." Marty touched one number and unredled ajack connector from the sde of the handset. He
clicked it onto the back of his head.

"I demand to know who you are contacting!" Marty just stared at him, dightly wall-eyed. "Cabo!" He
gestured, and one of the men put the muzzle of his submachine gun under Marty's chin.

Marty reached back dowly and unjacked. He ignored the gun and looked down into the little man'sface.
His voice was shaky but firm. "In two minutes you may cal your commander, Julio Castenada. He will
explanin detall the terrible mistake you dmost made, in dl innocence. Or you might decideto just go
back to the barracks. And not further disturb Comandante Castenada.”

They locked eyesfor along second. The cop jerked his chin sideways and the private withdrew his gun.
Without another word, the four of them filed out.

Marty eased the door shut behind them. " That was expensive," he said. "I jacked with Dr. Spencer and
he jacked with someone in the police. We paid this Castenada three thousand dollars to lose the warrant.

"In the long run, money isn't important, because we can make anything and sl it. But here and now, we
don't have a'long run.' Just one emergency after another.”

"Unless somebody finds out you have ananoforge,” Rezasaid. "Then it won't be afew copswith guns.”

"These people didn't look us up in the phone book," Asher said. "It had to be someonein your Dr.
Spencer's office.”

"Youreright, of course" Marty said. "So at the very least, they do know we have access to a nanoforge.
But Spencer thinksit's agovernment connection I'm not able to talk about. That's what these police will
betold.”

"It ginks, Marty," | said. "It stinks on ice. Sooner or later, they'll have atank at the door, making
demands. How long are we here?!

He flipped open his notebook and pushed a button. " Depends on Ingram, actualy. He should be
humanized in six to eight days. You and | are going to be in Portobello on the twenty-second,
regardless.”

Seven days. "But we don't have a contingency plan. If the government or the Mafia puts two and two
together."

"Our ‘contingency plan' isto think on our feet. So far, so good.”
"At the very least, we ought to split up,” Asher said. "Our being in one place makesit too easy for them.”

Ameliaput ahand on my arm. "Pair up and scatter. Each pair with one person who knows Spanish.”



"And do it now," Bedasaid. "Whoever sent those boys with guns has his own contingency plan.”

Marty nodded dowly. "I'll stay here. Everybody else call as soon asyou find a place. Who speaks
enough Spanish to take care of rooms and meals?' More than half of us; it took less than aminute to sort
up into pairs. Marty opened athick wallet and put astack of currency on the table. "Make sure each of
you has at least five hundred pesos.”

"Those of uswho are up to it ought to take the subway," | said. "An army of cabswould be pretty
conspicuous, and traceable.”

Amediaand | got our bags, not yet unpacked, and were the first ones out the door. The subway wasa
kilometer away. | offered to take her suitcase, but she said that would be too conspicuoudy un-Mexican.
She should take mine, and walk two paces behind me.

"At least welll get alittle breathing space to work on the paper. None of thiswill mean anything if the
Jupiter Project is <till going September fourteenth.”

"l spent alittletime on it thismorning.” She Sghed. "Wish we had Peter.”

"Never thought I'd say it... but me, too."

THE WOULD SOON FIND out, along with the rest of theworld, that Peter was il alive. But he was
in no shape to help with the paper.

Policein St. Thomas arrested amiddle-aged man wandering through the market at dawn. Dirty and
unshaven, dressed only in underwear, at firgt they thought he was drunk. When the desk sergeant
questioned him, though, she found that he was sober but confused. Monumentally confused: he thought
the year was 2004 and he was twenty years old.

Onthe back of hisskull, ajack connection so fresh it was crusted with blood. Someone had invaded his
mind and stolen the last forty years.

What was taken from his mind corroborated the text of the article, of course. Within afew days, the
glorious truth had spread to dl of the upper echelons of the Hammer of God: God's plan was going to be
fulfilled, appropriately enough, by the godless actions of scientists.

Only afew people knew about the glorious End and Beginning that God would give them on September
14.

One of the paper's authors was safe, most of hisbrain in ablack box somewhere. The academics who
had juried the paper had al been taken care of, by accident or "disease.” One author was still missing,
aong with the agent who had been sent to kill her.

The assumption was that they were both dead, since she hadn't surfaced to warn the world. Evidently the
authors had been uncertain how much time they had before the process became irreversible.

The most powerful member of the Hammer of God was General Mark Blaisdell, the undersecretary of
the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. Not too surprisingly, he knew hisarch-riva, Marty's
Genera Roser, inacasua socid way; they took meals at the same Pentagon dining room—"officers
mess," technically, if you can apply the term to a place with mahogany paneling and awhite-clad server
for each two "messers.”



Blaisdd | and Roser did not like each other, though both hid it well enough to occasionally play tennisor
billiards together. When Roser onceinvited him to a poker game, Blaisdell coldly said, "I have never
once played cards.”

Wheat he did like to play was God.

Through a series of three or four intermediaries, he supervised most of the murder and torture that was
regrettably necessary to hasten God's plans. He used aniillegd jack facility in Cuba, where Peter had
been taken to have hismemory stripped. It was Blaisdell who reluctantly decided to let the scientist live,
while thefive jurors were succumbing to their accidents and diseases. Thosefive scientistslived adl over
theworld, and there wasn't much to immediatdly link their deeths and disabilities—two of them werein
comas, and would deep through the end of the world—but if Peter showed up dead aswell, it could
make trouble. He was moderately famous, and there were probably dozens of people who knew the
identities of thefive jurors and the fact that they had turned down his paper. An investigation might lead
to are-evauation of the paper, and the fact that Blaisdell's agency had mandated its refusa might attract
unwanted scrutiny to other activities.

Hetried to keep hisrdigious beliefsto himsdf, but he knew there were people—like Roser—who knew
he was very conservative, and might suspect, given awhisper of fact or rumor, that he was an Ender. The
army wouldn't demote him for that, but they could make him the highest-ranking supply clerk inthe
world.

And if they found out about the Hammer of God, he'd be executed for treason. He would persondly
prefer that, of course, to demotion. But the secret had been sealed for years, and he would be the last
onetogiveit away. Marty's group was not the only one with pills.

Blaisddl came home from the Pentagon and put on sport coverals and went to an evening soccer game
in Alexandria. At the hot dog stand he talked to the next woman in line, and as they walked back toward
the bleachers, he said their agent Ingram had gone to the Omahatrain station the evening of July 11th, to
pick up and diminate ascientist, Blaze Harding. Agent and scientist | eft the station together—security
cameras confirmed that—but then both had disappeared. Find them and kill Harding. Kill Ingram if he
does anything that makes you think he's on thewrong side.

Blaisddl returned to his seat. The woman went to the ladies room and disposed of her hot dog, and then
went home to her weapons.

Her first weapon was anillegd FBI infoworm, threading undetected through municipa transportation
records. She found out that athird party shared the cab with the agent and his supposed victim; they had
stopped the cab on Grand Street, no particular address. The origina order had been for 1236 Grand,
but they'd stopped early, averba cancel.

She went back to the security tapes and saw that the two had been followed by alarge black manin
uniform. She didn't yet know that there was a connection between the scientist and the black mechanic.
She assumed he was a backup for Ingram; Blaisdell hadn't mentioned it, but maybe it was an
arrangement |ngram had made on hisown.

So Ingram probably had a car waiting, to drive hisvictim out into the country to dispose of her.

The next stage depended on luck. The Iridium system that provided global communication by way of a
fleet of low-flying satellites had been quietly co-opted by the government after the start of the Ngumi
War; dl of the satdllites had been replaced by dud-function ones: they till took care of phone service,
but each one aso spied continuoudy on the strip of land it passed over. Had one of them passed over
Omaha, over Grand Street, just before midnight on the 11th?



Shewasn't military, but she had accessto Iridium pictures through Blaisddl's office. After afew minutes
of sorting, she had an image of the cab leaving and the black mechanic getting into the back seat of along
black limousine. The next shot was alow angle that showed the limousine's license plate: "North Dakota
101 Clergy." In lessthan aminute, she had it traced to St. Bartholomew's.

That was strange enough, but her course was clear. She aready had abag packed with a business suit
and afrilly dress, two changes of underwear, and aknife and agun made completely of plastic. There
wasdso ajar of vitaminswith enough poison to murder asmall town. In lessthan an hour shewasin the
air, headed for the crater city Seaside and its mysterious monastery. St. Bartholomew's had some miilitary
connection, but General Blaisdell didn't have high enough clearance to find out what it was. It occurred to
her that she might be getting in over her head. She prayed for guidance, and God told her in hisstern
fatherly voice that she was doing the right thing. Stay your course and don't fear dying. Dying isjust
coming home.

Sheknew Ingram; hewas athird of her cell—and she knew how much better he was at mayhem. She
had killed more than twenty sinnersin serviceto the Lord, but dways at a distance or protected by
extremely close contact. God had gifted her with great sexud attractiveness, and sheused it asa
weapon, alowing sSnnersin between her legs while she reached under the pillow for the crystd knife.
Men who don't close their eyes when they gaculate will closetheir eyesamoment later. If shewason
her back with the man above her, she would embrace him with her [eft arm and men drive the dagger into
hiskidney. He would straighten up in tetanic shock, his penistrying to gaculate again, and she could
sweep the razor-keen blade across histhroat. When he sagged, she would make sure both carotid
arterieswere severed.

Sitting in the plane, she put her knees together and squeezed, remembering how the last dying thrust felt.
It probably didn't hurt the man too much, it was over so fast, and he faced an eternity of torment anyhow.
She had never done it to anyone who had taken Jesus as his Savior. Instead of being washed in the
Blood of the Lamb, they drowned in their own. Atheists and adulterers, they deserved even worse.

Once aman had amost escaped, a pervert she had alowed to engage her from behind. Sheld had to
half-turn and stab him in the heart, but she didn't have full force or good aim, and the point of the knife
broke off in his breastbone. She dropped the knife and he ran for the door, and might have run naked
and bleeding into me hotel corridor, but she had double-locked it, and while he was struggling with the
combination of latches, she retrieved the knife and reached around him and dashed open his abdomen.
Hewas agrossfat man, and an incredible mess spilled out. He made alot of noise dying, while she knelt
helplesdy sick in the bathroom, but the hotel was evidently well soundproofed. She left by way of
window and fire escape, and the morning news said that the man, awell-connected city commissioner,
had died at home, peacefully, in hisdeep. Hiswife and children had been full of praise for him. A godiess
swinetoo fat to engage awoman normally. He had even pretended to pray before they had sex, currying
favor because of her crucifix, and then expected her to use her mouth to make him ready. It waswhile
shewas doing that, that she had savored the image of splitting him open. But her hate hadn't prepared her
for the multicolored jumble of gore.

Wi, this one would be clean. She had killed women twice before, each one amerciful pistol shot to the
head. She would do that and then escape or not. She hoped she wouldn't have to kill Ingram, a stern but
nice man who had never looked a her with lust. He was still aman, though, and it was possible that this

redheaded professor had led him astray.

It was after midnight by the time she got to Seaside. She got aroom at the hotel closest to S.
Bartholomew's, dightly more than a kilometer away, and walked over to take alook.

The place was completely dark and silent. Not surprising for amonastery, she supposed, so she went



back to the hotel and dept for afew hours.
One minute after 8:00, she phoned the place, and got an answering machine. The same at 8:30.

She put on her weapons and walked over and rang the doorbell at 9:00. No response. She walked
completely around the building and saw no sign of life. The lawvn needed mowing.

She noted severa places she could break in, come nightfall, and went back to the hotel to do some
€lectronic snooping.

She found no reference to St. Bartholomew's in any database of religious activity, other than
acknowledgment of its existence and location. It was founded the year after the nanoforge cataclysm that
formed the Inland Sea.

It was doubtless a cover organization for something, and that something was somehow connected with
the military—in Washington, when sheld typed in the name, working under Blaisddl's aggis, sheld gotten
amessage that "need-to-know" documents would have to be processed through Force Management and
Personnel. That was pretty spooky, since Blaisdell had unquestioned access to top-secret materia in any
part of the military establishment.

So the people in that monastery were either very powerful or very subtle. Maybe both. And Ingram was
evidently part of them.

The obvious conclusion would be that they were part of the Hammer of God. But then Blaisdell would
know about their activities.

Or would he? It was alarge organization, with linkages so complex and well-protected that it was
possible even the man in charge could have lost track of an important part. So she should be ready to go
in shooting, but aso ready to tiptoe away quietly. God would guide her.

She spent acouple of hours assembling an Iridium mosaic of snapshots of the place since the 11th. There
were no pictures of the black limousine, which was not too surprising, since the monastery had alarge
garage and there were never any vehicles parked outside.

Then she saw the army truck and bus appear, and watched them regppear as blue church vehicles, and
leave.

It would take along time, and alot of luck, to trace them through the Interstate system. Fortunately, the
powder blue was an unusua color. But before she settled into that mind-numbing chore, she decided to
go check the monastery for clues.

She put on her business suit over the wegpons and assembled the ID package and pocket litter that
identified her as an FBI agent from Washington. She wouldn't get past aretina scan at apolice station,
but she didn't foresee going into any police Sation dive.

Again, no response from the doorbell. It took her only a couple of secondsto pick the lock, but it was
dead-bolted. Shetook out the pistol and blew the deadbolt off, and the door swung open.

She hurried in with the gun drawn and shouted "F.B.1.!I" & the dusty waiting room. She went into the
main corridor and started a hasty search, hoping to get through and out before the police arrived. She
figured, accurately, that it was possible the folks at St. Bart's didn't have aburglar darm because they
didn't want any police showing up suddenly, but she didn't want to count on that.

The rooms off the corridor were disgppointing—two meeting rooms and individua dormitory rooms or



cdls

The atrium stopped her, though, with the towering trees and active brook. A trash container had six
empty Dom Perignon bottles. Off the atrium, alarge circular conference room built around ahuge
hologram plate. She found the controls and turned it on to the peaceful woodland scene.

At firgt she didn't recognize the e ectronic modules at each seat—and then it dawned on her that thiswas
aplace where two dozen sinners could jack together!

Sheld never heard of anything like that outside of the military. Maybe that was the military connection,
though: atop-secret soldierboy experiment. The office of Force Management and Personnel might
indeed be behind it.

That made her hesitant about proceeding. Blaisdell was her spiritua superior aswell asher cdll leader,
and shewould normally follow his orders without question. But it seemed increasingly obviousthat there
could be aspectsto this he was unaware of . She would go back to the hotel and try to set up asecure
lineto him.

Sheturned off the hologram and tried to return to the atrium. The door was locked.

The room spoke up: ™Y our presence hereisillegd. Isthere any way you would careto explainit?' The
voice was Mendez's, he was viewing her from Guadagara.

"I'm Agent Audrey Simone from the Federa Bureau of Investigation. We have reason to believe—"
"Do you have awarrant to search this establishment?”

"It'son filewith thelocal authorities”

"Y ou forgot to bring a copy when you broke in, though.”

"l don't have to explain mysdlf to you. Show yourself. Open thisdoor."

"No, | think you'd better tell me the name of your supervisor and the location of your branch. Oncel
verify that you are who you say you are, we can discuss your lack of awarrant.”

With her left hand she pulled out her wallet and turned in acircle, displaying the badge. "Thingswill goa
lot easier for you if—" Shewasinterrupted by the invisble man'slaugh.

"Put the fake badge away and shoot your way out. The police should have arrived by now; you can
explain about your warrant to them.”

She had to shoot off both hinges as well as the three bolts on this door. She ran across the brook and
found that the door out of the atrium was now smilarly secured. She reloaded, automatically counting the
number of remaining air cartridges, and tried to open this one with three shots. It took her four more.

| WASWATCHING HER on the screen from behind Mendez. She wasfinally able to push the door
down with her shoulder. He pushed two buttons and switched to the corridor camera. She went
pounding down the corridor in adead run, the pistol held out in front of her with both hands.

"Doesthat look like an FBI agent going out to reason with the local cops?!



"Maybe you should have actudly cdled them.”
He shook his head. "Unnecessary bloodshed. Y ou didn't recognize her?'

"Afraid not." Mendez had called me when she shot down the front door, on the off chance that | might
recognize her from Portobdl|o.

Before she went out the front door, she dipped the pistol into abelly holster, and buttoned just the top
button of her suit, so it waslike a cape, conceding without restraining. Then she walked casualy out the
door.

"Pretty smooth,” | said. " She might not be officia. She could have been hired by anyone.”

"Or she could be aHammer of God nutcase. They had Blaze tracked asfar asthetrain Sation in
Omaha." He switched to an outside camera.

"Ingram had alot of government authority, aswell asbeing anut. | guess she might, too.”

"I was sure the government lost her in Omaha. |f anyone had followed the limo, S. Bart'swould have
had company long before now."

She stepped out and looked around, her face revealing nothing, and started up the sidewalk toward town
like atourist on amorning congtitutiond, neither dow nor hurried. The camerahad awide-angle lens, she
dwindled away pretty fast.

"So should we check the hotels and try to find out who sheis?' | asked.

"Maybe not. Even if we got aname, it might not do us any good. And we don't want anyone to make a
connection between . Bart'sand Guadadgara.”

| gestured at the screen. "No one can track that signal to here?”

"Not the pictures. It'san Iridium service. | decrypt them passively from anywherein theworld." He
turned off the screen. ™Y ou going to the unveiling?' Today was the day Jefferson and Ingram wereto
have finished the humani zation process.

"Blaze wondered whether | ought to. My fedlings about Ingram are still pretty Neanderthal .”
"l can't imagine. He only tried to murder your woman and then you aswell.”

"Not to mention insulting my manhood and attempting to destroy the universe. But I'm duein the Clinic
this afternoon anyhow, to get my memory fucked with. Might aswell see Wonder Boy in action.”

"Give me areport. I'm going to stay by the screen for the next day or two, in case 'Agent Smone' tries
another vigt."

Of course | wouldn't be able to give him areport, because the encounter with Ingram was related to dll
the stuff | was having erased, or at least s0 | assumed—I wouldn't be able to remember his assault on
Amediawithout recaling what she had doneto attract his attention. "Good luck. Y ou might check with
Marty—his genera might have some way to access FBI personnel records.”

"Good idea." He stood up. "Cup of coffee?' "No, thanks. Spend the rest of the morning with Blaze. We
don't know who I'm going to be tomorrow."

"Frightening prospect. But Marty swearsit'stotdly revershble.”



"That'strue." But Marty was going ahead with the plan even though it meant the risk of abillion or more
dying or losing their sanity. Maybe my losing or kegping my memoriesdidn't rank too high on hisligt of
priorities.

THE WOMAN WHO CALLED hersdlf Audrey Smone, whose cell name was Gavrila, would never go
back to the monastery. She had learned enough there.

It took her more than aday to put together amosaic of Iridium pictures of the two blue vehicles making
their way from North Dakota to Guaddgara. By God's grace the last picture was perfect timing: the
truck had disappeared and the bus was signding for aleft turn into an underground parking garage. She
used agrid to find the address and was not surprised when it turned out to be aclinic for ingtaling jacks.
That Godless practice was at the heart of everything, obvioudly.

Genera Blaisdell arranged transportation to Guadagarafor her, but she had to wait six hoursfor an
express package to arrive. There was no sporting goods store in North Dakota where she could replace
the ammunition she'd used up opening doors—Magnum-load dum-dum bullets that wouldn't set off
airport detectors. She didn't want to run out of them, if she had to fight her way to the redheaded
scientist. And perhaps Ingram.

INGRAM AND JEFFERSON SAT together in hospital blues. They were in straight-backed chairs of
expensve teak or mahogany. | didn't notice the unusual wood firgt, though. | noticed that Jefferson sat
with a serene, relaxed expression that reminded me of the Twenty, Ingram's expression was literdly
unreadable, and both of hiswrists were handcuffed to the chair arms.

Therewas asemicircle of twenty chairsfacing them in the featurelesswhite round room. It was an
operating theater, with glowing wallsfor the display of X-ray or positron transparencies.

Amdiaand | took thelast empty chairs. "What'swith Ingram?' | said. "It didn't take?"'

"Hejust shut down," Jefferson said. "When herealized he couldn't resist the process, he went into akind
of catatonia. He didn't come out of it when we unjacked him."

"Maybe he's bluffing,” Ameliasaid, probably remembering the conference room at &. Bart's. "Waiting
for an opportunity to strike."

"That'swhy he's handcuffed,” Marty said. "He'sawild card now."

"He'sjust not there," Jefferson said. "1've jacked with more people than everybody in this room put
together, and nothing like this has ever happened. Y ou can't unjack yourself mentaly, but that's what it
fdt like. Like he decided to pull the plug.”

"Not exactly asdling point for humanization,” | said to Marty. "It works on everyone but psychopaths?'

"That's the word they used to describe me," Ellie said, saintly and serene. "And it was accurate.” She had
murdered her husband and children, with gasoline. "But the process worked with me, and still works
after al these years. Without it, | know | would have gone crazy; stayed crazy.”

"The term "psychopath’ coversalot of territory." Jefferson said. "Ingram isintensely mord, even though
he's repeatedly done thingsthat al of uswould call immord; outrageoudy so."



"When | wasjacked with him," | said, "he reacted to my outrage with akind of imperturbable
condescension. | was a hopeless case who couldn't understand the rightness of the things he had done.
That wasthefirst day."

"We wore him down alittle over the next couple of days," Jefferson said. "By not disapproving; by trying
to understand.”

"How can you 'understand’ someone who can follow an order to rape awoman and then mutilate her ina
specific way? He left her tied up and gagged, to bleed to death. He's not even human.”

"But heis human," Jefferson said, "and however bizarre his behavior is, it's still human behavior. | think
that'swhat shut him down—we refused to see him as some sort of avenging angdl. Just aprofoundly sick
man we were trying to help. He could take your condemnation and laugh at it. He couldn't take Elbe's
Chrigtian charity and loving kindness. Or, for that matter, my own professond detachment.”

"He should be dead by now," Dr. Orr said. "He hasn't taken any food or water since the third day.
Wevekept himon Vs

"A waste of glucose” | sad.

"Y ou know better." Marty waved fingersin front of Ingram'sface and he didn't blink. "We haveto find
out why this happened, and how common it'sgoing to be."

"Not common,” Mendez said. "l waswith him before, during, and after hisretreat into wherever heis
now. From thefirg, it waslike jacking with some kind of dien, or animal.”

"Il go dongwith thet," | said.
"But neverthelessvery andyticd," Jefferson said. "Studying usintently from the very fird."

"Studying what we knew about jacking," Ellie said. "He wasn't that interested in anybody as a person.
But he had only jacked before in alimited, commercial way, and he was hungry to absorb our
experience.”

Jefferson nodded. "He had this vivid fantasy that he extrapolated from the jack joints. He wanted to be
jacked with someone and kill him."

"Or her," Amdiasad, "like me, or that poor woman he raped and cut up.”

"Thefantasy was dwaysamae," Ellie sad. "He doesn't see women as worthy opponents. And he
doesn't have much of asex drive—when he raped that woman, his peniswasjust another weapon.”

"An extenson of hissdf, likedl of hiswegpons,” Jefferson said. "He's more obsess ve about wegpons
than any soldier | ever jacked with."

"Hemissed hiscdling. | know some guys held get dong with fine."

"l don't doubt it," Marty said. "Which makes him that much more important to study. Some peoplein
hunter-killer platoons have smilar persondlity traits. We haveto find away to keep this from happening.”

Good riddance, | didn't say. "So you won't be coming with me tomorrow? Stay here?!

"No, I'm ill going to Portobello. Dr. Jefferson’s going to work on Ingram. See whether he can walk him
back with a combination of drugs and therapy.”



"I don't know whether to wish you luck. | redly prefer him thisway.” Maybe it was just my imagination,
but | thought the bastard showed a glimmer of expression at that. Maybe we should send Marty down to
Portobello done, and leave me up here to taunt him out of catatonia

JULIAN AND MARTY MISSED by only afew minutes sharing the Guaddgaraairport with the
woman who had come down to kill Amelia. They got on amilitary flight to Portobello while shetook a
taxi from the airport to the hotel across the street from the Clinic. Jefferson was staying there, no
coincidence, and so were two of the Twenty—Ellie and the old soldier Cameron.

Jefferson and Cameron were dawdling over breakfast in the hotel cantinawhen shewalked into get a
cup of coffeeto take back to her room.

They both looked at her automatically, as men will when abeautiful woman makes an entrance, but
Cameron kept staring.

Jefferson laughed and put on the accent of a popular comedian. "Jim ... you don't stop puttin' eye tracks
on her, she's gonna come over and smack you one." The two men had become friends, having worked
their way up from the same beginning, the lower-class black suburbs of Los Angeles.

He turned around with a careful expresson and said quietly, "Zam, she might moren smack me. Kill me
just for practice.”

"What?'
"Bet she's killed more people than | have. She hasthat sniper look: everyone's apotential target.”

"She does hold hersdlf likeasoldier." He did aglance over to her and back. "Or acertain kind of patient.
Obsessve-compulsive.”

"How 'bout let's not ask her over tojoin us?'
"Good idea”

But when they |€ft the cantinaafew minuteslater, they ran into her again. Shewastrying to ded with the
night clerk, afrightened teenaged girl whose English was not good. Gavrila's Spanish wasworse.

Jefferson walked over to the rescue. "—Can | be of some assistance?’ he asked in Spanish.

"You're American,” Gavrilasaid. "Will you ask her if she's seen thiswoman?' It was apicture of Blaze
Harding.

"—Y ou know what she'sasking," he said to the clerk.

"Si, claro.” The woman opened both her hands. "—I have seen the woman; she has been in herefor
mealsafew times. But she doesn't Say here.”

"She says she'snot sure,” Jefferson trandated. "M ost Americans look pretty much the sameto her.”
"Have you seen her?' Gavrilaasked.

Jefferson studied the photograph. "Can't say as| have. Im?' Cameron stepped over. "Y ou seen this
woman?"'



"l don't think so. A lot of Americans coming and going.”

"You're here et the Clinic?'

"Conaulting." Jefferson redlized héld hesitated amoment too long. "Is she apatient?”
"I don't know. | just know she's here.”

"What do you want her for?' Cameron asked.

"Jugst afew questions. Government business."

"Well, welll keep an eyeout. Youre...?'

"Francine Gaines. Room 126. I'd surely appreciate any help you could give me."

"Sure." They watched her walk away. "Isthis deep shit,” Cameron whispered, "or just meters of
excrement?'

"We haveto get apicture of her," Jefferson said, "and send it on to Marty's generdl. If the army's after
Blaze, he can probably get rid of her."

"But you don't think shesarmy.”
"Doyou?'

He heditated. "I don't know. When she looked at you, and when shelooked at me, she looked firgt at the
middle of the chest and then between the eyes. Targeting. | wouldn't make any sudden movements
around her."

"If shesarmy, she'sahunter-killer."

"Wedidn't have that term when | wasin the service. But it takes one to know one, and | know she's
killed alot of people.”

"A femdelngram.”
"She might be even more dangerous than Ingram. Ingram rather lookslike what heis. She lookslike..."

"Yeah." Jefferson looked at the elevator door that had just been graced by her presence. "She sure
does." He shook his head. "Let's get apicture and get it over to the Clinic for when Mendez checksin."
Hewas down in Mexico City, scrounging raw materiasfor the nano-forge. "He had some crazy woman
break into &t. Bart's."

"No resemblance," Cameron said. "She was ugly and had frizzy red hair." Actudly, shed had awigand a
pressure mask.

WE WALKED RIGHT INTO Building 31, no trouble. To their computer, Marty was abrigadier
general who had spent most of his career in academic podts. | was sort of my old sdlf.

Or not. The memory modification was seamless, but | think if | had jacked with anyonein my old platoon
(which should have been done as a security measure; we were just lucky) they would have known
immediately that there was something wrong. | wastoo hedlthy. They had al sensed my problem and, in



away you can't put into words, had aways "been there”; had always helped me get from one day to the
next. It would be as obvious as an old friend showing up without the limp hed had dl hislife.

Lieutenant Newton Thurman, who was given the task of finding me aplaceto be useful, was an oddity:
he had started out as amechanic but developed akind of alergy to being jacked—it gave him intense
headaches that were no fun for him or for anybody jacked with him. | wondered at the time why they
would put himin Building 31 rather than just retiring him, and it was clear that he wondered the same
thing. HE'd only been there a couple of weeks. In retrospect, it's obvious that he was planted as part of
the overal plan. And what a mistake!

The gaff in Building 31 wastop-heavy in termsof rank: eight generals and twelve colondls, twenty
magjors and captains, and twenty-four lieutenants. That's Sixty-four officers, giving ordersto fifty NCOs
and privates. Ten of those were just guards, too, and not redlly in the chain of command, unless
something happened.

My memory of those four days, before | had my actua personality restored, is vague and confused. |
was dotted into atime-consuming but unchalenging make-work position, essentidly verifying the
computer's decisions about resource all ocation—how many eggs or bulletsto go where. Surprise, |
never found amistake.

Among my other unchalenging duties was the one, asit turned out, that everything € se was asmoke
screen for: the"guard Sitrep-log,” or Situation report log. Every hour | jacked in with the guard mechanics
and asked for a"gitrep.” | had aform with boxes to check, according to what they reported each hour.
All I had ever done was check the box that said "sitrep negative': nothing's happening.

It wastypica bureaucratic make-work. If anything of interest did happen, ared light would go on on my
console, telling meto jack in with the guards. | could fill out aform then.

But | hadn't given any thought to the obvious: they needed someone inside the building who could check
on the actua identities of the mechanics running the guard soldierboys.

| was gitting there on the fourth day, about one minute before sitrep time, and the red light suddenly
garted blinking. My heart gave alittle stutter and | jacked in.

It wasn't the usua Sergeant Sykes. It was Karen, and four other people from my old platoon.

What the hell? She gave me aquick gestat: Trust us, you had to undergo memory modification so we
could Trojan-horse our way in here and then abroad outline of the plan and the incredible Jupiter Project
development.

| acknowledged anumb kind of affirmative, unjacked, and checked the "Sitrep negative' box.
No wonder | had been so damned confused. The phone buzzed and | thumbed it.

It was Marty, in hospital greenswith aneutral expression. "I have you down for alittle brain surgery at
1400. Y ou want to come down and prep when your shift's over?”

"Best offer I'vehad dl day."

IT WASMORE THAN just abloodless coup—it was asilent, invisible coup. The connection between a
mechanic and his or her soldierboy isonly an eectronic sgnd, and there are emergency mechanismsin
place to switch connections. It would only take afew minutes after something like the Portobello



massacre, where every mechanic was disabled, to patch in anew platoon from afew hundred or a
thousand miles away. (The actud limit was abouit thirty-five hundred miles, far enough for the speed of
light to beadight ddaying factor.)

What Marty had done was set things up o that at the push of abutton al five guard mechanicsin the
basement of Building 31 would be switched off from their soldierboys, and smultaneoudy, control of the
machineswould be switched over to five members of Julian's platoon, with Julian being the only personin
Building 31 in apogtion to notice.

The most aggressive thing they did, immediately after taking over, wasto passon an "order” from
Captain Perry, the guard commander, to the five shoe guards, that they had to report immediately to
room 2H for an emergency inoculation. They went in and sat down and a pretty nurse gavethem each a
shot. Then she stood quietly behind them and they dl fell adeep.

The rooms 1H through 6H were the hospital wing, and it was going to be busy.

Atfirgt, Marty and Megan Orr could be doing dl the jack instdlations. The only bedridden patientinH
wing, alieutenant with bronchitis, was transferred to the base hospital when the order came down from
the Pentagon to isolate Building 31. The doctor who normaly came around every morning couldn't have
access.

Two new doctors came in, though, the afternoon after the morning coup. They were Tanya Sidgwick and
Charles Dyer, the jack team from Panamawho had a ninety-eight percent successrate. They were
mystified over their ordersto come to Portobello, but sort of looked forward to the vacation—they'd
been ingtalling jacksin POWSs at the rate of ten or twelve aday, too fast for comfort or safety.

Thefirst thing they did after settling into their quarters was to go down to the H wing and see what was
happening. Marty got them comfortable on apair of beds and said they had to jack with a patient. Then
he plugged them into the Twenty, and they ingtantly redized just what kind of avacation they wereinfor.

But after afew minutes of deep communication with the Twenty, they were converts—in fact, they were
alot more sanguine about the plan than most of the origina plannerswere. That amplified thetiming,
because it wasn't necessary to humanize Sidgwick and Dyer before putting them on the team.

They had sixty-four officersto dedl with, and only twenty-eight of them were aready jacked; only two of
the eight generas. Twenty of the fifty NCOs and privates were jacked.

Thefirst order of business wasto get the ones who were aready jacked into bed and plugged in with the
Twenty. They lugged fifteen bedsinto the H wing from the Bachelor Officer Quarters. That gave forty
gpacesin H; for the other nine, they could ingal jack interfacesin their rooms.

But the first order of businessfor Marty and Megan Orr wasto restore Julian'slost memories. Or try.

There was nothing complicated about it. Once Julian was under, the procedure was totally automated
and only took forty-five minutes. It was aso totally safe, in terms of the patient's physical and mental
health. Julian knew that.

What he didn't know wasthat it only worked about three quarters of the time. About onein four patients
lost something.

Julian lost aworld.



| FELT REFRESHED AND €eated when | woke up. | could remember the mind-numbed state I'd been
in for the past four days, and could also remember dl the detail that had been taken away from me—odd
to fed happiness a being able to remember a suicide attempt and the imminent danger of the world
coming to an end—but in my case it was amatter of providing actual reasons for the sense of unease that
had pervaded my world.

| was Sitting on the edge of the bed, looking a asilly Norman Rockwell print of soldiers reporting for
duty, remembering furioudy, when Marty walked in looking grim.

"Something'swrong,” | said.

He nodded. From ablack box on the bed table he unreeled two jack cables and handed one to me,
wordledy.

We plugged in and | opened up, and there was nothing. | checked the jack connection and it was secure.
"Areyou getting anything?"

"No. | didn't in post-op either.” He fed his cable back in, and then mine.

"What isit?"

"' Sometimes people permanently |ose the memories we removed—"

"But I'vegotit al back! I'm certain!”

"—and sometimesthey lose the ability to jack."

| felt cold sweat prickling on my palms and forehead and under my arms. "It's temporary?'
"No. No morethan it iswith Blaze. It's what happened to Generdl Roser.”

"You knew." Thesick feding of losswasturning into rage. | stood up and towered over him.
"| told you you might lose ... something.”

"But you meant memory. | waswilling to give up memory!"

"That's an advantage to jacking one-way, Julian. Two-way, you can't lie by omisson. If you had asked
me, 'Could | lose the power to jack? | would have told you. Fortunately, you didn't ask.”

"Yourean MD, Marty. How doesthefirst part of that oath go?'
"'Do no harm.' But | wasalot of things before | got that piece of paper. A lot of things afterward.”
"Maybe you better get out of here before you start explaining.”

He stood hisground. "Y ou're asoldier in awar. Now you're a casualty. But the part of you that
died—only apart—died to shield your unit, to get it safely into position.”

Rather than hit him, | sat back down on the bed, out of range. "'Y ou sound like a goddamned warboy. A
war-boy for peace.”

"Maybe s0. Y ou must know how badly | fed about this. | knew | was betraying your trust.”



"Yeah, well, | fed pretty bad about it, too. Why don't you just leave?"
"I'd rather stay and talk to you."

"I think | haveit figured out Go on. Y ou have dozens of peopleto operate on. Before the world hasthe
dightest chance of being saved.”

"You do gill bdievethat."

"I haven't had timeto think about it, but yes; if the stuff you put back in my mind about the Jupiter Project
istrue, and if the Hammer of God isredl, then something hasto be done. Y ou're doing something.”

"Youredl right about it?

"That'slike being 'dl right' about losing an arm. I'mfine. I'll learn to shave with the other hand.”
"I don't want to leave you likethis."

"Likewhat? Just get out of my sight. | can think about it without your help.”

Helooked at hiswatch. "They are waiting for me. | have Colond Owens on thetable.”

| waved him away. "So go doit. I'll bedl right.”

Helooked at me for amoment and then got up and left without aword.

| fished around in my breast pocket. The pill was till there.

BACK IN GUADALAJARA THAT morning, Jefferson had warned Blaze to stay out of sight. That was
no problem; she was holed up with Ellie Morgan severa blocks away, working on the various versions of
the paper that would warn the world about the Jupiter Project.

Then Jefferson and Cameron sat for afew hoursin the canting, asmall camera on the table between
them, watching the eevator doors.

They amost missed her. When she came back down, her silky blond hair was tucked under awig of
black ringlets. She was dressed conservatively and had toned her visible skin to atypical Mexican olive
hue. But she hadn't disguised her perfect figure or the way she walked.

Jefferson froze in mid-conversation and surreptitioudy did the cameraaround with hisforefinger.
They had both idly watched her exit the eevator. "What?' Cameron whispered.

"That's her. Made up likeaMexican.”

Cameron craned around in time to see her glide through the revolving door. "Good God, you'reright.”

Jefferson took the camera upstairs and called Ray, who, along with Mendez, was coordinating thingsin
Marty's absence.

Ray was at the Clinic. He downloaded the pictures of her and studied them. "No problem. Well keep an
eyeout for her."

Lessthan aminute later, she walked into the Clinic. The metal detectors didn't catch either of her



weapons,

But shedidn't pull out apicture of Ameliaand ask whether anyone had seen her; Gavrilaknew that
Amdiahad been in thisbuilding, and assumed it was enemy territory.

Shetold the receptionist she wanted to talk about ajack installation, but she refused to talk to anyone but
the top man.

"Dr. Spencer'sin surgery,” she said. "It will be at least two hours, maybe three. There are plenty of other
people—"

"I'll wait." Gavrilasat down on acouch with aclear view of the entrance.

In another room, Dr. Spencer joined Ray looking a amonitor watching the woman watching the
entrance.

"They say she'sdangerous,”" Ray said; "some sort of spy or n. She'slooking for Blaze."

"I don't want any trouble with your government.” "Did | say she was government? If shewas officid,
wouldn't she produce credentiads?’ "Not if shewasan n."

"The government doesn't have ng"
"Oh, redly. Do you dso believe in your Santa Claus?'

"I mean, no, not for us. There's a crackpot religious group that's after Marty and his people. She's either
one of them or shewas hired by them." He explained about her suspicious activity at the hotel.

Spencer sared at her image. "l believe you are correct. | have studied thousands of faces. Hersis
Scandinavian, not Mexican. She probably has dyed her blond hair—or no, sheswearing awig. But what
do you expect me to do about her?"

"I don't suppose you could just lock her up and throw away the key."

"Please. Thisisnot the United States.”

"Wedll... I want to talk to her. But she may be really dangerous.”

"She has no knife or gun. That would have registered as she walked through the door."

"Hm. Don't suppose | could borrow a guy with agun to watch over her while we talked?!
"As| sad—"

"Thisisnot the United States." What about that old hombre downstairs with the machine gun?*

"He does not work for me. He works for the garage. How dangerous could thiswoman be, if shehasno
wegpon?'

"More dangerous than me. My education was sadly neglected in the mayhem category. Do you &t least
have aroom where | could talk to her and have somebody watching, in case she decidesto tear off my
head and beat me to death with it?"

"That's not difficult. Take her to room 1." He amed aremote and clicked. The screen showed an
interview room. "It'saspecia room for seguridad. Take her inthereand | will watch. For ten or fifteen



minutes; then | will ask someone else to watch.

"These ultimodiadores— you call them Enders— isthat what thisisal about?’

"Therésardation."

"But they are harmless. Silly people, and what, blagpheming? But harmless, except to their own souls.”

"Not these, Dr. Spencer. If we could jack, you'd understand how scared | am of her." For Spencer's
protection, no one who knew the whole plan could jack with him two-way. He accepted the condition as
typica American paranoia.

"l have amae nursewho isvery fat... no, very large—and who knows, who grasps, ablack belt in
karate. He will be watching along with me."

"No. By thetime he got down the stairs, she could kill me."

Spencer nodded and thought. "I'll put him in the room next door, with a beeper.” He held up the remote
and pushed a button. "Like now. Thiswill cdl him."

Ray excused himsdf and went to the bathroom, where he was unable to do anything but catalogue his
wespons. akey ring and a Swiss Army knife. Back in the observation room he met Lalo, who had arms
the sze of Ray's thighs. He spoke no English and moved with the nervous delicacy of aman who knows
how easily things break. They waked downgtairstogether. Lao dipped into room 2, and Ray went into
the lobby.

"Madame?' Shelooked up at him, targeting. "I'm Dr. Spencer. And you?”'
"Jane Smith. Can we go someplace and talk?"

Heled her to room 1, which was larger than it had seemed in the camera. He motioned her to the couch
and pulled over achair. He straddled it, the chair back a protective shield between them.

"How may | help you?'

"Y ou have a patient named Blaze Harding. Professor Blaze Harding. It is absolutely imperative thet |
speak to her."

"Inthefirst place, we don't give out the names of our clients. In the second place, our clients don't dways
give usther rea names. Ms. Smith."

"Who areyou, redly?’

mWhat?

"My sources said Dr. Spencer was Mexican. | never met aMexican with a Boston accent.”
"| assureyou that | am—"

"No." Shereached into her waistband and pulled out a pistol apparently made of glass. "'l don't havetime
for this." Her face became grim, set; totally mad. "Y ou are going to quietly take me from room to room
until we find Professor Harding."

Ray paused. "And if she'snot here?"



"Then wéll go to aquiet place where | will cut your fingers off, one by one, until you tell me where she
is"

Lalo eased the door open and siwung inwith alarge black pistol coming up to am. Shegavehiman
annoyed look and shot him oncein the eye. The glass pistol was dmost completely silent.

He dropped the gun and fell to one knee, both hands over hisface. He began a girlish keening but her
second shot sheared off the top of his head. He toppled forward silently in aflood of blood and brain and
cerebrospind fluid.

Her tone of voice was unchanged: earnest and flat. "Y ou see, the only way you're going to live to seethe
night isto cooperate with me."

Ray was struck dumb, staring at the corpse.
"Get up. Let'sgo."
"l.... | don't think she'shere"

"Then where—" Shewas interrupted by the rattling sound of metal shuttersrolling down over the door
and window.

Ray heard afaint hissng sound, and remembered Marty's story about the interrogation room a St.
Bart's. Maybe they had the same architect.

She evidently didn't hear it—too many hours on the firing range—but she looked around and did seethe
televison camera, like astub of pencil pointed at them from an upper corner of the room. She jerked him
around to face the cameraand put the pistal to hishead. "Y ou have three seconds to open that door, or |
kill him. Two."

"Senora Smith!™ A voice came from everywhere. "To open that door, it requires a, € gato ... ajack. It
will take two minutes, or three."

"Y ou have two minutes." Shelooked at her watch. " Starting now."
Ray dumped and suddenly collgpsed, rolling out on his back. His head hit the floor with asolid whack.

She made adisgusted noise. "Coward." Then afew seconds later, she herself staggered, and then sat
down hard on the floor. Wavering, she held the pistol with both hands and shot Ray in the chest four
times

MY PLACE IN THE BOQ had two rooms—abedroom and an "office," agray cubicle with just enough
room for acooler, two hard chairs, and asmall tablein front of asmple comm console.

Onthetable, aglass of wineand my last medl: agray pill. | had ayellow legd tablet and a pen, but
couldn't think of anything to say that wasn't obvious.

Thephonerang. | let it go threetimes, and said hello.

It was Jefferson—my psychiatric nemess, cometo save mein the eeventh hour. Theinstant he hangs up,
| resolved, I'm taking the pill.

But like the room and the pill, Jefferson was gray, more gray than black. | hadn't seen anybody that color



snce my mother had caled to tell me Aunt Franci had died. "What'swrong?' | said.
"Ray's dead. He was killed by an assassin they sent after Blaze.”

"They'? The Hammer of God?' The wavering silver bar at the top of the screen meant the encryptation
wasworking; we could say anything.

"We assume she's one of them. Spencer's drilling her out now for ajack.”
"How do you know she was after Amdia?"

"She had her picture; was nosing around the hotel here—Julian, shekilled Ray just for the hell of it, after
sheld killed another man. She walked right through the security screen at the clinic, with agun and aknife
of some plastic. We're scared shitless that she's not here done.”

"God. They tracked usto Mexico?'
"Can you get up here? Blaze needs your protection — we all need you!"

| actually felt my jaw drop. "Y ou need me to come up and be asoldier?' All those professiona snipers
and convicted murderers.

SPENCER UNPLUGGED HIS JACK and walked to the window. He raised the blinds and squinted at
the rising sun, yawning. He turned to the woman who was bound to awheel chair with locked restraints.

"Senora," he said, "you are crazy nuts.”

Jefferson had unjacked a minute before. " That would be my professiona opinion, too."
"What you've doneis completely illegd and immord," she said. "Violating a person's soul.”
"Gavrila" Jefferson sad, "if you haveasoul, | couldn't find it in there.”

She jerked a her bonds and the wheelchair rocked toward him.

" She does have a point, though," he said to Spencer.

"We can't very well turn her over to the police.”

"I will, asyou Americans say, keep her under observation indefinitely. Once she'swell, she'sfreeto go."
He scratched the stubble on hischin. "At least until the middle of September. Y ou believe that, too?"

"I can't do the math. But Julian and Blaze can, and they don't have any doubts.”
"It'sthe Hammer of God coming down,” Gavrilasaid. "Nothing you can do will stop it.”
"Oh, shut up. Can we put her someplace?!

"l have what you would cal a'rubber room." No lunatic has ever escaped fromit." He went to the
intercom and arranged for aman named Luisto take her there.

He sat down and looked at her. "Poor Lao; poor Ray. They didn't suspect what a mongter you were."

"Of course not. Men just see me as areceptaclefor their lust. Why should they fear acunt?



"Y ou're going to find out alot about that," Jefferson said.
"Go ahead and threaten me. I'm not afraid of rape.”

"Thisis more intimate than rape. We're going to introduce you to some friends. If you do have asoul,
they'll find it."

Shedidn't say anything. She knew what he meant; she knew about the Twenty from being jacked with
him. For thefirgt time, shelooked alittle frightened.

There was aknock on the door, but it wasn't Luis. "Julian,”" Jefferson said, and gestured. "Here sheis.”

Julian studied her. " She's the same woman we saw in the monitor at St. Bart's? Hard to bdieve” She
was staring a him with an odd expression. "What?'

"She recognizesyou," Jefferson said. "When Ingram tried to kidnap Blaze off thetrain, you followed
them. She thought you were with Ingram.”

Julian walked over to her. "Take agood look. | want you to dream about me."
"I'm so frightened,” shesaid.

"Y ou came hereto kill my lover, and instead killed an old friend. And another man. They say you didn't
blink." He reached dowly toward her. Shetried to dodge, but he grabbed her throat.

"dian.."

"Oh, don't worry." The whedls on the chair were locked. He pushed dowly on her throat and she tipped
back. He held her at the balance point. "Y ou're going to find everyone here so nice. They just want to
help you." Helet go, and the whedchair fell over with ajarring crash. She grunted.

"I'm not one of them, though." He got down on his hands and knees, hisface directly over hers. "I'm not
nice, and | don't want to help you."

"That's not going to work with her, Julian.”

"It'snot for her. It'sfor me." Shetried to spit at him, but missed. He stood up and casually flipped the
whed chair into an upright pogition.

"Thisisnt likeyou."

"I'm not like me. Marty didn't say anything about my losing the ability to jack!"
"Y ou didn't know that could happen with the memory manipulation?"

"No. Because| didn't ask."

Jefferson nodded. "That'swhy you and | haven't been scheduled together lately. Y ou might have asked
me about it.”

Luiscameinto the room and they didn't say anything while Spencer ingtructed him and herolled Gavrila
out.

"| think it'smore snister than that, more manipulative,” Julian said. "'l think Marty needed somebody
who'd been amechanic, knows soldiering, but isimmune to being humanized." He gestured with athumb



at Spencer. "He knows everything now?'
"The essntids.”

"| think Marty wants me thisway in case there's aneed for violence. Just like you—when you called me
to come protect Blaze, you implied the same.”

"Well, it'sjust that—"
"And you'reright, too! I'm so fucking mad that | could kill someone. Isn't that crazy?!
"ian..."

"Oh, you don't use theword 'crazy.” Helowered hisvoice. "But it's odd, isn't it? I've sort of comefulll

arde”
"That could be temporary, too. Y ou have every right to be angry."”

Julian sat down and clasped his hands together, asif to restrain them. "What did you learn from her? Are
there other nsin town, headed here?"

"The only other one she actually knew was Ingram. We do know the name of the man above her, though,
and he must be close to the top. It's a Genera Blaisdell. He's also the one who ordered the suppression
of your paper and had Blaze's partner killed.”

"He'sin Washington™?'

"The Pentagon. He's the undersecretary of the Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency—DARPA"

Julian amost laughed. "DARPA killsresearch dl thetime. I've never heard of them killing aresearcher
before.”

"He knows she came to Guadal gjara, and that she was coming to ajack clinic, but that'sdl."
"How many dinicsarethere?"

"One hundred thirty-eight,” Spencer said. "And when Professor Harding had her work done here, the
only connectionsto her real name are my own office records and the... what did you cal the thing you
sgned?'

"Power of attorney.”

"Yes, that'sburied in alaw officesfiles, and even so, there shouldn't be anything connecting it with this
dinic."

"l wouldn't get too complacent,” Julian said. "If Blaisdell wantsto, he can find us the same way she did.
Weleft somekind of atrail. The Mexican police could probably place usin Guadagjara—maybe even
right here—and they could be bribed pretty easly. Begging your pardon, Dr. Spencer.”

He shrugged. "Esverdad.”
"'So we suspect anyone who comes through that door. But what about Amelia, Blaze—is she nearby?*

"Maybe aquarter of amile" Jefferson said. "I'll take you there.”



"No. They might befollowing either of us. Let'snot doubletheir odds. Just write down the name of the
place. I'll take two cabs."

"Do you want to surprise her?

"What does that mean? She's staying with someone?”

"No, no. Yeah, but it's Ellie Morgan. Nothing to get al bothered about.”

"Who's bothered? It was just a question.”

"All I meant was, should | call and say you're coming?'

"Sorry. I'm in agate. Go ahead and give her a... wait, no. The phone might be tapped.”

"Not possible,” Spencer said.

"Humor me?' He looked at the address Jefferson had written down. "Good. I'll take a.cab to the
mercado. Lose mysdlf in the crowd and then dive into the subway."

"Y our caution verges on paranoia,” Spencer said.

"Verges?I'm well over the edge, actualy. Wouldn't you be paranoid if one of your best friendsjust
ripped out haf your life—and some Pentagon generd issending ns down after your lover?"

"It'slikethey say," Jefferson said. "Just because you're paranoid doesn't mean there isn't someone after
you."

HAVING SAID | WAS going to the market, instead | took a cab out to T-town and then the subway
back into the city. No such thing as being too careful.

| dipped from aside street into the courtyard of Amelia's motel. Ellie Morgan answered the door.

"She'sadeep,” she said in ahaf-whisper, "but | know sheld want to be woken up." They had adjoining
rooms. | went through and she eased the door closed behind me.

Ameliawas warm and soft from deep and smelled of lavender from the bath sdts she liked.
"Marty told me what happened,” she said. "It must be horrible, likelosing one of your senses.”
| couldn't answer that. | just held her close for amoment longer.

"Y ou know about thewoman and ... and Ray," she ssammered.

"I've been there. | spoke to her."

"The doctor was going to jack her."

"They did that, a high-risk speed ingtdlation. She's Hammer of God, same cdll asIngram.” | told her
about the generd in the Pentagon. "I don't think you're safe here. Nowhere in Guaddgjara. She traced us
from St. Bart'sright to the clinic door, through low-orbit spy satdllites.”

"Our country uses satdllitesto spy on its own people?’



"Well, the satellites go all around the world. They just don't bother to turn them off over the U.S." There
was a coffee machine set into the wall. | kept talking whilel set it up. "I don't think this Blaisdell knows
exactly where we are. Otherwise we probably would have had a SWAT team instead of alone assassin,
or at least ateam backing her up.”

"Did the satdllites actualy see usasindividuds, or just the bus?'
"Thebusand the truck.”

"So | could walk out of here and go to thetrain station, and just dip away to some random part of
Mexico."

"I don't know. She had a picture of you, so we have to assume that Blaisdell can give acopy to the next
hit man. They might be able to bribe someone, and you'd have every policeman in Mexico looking for
you."

"Niceto fed wanted."

"Maybe you should come back to Portobello with me. Hole up in Building 31 until it's safe. Marty can
have orders cut for you, probably with a couple of hours notice.”

"That's good." She stretched and yawned. | just have afew hoursto go on this proof. I'd like to have
you go over it; then we can send it out through an airport phone just before we leave.”

"Good. It1l be ardief to do some physicsfor achange.”

Amelia had written agood concise argument. | added along footnote about the appropriateness of
pseudo-operator theory in thisregime.

| dso read Elbe's verson for the popular press. To meit seemed unconvincing—no math—but |
supposed it would be best to bow to her expertise and kegp my mouth shut. Ellie had intuited my unesse,
though, and had remarked that not using mathematics was like writing about religion without mentioning
God, but editors believed that ninety percent of their readers would quit at the first equation.

| had called Marty. Hewasin surgery, but an assistant called back and said that orders would be waiting
for Ameliaat the gate. He aso passed adong the unsurprising news that Lieutenant Thurman was not
going to be among the humanized. We'd hoped that the peaceful menta environment, being jacked with
people from my converted platoon, would eiminate the Stress that was causing his migraines. But no,
they just came on later and stronger. So like me, hed have to it this one out. Unlike me, he was virtudly
under house arrest, since the few minutes he did spend jacked were enough for himto learn far too
much.

| looked forward to talking to him, since we were no longer bureaucrat-and-flunky. We suddenly had a
lot in common, involuntary ex-mechanics.

| dso suddenly had alot morein common with Amelia If there was any advantagein my losing the ability
to be jacked, that wasiit: it erased the main barrier between us. Cripplestogether, from my point of view,
but together nonetheless.

It felt so good working with her, just being in the same room with her, it was hard for me to believe that
the day before, I'd been ready to take the pill.

Wédl, | wasn't "me" anymore. | supposed | could put off finding out who | was until after September 14.
By then, it might be immateriad—I might beimmaterid! A plasma, anyhow.



While Amdiawas packing her smdl bag, | caled the airport for the flight number, and verified that they
had pay phoneswith long-distance data links. But then | redized that if Ameliahad orders waiting down
in Portobello, we could probably deadhead down in amilitary flight. | called D'Orso Fidld and, sure
enough, Ameliawas " Captain Blaze Harding." Therewas aflight leaving in ninety minutes, acargo flyboy
with plenty of room if we didn't mind Sitting on benches.

"I don't know," Amdiasad. "Sincel outrank you, | should get to St on your lap."

The cab made good time. Amelia uploaded twelve copies of the proof, ong with personal messages, to
trusted friends, and then posted copies on the public domain physics and math nets. She put Ellie's
verson on both popular science and genera news, and then we ran for the flyboy.

RUSHING OFF TO THE air basg, rather than waiting in the motel for the next commercid flight,
probably saved their lives.

A hdf hour after they left, Ellie answered aknock on the door to Amelias adjoining room. Through the
peephole, she saw aMexican maid, apron and broom, pretty with long black hair in ringlets.

She opened the door. "I don't speak Spanish—" The end of the broom handle plunged into her solar
plexus and she staggered backwards, crashing to the floor in aball.

"Nether do I, Satan.” The woman lifted her easily and threw her into a chair. "Don't make asound or I'll
kill you." She pulled aroll of duct tape out of the apron pocket and wound it around the woman'swrists,
and then wound atight loop twice around her chest and the chair back. She tore off asmall piece and
smoothed it over Ellies mouth.

She shrugged off the gpron. Ellie gasped through her nose when she saw the hospital blues undernesath,
streaked with blood.

"Clothes." Sheripped off the blood-stained pyjamas. She pivoted, tense muscular voluptuousness, and
saw El-lie's suitcase through the open double door. "Ah."

She walked through the door and came back with jeans and a cotton shirt. "They're alittle baggy, but
they'll do." She folded them nesatly on the end of the bed and peeled away enough of the tape so thet Ellie

could spesk.

"Y ou're not getting dressed," Ellie said, "because you don't want to get blood on your clothes. My blood
onmy clothes"

"Maybe| want to excite you. | think you're alesbian, living here aone with Blaze Harding."
"Sure”

"Whereisshe?'

"l don't know."

"Of courseyou do. Do | haveto hurt you?'

"I'm not telling you anything." Her voice shook and she swalowed. "Y ou're going to kill me no matter
what."

"Why do you think that?'



"Because| can identify you."

She amiled indulgently. "1 just killed two guards and escaped from the high-security areaof your clinic. A
thousand police know what | look like. | can let you live." She bent to the floor in agymnast's sweep and
took aglittering scalpel from the apron pocket.

"Y ou know whét thisis?'

Ellie nodded and swallowed.

"Now, | solemnly swear that | will not kill you if you answer my questionstruthfully.”
"Do you swear to God?"

"No, that's blagphemy.” She hefted the scapd and stared at it. "In fact, though, | won't even kill you if
you tell melies. I'll just hurt you so badly that you'll beg for death. But, instead, just before | leave, I'll cut
out your tongue so you can't tell them anything about me. And then cut off your hands so you can't write.
I'll tourniquet them with thistape, of course. | want you to have along life of regret.”

Urine dripped on the floor and Ellie started sobbing. Gavrila smoothed the tape back over her mouth.

"Did your mother ever say 'I'll give you something to cry about'?" She stabbed down hard and pinned
El-liesleft hand to the chair.

Ellie stopped sobbing and stared dully at the handle of the scalpd and the rivulet of blood.

Gavrilarocked the blade dightly and eased it out. The flow of blood increased, but she gently folded a
Kleenex over it and taped it in place. "Now if | let you talk, will you just answer questions? Not cry out?"
She nodded her head listlessy and Gavrila pedled back half the tape.

"They went to the airport.”
"They?Her and her black friend?'
"Yes. They're going back to Texas. To Houston."

"Oh. That'salie." She positioned the scalpel over the back of Ellie's other hand, and raised her fist likea
hammer.

"Panamal” she said in ahoarse shout. "Portobello. Don't... please don't—"
"Hight number?"
"I don't know. | heard him writing it down"—she pointed with her head—"over by the phone there."

She walked over and picked up apiece of paper. " 'Aeromexico 249." | guess they were in such ahurry
they leftit.”

"They wereinahurry.”

Gavrilanodded. "I suppose | should be, too." She came back and looked at her victim thoughtfully. |
won't do al those terrible things to you, even though you lied." She smoothed the tape over Ellie's mouth
and took another small piece and pinched her nose shut withit. Ellie began kicking wildly and jerking her
head back and forth, but Gavrilamanaged to make a couple of tight turns of tape around her head, fixing
the two small piecesin place and cutting off any possibility of air. In her struggles, Ellietipped the chair



over. Gavrilabought her back upright with an effortlesslift, as Julian had done with her acouple of hours
earlier. Then she dressed dowly, watching the pagan's eyes as she died.

THERE WAS A MESSAGE waiting for usin my BOQ office, flashing on the console screen, that
Gavrila had overcome her guard and escaped.

Wéll, there was no way she could get to usinside the base, locked inside abuilding isolated by Pentagon
decree. Ameliawasworried that the woman might find out where she had been living, so she cdled Ellie.
There was no answer. She left amessage, warning about Gavrilaand advising her to move to some
random place across town.

Marty's schedule said he was in surgery and wouldn't be free until 1900—five hours. There was some
cheese and beer in the cooler. We had a dow snack and then collapsed into bed. It was narrow for two
people, but we were so exhausted that anything horizonta would do. She fell adeep with her head on my
shoulder, for thefirst timeinalong time.

| woke up groggily to the console pinging. It didn't wake Amelia, but | did, in my clumsy effortsto
extricate mysdlf. My left arm was adeep, acold tingling log, and | had romanticaly left aspot of drool on
her cheek.

She rubbed at that and opened her eyesto dits. "Phone?’

"Go back to deep. I'll tell you if it'sanything.” | walked into the office, beating my |eft arm againgt my
sde. | snagged aginger de from the cooler — the favorite drink of whoever had lived there previoudy,
and sat down to the console:

Marty will meet you and Blaze at 1915 in the mess hdl. Bring this.

The sze of therogter was familiar, alisting of the entire complement of Building 31, minusme. I'd
probably seen it ahundred timesaday in my old job.

The order of thelisting was odd, since it had nothing to do with people's functions (I'd normaly seenit as
aduty roster), but it only took aminute to figure it out. Thefirst five names were the mechanic guards
whose soldierboys my platoon had taken over. Then alist of al thejacked officers, who had been
jacked together since 26 July, presumably not al in one big group.

Likewise, the end of the roster was dl of the jacked noncoms and privates, besides the guards. They aso
had been jacked together since day before yesterday. They would al theoretically come out of it on the
9th of August, cured of war.

In between those two groups, alist of the sixty-some who had spent al their lives up to now under the
handicap of normality. The four doctors had been drilling sSince yesterday. It looked like team 1 was
doing about five aday, and team 2—presumably the hotshots from the Canal Zone—were doing eight.

| heard Ameliamoving in the bedroom, changing out of the clothes sheldd dept in. She came out combing
her hair and wearing adress, ared-and-black Mexican thing I'd never seen.

"l didn't know you brought adress."
"Dr. Spencer gaveit to me; said he bought it for hiswife, but it didn't fit her.”

"Likey gory."



Shelooked over my shoulder. "Lot of people.”

"They're doing about a dozen a day, with two teams. | wonder whether they're deeping at al.”
"Well, they're eating.” She checked her watch. "How far away isthat messhal?"

"Couple minutes."

"Why don't you change your shirt and shave?'

"For Marty?'

"For me." She plucked at my shoulder. "Shoo. | want to cal Ellieagain.”

| scraped aquick shave and found a shirt that had one day's weer.

"Still no answer," Ameliasaid from the other room. "There's no one at the motel desk, ather.”
"Y ou want to check with the Clinic? Or Jefferson's motel room?”

She shook her head and pushed the PR button. "After dinner. She's probably out.” A copy of the roster
drifted out of the dot; Amdiacaught it, folded it, and put it in her purse. "Let'sgo find Marty.”

THE MESSHALL WAS smdl but, to Amelia's surprise, not totally automated. There were machines for
some standard smplefood, but aso an actua food station with an actua cook, who Julian recognized.

"Lieutenant Thurman?"

"Julian. Still can't tolerate jacking, so | volunteered to step in for Sergeant Duffy. Don't get your hopes
up, though; I can only cook four or five things." He looked at Amelia. "Y ou would be ... Amdia?’

"Blaze," dulian said, and introduced them. "Were you jacked with them for any length of time?’
"If you mean'Areyouinonit, yes, | got the generd idea. Y ou did the math?" he asked Amelia.
"No, | did the particles; just tagged aong behind Julian and Peter on the math.”

He started tossing two salads.

"Peter, the cosmology guy," hesaid. "1 saw about him on the news yesterday."

"Yesterday?' Julian said.

"Y ou didn't hear? They found him wandering around dazed on someidand." Thurman told them all he
remembered about the newsitem.

"But he doesn't recall anything about the paper?’ Amdiasaid.
"I guessnot. Not if hethinksit's the year 2000. Y ou think he can get it back?

"Only if the people who took out the memory saved it," Julian said, "and that doesn't sound likely.
Sounds like a pretty crudejob.”

"Atleast hesill dive" Amdiasad.



"Not much good to us," Julian said, and caught alook from Amelia. "Sorry. True, though.”

Thurman gave them their slads and started a couple of hamburgers. Marty came in and asked for the
sane.

They went to the end of along empty table. Marty dumped into the chair and unpedled a speedie from
behind his ear. "Better deep afew hours.”

"How long you been on your feet?'

Helooked at hiswatch without focusing oniit. "I don't want to know. We're just about through with the
colonds. Two Team'sjust up from anap; they'll do Tomy and the topkick, what's his name?"

"Gilpatrick," Julian said. "He could use alittle humanizing."

Thurman brought over Marty's sdad. "That wasamess up in Guaddgara," he said. "The newscamein
from Jefferson just before | 1eft the Twenty.” Mogt of the communi cation between Guaddgaraand
Portobello was viajack circuit rather than conventional phone— you got through more information in less
time, and everyone who was jacked would know sooner or later, anyhow.

"It wasdoppy,” Julian said. "They should have been more careful with that woman.”

"That'sfor sure.” Thurman went back to his hamburgers. Neither of them knew they were talking about
two different incidents; they'd tried Thurman on the jack twice; he'd been in contact when the news came
in about the killing rampage that ended in Elbe's murder.

"What woman?' Marty said between bites.

Julian and Amelialooked at each other. "Y ou don't know about Gavrila. About Ray."
"Nothing. IsRay in trouble?’

Julian took a breath and let it out. "He's dead, Marty."

Marty dropped hisfork. "Ray?"

"GavrilasaHammer of God assassin who was sent down to kill Blaze. She smuggled aguninto an
interrogation room and shot him."

"Ray?" he repeated. They'd been friends since graduate school. Hewas till and pae. "What will | tell his
wife?' He shook hishead. "'l was best man.”

"l don't know," Julian said. "Y ou can't just say 'He gave hislife for peace,’ though it'strue, inaway."

"It'sdso truethat | dragged him away from his safe, comfortable office and put himin theway of a
[unatic murderer.”

Amédiatook his hand in both of hers. "Don't worry about it now. Nothing you can do will change
anything.”

He gstared at her blankly. " She's not expecting him back until the fourteenth. So maybe the universe will
makeit dl irrdevant by exploding.”

"Morelikely," dulian said, "hell wind up just oneinalong list of casudties. Y ou might aswell wait and
announce them all after the shitstorm. After the bloodlessrevolution.”



Thurman came over quietly and served them their hamburgers. Hed overheard enough to redlize that
they didn't yet know about Elbe's murder, and perhaps the fact that Gavrilawas |oose.

He decided not to tell them. They would know soon enough. There might be something in the delay that
he could turn to his advantage.

Because he wasn't going to just stand around and let these lunatics wreck the military. He had to stop
them, and he knew exactly whereto go.

Through the migraine haze that kept him from communing with these misdirected idedists, somered
information did bleed through. Like theidentity of Generd Blaisdell, and his powerful postion.

Blaisdell had the power to neutralize Building 31 with a phone call. Thurman had to get to him, and soon.
"Gawvrild" might do as acode word.

WHEN WE GOT BACK to our billet, there was a message on the console for Amelia, not me, to call
Jefferson immediately on the secure line. He was in his own motel room in Guaddgara, egting dinner. He
was wearing a handgun in a shoulder holster, a dart-thrower.

He stared out of the screen. "Sit down, Blaze." She eased hersdf dowly into the chair in front of the
console. "1 don't know how secure Building 31 is supposed to be. | don't think it's secure enough.

"Gavrilaescaped. She'sleft atrail of bodies|eading to you. She killed two people at the Clinic, and one
of them she apparently had tortured into giving up your address.”

"No ... oh, no!"

Jefferson nodded. " She got there right after you left. We don't know what Ellie might have told her before
shedied."

That may have hit me harder than it did her. Amdiahad lived with Ellie, but | had lived insde her.
She turned pale and spoke dmost without moving her lips. "Tortured her.”

"Yes. And went straight to the airport and took the next flight to Portobello. She's somewherein the city
now. Y ou have to assume she knows exactly whereyou are.

"She couldn't get in here," | said.

"Tdl meabout it, Julian. She couldn't get out of here, either.”

"Yeah, dl right. Areyou set up to jack?"

He gave me a cautious doctor look. "With you?"

"Of course not. With my platoon. They're standing guard here, and could use a description of the bitch.”
"Of course. Sorry."

"Y ou tdl them everything you know, and then well go to Candi for adebriefing.”

"All right.. just remember Gavrila's been jacked with me two-way—"

"What? That was smart."



"We thought she'd be in a straitjacket for the duration. It was the only way to get anything from her, and
we got alot. But you have to assume shell retain alot of what she got from Spencer and me."

"Shedidn't retain my address," Amdiasad.

Jefferson shook hishead. "1 didn't know it, and neither did Spencer, in case. But she knows the broad
outline of the Plan.”

"Damn. Shelll have passed it on.”

"Not yet. She has a superior in Washington, but she won't have talked to him yet. Sheidolizeshim, and
combining that with her rigid fanaticiam... | don't think shelll cal until she can say 'Mission accomplished.’

"So we don't just stay away from her. We catch her and make sure she doesn't talk.”
"Nalil her into aroom.”

"Or abox," | said.

He nodded and broke the circuit.

"Kill her?' Amdiasad.

"Won't be necessary. Just turn her over to the medicos and shell deep past D day.” Probably true, |
thought, but pretty soon Ameiaand | were going to be the only peoplein thisbuilding physicaly ableto
kill.

WHAT CANDI TOLD THEM told them was frightening. Not only was Gavrilavicious and well trained
and motivated by love and fear of God and His avatar, Genera Blaisdell— but it would be easier for her
to get into Building 31 than Julian would have supposed. Its main defenses were againgt military attack
and mob assaullt. It didn't even have aburglar darm.

Of course shefirst would have to get onto the base. They sent descriptions of her in the two modesthey
knew of, and copies of her fingerprints and retina scans, to the gate, with strict detention orders—"armed
and dangerous.”

There were no security camerasin the Guaddgara airport, but there were plenty at Portobello. No one
who looked like her had gotten off any of the six flights arriving from Mexico that afternoon and evening,
but that could just mean athird disguise. There were afew women her size and shape. Their descriptions
also went to the gate.

Infact, as Jefferson might have predicted, in her paranoia Gavrila bought aticket to Portobello, but didn't
useit. Instead, she flew to the Canal Zone disguised as aman. She went down to the waterfront and
found adrunken soldier who resembled her, and killed him for his papers and uniform. Sheleft most of
the body in ahotel room, first cutting off the hands and head, wrapping them well, and mailing them &t the
cheapest rate to afictitious addressin Bolivia. She took the monorail to Portobello and wasinsde the
base an hour before they started looking for her.

She didn't have her plagtic gun and knife, of course; shed even left behind the scalpel sheld used on Ellie.
There were thousands of weaponsinside the base, but al were locked up and accounted for, except for
afew guards and MPswith pistals. Killing an MP sounded like a bad way to get aweapon. She went



down to the armory and loitered for awhile, ingpecting it while appearing to read the notices on the
bulletin board, then waiting in line for afew minutes and rushing off asif shed forgotten something.

She went outside the building and then re-entered through a back door. From the floor plan shed
memorized, she went straight to routine maintenance. There was aduty roster posted; she went to an
adjacent room and called the speciaist on maintenance duty, and told him aMgor Feldman wanted to
see him at the desk. Heleft the room unlocked, and Gavriladipped in.

She had perhaps ninety seconds. Find something letha that looked like it worked and wouldn't be missed
immediady.

There was ajumbled pile of M-31s, mud-spattered but otherwise in good shape. Probably used in an
exercise— by officers, who wouldn't be expected to clean them afterward. She picked one and wrapped
itin agreen towel, dong with a cassette of exploding darts and a bayonet. Poison darts would have been
better, quieter, but there weren't any in the open stock.

She dipped outside undetected. Thisdidn't appear to be the kind of base where asoldier could casualy
carry alight assault weapon around, so she kept the M-31 wrapped up. She put the sheathed bayonet
ingde her belt, under her shirt.

The binding that compressed her breasts was uncomfortable, but she left it onin caseit would buy her an
extrasecond or two of surprise. The uniform wasloose, and shelooked like adightly chubby man, short
with abarrd chest. She walked carefully.

Building 31 looked no different from the ones that surrounded it, except for alow dectrified fenceand a
sentry box. She walked by the box in the dusk, fighting the temptation to rush the shoe guard and shoot
her way in. She could do some real damage with the forty rounds in the cassette, but she knew from
Jefferson that there would be soldierboy guards on duty. The black man Julian's platoon. Julian Class.

Dr. Jefferson hadn't known anything about the building's floor plan, though, which was what she needed
now. If she knew where Harding was, she could create adiversion for the soldierboys asfar as possible
from her quarry, and then go after her. But the building wastoo large to just go in cold and hopeto find
her while the soldierboys were occupied for afew minutes.

They would be expecting her, too, of course. Shedidn't look at Building 31 as shewalked by. They
certainly knew about the torture-murders. Was there any way she could use that knowledge against
them? Make them careless through fear?

Whatever action shetook, it would have to be within the building. Otherwise, outside forces would ded
withit, while Harding was protected by the soldierboys.

She stopped dead and then forced herself to move on. That wasit! Create adiversion outside, but be
insde when they find out about it. Follow the soldierboysto her prey.

Then she would need God's hel p. The soldierboyswould be swift, though probably pacified, if the
humanizing scheme had worked. She had to kill Harding before they restrained her.

But shewasdl confidence. The Lord had gotten her thisfar; Hewould not fail her now. Eventhe
woman's name, Blaze, was demonic, aswedl as her misson. Everything wasright.

Sheturned the corner and said aquiet prayer. A child was playing done on the sdewalk. A gift from the
Lord.



WE WERE LYING IN bed taking when the console chimed its phone signdl. It was Marty.

Hewasweary but smiling. "They called me out of surgery,” he said. "Good news, for achange, from
Washington. They did asegment on your theory on the Harold Burley Hour tonight.”

"Supporting it?' Amdiasad.

"Evidently. | just saw aminute of it; back to work. It should be linked to your data queue by now. Take
alook." He punched off and we found the program immediately.

It started out with an optical of agaaxy exploding dramatically, sound effects and al. Then the profile of
Burley, serious as usud, faded in, looking down on the cataclysm.

"Could thisbe us, only amonth from now? Controversy ragesin the highest scientific circles. And not
only scientists have questions. The police do, too."

A dill picture of Peter, bedraggled and forlorn, naked from the waist up, holding up anumber for the
police camera. "Thisis Peter Blankenship, who for two decades has been one of the most highly
regarded cosmologistsin the world.

"Today he doesn't even know the right number of planetsin the Solar System. Hethinks he'sliving in the
year 2004—and is confused to be a twenty-year-old man in a sixty-four-year-old body.

"Someone jacked him and extracted al his past, back to that year. Why? What did he know? Hereis
Simone Mdlat, head of the FBI's Forensic Neuropathology Unit." A woman in awhite coat, with a
jumble of gleaming equipment behind her. "Dr. Madllot, what can you tell us about theleve of surgica
technique used on thisman?'

"The person who did thisbelongsinjail," she said. " Subtle equipment was used, or misused; microscopic
Al-directed investigation showsthat they initidly tried to erase specific, fairly recent, memories. But they
failed repestedly, and finaly erased one huge block with a surge of power. It wasthe murder of a
personality and, we know now, the destruction of agreat mind."

Besde me, Ameliasighed, amost asob, but leaned forward, studying the console intently.

Burley peered directly out of the screen. "Peter Blankenship did know something—or at least believed
something, that profoundly affects you and me. He believed that unless we take action to stop it, the
world will cometo an end on September fourteenth.”

There was apicture of the Multiple Mirror Array on thefar sSde of the Moon, irrdlevant to anything,
tracking ponderoudy. Then atime-lapse shot of Jupiter rotating. " The Jupiter Project, the largest, most
complex scientific experiment ever conducted. Peter Blankenship had caculations that showed it had to
be stopped. But then he disappeared, and came back in no shape to testify about anything scientific.

"But his assstant, Professor Blaze Harding"—an inset of Amdialecturing—"suspected foul play and
hersdf disappeared. From ahiding place in Mexico she sent dozens of copies of Blankenship's theory,
and the high hard mathematics behind it, to scientists al over the world. Opinions are divided.”

Back in hisstudio, Burley faced two men, one of them familiar.
"God, not Macro!" Ameliasaid.

"I have with me tonight Professors LIoyd Doherty and Mac Roman. Dr. Doherty's alongtime associate
of Peter Blankenship. Dr. Roman isthe dean of sciences at the University of Texas, where Professor



Harding works and teaches.”
"Teaching isn't work?" | said, and she shushed me.

Macro settled back with afamiliar self-satisfied expression. "Professor Harding has been under a great
ded of gtrain recently, including alove affair with one of her sudents aswell as one with Peter
Blankenship.”

"Stick to the science, Macro,” Doherty said. ™Y ou've read the paper. What do you think of it?"
"Why, it's... it's utterly fantadtic. Ridiculous.”
"Tedl mewhy."

"Lloyd, the audience could never understand the mathematics involved. But the ideais absurd on the face
of it. That the physical conditionsthat obtain ingde something smaller than aBB could bring about the
end of the universe.”

"People once said it was absurd to think that atiny germ could bring about the death of a human being.”
"That'safaseandogy." Hisruddy face got darker.

"No, it's precise. But | agree with you about it not destroying the universe.”

Macro gestured at Burley and the camera. "Well, then.”

Doherty continued. "It would only destroy the Solar System, perhapsthe Galaxy. A rdatively small
corner of the universe.”

"But it would destroy the Earth," Burley said.
"Inlessthan an hour, yes." The camera camein close on him. "There's no doubt about that."
"But thereid" Macro said, off camera.

Doherty gave him aweary look. "Even if the doubt were reasonable, and it is not, what sort of odds
would be acceptable? A fifty-fifty chance? Ten percent? One chancein a hundred that everyone would
die?'

"Science doesn't work like that. Things aren't ten percent true."

"And people aren't ten percent dead, ether.” Doherty turned to Burley. "The problem | found isn't with
thefirst few minutes or even millenniums of the prediction. | just think they've made an error extrapolating
into intergdactic space.”

"Dotdl," Burley sad.

"Ultimatdly, the result would just be twice as much matter; twice as many galaxies. Theré'sroom for
them.”

"If one part of the theory iswrong—" Macro began.

"Furthermore,” Doherty confined, "it looks asif this has happened before, in other gdaxies. It actudly
clears up some anomalies here and there.”

"Getting back to Earth,” Burley said, "or at least to this solar system. How big ajob would it be to stop



the Jupiter Project? The largest experiment ever set up?'

"Nothing to it, in terms of science. Just oneradio signal from JPL. Getting peopleto send asigna that will
end their careersin science, that would normally be hard. But everybody's career ends September
fourteenth, if they don't."

"It's4till irresponsible nonsense,” Macro said. "Bad science, sensationdism.”
"Y ou have about ten daysto prove that, Mac. A long lineisforming behind that button.”
Close-up on Burley, shaking hishead. "They can't turn it off too soon for me." The console went dead.

We laughed and hugged and split aginger dein celebration. But then the screen chimed and turned itsdlf
on without my hitting the answer button.

It was the face of Eileen Zakim, my new platoon leader. "Julian, we have ared Stuation. Areyou
amed?'

"No—well, yes. Therésapistol here." But it had been |eft behind, like the ginger de; | hadn't checked to
seeif it was|oaded. "What's up?'

"That crazy bitch Gavrilais here. Maybeinsde. Shekilled alittle girl out front in order to distract the
shoe guard &t the gate.”

"Good grief! We don't have asoldierboy out front?"

"We do, but she patrols. Gavrilawaited until the soldierboy was on the opposite side of the compound.
The way we've reconstructed it, she dashed up the child and threw her, dying, up against the sentry box
door. When the shoe opened the door, she cut histhroat and then dragged him across the box and used
his handprint to open theinner door."

| had the pistol out and threw the dead bolt on the door. "Reconstructed? Y ou don't know for sure?’

"No way to tdll; the inner door isn't monitored. But she did drag him back into the box, and if she's
military, she knows how the handprint locks work."

| checked the pistol's magazine. Eight packs of tumblers. Each pack held 144 razor-sharp
tumblers—each actually afolded, scored piece of metdl that shattersinto 144 pieces when you pull the
trigger. They comeout in ahail of fury that can chew off anarm or aleg.

"Now that she'sin the compound—"
"We don't know that for sure.”
"If sheis, though, are there any more handprint locks? Any monitored entrances?"

"The main entrance is monitored. No handprints, just mechanical locks. My people are checking every
door."

| winced alittle at "my" people. "Okay. We're secure here. Keep us posted.”
"Will do." The console went dark.

We both looked at the door. "Maybe she doesn't have anything that can get through that,” Amdiasaid.
"She used aknife on the child and guard.”



| shook my head. "1 think she did that for her own amusement.”

GAVRILA HUDDLED IN A cabinet under alaundry sink, waiting, the M-31 cradled, ready to fire, and
the guard's assault rifle digging into her ribs. She had comein through a service door that was open to the
night air, and locked it behind her.

While she watched through a crack, her patience and foresight were rewarded. A soldierboy dipped
slently up to the door, checked the lock, and moved on.

After one minute, she got out and stretched. She had to either find out where the woman was staying or
find some way to destroy the whole building. But fast. She wasridiculoudy outnumbered, and in gaining
the advantage of terror she had sacrificed the possibility of surprise.

There was a beat-up keyboard and console, gray plastic turning white with some kind of soap film, built
into thewall. Shewent over to it and pushed arandom letter, and it turned itself on. Shetyped in
"directory" and was rewarded with alist of personndl. Blaze Harding wasn't there, but Julian Classwas,
a 8-1841. That looked like a phone number, rather than aroom number.

Guessing, sherolled apointer over to hisname and clicked onit. That gave her 241, more useful. It was
atwo-gory building.

A sudden loud rattling startled her. She spun around, pointing both wegpons, but it wasjust an
unattended washing machine that had been dormant while she was hidden.

Sheignored the freight elevator and shouldered though aheavy FIRE EXIT door that opened on adusty
daircase. There didn't seem to be any security cameras. She climbed quickly and quietly up to the
second floor.

She thought for amoment and left one of the weapons by the door on the landing. She only needed one
for thekill. Besdes, sheéd be retreating fast, and might want an eement of surprise. They would know
she had the guard's assault rifle, but probably didn't know about the M-31 yet.

Opening the door a crack, she could see that the odd-numbered rooms were across from her, numbers
increasing to the right. She closed her eyesfor a deep breeth and aslent prayer, and then burst through
the door in adead run, assuming there were cameras and soldier-boysin her near future.

There were neither. She stopped at 241, took afraction of a second to note the class nameplate, leveled
the assault rifle, and fired asilenced burst at the lock.

The door didn't open. She aimed six inches higher and thistime blew out the dead bolt. The door opened
acouple of inches and she kicked it the rest of the way.

Julian was standing there, in the shadow, holding the pistol straight out with both hands. She spun awvay
ingtinctively as hefired, and the burst of razors that would have beheaded her instead just tore out apiece
of her left shoulder. Shefired two random blastsinto the darkness—trusting God to guide them not to
him, but to the white scientist she was there to punish—and legped back out of the way of his second
shot. Then she sprinted back to the stairwell and just got through the door as his third shot redecorated
the hal.

There was a soldierboy waiting there, hulking huge at the top of the gairs. She knew from picking
Jefferson's mind that the mechanic controlling it probably had been brainwashed so it couldn't kill her.
She emptied the rest of the magazine into the thing's eyes.



The black man was shouting for her to throw out her weapon and come out with her hands up. All right.
He was probably the only thing between her and the scienti<t.

She toed the door open, ignoring the soldierboy groping blindly behind her, and threw out the useless
assault rifle. "Now come out dowly," the man said.

Shetook one moment to visudize her move while she eased back the arming lever of the M-31.
Shoulder-roll acrossthe corridor and then a continuous sweeping burst in his direction. She lesped.

It was al wrong. He got her before she hit the ground,. an ungodly pain in her belly. She saw her own
desth happening, athick spray of blood and entrails as her shoulder hit the floor and shetried to
completetheroll but just did. She managed to get up on her knees and elbows, and something dimy fell
out of her body. Shefdl over facing him, and through a darkening haze raised the weapon toward him.
He said something and the world ended.

| SHOUTED "DROP IT" but she ignored me, and the second shot disintegrated her head and shoulders.
| fired again, reflexively, blowing apart the M-31 and the hand that was aiming it, and turning her chest
into abright red cavity. Behind me, Ameliamade a choking sound and ran to the bathroom to vomit.

| had to stare. She didn't even look human, from the waist up; just amessy montage of butchered meat
and rags. Therest of her was unaffected. For some reason | held up my hand to block out the gore and
was alittle horrified to see that her lower body wasin aredaxed, casudly seductive pose.

A soldierboy dowly pushed the door open. The sensory apparatuses were a chewed-up mess. "Julian?"
itsadin Candi'svoice. "l can't see. Areyou dl right?'

"I'm okay, Candi. | think it's over. Backup coming?"
"Claude. He's downdtairs.”

"I'll beintheroom.” | walked back through the door on automatic pilot. I'd amost meant it when | said |
was okay. | just turned ahuman being into a pile of steaming mest, hey, dl in aday's work.

Ameliahad left the water running after washing her face. She hadn't quite made it to the toilet, and was
trying to clean up the messwith atowd. | set down the pistol and helped her to her feet. "Y ou lie down,
honey. I'll take care of this."

She was weeping. She nodded into my shoulder and let me guide her to the bed.

After | cleaned it up and threw the towelsinto the recycler, | sat on the end of the bed and tried to think.
But I couldn't get past the horrible sight of the woman bursting open three times, each time | pulled the
trigger.

When she silently threw therifle out, for some reason | knew she would come through the door shooting.
| had asight picture and the trigger hafway pulled when she leaped out into the corridor.

I'd heard a pattering sound, which must have been her silenced weapon blinding Candi. And then when
shethrew it out without hesitation, | guess | assumed it was empty and she had another weapon.

But theway | felt as| eased down on the trigger and waited for her to show hersdlf... | had never felt that



way in the soldierboy. Ready.
| really wanted her to come out and die. | really wanted to kill her.

Had | changed that much in afew weeks? Or wasit actualy change? The boy was a different case, an
"industria accident” that | didn't completely cause, and if | could bring him back, | would.

| wouldn't bring Gavrilaback except to kill her again.

For some reason | remembered my mother, and her rage when President Brenner was assassinated. |
wasfour. She hadn't liked Brenner at dl, | learned later, and that made it worse, asif she had some
complicity inthe crime. Asif the murder were some kind of wish fulfillment.

But that wasn't close to the personal hate | felt for Gavrila—besides, she was dmost not human. It was
like disposing of avampire. A vampire who was single-mindedly stalking the woman you loved.

Ameliawas quiet now. "I'm sorry you saw that. It was pretty awful.”
She nodded, face ill buried in the pillow. "At least it'sover. That part'sover.”

| rubbed her back and murmured agreement. We didn't know how Gavrila—like the vampire—was
going to return from her graveto kill again.

IN THE GUADALAJARA AIRPORT, Gavrilahad written a short note to General Blaisdell and put itin
an envelope with his home address. She put that in another envel ope, addressed to her brother, with
indructionsto send it on unread if Gavriladidn't cal by tomorrow morning.

Thisiswhat it said: If you haven't heard from me by now, I'm dead. The man in charge of the group that
killed meisMG Stanton Roser, the most dangerous man in America. An eyefor an eye?

Gavrila

After she had sent that one, she redlized it wasn't enough, and on the plane she scribbled another two
pages, trying to set down everything she could remember from the minutes when sheld been ableto see
into Jefferson's mind. Luck was on the other side for that one, though. She dropped it in amailbox in the
Cand Zone and it was automeatically routed through Army Intelligence, where a bored tech sergeant reed
part of it and recycled it as crank mail.

But she hadn't been the only one on the wrong side who had been exposed to the Plan. Lieutenant
Thurman heard of Gavrilas death afew minutes after it happened, and put two and two together, and
changed into his dress uniform and dipped out into the night. He got by the sentry box with no problem.
The shoe who had been pressed into service to replace the one Gavrilahad murdered was just thisside
of catatonic. He passed Thurman through with arigid salute.

He didn't have any money for acommercia flight, so he had to gamble on using the military. If thewrong
person asked for histravel orders, or if he had to go through aretina scan for security, that would be
it— not just AWOL, but fleeing from adminigirative detention.

A combination of luck and bluff and planning worked, though. He got off the base just by getting aboard
asupply chopper that was returning to the Cana Zone. He knew that the CZ had been in bureaucratic

chaos for months, ever sinceit had seceded from Panama and become aU.S. Territory. The Air Force
base there was not exactly overseas and not exactly stateside, either. He wait-listed himself on aflight to



Washington, misspelling his name, and ahalf hour later flashed his picture ID and rushed aboard.

Hearrived at Andrews Air Force Base at dawn, had abig free bregkfast at the Transient Officers Mess,
and then loitered around until nine-thirty. Then he caled Genera Blaisdell.

Lieutenant's bars don't move you through the Pentagon's switchboards very fast. Hetold two civilians,
two sergeants, and afellow lieutenant that he had a personal message for Genera Blaisddll. Findly, he
wound up with abird colonel who was his adminigrative assistant.

She was an attractive woman afew years older than Thurman. She eyed him suspicioudy. "You're caling
from Andrews,” she said, "but my board says you're stationed in Portobello.”

"That'sright. I'm on compassionate leave."

"Hold your orders up to the lens.”

"They aren't here." He shrugged. "My luggage went missing.”

"Y ou packed your orders?’

"By migake."

"That could be an expensve mistake, lieutenant. What isthis message for the generd ?*
"With al due respect, colond, it'svery personal.”

"If it'sthat persond, you'd better put it in aletter and mail it to hishome. | pass on everything that goes
through this office.”

"Please. Judt tdl himit'sfrom hissster—"
"The general doesn't haveasger.”
"Hissgter Gavrila," he pressed on. "She'sin trouble.”

Her head jerked up suddenly and she spoke beyond the screen. "Yes, sir. Immediately.” She pushed a
button and her face was replaced by the green DARPA sigil. A shimmering encryptation bar appeared
over it, and then it dissolved to the generd'sface. He looked kind, grandfatherly.

"Do you have security on your end?’
"No, gr. It'sapublic phone. But there's no one around.”
He nodded. "Y ou spoke with Gavrila?'

"Indirectly, sr." Helooked around. " She was captured and had ajack installed. | jacked briefly with her
captors. She'sdead, sir."

He didn't change expression. "' Did she complete her assgnment?’
"If that wasto get rid of the scientist, no, Sir. Shewaskilled in the attempt.”

While they were talking, the general made two unobtrusive hand gestures, recognition sgnasfor Enders
and for Hammer of God. Of course Thurman didn't respond to either one. "Sir, therésahuge

conspiracy—"



"I know, son. Let's continue this conversation face-to-face. I'll send my car down for you. You'll be
paged when it arrives.”

"Yes, gr," hesaid to ablank screen.

Thurman drank coffee for most of an hour, looking at the paper without actualy reading it. Then hewas
paged and told that the generd’s limousine was waiting for himinthe arrivals area.

He went there and was surprised to see that the limo had a human driver, asmall young femaetech
sergeant in dress greens. She opened the back door for him. The windows were opague mirrors.

The seats were deep and soft but covered with uncomfortable plastic. The driver didn't say aword to
him, but did turn on some music, soft-drift jazz. She didn't drive, ether, other than pushing abutton. She
read from an old-fashioned paper Bible and ignored the numbing monotony of the huge gray Grossman
modules that housed atenth of amillion people each. Thurman was kind of fascinated by them. Who
would live that way voluntarily? Of course most of them were probably government draftees, just
marking time until their term of servicewas up.

They traveled dongside ariver, in agreenbdt, for severa miles, and then went spiraing up an entrance
ramp to abroad highway that |ed to the Pentagon, which was actually two pentagons—the smaller
historical building nested inside the one where most of the work was actudly done. He could only seethe
whole structure for afew seconds, and then the car banked down along arc of concrete toward its
home.

The limousine cameto a stop outside aloading bay, identified only by the flaking yellow letters blkrde21.
Thedriver put her Bible down and got out and opened Thurman's door. "Please follow me, sir."

They went through an automatic door straight into an elevator, whose wallswere an infinite regression of
mirrors. The driver put her hand on atouchplate and said, "Genera Blaisddll.”

The devator crawled for about aminute, while Thurman studied amillion Thurmans going off in four
directions, and tried not to stare at the various atractive angles of hisescort. A Bible-thumper, not his
type. Nice buitt, though.

The doors opened to asilent and spare reception room. The sergeant went behind the desk and turned
on aconsole. "Tdl the generd that Lieutenant Thurman is here." There was awhisper and she nodded.
"Comewithme, gr."

The next room was more like amgjor generd's office. Wood pandling, actua paintingson thewalls, apic
window that displayed Mount Kilimanjaro. Onewall of awards and citations and holos of the genera
with four presidents.

The old gentleman rose gracefully from behind his acre of uncluttered desk. He was obvioudy athletic
and had atwinklein hiseye.

"Lieutenant, please Sit over here." He indicated one of a pair of leather-upholstered easy chairs. He
looked at the sergeant. "And bring in Mr. Carew."

Thurman sat uneasily, "Sir, I'm not sure how many people ought to—"

"Oh, Mr. Carew'sacivilian, but we can trust him. He's an information specidist. Hell jack with you and
saveusdl kindsof time."

Thurman had a premonitory migraine glow. "Sir, isthat aosolutely necessary? Jacking—"



"Ohyes, yes. Theman'sajack witnessin the federa court syslem. Hesamarvel, areal marvel.”
The marvel camein without speaking. He looked like awax replicaof himsef. Forma tunic and tring tie.

"Him," he said, and the genera nodded. He sat down in the other chair and pulled two jack cablesfrom a
box on the table between him and Thurman.

Thurman opened his mouth to explain, but then just plugged in. Carew followed suiit.

Thurman gtiffened and hiseyesrolled back. Carew stared at him with interest and started bresathing hard,
sweat dotting hisforehead.

After afew minutes he unplugged, and Thurman sagged into relieved unconsciousness. " That was hard on
him," Carew said, "but | have agrest ded of interesting information.”

"Haveit dl?' the generd sad.
"All we need and more.”

Thurman started to cough and dowly levered himsdlf into anormd sitting position. He clamped his
forehead with one hand and massaged atemple with the other. "Sir... could | ask for a Pain-go?"

"Certainly ... sergeant?' She went out and returned with a glass of water and apill.

He gulped it down gratefully. "Now ... sr. What do we do next?'

"The next thing you do, son, isget somerest. The sergeant will take you to ahotdl.”

"Sir, | don't have aration book, or any money. It'sal back in Portobello; | was under detention.”
"Don't worry. WEll take care of everything.”

"Thank you, Sir." The headache was retreating, but he had to close his eyes at the mirrored devator car,
or face the progpect of watching himsalf puke athousand times at once.

The limous ne hadn't moved. He did gratefully onto the soft dick plagtic.

Thedriver closed hisdoor and got in the front. "Thishotel," he asked her, "arewe going dl theway
downtown?"

"No," she said, and sarted the engine. " Arlington." She turned and raised a silenced .22 automatic and
shot him oncein the |eft eye. He clawed for the door handle and she leaned over and shot him again,
point-blank in the temple. She made aface at the mess and pushed the button that directed the car to the
cemetery.

MARTY DROPPED HISBOMBSHELL by bringing afriend to breskfast. We were eating out of the
machines, as usud for the morning medl, when Marty walked in with someonewhom | didn't & first
recognize. He smiled, though, and | remembered the diamond set into hisfront tooth.

"Private Benyo?' He was one of the mechanic guards replaced by my old platoon.

"Intheflesh, sarge." He shook hands with Ameiaand introduced himself, then sat down and poured a
cup of coffee.



"So what'sthe story?' | asked. "It didn't take?”

"Nope." He grinned again. "What it didn't take was two weeks.™

mWhat?

"It doesn't "take two weeks," Marty said. "Benyo is humanized, and so are dl the others.”
"l don't get it."

"Y our stahilizer, Candi, wasin theloop. That'swhat did it! It only takes about two days, if you'rejacked
with somebody who's aready humanized.”

"But... then why did it take the whole two weeks with Jefferson?

Marty laughed. "1t didn't! He was one of them after acouple of days, but people didn't recognizeit, snce
he was the first—and he was ninety percent there from the beginning. Everybody, Jefferson included,
was concentrating on Ingram, not him."

"But then you take aguy like me," Benyo said, "who hates the idea from the very start—and wasn't
exactly a sweetheart to begin with—hell, everybody could tel when | converted.”

"And you are converted?' Ameliasaid. He got aserious ook and nodded in jerks. "Y ou don't fed
resentful about... losing the man you used to be?’

"It'shard to explain. What | am now isthe man | used to be. But more methan | used to be, get it?' He
made a helpless gesture with both hands. "What | meanis| never in amillion years could've found out
who | redlly was, even though it wasthere al thetime. | needed the others to show me.”

She smiled and shook her head. "It soundslike areligious conversion.”

"Itis, sort of," | said. "It literdly was, with Ellie." | shouldn't have said that; she started to cloud up. | put
my hand on hers.

For amoment everyonewas silent. "So," Ameliasaid. "What doesthis do to the timetable?!

"If we'd known before the thing started, it would've sped it up considerably—and of courseit will do that
in the long run, when we're out to change the world.

"Right now the limiting factor isthe surgery schedule. We plan to finish the last set of implants on the
thirty-first. So by thethird of August, we should have abuilding-full of converts, generd to private.”

"What about the POWSs?" | asked. "McLaughlin didn't convert them in two days, did he?'

"Again, if wed only known. He was never jacked with them for more than afew hoursat atime. It
would be good to know whether it does work with thousands of people at once.”

"How do you know it's one or the other?' Amdliasaid. "Two weeksif they'real just 'normal’ people;
two daysif one of the dectiswith them al thetime. Y ou don't know anything about intermediate Sates.”

"That'sright." He rubbed his eyes and grimaced. "And no time to experiment. There's some fascinating
science to be done, but aswe said up at . Bart's, we're not doing science quite yet.” His phone pinged.
"Just asecond.”

Hetouched his earring and listened, staring. "Okay ... I'll get back to you. Yes." He shook his head.



"Trouble?" | asked.

"Could be nothing; could be disaster. Welve lost our cook.”

That took me amoment. "Thurman'sgone AWOL?"

"Y ep. He cruised right past the guard last night, right after you ... after Gavriladied.”

"No ideawhere he went?'

"He could be anywhere in the world. Could be downtown living it up. Y ou jacked with him, Benyo?'

"Huh-uh. But Monez did, and I'm with Monez all thetime. So | got alittle. Not much, you know, his
headaches."

"Do you have any secondhand impression of him?"

"Just aguy." Herubbed hischin. "l guess he was alittle more army than most. | mean hekind of liked the
idea”.

"He didn't much like our idea, then."
"I don't know. I'd guess not.”

Marty looked at hiswatch. "I'm duein surgery in twenty minutes. Be doing jacks until one. Julian, you
want to track him down?"

"Dowhat | can."

"Benyo, you jack with Monez and whoever else was with Thurman. We have to know how much he
knows."

"Sure." He stood up. "I think he's down by the game room."
We watched him go. "At least he couldn't have known who the genera was."

"Not Roser," Marty said. "But he might have gotten the name of Gavrilas boss, Blaisddll, through one of
the peoplein Guadalgjara. That'swhat | want to find out.” He checked hiswatch again. "Call Benyo
about it in an hour or so. And check al the flightsto Washington.”

"Dowhat | can, Marty. Once he's out of Porto, hell, there must be ten thousand waysto get to
Washington."

"Y eah, right. Maybe we should just wait and see whether we hear from Blaisdell.”

We were about to.

BLAISDELL SPENT A FEW minutestalking to Carew— the actua "download” of information from the
jack session would take several hours patient interrogation under hypnoss, by machine, but he did learn
that there were a couple of days unaccounted for, between the time Gavrilawas jacked in Guadadgara
and her death more than athousand miles away. What did she learn that sent her to Portobello?

He stayed in the office until he got the coded message from his driver that matters had been disposed of,
and then he drove himsalf home—an eccentricity that sometimes was useful.



He lived done, with robot servants and soldierboy guards, in amansion on the Potomac less than ahalf
hour's drive from the Pentagon. An eighteenth-century home with origina exposed timbers and awooden
floor buckled with age, it was consstent with hisimage of himsaf—aman destined from birth, privileged
birth, to change the history of the world.

And now hisdegtiny wasto end it.

He poured hisdaily ounce of whiskey into acrystd snifter and sat down to the mail. When heturned on
the console, before the index came up, ablinker told him he had paper mail waiting.

Odd. He asked the whedlie to fetch it, and it brought back asingle letter, no return address, postmarked
from Kansas City that morning. It was interesting, considering the intimacy of some aspects of their
relaionship, that he didn't recognize Gavrilas handwriting on the envelope.

He read the short message twice and then burned it. Stanton Roser the most dangerous man in America?
How unlikely, and how convenient: they had agolf date Saturday morning at the Bethesda Country Club.
Golf could be adangerous game.

He bypassed hismail and opened up the line to his computer a work. "Good evening, generd,” it said in
acarefully modulated sexless voice.

"Ligt for me every project rated 'secret’ or above that has been initiated in the past month—no, eight
weeks—by the Office of Force Management and Personnd. Delete any that have no connection to
Generd Stanton Roser.”

There were only three projects on the list; he was surprised at how little of Roser'swork was classified.
But one of those "projects’ was essentidly afile of miscellaneous classified actions, with 248 entries. He
tabled that one and looked at the other two, separated because they were Top Top Secret.

They were apparently unrelated, except that both projects had been initiated the same day,
and—ahal—both were in Panama. One was a pacification experiment on the detaineesin a POW camp;
the other, amanagement eva uation scheme at Fort Howell in Portobello.

Why hadn't Gavrilagiven more details? Damn the woman'sflair for the dramatic.

When had she gone to Panama? That was easy enough to check. "Show medl the DARPA travel
voucher requests for the past two days."

Interesting. She had bought aticket to Portobello under afemale code name and one to the Canal Zone
under amae code name. Which flight did she actudly take? The note had been on Aeromexico
stationery, but that was no help; both flights used that carrier.

Well, which identity had she used in Guadagara? The computer said that neither code name had flown
into the city in the past two weeks, but it was a good assumption that she wouldn't have gone through the
inconvenience of masquerading as amale while she was tracking down that woman. Therefore it was
likely that she did cross-dressto elude detection on the flight down.

Why Panama, why the Cand Zone, why the connection with mousy old Stanton? Why didn't she just
come back to the States, after the damned woman's theory about the Jupiter Project was splashed al
over the news?

Wi, he knew the answer to the last one. Gavrilawatched the news so seldom she probably didn't even
know who was president. Asif the country had an actud president nowadays.



Of course, the Canad Zone could have been afeint. She could get to Portobello from there in minutes.
But why would she want to go to either place?

Roser wasthe key. Roser was protecting the scientist by hiding her in one of those two bases. "Give me
aligt of noncombat desths of Americansin Panamaover the past twenty-four hours.”

All right: thereweretwo at Fort Howell, amale private who was"KILODNC"—killed in theline of duty,
noncombat—and an unidentified female, homicide. Details available, no surprise, on a need-to-know
bas s from the Office of Force Management and Personndl.

He touched the KILODNC, which was not restricted, and found that the man had been murdered while
gtanding guard at the centrd administration building. That must have been Gavrilaswork.

A soft chime and a picture of theinterrogator, Carew, appeared in the corner of the screen. He touched
it and a hundred-thousand-word hypertext report appeared. He sighed and decided to have a second
ounce of whiskey, in coffee.

WE WERE GOING TO bealittle crowded in Building 31. The people in Guadagarawere too
vulnerable; there was no telling how many nutcases like Gavrilamight be available to Blaisddl. So our
adminigrative experiment suddenly needed a couple of dozen civilian consultants, the Saturday Night
Specia crowd and the Twenty. Alvarez stayed behind with the nanoforge, but everybody ese got away
within twenty-four hours,

| wasn't sureit was agood idea—after dl, Gavrilahad killed dmost as many people here asshe had in
Guaddgjara. But the guards were redlly on guard now; three soldierboys patrolling instead of one.

It did smplify the humanization schedule. We had been set up to use the Twenty one at atime, by way of
the secure phone line at the Guadadgara clinic. Once they were physicaly insde Building 31, we could
use them four at atime, in rotation.

| wasn't looking forward to the Twenty arriving so much as | was the others—my old friends who now
shared with me an inability to read minds. Everybody who was jacked was completely caught up in this
huge project, in which Ameiaand | were reduced to the status of retarded helpers. It was good to be
around people with afew ordinary, noncaosmic problems. People who had time for my own ordinary
problems. Like becoming amurderer for asecond time. No matter how much she deserved it, and had
brought it on hersdf, it was still my finger on thetrigger, my head full of theinddibleimage of her last
horrifying moments.

| didn't want to bring it up with Amelia, not now, maybe not for along time.

Rezaand | were Sitting out on the lawn at night, trying to pick out afew stars hidden in the glare and haze
from the city.

"It couldn't possibly have bothered you as much asthe boy," he said. "If anybody ever had it coming to
them, shedid.”

"Oh, hdll," | said, and opened asecond beer. "At aviscerd leve, it doesn't make any difference who they
were or what they did. Thekid just got ared spot on his chest and fell over dead. Gavrila, | sprayed her
guts and brains and fucking arms d over the corridor."

"And you keep thinking about it."



"Can't helpit." The beer was dtill cool. "Every time my scomach growlsor | get alittle pain down there, |
can see her burgting open. Knowing | have the same stuff indgde.”

"Butit'snot asif you've never seenit before.”
"Never caused seeing it before. Big difference.”

There was an awkward slence. Rezaran afingertip around the rim of hiswineglass, but it just hissed.
"Soareyou goingtotry it agan?"

| dmost said Try what again? but Reza knew me better than that. "I don't think so. Who ever knows?
Until you die of something ese, you can dwayskill yoursdf.”

"Hey, | never thought of it quite that way. Thanks."
"Thought you needed cheering up.”

"Yeah, right." Helicked hisfinger and tried the glass again, with no result. "Hey, isthisan army-issue
wineglass? How you guys expect to win awar without decent glassware?"

"Welearntoroughit."
"So are you taking medicine?’
"Antidepressants, yesh. | don't think I'm going to do it."

| was dartled to redize | hadn't thought about suicide dl day, until Reza brought it up. "Things have to get
better."

| spilled my beer hitting the dirt. Then the sound registered with Reza—machine-gun fire—and he joined
me on the ground.

THE DEFENSE ADVANCED RESEARCH Projects Agency does not have any combat troops. But
Blaisddl wasamagjor genera, and among his secret coreligionists was Philip Cramer, the vice president
of the United States.

Cramer's primacy on the National Security Council, especidly in light of the absence of oversight from
the most feckless president since Andrew Johnson, alowed him to grant Blaisdell authority for two
outrageous actions. One was the temporary military occupation of the Jet Propulsion Laboratoriesin
Pasadena, essentialy preventing anybody from pushing the button that would end the Jupiter Project. The
other was an "expeditionary force" under his control in Panama, a country with which the United States
was not a war. While the senators and justices blustered and postured over these two blatantly illegal
actions, the soldiersinvolved locked and loaded and went forth to follow orders.

The JPL action wastrivialy easy. A convoy pulled up at three am. and chased out dl the night workers,
and then locked the place up tight. Lawyersregoiced, as did Americas perdastent antimilitary minority.
Some scientists felt the celebration was premature. If the soldiers stayed in place for acouple of weeks,
condtitutiond issueswould becomeirrelevant.

Attacking an actual army base was not so smple. A brigadier generd filed a battle order and died
seconds later, persondly disposed of by Generd Blaisddll. It sent ahunter-killer platoon, aong with a
support company, on ashort hop from Col6n to Portobello, supposedly to put down an insurrection by



traitorous American troops. For security reasons, they of course were forbidden to contact the
Portobello base, and they knew very little other than the fact that the insurrection was limited to the
central command building. They were to take control of it and await orders.

Themgor in charge sent back a query asto why, if theinsurrection was so limited, they hadn't given the
assignment to a company that was aready on the base. There was no answer, the generd being dead, so
the mgor had to assumethat all of the base was potentialy hostile. The map showed that Building 31
was conveniently close to the water, so he improvised an amphibious attack: the soldierboys waded into
the water at a deserted beach north of the base, and walked underwater for afew miles.

Moving through water so close to the shore, they eluded submarine defenses, adeficiency the mgor
recorded for his eventua report.

| COULD HARDLY BELIEVE what | was seeing: soldier-boy versus soldierboy. Two of the machines
had come up out of the water and were crouching on the beach, blasting away at two of the guard
soldierboys. The other guard machine was hanging back around the corner of the building, ready to join
in but keeping an eye on the front.

Nobody had noticed us, evidently. | shook Rezals shoulder to get his atention—he was transfixed by the
pyrotechnics of the duel—and whispered, " Stay down! Follow me!"

We low-crawled to aline of shrubs and then ran crouched over to the building's front door. The shoe
guard down by the gate saw us and fired awarning shot—or a badly aimed one—over our heads. |
yelled "Arrowhead!" a him, the day's password, and it evidently worked. He shouldn't have been
looking in our direction anyway, but | could lecture him on that some other time.

We piled through the narrow door together like a pair of dapstick comics and confronted a blind
soldierboy, the one Gavrila had damaged. We hadn't sent it out for repair because we didn't want to
answer questions, and four soldierboys seemed like plenty. Before we found ourselvesin the middle of a
war.

"Password,” somebody yelled. | said "Arrowhead” and Reza, hdpfully, sad "Arrowsmith," amoviel
missed. Close enough, though. The woman who was knedling behind the reception desk, acting as eyes
for the soldierboy, waved uson.

We crouched down next to her. | was out of uniform. "I'm Sergeant Class. Who'sin charge?'

"God, | don't know. Sutton, maybe. She's the one who told me to come down here and spot for the
thing." There were two loud explosions out back. "Do you know whét the hell's going on”?”

"We're being attacked by friendlies, isall | know. That, or the enemy hasfinally gotten soldierboys.”

Whatever was happening, | realized that the attackers had to move fast. Even if there weren't any other
soldierboysin the base, we should have flyboys any minute.

She was thinking along the same lines. "Where are the flyboys? They should be scrambled by now."

That'sright; they were always on duty, always plugged in. Wasit possible they had been taken over? Or
had orders not to interfere?



Therewasn't anything like an "operationsroom" in Building 31, sncethey never actudly directed battles
from there. The sergeant said that Lieutenant Sutton was in the mess hdll, so we headed there. A
windowless basement room, it was probably as safe as anywhere, if the soldierboys started to take the

building apart.

Sutton was sitting at atable with Colond Lyman and Lieutenant Phan, who were both jacked. Marty and
Generd Pagdl, both jacked, were at another table, with Top, Chief Master Sergeant Gilpatrick, anxioudy
fidgeting. There were a couple of dozen shoes and unjacked mechanics crouched around with wespons,
waiting. | spotted Ameiawith acrowd of civilians underneath a heavy metd serving table and waved.

Pagel unjacked and handed the cable to Top, who plugged in. "What's going on, Sir?" | asked.

Surprisingly, he recognized me. "1 can't tell much, Sergeant Class. They're Alliance troops, but we can't
make contact. It'slike they came from Mars. And we can't raise Battalion or Brigade.

"Mr. Larrinr—Marty—istrying to subvert their command structure, the way he did here, through
Washington. We have ten mechanics waiting on-line, though not in cages.

"So they could take control, but not do anything fancy.”

"Walk around, use smple wegpons. Maybe dl they have to do is make the soldierboysjust stand there,
or liedown. Anything but attack."

"Qur flyboy and waterboy communications have been cut off, apparently right at thisbuilding." He
pointed at the other table. "Lieutenant Phan'strying to patch through.”

There was another explosion, powerful enough to rattle dishes. ™Y ou'd think someone would notice.”

"Well, everybody knows the compound'sisolated for atop-secret Smulation exercise. All this
commoation could be specid training effects.”

"Until they actudly vaporizeus" | said.

"If they'd intended to destroy the building, they could have donethat in the first second of the

Top unplugged. " Shit. Pardon me, sir." There was ahuge crash upstairs. "We're dead meat. Four
soldierboys against ten, we never had achance.”

"Had?' | said.
Marty unjacked. "They got al four. They'reingde.”

A glossy black soldierboy clomped up to the mess hall door, bristling with wegpons. It could kill usal in
aningant. | didn't move amuscle, except for an eydid twitching uncontrollably.

Its contralto voice was loud enough to hurt the ears. "If you follow ordersthereis no reason for anyone
to be hurt. Everyone with wegpons, place them on the floor. Everyone move to thewall opposite me,
leaving your handsvisible" | backed up with my handsin theair.

The generd stood up alittle too fast, and both laser and machine-gun barrels swiveled to target him. "I'm
Brigadier Genera Pagd, theranking officer here—"

"Yes. Your identity isverified.”



"Y ou know you are going to be court-martialed for this? That you'll spend therest of your life—"

"Sir, begging your pardon, but | am under ordersto disregard the rank of anyonein thisbuilding. My
orders come from amgor generd, who | understand will be here eventudly. | respectfully suggest you
wait to discussit with him.”

"So are you going to shoot meif | don't go to that wall with my hands up?”
"No, gr. I'll fill the room with vomiting agent and not kill anyone unless they touch aweapon.”
Topturned pae. "Srr..."

"All right, Top. I've had asniff of it mysdf.” The generd sulked back to the wal with hishandsin his
pockets.

Two more soldierboys rolled up behind her, dong with a couple of dozen people from other floors, and |
heard the faint sound of a cargo hdlicopter gpproaching; then asmall flyboy. They both landed on the
roof and went slent.

"Isthat your generd?' Pagel said.

"I wouldn't know, Sir." After aminute abunch of shoes camein, ten and then another dozen. They were
wearing camouflage coverdlswith head nets, no insgniaor unit markings. That could make you nervous.
They stacked their own weaponsin the hal outsde, and gathered armloads from the floor.

One of them stepped out of his coveralls and tossed away the head covering. He was bald except for a
few gtrands of white hair. Helooked kindly in spite of hismgor genera's uniform.

He stepped up to General Pagel and they exchanged salutes. "1 want to speak to Dr. Marty Larrin.”
"Generd Blaisddl, | presume,” Marty said.

Hewaked over to him and smiled. "We have to speak, of course.”

"Of course. Maybe we can convert one another.”

Helooked around and stared at me. "Y ou're the black physicist. The murderer.” | nodded. Then he
pointed at Amelia. "And Dr. Harding. | want al of you to come with me."

On hisway out, he tapped thefirgt soldierboy. "Come dong for my protection,” he said, smiling. "Let's
gotak in Dr. Harding's office."

"l don't redly have an office," she sad, "just aroom.” She seemed to be straining not to look a me.
"Room 241."

We did have awegpon there. Did shethink | could outdraw a soldierboy? Excuse me, generd; let me
open thisdrawer and see what | find. Oops, fried Julian.

But it might be the only chance wed have a him.

The soldierboy wastoo big for al of ustofit in the freight eevator, so we walked up the airs. Blaisddll
led at aquick pace. Marty got alittle winded.

The genera was obvioudy disappointed that room 241 wasn't full of test tubes and blackboards. He
consoled himsdlf with aginger defrom the cooler.



"| suppose you're curious about my plan,” he said.

"Not redly,” Marty said. "It'safantasy. No way you can prevent theinevitable.

He laughed, quiet amusement rather than amadman's cackle. "1 have JPL."

"Oh, comeon.”

"It'strue. Presdentid order. There are no scientists there tonight. Just my loyal troops.”

"All of them Hammer of God?" | asked.

"All the leaders," he said. "The others are just acordon, to keep the world of unbelievers avay."

"Y ou seem likeanorma person,” Ameiasaid, lying through her teeth. "Why would you want dl this
beautiful world to end?’

"Y ou dont redly think I'm normd, Dr. Harding, but you're wrong. Y ou atheistsin your ivory towers, you
don't have any idea how redl peoplefed. How perfect thisis."

"Killing everything," | said.

"Youreworsethan sheis. Thisisnot death; it's rebirth. God has used you scientists astools, so He can
cleanse everything and start over.”

It did make acrazy kind of sense. "You'renuts,” | said.

The soldierboy swiveled to face me. "Jdulian,” it said in adeep voice, "I'm Claude.” Therewasan
uncertain tremor to his movementsthat said he wasn't in acage, warmed up, but was operating the
soldierboy from aremote jack.

"What's going on here?' Blaisdell said.

"Thetransfer dgorithm worked,” Marty said. "Y our people aren't in control of the soldierboys. Ours
ae"

"I know that's not possible," he said. "The safeguards—"

Marty laughed. "That's right. The safeguards against transfer of control are profoundly complex and
powerful. I should know. | put them there."

Blaisdell looked at the soldierboy. "Soldier. Leave thisroom.”

"Dont, Claude," Marty said. "We may need you."

It stayed put, rocking dightly. "That was adirect order from amgjor generd,” Blaisddll said.
"I know who you are, Sir."

Blaisdell made alegp for the door, surprisingly fast. The soldierboy reached to grab his arm but punched
him down instead. He shoved him back into the room.

He stood up dowly and brushed himsdf off. "' So you're one of these humanized ones.”
"That'sright, r.”



"Y ou think that gives you theright to disregard orders from your superiors?'

"No, sr. But my ordersinclude assessing your actions, and orders, asthose of aman whoismentdly ill,
and not responsible.”

"I can dill have you shot!"
"| supposeyou could, Sr, if you could find me.”

"Oh, I know where you people are. The mechanics cagesfor thisbuilding's guards are in the basement,
in the northeast corner.” He pinched hisearring. "Major Lgeune. Comein." He pinched it again. "Come
in

"Nothing gets out of thisroom but static, Sir, except on my frequency.”

"Claude" | said, "why don't you just go ahead and kill him?"

"You know | can't do that, Julian."

"Y ou could kill him to save your own life”

"Yes, but histhreet to find my cageisnot redigtic. In fact, my body isnot there."

"But look. He's proposing to kill not only you, but everybody elseintheworld. In the universe.”
"Shut up, sergeant,” Blaisdell snarled.

"Y ou couldn't have amore clear-cut case of self-defense if he was standing with agun at your head.”

The soldierboy was sllent for along moment, weapons at its Sde. Thelaser came up partway and fell
back. "I can't, Julian. Even though | don't disagree with you. | can't kill himin cold blood."

"Suppose | ask you to leave theroom,” | said. "Go stand in the corridor. Could you do that?"
"Of course." It staggered outside, taking off a piece of the doorjamb with its shoulder.

"Amdia... Marty ... please go out there, too." | pulled open the top drawer of the bureau. The tumbler
pistol had two rounds left. | took it out.

Amdiasaw the gun and Sarted to Sammer something.

"Just go outside for minute.” Marty put hisarm around her and they stepped awvkwardly, crabwise,
through the door.

Blaisdell stood up straight. " So. | take it you're not one of them. The humanized.”
"Actualy, I'm partway there. At least | understand them.”

"Yetyoudkill amanfor hisrdigiousbdliefs.

"I'd kill my own dog if it had rabies." | clicked the safety off.

"What kind of devil areyou?'

The aiming laser spot danced on the center of his chest. "I'm finding out.” | squeezed the trigger.



THE SOLDIERBOY DIDNT INTERFERE when Julian fired and amost literdly blew Blaisddl into two
pieces. Part of the body knocked over alamp and the room wasin darkness except for the light from the
corridor. Julian stood rigid, listening to the wet sounds of the corpse settling.

The soldierboy glided in behind him. "L et me havethe gun, Julian.”
"No. It'sof no useto you."
"I'm afraid for you, old friend. Give me the weapon.”

Julian turned in the haf-light. "Oh. | see." He stuck the pistal in his belt. "Don't worry, Claude. I'm okay
with thet.”

"Sure?!

"Sure enough. Pills, maybe. Guns, no." He walked around the soldierboy and into the hall. "Marty. How
many people do we have who aren't humanized?

It took Marty aminute to find the composure to answer. "Well, alot of them are partway. Everyone
who's recovered from surgery is either humanized or hooked up.

"So how many haven't been operated on? How many peoplein thisbuilding can fight?'
"Maybe twenty-five, thirty. Most over in E Wing. The oneswho aren't under guard downgtairs.”
"Let's go there. Find as many weapons as we can."

Claude came up behind him. "We had lots of NLIsin the old soldierboys'—the somewhat pacifistic
wegpons of nonletha intent—"and some of them must till beintact.”

"Get them, then. Meet usover a E Wing."

"Let'stakethefire escape,” Amdiasaid. "We can sneak around to E without going through the lobby."
"Good. Do we have dl the soldierboys?’ They started toward the fire escape.

"Four," Claude said. "But the other Sx are harmless, immobilized."

"Do the enemy shoes know yet?"

"Not yet."

"Well, we can capitalize on that. Where's Eileen?’

"Down inthe mess hdl. She'strying to figure out away to disarm the shoes without anybody getting
hurt.”

"Y eah, good luck." Julian opened the window and looked out cautiously. Nobody in sight. But then,
down the hdll, the levator pinged.

"Everybody look away and cover your ears," Claude said. When the elevator door opened, he launched
aconcussion grenade down the hall.

The flash and bang blinded and deafened the shoes who had been sent to check on Blaisdell. They



started shooting at random. Claude stepped between the firing and the window. "Better move,” he said
unnecessarily. Julian was pushing Ameiathrough the window in an ungentlemanly way, and Marty was
about to crawl over both of them.

They pounded down the metal steps and sprinted toward the €l of E Wing. Claude fired scary bursts that
just missed them, aternating machine gun and laser, that chewed up and scorched the ground to their | eft
and right in the darkness.

The peoplein E Wing had aready armed themselves as much as possible—there was a storage room
with arack of six M-31sand abox of grenades—and had improvised adefensive position by piling up
meattressesin ashoulder-high semicircle at the end of the main corridor. Their lookout, fortunately,
recognized Julian, so when they burst through the front door they weren't mowed down by the distinctly
unhumanized, and completdly terrified, group behind the mattresses.

Julian outlined the situation for them. Claude said that two of the soldierboys had gone outside to check
on theremains of our origina soldierboys, the ones with weapons of nonlethal intent. The current crop of
soldierboys were peaceful types, but it's hard to express your pacifism with grenades and lasers. Tear
gas and vomiting agent didn't kill, but it was less dangerous just to put people to deep and collect their

weapons,

Aslong asthe enemy shoes stayed insde, that was a possibility. Unfortunately, Building 31 wasn't set up
the way the Guaddgjaraclinic and &. Bart's were, where you could maneuver people into the right room
and push a button and knock them out. But two of the origina soldierboys had been carrying
crowd-control canisters of Sweet Dreams, which was a combination knockout gas and euphoriant —
you put them to deep and they wake up laughing.

Both of those machines, though, were wreckage strewn aong about a hundred meters of beach. The two
searchers sorted through the scattered junk pile and did come up with three intact gas canisters. But they
were al identical modules, there was no way to tell whether they would make you deep or cry or puke.
With anormal cage hookup, the mechanics could have let out alittle gas and smelled it, but they couldn't
amel anything with theremote.

They didn't have alot of time to work on the problem, either. Blaisdell had covered histrackswell, so
they weren't getting any long-distance cals from the Pentagon, but there was plenty of curiosity in
Portobello itsalf. For atraining exercise, aspects of it were profoundly real; two civilians had been injured
by stray rounds. Most of the city was huddied in cellars. Four squad cars of police ringed the entrance to
the base, with eight nervous officers hiding behind their cars shouting, in English and Spanish, at a
soldierboy guard that didn't respond. They couldn't know it was empty.

"Beback inaminute." The soldierboy controlled by Claude went rigid asits operator rotated to check
out the six immobilized ones. When he got to the one & the front gate, he fired afew laser bursts at the
tires of the squad cars, which made nice explosions.

Heinhabited one in the mess hdl for afew minutes while Eileen expedited a solution to the
lady-and-the-tiger canister problem. She took three "prisoners’ (choosing among officers she didn't care
for) and marched them down to the beach.

It turned out that they did have one each of each variety: one colond fell adeep blissfully and another was
blinded by tears. A general got to practice his projectile vomiting technique.

Claude rotated back to E Wing when Eileen's soldierboy waked into the mess hal with agas canister
under itsarm. "l think we're dmost out of danger,” he said. " Anybody know where we can find afew
hundred yards of rope?"



| DID KNOW WHERE some rope was stashed, clothes-line in the laundry room, | guessin case dl the
dryersbroke down at the sametime. (Thanksto my exated former position in Building 31, | may have
been the only person who knew about the rope, or where you could find three dusty cans of
twelve-year-old peanut butter.) We waited a half hour for fansto blow out the resdual Sweet Dreams,
and then went into the mess hall to sort through friends and foe, disarming and tying up Blaisddl'stroops.
All men, it turned out, al built like fullbacks.

There was enough of the Sweet Dreams hanging around to give you alittle buzz, relaxing and uninhibiting.
We stacked Blaisdell's commandosin pairs, face to face, assuming and hoping they would wakeupin a
homaophobic panic. (A side effect of Sweet Dreams for malesis profound tumescence.)

One of the shoes had a bandolier of tumbler anmunition. | took it outside and sat on the steps, my head
clearing as | shoved the rounds into the weapon's side port. There was afaint glow to the east. The sun
was about to rise on amost interesting day. Maybe my last.

Ameliacame out and sat down next to me silently. She stroked my arm.
"How areyou doing?" | asked.
"I'm not amorning person.” Shetook my hand and kissed it. "It must be hell on you.”

"l took my pills" | jammed the last round in and hefted it. "1 killed amgjor genera in cold blood. The
army'sgoing to hang me."

"It was asyou told Claude," she said. " Sdf-defense. Defending the whole world. The man was the worst
kind of traitor imaginable.”

"Saveit for the court martid.” Sheleaned againgt me, crying softly. | put the gun down and held her. "I
don't know what the hell's going to happen now. | don't think Marty does, ether.”

A stranger came running toward us, hishandsin theair. | picked up the weapon and pointed it in his
direction. "Thisfacility is closed to unauthorized personnel.”

He stopped about twenty feet away, hishands il inthe air. " Sergeant Billy Reitz, sir, motor pool. What
oneathisgoing on?'

"How did you get in here?'

" just ran by the soldierboy; nothing happened. What isal this craziness?'
"As| sad—"

"l don't mean in therel" He gestured wildly. "1 mean out herel”

Ameliaand | looked out past the compound'sfence. In the dim dawn light stood thousands of silent
people, stark naked.

THE FEWER THAN TWENTY individuals who comprised the Twenty were able to solve interesting
and subtle problems with their combined experience and intelligence. They'd had this enhanced ability
from thefirst instant they were humanized.



The thousands of POWsin the Cand Zone were amuch larger entity, which only had two problemsto
work on: How do we get out of here? and What then?

Getting out was so easy asto be dmost trivia. Most of the labor in the camp was done by POWS,
together, they knew more about how it actudly ran than did the soldiers and computersthat ran it. Taking
over the computers was smple, amatter of properly timing asimulated medica emergency in order to
get the right woman (whom they knew to be kindhearted) to leave her desk for acrucial minute.

Thiswas at two in the morning. By two-thirty, al the soldiers had been awakened at gunpoint and
marched to a maximum-security compound. They gave up without a shot being fired, which was not
surprising, given that they faced thousands of apparently angry armed enemy prisoners. They couldn't
know that the enemy were not redlly angry, and congtitutionally unableto pull thetrigger.

None of the POWs knew how to operate a soldierboy, but they could turn them off from Command and
Control, and leave them immobile while they pried the mechanics out of their cages, and took them down
tojoin the shoesin prison. They left them plenty of prison food and water, and then went on to the next

tep.

They could have smply escaped and dispersed. But then the war would go on, the war that had turned
their peaceful, progperous country into a strangled battlefield.

They had to go to the enemy. They had to offer themselves.

There were regular freight shipments between Portobello and CZ viamonorail. They |eft their weapons
behind, dong with afew people who could speak perfect American English (to maintain for afew hours
theilluson of afunctioning POW camp), and crowded into afew freight cars manifested as fresh fruit and
vegetables.

Asthe carspulled in to the commissary station, they al undressed, so asto present themsdaves astotaly
unarmed and vulnerable—and a so to confuse the Americans, who were strange about nudity.

Severd of their number had been sent to the camp from Portobello, so when the doors opened and they
stepped in unison into the shocked floodlights, they knew exactly whereto go.

Building 31.

| WATCHED THE SOLDIERBOQY at the guard box teeter for a second and then swivd, teking in the
meagnitude of the phenomenon.

"What the hell isgoing on?" Claude's voice boomed out. "Que pasa?’

A wrinkled old man shuffled forward, holding a portable jack transfer box. A shoe rushed up behind him,
raisng an M-31 butt-fird.

"Stop!" Claude said, but it wastoo late. The buttplate smacked into the old man's skull with acracking
sound, and he skidded forward to lie at the soldierboy's feet, unconscious or dead.

It was a scene the whole world would see the next day, and nothing Marty could have orchestrated
would have had such an effect.

The POWSsturned to look at the shoe with expressions of quiet pity, forgiveness. The huge soldierboy
knelt down and carefully scooped up thefrail body, cradling him, and looked down &t the shoe. "He was



just an old man, for Christ'ssake," he said quietly.

And then agirl of about twelve picked the box up off the ground and pulled out one cable and offered it
wordlessly to the soldierboy. It went down on one knee and accepted it, awkwardly plugging it in while
not letting go of the old man. The girl plugged the other jack into her own skull.

The sun comes up fast in Portobello, and for the couple of minutes that tableau lasted, thousands of il
people and one machine in thoughtful communion, the street began to glow, gold and rose.

Two shoesin hospita whites came up with astretcher.

Claude unjacked and gently lowered the body into their care. "—Thisis Juan Jose de Cordoba," he said
in Spanish. "—Remember hisname. Thefirg casudty of thelast war.”

Hetook the little girl's hand and they walked toward the entrance.

THEY DID CALL IT The Last War, perhaps too optimisticaly, and there were tens of thousands more
casuaties. But Marty had predicted the course of it and the outcome pretty accurately.

The POWSs, who collectively called themselves Los Liberados, "the Freed,” actually absorbed Marty and
his group, and led the way to peace.

They started out with an impressive display of intellectua force. They deduced from first principlesthe
nature of the signa that would turn off the Jupiter Project, and used asmall radio telescope in CostaRica
to bleep the signa out there—saving the world, as an opening move in an enterprise that resembled a
game asmuch asawar. A game whose goa wasto discover itsown rules.

A lot that happened over the next two years was difficult for we merely norma people to understand. In
away, the conflict ultimately would be dmost Darwinian, one ecologica niche contested by two different
species. Actually, we were subspecies, Homo sapiens sapiens and Homo sapiens pacificans, because we
could interbreed. And there never was any doubt that pacificans was going to win in thelong run.

When they began to isolate us"normas," who would be the subnormalsin less than ageneration, Marty
asked meto be the chief liaison for the onesin the Americas, who would be populating Cuba, Puerto
Rico, and British Columbia. | said no, but eventudly gave in to wheedling. There were only twenty-three
normalsin the world who had once had the experience of jacking with the humanized. So we would be a
va uable resource to the other normaswho werefilling up Tasmania, Taiwan, Sri Lanka, Zanzibar, and
S0 on. | supposed eventualy we would be called "idanders.” And the humanized would take over our
former name.

Two years of chaos stubbornly resisting the new order. It al sort of crystalized that first day, though,
after Claude had taken thelittle girl in to jack completely two-way with her brothersand sstersin
Building 31.

It was about noon. Ameliaand | were dog-tired, but unwilling, amost unable, to deep. | certainly was
never going to deep in that room again, though an orderly had come by and discreetly told me that it had
been "tidied up." With buckets and scrub brushes and abody bag or two.

A woman had come by with baskets of bread and hard-boiled eggs. We spread a sheet of newspaper
on the steps and assembled lunch, dicing the eggs onto the bread.

A middle-aged woman came up smiling. | didn't recognize her at firs. " Sergeant Class? Julian?"



"Buenosdias” | sad.
"l oweyou everything," she said, her voice shaking with emation.
Then it clicked, her voice and face. "Mayor Madero.”

She nodded. " A few months ago, you saved me from killing myself, aboard that helicopter. | went to la
Zonaand was conectada, and now | live; more than live. Because of your compassion and swiftness.

"All thetime | was changing, these past two weeks, | was hoping you would gtill be dive so that we
could, asyou say, jack together." She amiled. "Y our funny language.

"And then | come here and find out that you live but have been blinded. But | have been with those who
knew you and loved you when you could see into each other's hearts.”

Shetook my hand and looked at Ameliaand offered her other hand. "Améia... we aso have touched for
oneingant."

So the three of usheld handsin atriangle, asilent circle. Three people who amost threw away their lives,
for love, for anger, for grief.

"You ... you," shesaid. "No hay paabras. There are no wordsfor this." Shelet go of our hands and
walked toward the beach, wiping her eyesin the brightness.

We sat and watched Madero for some time, our bread and eggs drying in the sun, her hand clenched
tightinmine.

Alone, together. The way it dways used to be.

THEEND

THE FOREVER WAR

Faultless advanced military technology, fascinating diens, and adangeroudy believablefuture Earth ... a
book that's damn near perfect - Peter F. Hamilton

Private William Manddlais arductant hero, drafted into an elite military unit to fight in adistant
interstellar war againgt an unknowable and unconquerable dien enemy. Manddlawill perform hisduties
and, as he survives, rise through the ranks, but his greatest test will come when he returnsto Earth.
Because of the effects of rdlativity, every time he comes home after afew months tour of duty, centuries
have gone by on Earth, making him and hisfellows ever moreisolated from the world for whose future



they arefighting.

B Format Paperback £6.99

1 85798 808 6

Out in January 2000 from Victor Gollancz FOREVER FREE
Thelong awaited sequel to The Forever War

'If there was aFort Knox for science fiction writers who realy matter, weld have to lock Hal deman up
there' -Stephen King

William Mandellaand his partner Marygay survived awar which should never have been. They lived long
enough to see humanity changed beyond dl recognition. The human race has evolved into Man, agroup
mind smilar to the dien Tauransthat William and Marygay used to fight.

But Man's society doesn't fed right. The veterans are treated as specimens, a basdline that humanity can
return to if Man's continuing evolution goes badly wrong. The old soldiers decide to hijack a spaceship
and plot 240,000 light-year-long journey to nowhere and back: an attempt to escape to the future using
relativity in the hope that something, anything will have changed.

Royal Hardcover £16.99 January
057506853 1



