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SHARDS
Book Three

Peter Prdlwitz

Chapter One
Sunday, June 15th, 2679

“Thisis Recon Five. Eyer here. I've got awrecked NATech hov and six bodies. Send a salvage team



and burid detail. Out. Harris! Y ou and Mobieki check *em for identags. Verilli, you take your triteam out
on afive-kilometer skim. Y ou two rookies get down there and assst Harris.”

| dimly heard skimmersrev up their micron drives and race off. A few moments later, there came the
clanging of metal and low tone of voices asthey searched the ruined hovercraft.

There was the soft diding sound of boots on sand coming closer, then | heard aman’ svoice. Judging by
the jumpinessin histone, it was one of the rookies.

“Check out thisone, JilI! She must have taken adozen roundsin her back one. And have you ever seen
S0 much blood?’

“Careful, Manudl! Remember what Sergeant Eyer said about--"
“ About what? About dead people? Look at her!” | heard him approach and knedl beside me.

| should have tried moving my hand closer to my holstered gun, but | was too deepy to even makethe
attempt. Besides, | was nice and warm where | was. Warm on the outside, and cool on theinside. |
could have spent therest of my lifeinthislazy, hazy twilight.

But the rookie didn’t know enough to let deeping dogslie. | fet his hands on my shoulder, then herolled
me onto my back. | couldn’t reach my gun, but | could sill jam the pam of my hand into his nose,
shoving the boneinto his skull.

My arm jerked and my half clenched hand shot toward hisface. It fdt incredibly heavy. | wasn't strong
enough to make it more than halfway across my body before it flopped down onto my bloody combat
jacket. | looked up at him with half open eyes.

The rookie jumped back and | heard his partner draw her gun.

“Geez! She'sdill dlivel Get clear, Manud! I'll quiet her down.” | heard the whine of acharging pistal. |
closed my eyes, and waited. If shedidn’'t hurry and fire, I’ d fall adeep for my own execution.

“What the hdll are you two doing?’ | heard the squad |eader shouting.
“We gottalive one, Sergeant. Shetried to attack me! Jll wasjust going to finish her off.”

“And just why would you want to do that? Haven't you heard of the word mercy? She' s no danger to
us.” | heard her tone change as she spoke into the comlink. “We need amedhov, top priority. There's
onesurvivor, in critical condition, bleeding heavily.” She paused amoment. “ Acknowledged.”

| heard her approach, and aquiet hand lay on my shoulder. | wanted to retdiate, but couldn’t do more
then thrash dightly.

“Hey, settle down, miss. You'll be fine once the medhov gets here. | need to look at your wound. Don't
worry.” She gtarted to fumble with my jacket then noticed | had no blouse on underneeth. “Lukens! Turn
your back.”

| heard the izer open, and she became very till. | heard her swear under her bregth, then close my
jacket. Sherose quickly to her feet.

“Romero, grab the hov's medkit and bring it here. RUN! Y ou! Lukens! Have you had your medtraining
yer?

“Uh”... yes, Sergeant,” he sammered. "Uh, | mean about haf. The next classis-*



“Good enough! | need you to assst me. Get over herel”
“But shejust tried to kill me!”

“No shedidn’t, Lukens,” the sergeant’ s voice took on a clipped, patient tone. “ She tried to defend
herself. Now get down here.” There was amovement. | tried to open my eyes, but couldn’t. It didn’t
matter. | wasn't al that interested.

There was the sound of running feet coming toward us, and | felt them working on me. My jacket was
pulled free and water was splashed on my bloody, sandy skin.

“Look at that cut!” | heard JlII’ s voice above me. She sounded like she was going to be sick. “ She must
have come out second best in aknifefight and these guys were evacuating her when they dl got hit.” An
icy liquid spilled onto my wound and | fdlt frigid tingles asit cold-cauterized the wound and began
soothing the raw nerves,

“Oh Lord, save me from the young,” the sergeant said with an exasperated tone. | found the whole
exchange mildly interesting, asthough it was only background noise. Her hands moved quickly and
expertly over my body as she bound the large dash.

“Lukens, givemy your shirt.”

“Wi.]y?l
“Okay, let’ stry again. Lukens, give me your shirt and fifty pushups.”

She placed the shirt over me. While Lukens grunted nearby, she leaned over closeto my ear. | partidly
opened my heavy, heavy eydids and saw ablurry face and red hair. Another blurry face stood watching
behind her.

“Hang on, kid,” shewhispered quietly. “1 can tell you're not NATech. Not that it matters; we' d help one
of them, too. You'readog, just like me. My nameis Jody Eyer. I'm the sergeant for Company B, 179th
Regiment. The medhov’ sjust pulling up now. We |l take care of you.”

* * % %

The ride back to their rendezvous point was dow and smooth. | stayed awake long enough to seea
doctor lean over me while two aids prepped mefor travel. They moved me up to the hov with a
continuous gliding motion that bespoke much practice. The hov siwung around and began accelerating,

and | passed out.

| was out for quite awhile, too. When | regained consciousness, the doctor, aman in histhirties or so,
had dready removed the field bandage and was working on my wound. Though we were done, he had
thoughtfully draped the removed shirt to protect my modesty. He was concentrating on his sounder,
carefully dosing the wound, but looked up at my movement.

“Please don’t move, ma am,” he smiled pleasantly. “It'sbumpy enoughinthishov asitis. I'd liketodo a
proper job a my facilities, but | don’'t think you can wait. Lie still and try to rlax.”

“Where' ... where arewe going?* | whispered. My throat felt cracked and raw. He noticed and put
down his sounder long enough to get me adrink. Not asingle drop of the cool water reached my
stomach; it was al absorbed by my mouth and throat. Despite a second hel ping of water, my body was
gtill ravaged by thirst dueto the loss of blood.



He went back to hiswork, shaking his head.

“Sorry, but that’ s not for you to know. Sergeant Eyer saysyou' re adog, but SOP dictates we don't tell
you anything until we resure.”

| nodded understanding and closed my eyes. It didn’t really matter where we were going. Nothing
mattered a all. Everything | had loved was gone, dead and buried in a scorched hole that had been my
home. In that hole was my life.

“Werethere any survivors?’ | asked quietly.

“Survivors? Very few. Two troop transports pulled out moments before the explosions. But no one from
the Third made it out. Except you, if you were with them.” His voice was neither supportive nor
accusatory.

He continued working on the dash on my chest. The cut had been made by one of the NATech
commandos | had killed in awild frenzy. He had laid open acut dong my ribsfrom under my right arm,
underneath my right breast and clear to the sternum. After the explosions had thrown me from the ruined
hov, the wound had ripped open further, turning into ajagged tear.

“Y our wound isfairly serious. The actua knife cut is bad, but it was clean. The real damage came when
you tore it open.” He picked up the sounder and used it to stimulate acool gel he had placed adong the
ragged edges. “I’'m going to be able to close the wound, but | afraid you' re going to have ascar.”

He adjusted the field my left arm waslying in. A violet field bathed the elbow and ten centimeters on each
Sde, providing fluids and nutrients. “ The most immediate problem isthe loss of blood. If we hadn’t gotten
to you when we did, you would have bled to death within ahaf-hour. If | had afully operationa medica
facility, it would take two daysto get your blood supply to normal. Asitis, it will be nearly five.”

“Aren’t we going to your base?’ | asked.

“Yes, weare. But dthough it’ s only about ten minutes of high speed phasing from here, you’ d be dead
two minutes after we started.” That told me how serious my blood loss was. We had taken back badly
wounded comrades through phasing, and athough it was brutal on them, they aways survived.

“Ten minutes? Then you responded to our auto call?” Whenever one of our bases went to emergency full
aert, aplanet-wide distress call was sent out on anarrow band to al Resistance Regiments. Those that
can respond within ten minutes do so at the discretion of the Regiment Lieutenant.

From the doctor’ s sour look, I’ d guess that the 179th had chosen discretion, not valor. He shook his
head with more than alittle disgust.

“No, wedidn't. Lieutenant Posen felt that our response would not be in time to affect the outcome, so he
decided to ‘ preserve unit integrity by not committing resourcesto an dready lost battle scenario’, ashe

put it.”

| remained quiet and turned my head away. Inside me burned an anger | had only felt against NATech to
this point. How dare he! Y ou never weigh odds when going to the aid of adog. Aslong asthere sa
chance, you go. | pushed down my anger. There was probably more to thisthan what | knew. | turned
back to the doctor.

“So when did your unit show up? And why?’
He shook hishead. “I’m sorry. I’ d better not say anything more until you' ve been cleared. Just relax for



therest of thetrip.”

“Fivedaysof lying here? Beredligtic, Doctor. I'm ready to go now.” | started to rise, haf expecting him
to push me back down. He didn’t move, but didn’'t haveto. | lifted my head about ten centimeters, then
dumped back. He smiled dightly.

“Don’t mean to come off like aghoul, but | told you so. Y ou' re strong enough to bresthe and that' siit.
And while you're going to be on your back for five days, thetrip isredly only three days. But sincewe'll
be forced to do some surface phasing every now and then, you'll need extratime to recover.

“By theway, my nameis Scott Resder.”

“Abigail Wyeth.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Wyeth.” He gave ashort bow from his seated position.
“Sinceit’sjust you, me and the pilot, and he’ s going to be busy for the next three days, what shall wetak
about?”’

* * % %

“Asfar aswe can tel from the location and severity of the wounds, Mgor, al five of them werekilled by
the same person in hand-to-hand. He must have been abig guy to takethem dl on.”

“Andthegirl?’

“No sign of her, sir. There was a patch of bloody sand nearby with a blood-soaked combat jacket,
femaeissue, lying next to it. And the hov had been ransacked. Judging by the footprints and skimmer
paths, it was a Res stance recon unit performing a salvage misson. Our guessisthat they also took the
wounded woman away with them, aswell asthe person who took out our squad. They did take timeto
bury the five commandos. We exhumed the bodies to verify identity. There was one woman, but she was
identified as Private Mary--"

“Thank you, Sergeant. Please forget this conversation occurred. Y ou will receive three thousand creds
immediately, and one thousand each additional year you keep this knowledge to yoursdf. Payment will
continue until you die. Good day.” The termina went blank. Both men understood the double-edged
implication of the closng comment.

Major Deiley leaned back in his chair and contemplated the dark termina. So close! He now knew that
Miss DeChant was responsible for the microsat attacks. Rather, another of Miss DeChant’ s personas.
Although it was three days since the attack on the Third Regiment, no one had yet connected the two
missing microsats with the devastating reprisd, and it was unlikely they ever would. Of course, they
weren't aware of the amilarity with hisown experience. And Delley would make no moveto inform
them.

He tapped into the NATech Orbital Schematics bank on Lunar Five and marveled again at theforgery.
Y esterday, microsat AT142 had reported ajammed thruster. Thrown off course, it had struck microsat
UES9 whileit was il transmitting standard heet trail information to the presently decommissioned
Antarctic base. It wasimpossible to determine that the data, flight paths and reports were completely
fase. Perhaps, if Delley pressed alittle further, he might find aflaw in the data, but he chose not to.
Anything or anyone capable of thislevel of infiltration probably had a beacon set to notify any deep
investigation, and Deiley wasn't ready to betray his presence yet.

The only reason Deiley knew this datawas fa se was because he had cal culated these two microsats as



being in the best position to strike the Fifteenth Armored. And the loss of these two so shortly after the
counterattack was all the proof he needed. It was proof that fanned his aready burning curiosity and
stoked the flames of hisambition.

The counter-attack had completely obliterated the Fifteenth Armored and all but destroyed the Eleventh
and Twenty-third NATech Xeno brigades. Only fifty-nine of atotal 300 troops survived, departing less
than sixty seconds before the first of the deadly orbital missles had struck with impossible accuracy. The
battle Steitself was acharred crater.

Should Deiley be able to find Miss DeChant, he would be in aposition to gain control over thisincredible
skill. The difficulty lay inlocating Miss DeChant, primarily because she was no longer Miss DeChant. She
was undoubtedly the original persona, the one who had been chosen by some unknown but influentia
person to become Miss DeChant four centuries ago. That was the persona, the soulner, who had this
bombardment ability. How she got it, Deiley wasn't sure. But he had an idea.

Deiley stood up and walked across the high stone room to his bookshelves. Although hewasin his
commandant’ s office--his own destroyed house was still being rebuilt--he used the same metaphor when
accessing. He pulled down LeClaire swork and began reading it again. Had the book beenredl, it would
be dog-eared now from Deiley’ s constant accessing. His reading took him, as aways, to the section on
keyed memory encapsulation. He could not put hisfinger on it, but he was certain this abandoned
technology, used only once beforeits creator was destroyed, was a vita piece of the puzzle.

He absently reached for histea, but of course there was none. Miss DeChant was no longer his
housekeeper. She was a Resistance fighter, hidden from his searching, safe from hisreach. That Stuation
would not remain so indefinitely. She had arted sharding, and if she was like most sharded Cues, she
would one day be back in Glendae, under hisauthority. And hiscare.

* * % %

The staff corpora in NATech’s Alexandria headquarters was running late with her report. There had
been too many anomalies and not enough hard answersto the destruction of the Fifteenth Armored.
Between that and the relocation of the remnants of the Eleventh and Twenty-third Brigades, she was
swamped. The brigades were to be sent to anew retraining base located in Augtraia. It was hoped that
they would be able to ded with the horrible memories of the attack on the Third and become usable
Xeno troops again. She finished up the dictation to the official log and stepped out of the puterverse to
catch lunch with her civilian boyfriend. She hoped he wouldn't pick histeeth today.

The datalocated itself in one of the many data poals. It rested there for amoment, then duplicated itsalf
and broke away from storage, easily evading the security watchdogs. It came upon aworm, trained to
identify infiltration and follow the line back to the source. The worm was unaware as the bolt of data
penetrated it and passed through unhindered.

The data packet followed avery specific path, overriding al blocks and lockouts. It penetrated all
barriers by locating a programmed breach the thickness of atwo dimensiond line and passing through. It
sped toward the Quantum datariver, whereit struck alarge energy conduit. The conduit began glowing a
brilliant pink. The packet was stripped of its destination header and sent down to theriver’ sedge. The
conduit continued building up the packet’ s energy signature, then launched it directly acrosstheriver.

Traveling at right anglesto theriver flow, the packet disrupted data asit passed. A professor at Odo’'s
university lost al his afternoon’ slecture notes. A cred account in the name of Grant Wilson tripled in size
briefly, then disappeared. Four thousand people in Brazil were denied access for three minutes. The
observatory in FHlagstaff thought they located alarge solar flare, but later determined it was equipment



mdfunction.

The packet continued its journey acrossthe river, occasiondly colliding with other streams and
destroying them with aflash of color. It was a greet distance across the Quantum, but the packet had
more than enough energy to make it safely.

* * % %

Doctor Resder had done his best to prepare me for my new home, but he failed to lower my
expectations enough. He himsdf had only transferred in Sx months previoudy, and aready had soured on
the regiment. | should have taken the hint.

Their base was more of acave than afacility. | knew that the Third had built up areputation as one of the
best regimentsin the Resistance, but | hadn’t realized the disparity between units was so great. When we
pulled into the hanger entrance, there was only the dightest shimmer of the shield, and the comlink
remained unbroken. Sloppy. One lucky scan and NATech would nail thisbase' s position on the first

pass.

The hov spilled down the ramp and eased gratefully to astop in the middle of the hanger. | was till on
my back and could only see out through the overhead portal, but | knew they broke another SOP when
the hov didn’t swing around for immediate deployment if needed. Again, not especialy dangerous but till

doppy.

The rear port opened and a couple of husky lads came on to guide my stretcher to sickbay. The base
looked to have roughly the same layout asours, so | couldn’t help but make immediate comparisons.
When | determined there was no comparison, | felt my aready low spirits sag further.

Sickbay was larger than Barrett’ sand held eight beds. | was put onto the one furthest from the door and
regttached to the uvive, the ultraviolet intravenous unit, thistime by my right arm, which | preferred, being
left handed. When they stepped clear of the bed, | noticed adight glimmer as aghost field dropped
down around me Cauttious people. Theway | felt, asix-year-old with time on his hands could have sent
meto my eternal reward and still gotten in his afternoon nap. Ahwell, | Sghed, | wastheir guest and |
would follow their rules.

Doctor Resder had followed the two menin, rolling his eyeswhen they couldn’t see him, but | could.
Maybeit wasn't atotal write off. He seemed to have a clue. He waited for them to leave and was not
pleased when only one did. The other planted himsdf outside the shielding at the foot of my bed.

“That will bedl, Cooper,” Resder sad, just ahint of annoyancein hisvoice.

“Yes, Doctor.” Cooper didn't move.

“I’'m sorry, Cooper. What part of my statement missed you? | said, you are dismissed.”

“Yes, Doctor.” Cooper didn't seem upset. “ The Lieutenant gave ordersto post aguard over the hostile.”

“Hodtile!” Resder laughed. “First of dl, Private, Miss Wyeth hereis not ahogtile, she' samember of the
Third Regiment. Second, she'smy patient. Third, she's so weak the most hogtile action she could take
would be to sneer a you.”

“Yes, gr.” Cooper was unmoved and unmoving. “ Still, the Lieutenant wants to be sure. | don’t blame
him. Y ou can't betoo careful, Sr. NATech’s everywhere.”

“Evenin our hospita beds, it seems. Very well, Cooper. Just keep your back turned whenever I'm



examining Miss Wyeth.”
“Of course, gr.”

Resder looked like he wanted to say something else, but walked to the opposite side of the room where
histermina was. He began accessing, keeping atight field. Cooper turned toward me and shot me adirty
look.

“Because of you, | have to waste my time hanging around sickbay.”

“Nice to meet you, too, Cooper,” | said. “How about we make the best of it and try to be friends, okay?
I’d bow, but I’'m alittle tied down right now.”

“Save your bow, lady. I'm a Company A anchorman, not a babysitter. | hope you are adog, ‘ cause then
| can give you payback for having to pull jerk duty.” He turned his back to me again. Wonderful, |
thought. Well, at least | sort of had privacy. Besides, Cooper didn’t strike me asthe kind of friend
material | wanted.

Fortunately, | didn’t have to wait long for some proper friend materia to show up. About twenty minutes
after Cooper and | exchanged pleasantries, Sergeant Eyer came in, looking clean and sharp. She looked
around and spotted mein the corner and waved. She went and spoke to Resder for afew minutes, then
walked over to Cooper. She studied him as though he were something smelly she' d found on the
underside of her boots.

“So they findly found a duty to match your talents, huh, Cooper? It’ s nice to see even trash can be
recycled.”

Cooper gave her adirty look. He seemed to be good at giving dirty looks. “ Sergeant, if you have
something to say to the patient, say it and leave.” He made the word patient sound like prisoner.

“Yeah, | dowant to talk to her.” Shejerked athumb. “Privately. Take ahike.”
“Sorry, Sergeant, but the Lieutenant gave very specific orders’ ... "

“Y ou forget, Cooper. | was there when he gave you those orders. And | say you can obey them while
standing outside sickbay. If you wish to object, | will stand guard while you double check with the
Lieutenant. Now leave.”

Heleft. Hewasn't pleased, but he left. He no sooner |eft than she had the shielding turned off. She pulled
up astool and sat down next to me. Shewas atal woman, well built, with fiery red hair and freckles.
She' d have been ared charmer asakid, but was now a handsome woman, with a competent air about
her.

“Sorry, kid. Cooper’sared pain. Most of Company A isapain.” | nodded but said nothing. “I heard
you just camein, and | wanted to seeif you were doing dl right.” She lowered her voice. “1 aso wanted
to tell you how sorry | am about the Third. They were agood regiment. One of the best.”

“I thought until | was checked up on, | was going to be treated like a prisoner.”

Sheflushed and looked down. *Y egh. Sorry about that. This placeiskind of paranoid about infiltration. |
don’t know why, it’s not as though we do too much to get noticed. We don't take it to NATech like
your regiment. But Lieutenant Posen makes the rules, so we follow him. What else can adog do?’

Shewasright. Y ou followed orders and made the best of it. | didn’t like serving under an inferior



superior, but chain of command had to be maintained in dl but the most extenuating of circumstances,
and sometimes even then. At itsworst it was lousy, but till better than anarchy.

“So, Abigail, what was your postion inthe Third?’ | hestated for amoment, not wanting to tell Eyer
without first reporting to the Lieutenant. She recognized my hesitation and added, “My mistake. I'm here
at the orders of the Lieutenant for your officia debriefing. What you tell me goesinthelog, sodon't lie
too much.”

“Y ou mean the Lieutenant isn’t going to do the debriefing himself? Doesn't that go against SOP?

“Yes, itdoes. If it helps, he'll takewhat | tell him and come herefor afew minutestomorrow so it looks
as though he conducted the whole thing.” She made aface. “I’ d object except that | think I’ m better at
thisthan him.” | got the impression she thought she was better than him a most things. “ So. Officid
question number one: What was your position in the Third Regiment?”

“| wasthe anchor for triteam onein Company A.”

She looked at me for amoment, then stood up and reactivated the shielding, setting it far enough out for
both of usto eadly fit in. All sound was cut off. She sat down again, diding the stool even closer.

“Thenyou'reaCue, right?’
| nodded. “Yes. | wasreintegrated in November of 2676, about two and haf yearsago. I'm”... I'm*...”

All the emations of the past few days flooded over me. | closed my eyes, and the pain washed over and
over and over me. All my friends. All my comrades. And the man | loved, the man | wasto marry. |
wanted to weep, but couldn’t, it hurt so bad. It was as though a massive weight was crushing me and not
alowing meto breathe deep enough to start the tears. | opened my eyes and blinked them afew times.
Eyer waited patiently, alook of understanding in her green eyes.

“I’'m sorry, Abigall. Let’ s pick thisup later, okay?’

“No”... no. That'sokay, Sergeant. | think I’d like someone to be hereright now.” | smiled weskly.
” And you're avast improvement on Cooper.*

She smiled back. “A box of greasy machine partsisavast improvement on Cooper. And call me Jody.
Okay, we'll continue. It's probably better thisway anyway. Otherwise you' d have to spend too much
timewith the Lieutenant.”

We continued my debriefing for another hour. Although | was tarting to feel comfortable with Jody, and
| knew | should report afully as | could, | did withhold some information. The main piece was my
familiarity with the puterverse. | didn’t fed bad or guilty about that; not many in the Third knew the full
story, and those few considered my achievements to be secret. | continued that approach and only
mentioned that | was good in the puterverse.

“Redly?’ Jody seemed very interested. “ That’ s going to come in handy here. Nearly everyone we recruit
has only anomind skill in the puterverse. What level do you access at?’

Now there was agood question. The fact wasthat | no longer used level access protocols. I’ d bypassed
them about a year ago, seeing them as nothing but a burden. Once | saw the proper way to accessthe
puterverse through unbound trinary code, it wasso“... s0”... obviousthat the only rea way to usethe
puterverse was with an oscillated structured broadcast. But | couldn’t tell her that and stay out of a
straight jacket at the sametime. Nor could | tell her the last restricted plateau | had used was level
sixty-seven untethered. | don’t think anyone had been higher than thirty for more than afew



seconds--leve thirty was as far as anyone could go without UTC shielding--and then only at ahorrible
price. And | knew that | was the only one who even knew there were three levels above the accepted
maximum of sixty-four. So | made a suitable number up.

“I used twelve limited fifteen for that New Denver raid | mentioned earlier.” At her doubtful 100k, |
added, “But that was a specid circumstance. My normal accessis nine straight up.”

She seemed satisfied with that and moved on. | felt alittle proud of mysdlf. A teenager’ sfirst urgeisto
normally show off, often with the best of intentions, but show off nonetheless. | had resisted that
temptation and for awhilefelt alittle better.

Wefinished the debriefing eventualy and Jody stood up, stretching.

“I'll get this reported to Lieutenant Posen right away. Sorry, but you know | haveto inform himyou'rea
sharded Cue.” | nodded glumly. I’ d give anything to keep that information quiet, but knew that it smply
had to be thisway. Jody continued. “I’ll seewhat | can do about getting you afew of the thingsyou'll
need to gart fitting in. Clothes, billet, gear, that kind of tuff. I'm pulling to get you in my company, if,”
she smiled wryly, “you don’t mind serving with lowly B dogs.”

“Well,” | said with tonguein cheek, “I suppose| could livewithiit. Althoughitisalittle beneath me. |
should be up serving with your top dogs. Y ou know, like Cooper.”

Jody laughed out loud and reset the shidding to exclude her. She gave afriendly wave and walked off.
Cooper came back in and planted himself in front of my bed and turned his back to me, not forgetting to
sneer fird. | should have asked Jody if she could have dropped off my sidearm for me. A couple of shots
with my sonic inducer in the back of Cooper’ s head might have cheered him up. It certainly would have
cheered me up.

* * % %

That night wasthe worst sncemy*... no, it wastheworst in my life. During our trip, the hov was ableto
maintain enough energy to sustain me. | even made alittle progress. But most of thetimel wasinadim
world not unlike the experience on the desert sand. | was not in my proper mind to grieve for my friends
then. Now | was.

It was hard. Very hard. Knowing | would blame mysdlf for living while they had died should have helped
me but didn’t. Not that night. It lasted forever, and | didn’t deep one minute. Neither, I'm afraid, did
Doctor Resder. Shortly after | started from afitful half-deep, he wasthere to fiddle with my medicine
and plasma duplication, perform unneeded examinations and fill out utterly useless medicd history
questions. In other words, he was there for me.

The anguish and sadness threatened to crush my ribs, the weight was so heavy. Only four nights ago,
Aaron proposed to me undernegth the stars. And now helay buried in an unmarked pit under those same
gars. That evening he had mused how we fought and gave up our normal lives, and no longer knew how
to act like regular people, regular”... lovers. Y et even on an issued blanket, weapons close by and lying
in aspot that was used by many othersin our unit astheir turn came, even in that regimented atmosphere
we found afew hours of normalcy. We laughed and kissed and dreamed and” ... and now it was gone,
crushed by the very thing we had tried to escape for the sweetest and briefest of moments.

And Susie. With me since the day | became a Cue. | had woken up in abody that was ownerless and
soulless. | had gone from being a mature, confident, strong, respected man of thirty-one to a scared,
young, nearly helpless girl of fourteen. | was so disoriented, | wasn't even aware of what had happened.
My body told me | was ayoung girl, and my mind listened, obliviousto the mistake that had been made.



And when my mind finaly saw the error, it nearly shut down.

Susie was there to help the whole way. She helped me readlize who | had become, and | stepped away
from the danger of withdrawing into a permanent shard and instead became the woman | was today.

Thewoman | wastoday. | sniffed and wiped away asmdl tear. | fill was not ableto fully weep for
them, but atear could come. Thewoman | wastoday. That iswhat | would live for. My friends would
not wish to see me destroyed by this. | didn’t believein friends living on in the memories of theliving. |
believed in heaven andin hdll, and in aloving God. But | did not seewhy | should not honor their
memories, speak well of them, and live my life to show what they had done for me. | made my decision.
Lying on my back with precious little strength, my life blood still being replenished and till helplessto the
care of my doctor and under the watchful eye of asuspicious guard, | made my decision.

| would continueto live. | would be the Abigail Wyeth that Susie and Lieutenant Sanchez and Sarah and
Dusty and”... and Aaron wanted meto be. Very few people outside of the Third Regiment knew my
confused past. Other than the Kovins| couldn’t think of anyone. | hadn’t told Ressler yet, or Jody. And |
certainly wasn't going to tell their Lieutenant Posen. Fine. I'd let my past stay in thet crater. My decison
made, | could relax.

Doctor Resder seemed to notice my camness and mentioned casudly that it just happened to betimeto
administer amild sedative and that he wouldn’t have to bother me again until morning.

A trace of warmth spread out from the ultraviolet light that oozed through my body, making it wonderfully
relaxed. | gave him adow, dreamy smile and my eyes closed on their own. He was a good man.

* k % %

Six hourslater | didn’t think he was such agood man. Therewas afirein my right arm and | wasfeding
very queasy. Resder was massaging my neck and shoulders and encouraging me to wake up, which
seemed amost beyond me.

“Abig--uh, Private Wyeth. | need you to wake up. Private! Wake up, please. Y ou have avistor.”

“Wha-what isit, Doctor?’ | opened my eyes, but the light stung, so | closed them again. “How come
my arm hurts? And my stomach feels so--”

“I’'m sorry, Private. | had to waken you prematurely from the sedative | gave you. Y ou' d been adeep for
only six hours, so | had to use adrug to wake you up. The uvive doesn't take such aggressive
medication, so | had to use alight needle. That’ swhy your arm stings and why your ssomach is upset.
Both will wear off shortly.”

“Why did you wake me up?’

“I'll et Lieutenant Posen answer that one.” Histone suggested that Lieutenant Posen himsdlf wasthe
answer.

“Very good, Doctor. Y ou may attend to your other duties.”

| flickered my eyes open at looked at the source of the annoyed voice. Posen was at the foot of my bed
looking down a me. Tdll, thin and angular, he was dressed in a crigp, clean uniform and carried atabina
likeit was his best friend. He was consulting with his best friend now, no doubt going over Eyer’s
debriefing. | fdt the urgeto interrupt him. | should have fought it down, but hey, | wasyoung. And | was
grumpy about being so rudely awakened.



“Um, sr?’ Helooked a& me with adightly annoyed look, and | felt awicked taste of satisfaction. “With
the Lieutenant’ s permission, could Doctor Resder maybe grab me some breskfast from the mess?I’'m

pretty hungry.”

Oh, I hit theright button, dl right! Being ateenager meant you aways knew how to get an adult’ s goat.
He looked flushed and irritated. | saw his eyesflicker towards Cooper, and | redized I'd made abig
mistake. | shouldn’t have donethisin front of one of hismen. Oops. | felt my satisfaction getting trampled
by anger. Anger a mysdlf. It wastimeslike these | serioudy consdered having my mouth filled and
sedled until | turned twenty and could handle such a dangerous weapon responsibly.

“I think Doctor Resdler isfar too busy aman to be handholding arookie who' slying around in bed. Y ou
can walit for your breskfast.”

W, | had that coming, except for the rookie crack. But I'd already blown it, so | would have to pay
now. | resolved to behave mysalf and try to patch things up. Maybe he wasn't such abad guy, givena
chance.

“Yes, gr. I'msorry, dr,” | said contritely.
Heignored me and turned to the doctor.

“Again, thank you, Doctor. Y ou're dismissed.” He didn't wait for areply, but spoke to Cooper.
“Private, you will remain at the ready during the debriefing.”

“Yes, dr!” Heleered a me and drew hispistal. | dmost laughed, he looked so ridiculous. Doctor
Resder looked displeased, but |eft without saying anything with his mouth. His stiff walk spoke volumes.

Lieutenant Posen pulled up the stool Jody had used yesterday and put hisfoot on it. His boot was so
highly polished that | could make out the faint purple reflection of the uvive. He continued to study the
tabinal, but now he was doing it to establish somekind of superior position for the interview by making
mewait. | let it bounce off me. If | sayed cam, | could ill try to improve our poor start. Hefinally
seemed to reach a point where he could begin. Without taking his eyes off the readout, he spoke.

“According to this, you are Private Abigail Wyeth. Y ou are--or rather were--the anchor for thefirst
triteam of Company A inthe Third Regiment.” | carefully avoided looking at Cooper. “Y ou aso say you
have accessed the puterverse at leve twelve And Sergeant Eyer reports that according to their findings, it
was you who took out five NATech commandosin hand-to-hand al by your lonesome.” Those last
words didn’t sound too good. | was getting abad fedling. He set down the tabinal and looked directly at
me.

“So, tell me, Private, how does such a pretty young thing like you accomplish so much?’

| felt adeep drop in the pit of my stomach that had nothing to do with the wakey-wakey drugs Resder
had given me. He didn't believe me. | had reported faithfully to him, except about my accesslevelsand
that wasto lower them, and he didn’t believe me.

“I”... I'msorry, Sr?* | spoke dowly to hold my emotion in control, but | ill felt my cheeks burning.
"What did you say, Lieutenant?*

“Oh come now, Private. Y ou heard me clearly. | said, how could somebody as young as you actualy
have thiskind of record, these kind of achievements?’

“Sir, I’'m sure Sergeant Eyer reported my” ... my status?* | glanced at Cooper thistime. A Cue had to be
very careful about admitting she was a Cue. We had no rights whatsoever, and were at the complete



mercy of anyone who had the whim to harm us.

Posen saw my glance at Cooper and smiled. “Y ou mean your status as a sharded Cue?’ | flinched at his
blunt, loud use of the phrase. “Y es, she mentionsit, athough she doesn't go into detall. | takeit you're
claiming to have gotten so far up in the Third’ s main enforcement Company by strength of your previous
life?”

“That'sexactly what I’'m saying, Sir. My expertise in combat comes from the service | gaveto my
country during the Ethiopian Campaigns of my time. My computer expertiseisjust hard work.” 1 hedged
alittleonthelast. He' d never believe that | not only knew Chris'Y oung, the father of the webbing
techniques still used, but that he had worked for me.

“Ethiopian Campaigns, en?’ Hefrowned. “That' s the twenty-second century.”
“Twenty-first century, Sr.”
“No, it was the twenty-second, Private.”

Thiswas getting stupid. “With al due respect, sir,” | said with rapidly thinning patience. “1 wasthere. It
was the twenty-first century.” | took abreath and plunged in. | had to establish my word as being valid.
“I served as arecon platoon leader from 2015 until 2018. | completed seventy-nine missonsin that time
and finished with afiedld commission of mgor.”

“Y ou're saying that they let women serve as officersthat far back? That' s alittle far-fetched, don’t you
think, Private?’ He had made the totally understandable assumption that | had dways been awoman. |
wouldn’t correct him.

“No, sr. Women served as officers asfar back as the twentieth century. The United States had afemae
colond during World War Two. And | believe anation known as the Soviet Union had afemale fighter
pilot who was aMgjor during the same war. Y ou know it as the Second Great War.”

“Hmm.” Helooked at his notes. “And did you take out those five commandos?’
“Yes, gr. That'show | picked up thiswound.”
“ And what were you doing out there with them?’

“I don’'t know,” | answered truthfully. “ After theinitid attack, Corpord Lendler and | had taken up
position at the personnel entrance into the hanger. We were laying down crossfire on the NATech
soldiers who were behind our hovswhen | received ordersto shift to acovering fire while the main group
in the armory counter-attacked. Since the corporal and | had only sidearms, I--"

“A counter-attack? That’ s suicide! How could you take on two brigades of NATech Xeno troops and
hope to survive?’

“No hopeinvolved, sir. They brought it to us. It would have been suicide not to counter-attack. As| was
saying, Sir, | needed to get heavier fire power to lay down amore effective cover. | had Corpora

Lendler lay down acovering firewhile ranto afriend of mine and retrieved her plasmarifle. It was
when |--"

“Y ou said you gave orders to a corpord? And what about your friend? Did you just take her rifle? And
how could asmadl thing like you hold such abig gun?’

| was getting very tired of the Lieutenant’ s belittling remarks. | waited adow five seconds, then



continued.

“In the order you asked them, gir: | gave ordersto acorporal because it was acombat condition and I'm
the anchor of Company A’sfirst triteam. Everyone, except Lieutenant Sanchez and Sergeants Thawell,
Abdih and Hateman, follow my ordersin acombat Stuation. Asfor my friend, she was deed, Sir. She'd
taken at dug through the head and an incendiary in her gut. Findly, I’'m smal, gr, but 'm adsotrainedin
over sixty wegpons and twelve mgor categories of hand to hand combat.”

He looked & me with disinterested, unbelieving eyes. “Go on.”

“Yes, gr. Just before I’ d picked up therifle, we' d been hit with a plasma punch gun. That’s how | picked
up this” | touched my right cheek. “ Smdl armsfire a that time damaged my jacket. Most of the bruises
arefaded on my back, but they're still there. When | headed back, they punched us again, and the next
thing | was aware of was waking up in the hov with three of their men pawing at me. | went wild and got
lucky. I managed to kill dl five, getting nicked during the free-for-dl. | was heading back to the hanger
when the whole area exploded.”

“I see. And what caused the two explosionsthat destroyed our base, two Xeno brigadesand NATech's
Fifteenth Armored?’

“I don’'t know, sir,” | lied. “Therewas ared glow in the sky and aloud scream. The impact was great
enough that it turned my hov around from four kilometers. The next missile hit only secondslater. The
shock wave from that one destroyed the hov’ s gyro and grav integrity field and threw me, tearing open
my knifewound.”

“A missile, you say? Then you do know what happened?’

“No, gr, | don't. | think it wasamissile. | know we don’t have gunsthat heavy and accurate, or that can
do that kind of damage. It must have been amissile. Don't you think so, sir?’

He hardened hisface at my question. “What | think is none of your concern, Private.” He stepped over
to the pand and placed the shielding on, careful to stand outside it. The sound shield remained off. Posen
hed thingsto say.

“Frankly, Wyeth, | don’t believe aword you are telling me. Thisistoo preposterous, too outrageous, too
fanciful to bered. | mean, look a you!”

“I redlize’'m not at my best, sir. And | redlize| don't look like much. But | am telling you the truth. I'm
not overly fond of using my combat skills when unneeded, but make no mistake, ar, | an adog.”

“That remainsto be seen, Wyeth. Y ou will remain here under guard until 1 can verify your identity and
your story. Maybe you were assigned to the Third in asupport role asaclerk or laundress or cook. Or
maybe you' re arookie with achance to impress uswith thisfanciful story. But my guessisyou'reagirl
one of the men brought back from Alexandriafor an evening’ s entertainment.”

That last one did it. He had systematicaly shredded my word, my patience and now my character. My
face flushed and | roseto my elbow.

“Sir, | will follow your orders asyou give them to me. | will perform the duties you assign meto the best
of my ability. And | will gladly die for my fellow dogsin the 179th even though I’ ve never met them. But
if you ever cdl me aprogtitute again, Lieutenant, | will kill you.

“Y ou say you doubted my word and my abilities. I'm telling you right now, sir, that had | been off this
machine, | could have killed you and Cooper in less than five seconds, and not one sound would have



escaped thissickbay.” | told them in detail what | would have done, and Cooper’ s shocked face told me
he understood completely.

“Y ou have no ideawhat happened,” | continued. “Nor do you have any ideawhat kind of servicel’ve
given over my life. I've seen more combat than you, in two different centuries, and I've survived it all.

“| don't expect to be ingtantly given previous authority and position. Neither do | expect you to swalow
everything I’ ve told you without checking, though | doubt you'll find away to check ether the battle or
my twenty-first century service. | do expect, however, to be given the benefit of the doubt, and given
respect as aperson despite my non-rights status. And | expect”... | expect”...”

Everything became woozy and | was forced to lie back down. Resder must have been watching, for he
rushed up, shutting off thefield.

“That' senough! Lieutenant, | must indst that you leave.” Histone, which reached me with adim echo,
carried authority that had to be obeyed. “Y ou may continue this debriefing later. Tomorrow, perhaps.
Right now, Private Wyeth needs to be kept quiet. She's till weak from blood loss. And take Cooper
with you. Y ou have my assurance that sheisincapable of leaving her bed for at least another forty-eight
hours.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor, but your assuranceis not enough. She’ smadeit clear to usthat she could become
hostile, despite her small size. Cooper.” Cooper stepped alongside the bed, brushing the doctor back.
He smiled wickedly at me and reached for the pandl over my bed. | felt aflash of heat in my right arm,
and alarge anima, maybe ahorse, sat on my chest. My eyesight faded, athough | don’t know that |
closed my eyes.

“Wait! Step away from that! Thisisamedicd”..."

Resder didn't sop talking. | just stopped listening.

Chapter Two

“And thetour endshere.” Jody’sswept her hand toward a corner in thewomen’sbarracks. My
newly issued gear waslying on the stripped bed with blankets and sheets roughly folded and
stting on my pillow.

“Thanks, Jody. I'll have to owe you the nickd, though. I'm alittle light right now.” | opened my foot
locker--some things never change--and tried to picture how | wanted to place my thingsin there.

“A nickel? Why would you owe me metd ?’

| smiled. “ Sorry, ancient expression. A nickd wasacoin of vauein that time, worth five percent of the
main unit caled adollar. When you were taken on awhirlwind show of aplaceit was called the ‘ nickel
tour’.”

Jody had started helping me put away my things but laughed at my explanation. “ That is so incredible!
When did that expression first get started?’

“ Around the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Why?’

“I just find it S0 exciting to be talking to someone who actudly lived at that time!”



“Well,  wasbornin 1995, so | just dipped in under the millennium My only memories of the twentieth
century include wetting my pantsin day care, losing my firgt tooth, and kissng my firgt”...“ | broke off
and modified my sentence. ”“....having my first kisswhen | wasfiveyearsold.”

“That’s so cute! Y ou actudly had acrush on aboy when you were only five?’

Thiswas going to be difficult, dodging around these kinds of questions about my past. Maybe | should
justjumprightin. Sol smiled.

“A huge crush! I'd walit for the number five bus during kindergarten, but he took the number three bus.”

It was amazing how easily | could switch the pronouns. Maybe not all that amazing, considering | had to
do it to myself for over two years now. “1 thought if | wasjust fast enough, | could St next to him on the
way home. But | could never makeit. There were two bells, see, and he got out on thefirst oneand | got
out on the second. | never thought”...*

| stopped talking because I’ d clearly lost Jody. She was shaking her head as though | were speaking a
different language.

“What are you talking about, Abigail? What' s a bus? What' s kindergarten? Maybe | should takethisa
little dower.”

“That’ s okay, Jody. | shouldn’t redlly talk too much about it, anyway. | could get careless. But when we
get achance, I'll tell you about televison and airplanes and basebd| and lots of other things from the
ancient mists of time.” | spokein asdegp avoice as| could to make the end sound ominous. We both
laughed.

We had finished unpacking and fixing up my bunk. | stepped back and admired the work. “All right!
Private Wyeth, reporting for duty! Just one thing missing.”

“What'sthat?’

“My sidearm. | imagine you confiscated it until you could verify my identity and story.” | glanced around
to be sure the other dozen or so women in the barracks weren't listening in. They were watching uson
the dy, but couldn’t hear us. “Lieutenant Posen didn’t look too pleased when he cameto tell mel wasto
report to you for duty. | amost think he was hoping to find out | was aliar so he could ship me out of
here”

“Y ou'reright, he wasn't happy. He was even less happy when orders came down that he had no choice
about keeping you, at least for awhile.” She looked at me considering, “We re never bothered by TAU,
let done given orders. Y ou must be something specia to have them issue orders about you.”

| shrugged. “I have aknack with the puterverse and planned many of our raids. TAU probably doesn't
want that talent wasted.” We used theword TAU as an acronym for Those Above Us. Wedidn't talk
about the Res stance central organization too much, and they didn’t deal with ustoo much, except to set
up generd coordination and shipping of surplus suppliesand, in rare circumstances, to give avery
specific order.

“Y ou planned some of those raids? How about the New Denver hit?’
“Uh-huh. That waslast one | went on. | waslaid up after that one.”
“Sorry to hear. Were you injured?

“No.”



“Oh.” Shedidn’'t pressthe point because it was rude to keep asking about something that you already
know the answer to. “ So how did you know that the generator would explode? In fact, how did you
even know to hit thet facility?”

“We did our research and figured out how to bring down the weather net in just theright locations, times,
and sequence to create the weather. Asfor the target, that took alot of hard work before we determined
it wasariping facility. Even then, we acted on alot of empirical evidence.”

“I envy you, Abigail. We never take on targets that big. The Lieutenant is, well, never mind. That's
personal opinion, and not something a sergeant should share with one of her privates.”

“I undergtand. | kept my negative opinions of superior officersto mysdf, too, with my recon outfit.
Anyway, back to the origind question: When can | get my sidearm back?’

“Youdon't, Abigail. Sorry.” Shelooked uncomfortable, which she should have. “We keep al weapons
locked away in the armory, and issue according to need.”

“That'scrazy!” | said, my voice getting loud. “ A dog should dways keep her sdearm handy! What if we
get discovered and attacked?’

“Sinceit hasn't happened, the generd feding isthat it won't. Besides, if NATech did decideto hit us,
what good would small arms do againgt what they would throw at us?’ She sounded totally unconvinced
with her own words, as though she were parroting something she didn’t want to.

“What good”..." | broke off and lowered my voice. ”Y ou’ re not serious, are you, Jody? What kind of
an attitude isthat to take? The Third was never hit before last week, and now they're*...” My voice
caught. “And now they’ re gone. But if we didn’t have our gunswith us, we couldn’t have responded with
any sort of effectiveness. | know we couldn’t have gotten to the armory where we kept the big guns. As
it was, it took the Fifteenth Armored and two full brigadesto take us out. And preciousfew of them
survived.”

“That’ senough, Private! Thisisn't the Third, thisisthe 179th. And in the 179th, you will obey our
procedures.” Jody didn’t say it with relish, but she sad it.

“Okay, Sergeant,” | blushed abit; | had stepped out of line. “But we will get our own sidearm when they
areissued, right?’

“Why?’ her eyes narrowed.

“I had Dusty, our wespons specidist, make some modifications. If you don’t know what you' re doing,
you can do some serious unintentiona damage.” | didn’t el aborate.

“I see. I'll speak to the Lieutenant about assigning that specificaly to you, though we normally don't.”
She held up her hand. “1 don’t want to hear it.”

| sghed. “All right. Just make sure nobody foolswith it unless |’ m there. Moving along, now. How about
puterverse access? Do | have any clearance yet?’ Accessto the puterverse was limited only by the
user’ srights, which everyone had in varying degrees. But it was possible in isolated areas like our baseto
limit accessto the termindss, requiring specia voice coding prior to entering the puterverse voice access
code. | had woken from my drug induced deep four daysago and | till didn’t have terminal access. |
didn’t care what access they gave me; once in the puterverse, | could do whatever | wanted. But first |
needed termind clearance.

“Sorry, but you not only don’'t haveit yet, it sunlikely the Lieutenant is ever going to giveit to you. You



don't rate clearance.”

“I don't rate clearance?’ | replied, stunned. “ Jody, anybody who can breathe rates clearance! | haveto
get on! I’ ve got some detailsto take care of, and some persona business aswell.”

“Abigall, I'm sorry, but that’ sthe way it is here. Y ou can access under my account, but only for five
minutes a atime and only with mein control. If either of usbresksthoserules, I'll lose my termina
clearance aswell. Please, don't pushit.”

| didn’t pushit, but | was getting upset and more than alittle nervous. If | stayed off too long, Mike
would assume | was dead and would begin accessing the UTC sequencesthat gave him permission to
begin detonating the UTC charges we had been laying for the past year and ahdf. | didn’t want that to
happen yet because the pattern wasn't fully laid and wouldn’t be for several more months. On top of
that, | hadn’t even begun creating the safety zones needed to protect non-NATech sites from serious
damage Even then | lacked the one piece of information that would make detonations fully justifiable: the
source of the limitations that had been placed on the puterverse.

| still had amonth Ieft before Mike would access the permissions, but there was no point in letting these
things go until thelast minute. Yet | dso couldn’t let Jody control my accessto the puterverse. Not only
was | hedtant to |et others see Mike and Kiki, but taking Jody to my plane of existence in the puterverse
would kill her. Belatedly--as seemed to be my habit--I realized that had | put the safeguardsin first,
instead of the UTC charges, thiswouldn’t even be a problem.

“All right, I won't push, Jody. But seeif you can get me access, okay? Even asub-level would help a
lot”

“I'll seewhat | can do. In the meantime, let me take you over to your new detail.”

We left the barracks and headed down the tunnel--unlike our corridors, thiswas avery quick
job--toward the messhdl. | had asinking fegling in my stomach we were heading for the laundry.

Jody took meto the laundry door, then walked past it. | breathed asigh, but then let out asmall groan.

“Jody! Not KP!” Centuries after its coining, the word KP till struck fear and despair into the hearts of
even the most hardened soldier.

“What?" she smiled sweetly. “ Are you too good for KP?’

“Yes! | mean, no. No, I’'m not too good for it, every dog draws the detail sooner or later. But | do mean
yes. | don't think thisistaking full advantage of my training and expertise.” She grabbed me by thearm
and pulled meto acorner.

“Youdon't think | know that, Abigail? 1 know it was you that took out those five commandosin
hand-to-hand. | believed you when you said you were Triteam One anchor. And | believe you when you
told me about your puterverse skill. After the debriefing was over--mine, not the Lieutenant’ s--1 would
have paid rea credsto get you in my company with full accessto the puterverse. Giving you KPislike
using a phase hov as a paperweight.

“But thisistheway it hasto be. | don't run thisoutfit and | do follow orders. The Lieutenant was livid at
being told what to do with you. | think it hurt hisfedingsthat akid like you rated such attention.”

“ S0 he put me here? Why? Why doesn't he take advantage of me? If TAU thinks I’ m usesble, why
doesn't Lieutenant Posen use me?’



“I don’t know. If I did, | wouldn't tell you. But no, hedidn’t put you here. | did.”

“ Jocy!”

“I put you here because the Lieutenant wanted to put you on a Company A recon team.”
“That doesn’'t sound too bad.”

“Itis. They hit the jungle for three weeks per loop. All they do isdrink, deep and get Sck. Unlessthere's
awoman with them. Then they find other thingsto do. If you came back avirgin, it would be because
you had killed the entire team.”

Her words came as little surprise to me, which was scary. The 179th’s Company A was shaping up to
be adifferent kind of anima than the Third's.

“But | didn’t put you here to save your virtue.” She smiled and winked. “My guessis you can protect
yourself enough, though | can’t see how you do it with such asmdl frame.

“Thereason | put you hereis so you can be my little spy.” She held up ahand. “ Sorry, | shouldn’t have
sdlittle”

“Atlesst cdling melittleistruthful. Caling meyour spy”..."

“Sorry again. A bit of the dramatic in me. Too many romance novels. Come on, let’ s grab some coffee
and I'll explain.”

So we sat down and had some coffee and hot chocolate, and Jody gave methe detalls. By thetime
she'd finished, | knew thiswas one serioudy messed up ouitfit. | so knew that I’ d be her little spy, and
told her so.

“Thanks, Abigail. | hope!’ll get achanceto use what you tel me. Otherwise, we'll be suck in this
scavenger mode forever.” Sherose. “Well, it stime for afternoon defense classes. Y ou' re welcometo
come aong, though | don't think you'll learn much. Classistwo hours. Y our start duty in three hours.
Thelunch and dinner shift goes ten hours from 1000 to 2000.”

“Onelast thing, Jody. My pricetag. Even MataHari got paid.”

“Matawho?’

“Y ou should study up on your history, Jody. She was afamous spy in the early twentieth century.”
“That was amogt eight hundred years ago!”

“So talk to more Cues. Or access the historica libraries. But don't change the subject. My price.”

“Y ou want meto pay you? Y ou ungrateful little bitch!” Her tonetook al the sting out of the words. “I
just saved you from Company A recon!”

“Sounds more like you saved Company A recon from me. Doesn't matter. I’ m now performing duty
above and beyond the call of duty. So | want compensation. Two things. One: Nobody uses my sidearm
but me”

“I can do that. Pritchard, our armory master, owes me a couple. And number two?’

“Y ou have got to get me accessto the puterverse. I'll take you aong, but it must be me accessing.”



“Why?’ she asked alittle suspicioudy. It seemed some of the paranoia here rubbed off on everyone.
“I can’t tel you as much as show you. But that’smy price.”

Shelooked at me carefully. “I’ll be honest with you, Abigall. It's been very hard visuaizing you asa Cue.
I’ve met S0 very few. You look likeasixteenyear old girl”..."

“That' sbecause | am asixteen year old girl.”

“Yesand no. You ve got memories and training and skillsthat I'll never havein my entirelife. | can see
why Lieutenant Posen would be envious. HE sin histhirtiesand isalieutenant. Y ou’ re Sixteen and have
made mgor.”

“Believe me, Jody, | doubt he would want to take the path I’ ve taken.”

“Probably not, but he' sjust looking at the result. So am I. But whilel’ m alittle envious, too, I'm aso
glad for you and sorry for you.” She paused, then nodded. “It' Il take a couple weeks, but Il get you
access.”

“Fair enough.” | finished my hot chocolate. “Now let's see what kind of workouts you people have. |
need to limber up some.”

We stopped off long enough to get meinto aworkout uniform. | wasjust alittle self-conscious about
changing in front of so many unfamiliar women, but | figured | had to get used to it. | was even more
self-conscious when | saw some eyes open when they looked a me. At first | thought they were staring
because, well”... but it wasn't that.

They werelooking at my scar. | looked t it, too. It was still red and wicked looking. Although Doctor
Resder had done agood job, we' d been too far from base for full treatment, so the scar would be
permanent. Running in an amost horizontd line across my lower chest, it branched out in severa places
where | had ripped it open after being thrown from the destroyed hov. | looked up, smiling shyly.

“Not too pretty, huh?’

Nobody said anything, but one of them, an athletic looking blonde with hazdl eyes, smiled alittle. |
finished dressing and followed them to the workout area.

It was basic and smple. An open space with atreated floor that would soften on bodily impact, but
remain hard to footfals and other forms of striking. We spread out and started stretching. | noticed, with
some concern, that we were al women.

After about five minutes, the Lieutenant and another man walked in on us. Immediately everyone took
her place. | nudged the woman next to me.

“What kind of defense classisthis? Where are the men?’
She motioned meto be quiet. | heard the Lieutenant clear hisvoice.
“Good afternoon, ladies. | takeit you' ve finished warm ups. W€ Il beginimmediately. Sergeant Olecki?’

The big man stepped up and before he so much as spoke aword, | didn't like him. He seemed brutish
and condescending. He looked at us as though we were abunch of little girls, our hair dill in pigtails.

“All right, we'll pick up from wherewe left off last week.” His eyes scanned the thirty of us. He cameto
me, but looked right past me, sttling on atall woman far to my left. “ Stingle, we' |l work with you first.”



Sherose and took position. Olecki went to a standard basic attack position, and Stingle went to the
defensive. She had no more than set when she was on her back, gasping. Olecki was quick, I’ll give him
that. He helped her to her feet.

“That' swhy we' re going to work on today’ s defensive positions. Had Stingle known the move I’ m going
to teach you today, she would have easily blocked my attack.”

| felt my face get red as my blood began to heat up. He was nothing but a bully. Why in world would you
injure someone just to show the importance of something you hadn’t taught yet? 1 nudged the woman
next to me again.

“What isit with thisguy? And what’ swith these basic moves? Are you al rookies or something?’

She looked like she didn’t want to answer, but did. “ Quiet! Some of us have only been herefor ayear,
and these defense tactics take time to learn. And when we--"

“Vetter!” Thewoman stiffened at her name, and | saw aquick look of fright cross her face. Fear? Over a
workout? | felt the beast in me and quickly fought it down.

Sherose silently and went to the sergeant. She assumed her position, again a defense posture, one arm
closeto her body, the other at right angles. Olecki closed fast and struck for her head. She deftly
blocked it, but made no counter attack. Too late, she saw hisright foot step in. She swung free, avoiding
theleg, but leaving hersdf wide open for the right arm that thudded into her ribs. She dropped and didn’t
move. The Lieutenant motioned, and two of the women up front helped V etter to her feet. The three
started off to sickbay, Vetter only barely conscious. | think | knew now why they had eight bedsin

sickbay.

“It was my hope that you had &l practiced over the past week.” Lieutenant Posen' s voice had the
disapproving tone of a disappointed father. “ That hasn't happened, I'm afraid. Very well. Sergeant
Olecki will review last week’ slesson before going into thisweek’s. Asaways, any injuriesare aresult of
your poor preparation. I'm sorry, but you will learn the importance of defending against asuperior
aggressor.”

| had had enough of this. The practice was only three minutes old and two women had been injured. That
wouldn't be so bad if we were dso learning something; getting hurt comes with the uniform. But the way
| saw it, the only thing these people were learning was how to be useless. | stood up.

“With the Lieutenant’ s permission, I’ d like you to try me, Sergeant Olecki.”

Every head swung toward me. The Lieutenant smiled dightly. Sergeant Olecki just stared.
“Sit down, Private. Y ou're not ready for thisleved yet. I'd just hurt you.”

“That’'sdl you' re doing to the others now. | don’t see you teaching us anything, Sergeant.”
Hetook astep toward me. These Company A goons were great on posturing.

“Very well, Private Wyeth,” the Lieutenant spoke with hisdick, clipped voice. *Y ou said you were on
Company A inthe Third. Let’ s give you an opportunity to show us how good they were.” He
emphasized the word were, and | felt mysdlf tense up.

| walked up to the sergeant and assumed a defensive posture identical to Vetter's. He smiled.

“Thiswill be quick. Don’t worry, girlie, the doc can set broken bones quicker than anyone I’ ve seen.”



Hisarm shot forward toward my jaw.

He amogt nailed me, too. | was upset enough;, his caling me girlie with that tone of voice made me angry.
But it was abad, uncontrollable anger. | jerked my left arm up and deflected the arm past my head. He
brought it down on my shoulder, trying to bresk it. | did down, cushioning the blow, but still faling; he
brought aleg across my chest, putting akneeto my breast. | blocked it down, but it hit my scar. | felt a
stab of pain and grunted He stepped back.

“I’d heard you were an anchor. Looks like you were an anchor dl right, holding everyone back.”

| wanted to kill him, but in the wrong way. | rose to my feet and took a couple of deep breaths, keeping
my eyeson him. | approached him and went to defensive.

“Again, Sergeant.”
“With pleasure, Wyeth.”

He shot in, using hisleft leg for afeint to my groin and bringing his head down asthe main attack. | jerked
my own head back and felt hisforehead thud into my chest, knocking the breath out of me. | didn’t pay
any attention to that attack, however. | wanted to see how he positioned the rest of his body during the
attack. | had my right leg against the insde of hisand kept my eyes on hisarms asthey spread wide with
the hit. | again did down, softening the blow, but going to the ground. He stepped back smiling. The
Lieutenant also had asmile on hisface.

| stood up. | had hismeasure now. | could fed hisweight shifting while my leg was pressed againg his,
and knew he had very poor balance. He was a clumsy brute. With the kind of training | was used to, |
could attack and defend aggressively because | knew my opponent would be well trained, and was
capable of at least deflecting my blows. But | had to be careful with Sergeant Olecki. | wanted to teach
him alesson, not kill him. | stepped into the same defense.

“And once more, Sergeant.”
Helaughed.
“I think you' ve had enough! Sit down and maybe | can teach you something.”

“Y ou can't teach me athing, Sergeant. | know your moves, and they’ re very basic and poorly executed.
Y ou might be dl right for boot camp, but you wouldn’t even rate Company C inthe Third, and they were
rookies. So, once more, rookie.”

Just as he had thrown me off with histaunts, | now threw him. He didn’t even set up but went straight to
his attack. He kicked up to put hisleft foot in my chest, and again he amost nailed me. But thistime he
amost nailed me because | wanted it that way. The object of hand-to-hand was not to make the
opponent missby alot, but by alittle. If | kept himin close, | could counterattack, which | now did.

| Sdestepped hisawkward kick and did in aong hisleg. Putting my left foot on his planted right ankle, |
grabbed histhrugting left leg with both hands and lifted it about a half meter. | now had him bent away
from me, hisleft legintheair, hisarmsflailing to maintain the baance that focused dl hisweight on his
right ankle. In normal circumstances, my opponent would already be disabled by my next move. If it
were acombat situation, he would be dead. But | stopped at this point because it was time to teach
everyone alesson.

“I can now do one of threethings, Sergeant,” | said with my best instructor’ s voice to the suddenly
attentive women. “I can lift your leg another half meter while shifting my *girli€ weight to your right ankle,



crushing it. Asabonus, | could collgpse your right knee with my right foot whileletting you fal to the
ground.

“Or | canreleaseyour left leg and send either my right fist or right foot into your groin, turning the
contents of your scrotum into afine paste.” Several laughs escaped from the crowd.

“Either of those attacks would disable you, Sergeant, but | think I’ll do the third attack, the onel prefer.”
| released one hand and dipped my knife from my left boot. With my right hand below hisknee, | jerked
hisleft leg down. The movement was so quick that he was unprepared for his suddenly regained balance.
Helanded on hisfeet and our bodies were right next to each other, my knife hand, blade down, clenched
just under his breast bone.

“Thisis aseventeen-centimeter boot knife, and if | had given you the blade instead of the hilt, it would be
tickling your heart right now. Y ou' re dead, Sergeant Olecki.” | pushed him away and turned to sit down.

| heard agrunt and quick step behind me. Theidiot! It had been practice, now it wasred. FHlipping the
knifeaway so | wouldn't be tempted to useit, | dropped flat, twisting my body over and pulling it in. Of
course he went for where my head was. Hewasfairly tal, but he had stooped to deliver his blow.

Partidly coiled on my back and shoulders now, | jerked straight and shot my right foot at his unprotected
head. At thelast ingtant, | unlocked my knee and flattened my foot so the sole caught him squarely where
hisjaw joined the upper throat. Had | Ieft my foot pointed with alocked leg, the attack would have
broken his neck. Thisway, the blunted kick spread the impact so more could be taken by his shoulder
muscles

His head snapped and he lurched forward, his momentum carrying him into the front row of women.
They were gpparently nervous about terrible rumors going around of having the Sergeant’ s head in their
laps, because they generoudy gave him the wholefloor to fal on. Ashe hit softly, | regretted the
downside of technology that still couldn’t tell the difference between ared person hitting the floor and a
jerk hitting thefloor.

| stepped over him and sat down, sheathing my recovered knife. Lieutenant Posen’ s face was study in

scarlet. Red ears, red face, even his eyes seemed to have ared tint to them. | don’t know what he was
so mad about.

“On your feet, Wyeth!”

But it wasn't the Lieutenant who said gave the order. It was Jody, who stood behind us. | went straight
to my feet and stood at attention. Anything Jody was going to tell me, | was going to do. Better her than
Posen.

“How dare you attack a sergeant! What excuse do you have for your actions?” She shouted, her mouth
only centimetersfrom my face.

“Wdl, it wasadrill and--"

“I don't want to hear it, Wyeth! | don’t want to hear it because thereis no excuse!” She pointed to three
of the women near me. “Y ou three! Get Sergeant Olecki to sSickbay immediately! | want the Lieutenant
to have afull report within ten minutes! Got it?” From the way they jumped, I’ d say they got it. Jody
turned back to me.

“Wadl, you' ve messed things up nicely, Wyeth! Seemsto me you should be the one to fix them up.”
“One moment, Sergeant Eyer.” Posen had stepped up, trying to take over the situation. | hoped Jody



knew how to handle hersdf. Shedid.

“Excuseme, gr. All duerespect, Sir, but thisisadisciplinary action thet is benesth your attention. Since
Wyeth ismy problem, Il take care of her and report to you within the haf-hour. Sir!” She saluted
sharply, and | thought she’ d kissed up to him too much. No way he' d buy this.

But hedid. Hisface color went closer to normal and he visibly relaxed. The most important thing to him,
keeping facein front of histroops, was achieved. | made amenta noteto not show himup againin
public. | wished it wasamenta noteI’d use. Sadly, | knew it wouldn't be. Officerslike Posen redly
bugged me.

“Very well, Sergeant. Seethat this’... this'... privateis suitably disciplined. | will not tolerate such
violence under my command. And I’ d like that report within fifteen minutes, not thirty.”

Jody saluted again. “ Of course, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”

Posen stalked off, the proud commandant having solved another impossible scenario, to bask in his
successin handling soldiers. He was a proud man. A proud man and something of an ass.

“All right, Wyeth! Let’ stake care of you, first.” Shelooked over toward our departing leader, continuing
to cuss me out until he was gone from sight. She brought her focus back to me, making me the center of
everyone s attention.

“Since you' re the onewho' sinjured poor Sergeant Olecki, it ssemsto methat you should fill infor him
whilehe'slad up. If | could, I'd giveyou ALL hisduties until he returned. Maybe longer, just to teach a
lesson.” She carefully avoided mentioning who was going to learn the lesson, but everybody caught it.

“Regrettably, | can't do that. | can give you this duty though: Until poor Sergeant Olecki is sufficiently
recovered from histerribleinjuries,” her eyeswere sparkling, “you' rein charge of hand-to-hand combat
training for the women of the 179th. Isthat clear, Private?’

| would have paid real money to have saluted right then and there. But Jody wasn't an officer. Shejust
should have been one.

“I understand, Sergeant! I'll do thebest | can.”
“Y ou better! Starting now!”

Nobody cheered, but | could feel the relief going over the crowd. Jody stepped back and | walked to
the front, facing my new class.

“All right, class, pay atention! First thingsfirst, dogs! Get on your feet!” Everyone jumped to their feet.
“Good! Now let’ slearn alittle about defense, shall we? What Sergeant Olecki and | just demonstrated
was the proper way to defend, by going over to the attack as quickly aspossible. I’ ve discovered it’s
easer to defend againgt dead enemiesthan live ones.” Scattered smiles appeared. “ As Sergeant Olecki
S0 capably showed us, someone who’ s unconscious, bleeding, or dead isnormally in apoor position to
attack you.” | shook my head in wonder. “Truly, the man hasagift.” More than afew laughs broke out,
and | wasready to start.

My firgt classwastwo hours. | spent the first ten minutes finding out what they dready knew, which was
preciouslittle. I had no ideawhy these women had been taught so little, and | couldn’t think of any good
reason. | wondered if the men were as poorly trained. With someone like Olecki in charge of A
Company, they probably were.



We continued basic training, but at amuch accelerated pace, and with an attitude toward the offensive,
They eagerly took my approach and caught on quick. | only bruised a couple of them, and cut one. Mogt
had strained muscles and sore hands. But they were ahappy crowd when we dismissed. They knew their
opponent was not indestructible, and they weren’t made of porcelain. Just that change in attitude made
for asuccessful class.

Jody and | waited for the last of them to leave then made for her quarters. | wanted to clean up, but
decided to wait until the showerswere less crowded. It was aways best for adrill instructor keep some
distance, at least until she had earned her students' respect. Besides, that blonde with the hazel eyeswas
looking at mefunny. Her smile stirred an uncomfortable memory of“... of”... something.

Jody’squarterswerejust like Sus* ... my old one had been. Smal, efficient, but with only one bed. She
pulled out anew uniform--she had rejoined usin the last half hour of drills and was pretty good--but
seemed in no hurry to go.

“That was afird rate class you gave, Abigail. Were you an instructor?’
“Not with the Third, Jody. | did sometraining during the Ethiopian campaigns, though, and things’...."
“What Ethiopian campaigns? We don’t have anything going on over there, do we?’

“No, no. I'm talking about my first servicein the early twenty-first century. | gave my mentraining as
needed before missions.”

Shelooked like I’ d dugged her in the face with atwo-by-four. She stared, trying to takein what I'd just
told her.

“You’... you served that far back? I--I--Abigail, that sounds so incredible!* She shook her head. ”1I’'m
not caling you aliar. It'sjust that” ... Wow! That was six and haf centuries ago!”

“I know. It'shard to explain.” | wonder what she'd say if | told her thewholetruth. 1 takeit 179th
does't dedl with too many Cues?’

“No, we don't. When | wasin the Thirty-fifth Regiment, we cued as many as two amonth. But here?’
She shrugged. “Likel said, we tend to take low risk missions, and only every other month or so. We' ve
never rescued aripe, though most are ready to give it ashot.”

“Never? Now it's my turn to be incredulous, Jody. In just the two years I’ ve been serving, we' ve
rescued over fifty ripes.”

“Don'trubitin. And | don't want to talk about it, asit’sa sore point.”

“Sorry. Oh, | meant to ask a couple of questions. One, can | increase the number of classesto threea
week? And two, am | off kitchen duty now?’

“Yesand no. Yes, you can increase them. | was going to ask you to anyway. Y ou taught them more

today than they’ ve learned in past sx months. And no, you' re not off kitchen duty. In fact, you'reon

kitchen duty in thirty minutes. I’ m tempted to give you alittle extratime between the drills and kitchen
duty, but the Lieutenant would have my head mounted on hiswall if | did.”

“What isit with him and Olecki anyway? | think you' reright, the Lieutenant doesn’t like being pushed
around by TAU. But that doesn’t come anywhere near to explaining the pleasure he seemsto get out of
our people getting roughed up. And that’ s another thing. How come you train separately? And why isit
so0 basic?| can't believe that it’ staken awhole year to get so little training in. Has Olecki been the



ingtructor the whole time? Why not you?Y ou’ re much better than heis. | cantell. So why ishedoing
something he--"

Jody clapped ahand over my mouth, laughing.

“It' sgoing to be hard thinking of you asa Cue, Abigail, but I'm having no difficulty thinking of you asa
teenager. We Il tak later, after your shift. I'll stop by about twenty minutes before you get off and we'll
eat together. Now go get cleaned up and report. Scoot!”

She turned me around and pushed me out the door. Jody reminded me of Susie. Oh, Susie! | went to the
women's barracks to gather my uniform and get reedy. I’d like to tell you my mood, but | just didn’t
know.

* k% k% %

“Private Wyeth, reporting for detail!” | announced to alarge man with his back to me. He turned around
and looked me up and down carefully. He was sweaty and his shirt was spattered with dough and sauce
and | don’'t know what else. He looked like awalking seven-course medl. | had ahorrible thought that |
had just drawn another Jackson detail. Jackson had abruptly disappeared afew weeks after he goaded
meinto my first sharding episode and nobody had tried too hard to find him. That didn’t mean there
weren't other Jacksons around. And an inactive unit like thiswould really draw them.

“You an't much on sze, are you Wyeth? Well, that doesn’t matter. We |l keep you busy.” He smiled
broadly and shoved out a dough-encrusted hand. “My name' s Hank. How ‘bout you start out with
dishesand we'll get acquainted. During lunch and dinner, I'll put you out on the floor, cleaning tables.”

“Great. Cdl me Abigail.” | shook his sticky paw, then looked at my own. “So, what are we serving for
lunch, Hank?’

He inspected his own mitt. “Not sure, exactly. It'sgot alot of flour in it, though. Some sauce, too. I'd
have a better ideaif | knew how to cook. Oh, well.”

So | spent the next ten hours washing dishes and cleaning tables. Like with the laundry, society had made
some advances, but they weren't to be counted among the 179th’ s assets. As Hank had pointed out,
there’ swasn’t much need for labor saving devices when there was so much chegp labor lying around
collecting dust. | appreciated his point, but wished it wasn't being demongtrated on me.

Hank may have joked about not knowing how to cook, but he wasredlly very good. This outfit didn’t
offer choicesfor their medls. Y ou ate what was served or went hungry. Fortunately, Hank was a
top-notch chef For lunch we had akind of pizza, only he used agood deal of corn and.

CUCUMBER PASTEWITH DILL

cucumber paste with dill mixed into the dough. It was an unusud taste, but ddlicious, too. Dinner wasfish
with lemon. | had dways enjoyed lemon on fish, but it didn’t seem right. | would havejust used alittle
ste...

| shook my head and returned to my dishes. Miss DeChant had been an excellent cook for Professor
LeClaire, and if | kept up thisline of thought, I'd be in danger of sharding. I’ d need to be very careful
about that.

Quitting timerolled around and | gratefully peeled off my overgpron and hung it up. Hank walked in from
thesarvingline.



“Ready to go dready?’ he said with mock shock. “How can you leave such afun place? Well, go ahead
and abandon me then. May aswell takethis.” He brought out a plate and offered it to me.

It had apiece of the pizzafrom lunch. He must have seen me making apig out of mysdlf onit earlier.
Using sauce, he' d bordered the triangular dice and then put aline acrossthe middle, making ared A. |

giggled.
“Why, thank you, Hank. I'll assumethat’sared A, and not a scarlet letter!”

Helooked puzzled until | told him what | meant. Then he turned as red asthe sauce. Hearing my
laughter, he recovered his composure.

“No, that’ snot what | meant!” Helaughed. “| just wanted to say thanks. Y ou redly worked your tail off,
and that’ sniceto see. | like it when someone takes their work serioudy.”

“Hey, wedl serve aswe can, Hank. I’ [l see you tomorrow, okay?’

“Count on it. We never close. |, persondly, haven't dept since April 6, 2664. Thiskitchenismy life.” He
shook his head. “ And that is so depressing. Good night.”

| went out into the mess area, looking for Jody. She said she’ d meet me hereright after my shift, to let me
tell her what I’ d picked up while bussing the tables. | had some interesting tidbits, mainly about the
morae of the outfit and gripes against Company A personne. Thiswas abadly damaged unit.

But she must have been held up or forgotten, for the hall was empty. So was her room when | stopped
by. | considered asking the computer for her location, then remembered | had no access. It didn’t matter
too much, though. It wasn't as though what | had to say was dl that important. Munching my pizza, |
trudged off to the showersto prepare for some serious sack time.

Forty minutes later, clean and comfortable, | gratefully dipped under the covers. The barracks, which
held perhaps sixty bunks, was hdf full. Most everyone was adeep, but there were a couple groups
talking quietly. They looked over at mewhen | entered, and afew of them waved, but they |eft meto
myself. For tonight, that wasfine. | wanted to get adjusted to my new schedule and a0 let everyone
know me alittle better--and | them--before | started mixing up with groups. So | waved back and rolled
over on my back, putting my hands behind my head. The dark, shadowy ceiling wasfive meters up, just
the right distance for contemplating both it and my future.

And what kind of future did | have? | was a sharded Cuein danger of becoming afull-fledged Shard. All
my friends were dead and the stability they represented had been torn from me. | could and would begin
making new friends. Even so soon after the attack | already counted Jody as anew friend. Hank, too,
and Doctor Ressler.

Most of al, Aaron. Aaron, was gone. He d been my first love, my only love. During my years as
John--how strange it now seemed!--1 had been very career-minded. And when | was drafted, it wasinto
the US Recon Forces, where everyone was asoldier to be trained in camp and used in battle. My
company had had thirty-one women in it over the three years | wasin command, but | only noted it asa
quick genera estimate of their advantages and disadvantages in combat scenarios. As| cameto know
each of my soldiers, | refined my assessment of them.

My chief had recruited meinto NATech before I’ d finished my service, so there was no down time
between the two. Oncein NATech | had dated some women employees outside of my projects, but
their faceswere dl forgotten, and not just because | no longer had any romantic interest in women. They
had been only informal relationships, each one enjoyable but not deep. More friendly than romantic.



My parents had raised me to respect both myself and the women | dated, so | neither believed in nor
practiced casud sex. And my faith, firmly established sinceinfancy, held mein good stead. Because of
this | didn’t ddly with awoman’ s affectionsin the twenty-first century, nor with aman’sinthe
twenty-seventh. By the time of my accident at the age of thirty-one, and going through the first two years
of my new life, | had not had one single long-term relationship. Until Aaron.

And now Aaron was gone. Could | have another? | knew in my heart that he would want meto, but it
was far too soon. It still hurt too much. Oh, Aaron. | rolled over to my side and stared at the barracks.

Chapter Three
“Psst! Wake up, Private!”

My eyes snapped open and my hand shot for my pistol, which | kept at the top of my bed, below the
mattress and againg thewall. It wasn't there. But | dways|eft it therewhen®...

| remembered where | was and settled down, feding deepiness cregping over me again. That' sright. |
was in the women’ s barracks and was now a member of the 179th Regiment, Company A. No,
Company B. What had woken me?1 lifted my head and |ooked around.

It was Jody. She was knedling by my bed and shaking my shoulder. | moaned and plopped my head
down, curling tighter around my pillow.

1] GO ‘W@/,”
She went from shaking to shoving.

“Wrong answer, Wyeth. Get up. Now.” She stood up and began rummaging through my trunk at the top
of my bed. | went up to my elbows and was greeted by aface full of shirt. “Here. Get dressed and meset
me outside the hanger in five minutes.”

| wanted to say something witty and cutting, but | had al the comeback response of strawberry jam.
Besides, shewas aready gone. Moaning, | dowly dressed into aloose top and shorts. Stomping into my
low shoes, akind of sneaker, | trudged out to the hanger. | wasredly tired. | suppose it would be afew
more days until | was back to full strength. | wasfinefor standard duties during the day. It was at night
that it dl caught up with me.

The hanger was deserted. I’ d never seen ahanger like this. We aways had something going on, whether
it wasrepair, raid preparation, or shipment unloading. Even during the quiet timesit was dways active
sgnce weran the regiment in shifts. Apparently the 179th ran asingle shift, and everybody dept at night.

| mentaly shrugged it off and jotted it down as yet another example of unit unreadiness. If they ever
wanted to get active, thisregiment had alot of work in front of it. | walked past the hovers and went up
the ramp to the hanger shield By now | half expected it to be turned off. To conserve power or
something. It was on, but | passed through with little resistance.

Jody was waiting for me on the other side. Sitting on arock, she stood when | trudged over to her.
“So, what do you think of the 179th, Abigail?’ she said without preamble.

“Well, it'shard to say. I’ ve only been active one day, Jody. And most of that wasin the kitchen. So it
would be difficult to pass-"



“So, what do you think of the 179th, Abigail?” she repeated.

“| don’'t see how you can even consider this aregiment, Jody. It seemsto be equipped okay. And the
dructure sin place. But everyone seemsto be wasting their time. There sno red training going on, the
whole base is dipshod, security isajoke and what thereis of it isdirected toward enhancing the paranoia
the whole place hastowards NATech.” | took abregath. “I’ ve even seen it in you, Jody.”

She looked away. “ Go on.”

“My one night cleaning tablesjust reaffirmed my first impressons. There svery little camaraderie, talking
isquiet and discouraging. And everyone seemsto wak on eggshells around the Company A personndl. |
don’t blame them too much for that. Y our Company A strikes me as abunch of rough bullies. That might
be okay if they pulled their weight in afight, but if Sergeant Olecki’ s skillsare any indication, they'd just
be cannon fodder in combat.”

“Anything dse?”

“Yes. I'm not onefor talking down officers, and I’ ll obey the orders|’m given, but Lieutenant Posen
drikesmeas.” | chose my words carefully here, * having skills that would be better suited elsewhere.”

Shegave ashort laugh. “That' sincredibly diplomatic of you, Abigail. Especidly for ayoungster like you.

“And your impressons are very closeto accurate. Thisunit isascloseto inactive asit can be. In the past
four months, we ve gone on five raids. Four of them--"

“Fiveradsin four monthsisn't too bad,” | interrupted.

“No? Four of them were salvage missons. Thefifth onewasared target, a convoy supplying the Douala
garrison. But it was called off ten minutes before contact.”

“Why?" | yawned and rubbed my eyes. | couldn’t seem to shake the cobwebs.

“Officidly? Because NATech reinforced the convoy hafway from Alexandria. Unofficidly, becausethe
Lieutenant canceled theraid dueto ‘uncertain risk factors .

“Abigail, those reinforcements were atotal of two transports each carrying twenty troops. The whole
convoy didn’t have one heavy gun and couldn’t phase. Hell, we could take out the Douada garrison itself.
We have the manpower and supplies. What we don’t have is the drive and leadership.”

“Don’'t blow agasket, Jody.”
“What' sagasket?’

“It'sased usedtohold’... never mind. I’'m just saying don’t let it est you up. | have to admit I’'m very
disappointed in the 179th mysdf. But what can | do?*

She dared at mein the bright starlight.

“What can you do? Abigail, I’'m surprised to hear that from you. Y ou seem to have some pull with TAU.
| washoping | could talk you into getting the Lieutenant out of here and putting adecent officer in
charge”

“Now it'smy turn to say I’m surprised to hear that from you.” | was wide awake now. My opinion of
Jody took anosedive. “You're not serioudy suggesting a coup, are you? If you are, count me oui. |
don't like Lieutenant Posen. HE s an effete asswho has alow opinion of women, little ability to handle



those under his command, and is castrated by hisfear of NATech. But heis my commanding officer, and
| will obey hisordersand, if necessary, diefor him.” | took a step back. “I’ll not repeat what you said to
anyone, but | don't think | want to work with you anymore, Sergeant. Good-night.” | turned to leave.

Doctor Resder was there, blocking my way. How he got behind me without hearing, | don’t know. But
there hewas. | jJumped back and reached for my boot knife. Too late, | redlized | wasin my short shoes
and was unarmed. | whirled around. Jody would be the greater threst.

But she hadn’'t moved. She wasjust stlanding there, her arms behind her.
“Okay, what'sgoing on?’ | asked.

“Good question, Abigail,” Doctor Resder spoke. “1’m sorry Sergeant Eyer had to do this. But we
needed to find out how far you werewilling to go. | can't tell you how relieved | am that you stopped
whereyou did.”

“What are you taking about, Doctor? Were you listening to us?’

“I sure hope s0,” Jody said. “ Otherwise I’ d be in deep trouble for trying to incite amutiny. Abigail
Wyeth, let me introduce you to Doctor Scott Resder. Mgor Scott Resder, TAU Intelligence Arm.”

He bowed at the waist. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“All right,” | said tiredly. “Give me some proof.”

He snapped up from his bow. Jody stepped closer.
“What did you say, Abigail?’ she asked.
“| asked Doctor Resder to show me some proof of hisidentity. What did you expect meto say, Jody?’

“I don’'t know exactly. But | expected more of areaction from you.” Suspicion crept into her voice. “I
know | certainly reacted when he told me hisidentity four monthsago. And | consider myself anormal
person.” Which implied | wasn't normd. | wasn't offended; | wasn't normal. Resder stayed quiet,
alowing Jody to do the questioning.

“So what do you want meto do? Run in circles? Faint? Siap my cheeks and shout, ‘ Oh, no! Thiscan't
bel’? Get redl, Jody. | used to do thiskind of intrigue Six centuries before either of you were born. If
Resder wants my cooperation, he hasto prove his credentias.” | glanced at him. “Were you expecting
something else, Doctor?’

“Wall, yes, | was. | imagined that someone of your training and discipline would accept my word. It'sa
little surprisng--"

“Stop treating me like arookie, Doctor. Y ou’ re not surprised, or shouldn’t be. Y ou revealed yourself to
me because you think I’ll be useful to your misson. That must mean you have researched my background
or have a high opinion of my intellect. Either way, you must have expected this.” Jody looked like she'd
been sandbagged.

“Very well, Private. Yes, | anticipated this. Let’sgo to theinfirmary. I’ ll not only give you proof, I'll let
you find it yoursalf.”

“What do you mean, Mgor?’ Jody wasway out of her league. To be honest, that made me fee much
better. Jody as afaithful and competent non-com was far better than Jody as a conspirator, regardless of



the motives. Shejust didn’t strike me as acloak and dagger type.
“What he means, Jody, isthat he’ s going to give me puterverse access at what he thinksismy full level.”

Hesmiled. “What | know isyour full level, Abigail. | know you won't accept this as proof, but let me say
twowords: UTC and Mike.”

Both words hit home and very nearly convinced me that momen.
“It lookslike you arefrom TAU, Doctor. Or isit Mgor?’
“It'sboth. But | redly am aphysician, so | prefer doctor.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Jody waswaving her arms. “Thisis getting out of hand. What are you two talking
about? Who's Mike? What' sUTC? 1 thought | was the primary stoogein dl this. Now | fed like

baggege.”

“Believe me, Jody, you'renot,” | assured her. 1 don’t know what you two are doing with the 179th, but
what the doctor is referring to concerns me and NATech. He' sright, those two words have a huge
impact on me. But he'saso right that | don't accept it as proof of who heis. Now he's offering me the
chanceto verify it.” | glanced a him. “More importantly, for him, he smaking surel’mwho | say | am.
Isn't that right, Doctor?’

He smiled but said nothing and instead waved his hand toward the hanger entrance.

* * % %

“All right, the sickbay isfully secured. I’ ve used my own codes to lock access, and the perimeter darms
have been set. Y ou may access at any time, Private.” Resder sat near me and Jody behind us. | looked
ahim.

“In amoment, Doctor. Before we do, I d like the two of you to prepare for arough ride. I'll be ableto
shield most of the effects of my access, but not al. Also, it will take me amoment to enable shielding, so
thefirst few secondswill be the worst.”

“Comeon, Abigail. You told meyou accessed at level twelve. I’ ve never been that high, but I’'m in pretty
good shape. Let’sget onwithit.”

“Listen to her, Sergeant. We know for afact that Private Wyeth has a current access of Levd thirty-five.
| once went to leve twenty-eight for ten seconds and it’ slike nothing you' ve ever experienced.” He
turned toward me. “I’ ve been using level twenty-one for severa years now, so don’t worry about me.”

Oh, how | loved being ateenager! It was for moments like these that al the angst and frustrations and
uncertainties were worthwhile. As an adult, | could never enjoy amoment likethis. | laughed.

“Leve thirty-five, huh?’ | laughed again and saw aflash of worry cross Resder’ sface. | till consdered
him afriend, but it was nice to see | could make him cautious. It made his TAU connection more
bearable. “If you're only prepared for Levd thirty-five, Doctor, then | recommend you don’'t move
around until the shiddingisin place.” | grinned and kept looking a him.

“Totd access.”

Mike must have been on a constant, aggressive watch, because he responded immediately and with flair.
Instead of the room fading away into the puterverse, it exploded. A white ball of flame legped from my



middle and melted everything in Sght. What few diversof redity remained were ground into bits of
ydlow dataand left as glowing embers on the clear floor. Overhead the sky was a brilliant emerald
green, with gold and orange spires shooting up toward them. In the distance | could make out the banks
of the Quantum river. | felt the exhilaration of the puterverse hit me like ameteor and fill mewithits
energy. | rased my arms over my heed, twirling and laughing.

Hadfway through my spin, | saw Jody and Resder on the ground. Blood was pouring fredy from their
ears, nose and mouth, quickly choking them. Abigall, you idiot!

“Mike! | need acouple of boxesfor my guests. Hurry!”

“You got it, Abby!” There was a crackling of whips dong with atinkling sound and | saw flat planes of
sparkles surround them then begin forming around each one. They were safe now, athough it would take
acouple more minutes to recover.

“Manoman! Am | glad to seeyou, Abby!”

“Yeah, well that’ s nice. | notice your manners aren’t improved, though. Get your butt down here and let
me hug you!”

The emerad sky changed to black asthe color collgpsed into aball of green flame, whichin turn
plummeted toward us. It exploded over my head and washed through me, lingering. | felt amoment of
panic, remembering my recent experiencesin Glendae. But | pushed it down. | wasn't going to let past
abuses control me.

“Youjerk!” | shouted, only haf-angry. “I’'m not somekind of easy hussy. Hands off!” | tightened my
body and threw him clear. He laughed and formed himself in front of me, his bright green eyes playful and

happy.
“Wal, how long do expect meto go without copping afed?’
“| expect you to go your entire life without copping afed, you pervert. Got it?’

“Yeah, yeah. | know you likeit.” He went over to Resder and bent over, putting his hands on his knees.
“So who are your friends? Not too tough, are they?’

Resder was dowly getting to hisfeet. Jody needed help, so | touched her and charged thefield alittle
extra. She moaned and looked around.

“Where arewe?” She coughed and wiped some blood away. “Isthisleve thirty-five?’
Mike laughed his nasty laugh. “Levd thirty-five? What' s that supposed to mean? Look, lady”..."
“Who are you? Why do you look like that?’

“Careful, Jody. Y ou don’'t want to get Mike upset,” | offered helpfully. “Here, let me help you up. If you
start getting sick or woozy, just reach out and touch me. Y ou too, Doctor. My aurawill perk you up
some. Don't go to the well too often, though,” | cautioned. “My signatureis pure UTC, so you'll pay for
it when we leave the puterverse. Which gives me athought.” 1 changed my tone. “Mike, I’d like you to
give Sergeant Jody Eyer, 179th Regiment, the day off tomorrow. Whileyou're t it, verify the credentias
of our other guest. He claimsto be Mgor Scott Resder with the TAU Intelligence Arm.”

Mike bowed at thewaist. “Y oursto command, milady. Hold till, Mgor.”



“Why?What do you” ... asahhh!* Resder jumped back as Mike passed through him, sparks flying ashe
penetrated the shielding. Resder started scratching himsdf furioudy, then stopped as the ground beneath
him turned emerald green and began bubbling. Mike erupted from the roiling surface and came over to
me

“Okay, that’ sthefirgt part. Next, playtimewith TAU’ssystems. | redlly hope,” he added wigtfully, “that
they’ ve fixed some of their holes. It sno fun breaking in anymore. Back in ajiffy.” Hislegsexploded into
ajet and he shot up into the sky, disappearing dmost instantly.

“Wait!” Doctor Resder caled after him, il scratching hisarms and neck. He looked stunned and logt. |
liked him better thisway.

“Yes, Doctor?’

“Don't | need to go with him to provide my access codes and serid numbers?’
“Why?"

“If he does't have them, hewon't be able to enter TAU security, et done verify”..."

“I don’t think that will be a problem. Mike does’t have awhole lot of respect for security systems.” |
liked the implied offer, though. It made me alittle more trusting of Doctor Resder. “TAU has one of the
best, second only to NATech. All that meansfor Mikeisthat it' sjust that much more fun, but not
chalenging. Come on. While we re waiting we may aswell head over to the Quantum. I’ m sure our
conversation’ s going to take us there anyway.” | opened my arms up and out.

“Abigal!” Jody spoke sharply, causng meto ssumble.
“What? s something wrong? Isthe shielding alittle weak?1 could--"

“No, the shidding’ sfine. It syou.” Shewas staring at me. “Look a you! That’s not the figure you havein
thered world,” she said accusingly.

“Umm.” | felt mysdf flush, causng my yellowish light to tinge gold. I’ d forgotten about that. Shortly after
coming into my own in the puterverse, I’ d started adopting amore womanly figure. Okay, | wasvain.
But it reflected how | felt about mysdf when | wasin here. Still, it was alittle embarrassing. More so,
now that | noticed Doctor Resder staring at me. Well, not staring. It was agood long look though.

“I--I1--1 kindalike thisform, Jody. | supposeit’s part of me wanting to grow up. Some of it's because |
fed older in here, morein control of mysdf.”

“It probably is closer to what you were likein your first body, too.” Resder offered, feding my
discomfort.

“Yes, that, too. | wasthirty-one when | wasfirst riped.”

“I'd dso guessasmdl part of itisto fluster Mike,” Jody said with asmirk. “I know I'd like to get his

| laughed. “Y ou know, Jody, I’d never thought of that. But you' re right. My figure does ruffle Mike' s ego
abit. He hastruefedlings, you know.” At their surprise, | smiled. “We' |l talk about that at theriver.
Comeon.”

| opened my arms and let my wings appear. They erupted along my arms, feathered and shimmering.



They tapered off toward my ankles. | bounced up on my toes, and the electron breeze snatched my
wings, lifting me. About ten meters up, | looked back down. Jody and Resder were staring up a me.

“Comeon. Theriver'sthisway.” | arted gliding dowly dong, letting my two grounded friends keep up.
Jody called up to me.

“Sowhét levd isthisredly, Abigail ?”
“Ask the good doctor, Jody. Maybe he knows.” | laughed at his sour |ook.

“Okay, Abigail, | admit it. We had no ideayou werethishigh up,” he said honestly. “Frankly, | haven't a
cluewhat level we're on. Thetheoretical limit issixty-four. So thisis, what--forty-five? Fifty?’

“I’'m glad Mikeisn't around to hear that, Doctor. He' d really get ticked off. | don’t operate at any level.
Neither does Mike. | have unrestricted access to absolutely everything in puterverse. By the way, thered
limit for non UTC issixty-seven, not sixty-four.”

A frown came on hisface. “That can't beright. Why sixty-seven, Abigall?”’

“Because sixty-seven isaprime number, silly.” | smiled at his confused ook, but not too much. I'd been
pretty muddy about the unique and powerful characteristics of prime numberstoo, until | understood
trinary code. Then it was easy.

“Who isMike, Abigail?’ Jody asked. She wasjogging easly aong, leading Resder, who seemed to be
struggling alittle more. He still had energy enough to answer, though.

“Asfar aswe know, Jody, Mikeisaprogram written in Unbound Trinary Code by Abigail.” He turned
hisface back upto me. “Nolevd at dl, Abigal?’

“None, Doctor. Asthewriter said, ‘ Thisismy world and welcometoiit.’”

“Unbound Trinary Code? There sno such thing.” Jody’ sface was alittle flush. The UTC boost lasted for
awhile, then wore off quickly. | swooped down and brushed her with my wings. Her pace picked up
immediately and she began to bregthe easier.

“Surethereis, Jody,” | answered, climbing alittle higher. “It' sjust that no one knows how to visudizeit
yet”

“No one except you, Abigail,” Resder countered.

“Almost true. Mike knows how to useit, too.” And Kiki, only | didn’t say so. Thinking of Kiki, | had a
notion. | looked up ahead of us. “I seewe reamost to theriver. I’'m going to go up first and wait for
Mike. ‘Bye”

| accelerated quickly. Mike was faster and flashier, but | was no douch. | arrived at theriver in two
seconds and landed in three at the base of an orange spire that sat next to the riverbank. Jody and
Resder were about a kilometer behind me. | threw up a doppelganger of me waiting for them and
jumped back up into the air, using acloak. | aimed for the peak of the spire about two kilometers up. At
the top wasasmdll platform, which | landed on. Far below me | could see two little spots working their
way toward our meeting place. They were going alittle too fast. | thought about it amoment and
softened the ground while warping their path. They dowed down and began weaving back and forth.
From their viewpoint, nothing had changed. | now had about five minutes, which was plenty. And al |
wanted to take. Staying up this high from interface surface kept me from prying eyes and ears, but the
energy drain took atoll.



“Kiki!" | caled out.

From the middle of the small landing acrystal flower poked up. Theleaves, aclear light green, opened
and the blossom appeared. The petals opened and Kiki wasingde. Instead of jumping to her feet,
though, she stayed on her knees, her whole body quivering.

“What' swrong, little sster?’ | said with aworried voice.
“Abby, I'm so sorry! Pleaseforgive me! | should have been more careful! | didn’t mean to--"

“Sow down, Kiki. The microsats, right?” Shedidn’t say anything but kept sobbing. “I1t’ s not your fault,
Kiki. Understand?’

“But | killed them, Abigail!” She began wailing. | stooped down and picked her up, cupping her tiny form
inmy hands. Her blue glow flowed in with my ydlow, turning my arm an emerad green, the same shade
asMike.

“No, you didn't, sweetie, they were dready dead. NATech killed them. Y ou punished NATech, under
my orders.” | would never tell her that had | not been knocked unconscious and taken, | might have
caled off the attack. “ The respong bility was mine. Remember, that’s my world, not yours. Out there,
you haveto trust me, right?’

She sniffed and nodded.

“All right then, trust me on this. It wasn't your fault. You did exactly as| told you. | wishit could have
been different.” | fet atugging a my heart, but till didn't cry. “ Susetold me oncethat | did stupid and
reckless and dangerous things. She also said that one day it would be necessary that | do one of those
stupid and reckless and dangerousthings.” | stroked my finger down her back, then used thetip to lift her
chin. “When | called for that microsat attack, that day had come. Please don’t blame yoursdlf for
something | did.”

Shefelt better after that and | was glad I’ d taken thetimeto visit. | didn’t know when I’d see her again,
50 | needed to resolve this now. She smiled at me and her blue gleam brightened and lightened. | smiled
back at her.

“That'smy Kiki! Sorry to put thison you so fast, sster, but my guests are dmost at our meeting place
and | haveto get back down there. | don’t know when I'll have access again, so | need you to do afew
thingsfor me.” | told her what | wanted and she became very happy. Kiki’ s emotionswere not as stable
as Mike's. Not because my code was flawed but because | wanted someone | could talk to about how |
fdt. Emotiondly, Kiki and | were twins.

“Wow! This |l take me aleast aweek, Abby! Thanksfor the chdlenge.” Shejumped lightly from my
hand and floated to her peta. Asher foot touched, asmall termina sprouted from the blossom and
activated. | saw her touch her face and when she turned back to me, | laughed out loud, then coughed in
thethin eectron air.

“Why in the world are you wearing those?’ She had on apair of round, black spectacles. | could even
see the sheen of the lenses.

“Doyou likethem?’ she asked eagerly. “1 discovered them while brows ng through twentieth century
archives. | think they make me look very sophigticated. Do you think Mike will like them?”

“I'm sure he' |l be speechless when he seesthem. For Mike, that’sagood thing. | like them.” | looked
back down. Jody and Resder were dmost at my doppelganger. “L ook, | gottago. When you finish up



your projects, send me amessage through Jody’ s access. She'll passit dong.” | jumped off the landing.
“Take care, Kiki!”

“G’bye, Abby!” | heard her shout.

| let mysdlf plummet toward the ground. Halfway down, | told my doppelganger to get doft. It shot up
toward me, meeting me about three hundred meters from the surface. It disappeared and | was left with a
pair of wings. To those below, there would have been only one me, since | decloaked asthe
doppelganger disgppeared. | finished my now controlled fal, breaking and landing lightly in front of Jodly.
My wings folded back under my arms and disappeared. She clapped her hands.

“That wasfantagtic!” She sounded likealittle girl, overflowing with excitement. Even Resder was smiling
with hisfriendly smile now.

“Fantastic barely describesit. | never thought it was possible to have that kind of mobility in the
puterverse, Abigail. Doesn't the interface affect you at al?’

“Maybe. I’m not going to give away too much until I know who you are, Doctor.”

“Andif I'mnot who | say | an?’ he prodded gently.

“We had aphrasefor it centuries ago. It was called ‘ dead man walking'.
Hisface went tiff for amoment, then relaxed. He smiled weskly.

“Makesmeglad | amwith TAU, then.” He strolled over to the data bank and sat down on the short
purple grass. Jody and | joined him. My heart jumped when Jody sat closer to methan Resder. It gave
me comfort to know she seemed to prefer my company to his. Silly competition for friends, | know. But |
redlly needed afriend now.

Thesilver and gold of data currents, eddies and sireamsin theriver, swirled only an arm’ s length away.
For asfar aswe could see out, it waslike that. Although thiswasn't as nice as my favorite place, it was
very plessant. Occasiondly, adiver of light would erupt briefly from theriver as someonein our relative
vicinity would access. There were more flashesin the middle of the stream than on our shore. There was
no access on the far bank, which was only half seen through the faint ion fog that floated just above the
surface of theriver. Jody saw my distant gaze and pointed to the far bank.

“Have you ever been over there, Abigail?”’
“No.”
“Can you go over there?’

| hesitated. | was sure by now that Resder was who he claimed to be. Mike would have successfully
acquired hisrecords by now and verified hisidentity. If Resder hadn’t checked out, the shielding around
him would have disappeared and he' d be exposed to the full elements of unlimited access, whichwasa
one-way trip. But just because hewas TAU didn’t mean | was going to pour out my plansto him. Not
that | didn’t trust him. But by not telling him anything, I didn’t haveto trust him.

Stll, 1 should give some kind of answer. If | wastoo secretive I’ d never get access while at the 17th.
Worse, TAU, who had been passively supporting my effortsin the puterverse, might get tougher if |
didn’t cooperate at some level. It wasn't yet timeto give everything away, | decided. It was, however,
timeto art letting the Resistance in on my idess.



“Yes, | can go over there, Jody. | haven't tried yet, but I’'m sure | can.”
“Why haven't you?’ Resder inquired, scooting closer to us.

“Because of what | think is over there, Doctor.” | took abreath and plunged in. “1 think that thereisa
hostile being over there that isforcing restrictions on the entire puterverse and has actively retarded the
development of Earth’ s society for at |east three centuries.”

Had | turned into agiant tree doth and started singing the * Star Spangled Banner” they wouldn’t have
been more shocked. Jody especialy, Resder not as much This might have been another one of those
times kids like me enjoy, but the subject was far too serious to appreciate the moment. They both started
to say something a once, but Jody won out.

“That' simpossible, Abigail!” she exclamed. “A person who' s been divefor three centuries and has
enough power to dictate the direction of an entire planet? Do you know how incredible that sounds?’

“Of course she does, Sergeant,” Resder said thoughtfully. “ It sounds just asincredible as a Sixteen year
old girl who has unlimited access to the puterverse and can create aliving being out of impossible code.”

“But three hundred years!” Jody protested. “Medicine has never been able to extend life beyond one
hundred and twenty years on Earth, let done three hundred.”

“I didn’'t say three hundred years, Jody,” | explained. “1 said at least three hundred. And | didn’t say that
it was ahuman doing this”

We heard aroaring sound and Mike stresked into view. He was skimming aong the softly undulating hills
leading to the bank. About ahalf kilometer from us, he plunged into the ground, splashing green for a
hundred meter radius al around him. Moments later, he surfaced again, next to me. He didn't say
anything, instead just lay back onto the grass beside me. He gave a brief nod and started contemplating

the ky.

The doctor and Jody had lapsed into stunned silence. | lay back on the grass and looked up into the
black, starless sky of the puterverse.

“The best placeto Sart isat the beginning. But | haven't found a beginning yet. Not for what’ son the
other sde. Soyou'll haveto bear with mewhile | start at my beginning, two years ago, and work in both
directions.

“Asyou both know, | was born in the late twentieth century and lived for thirty-one yearsin my origind
body. At thetime of my ‘desth’, | was working for a sensitive laboratory and think tank that tried to
anticipate upcoming problems and find solutions for them.” That was close enough to the truth for my
purposes. “Because of that, when | was accidentally electrocuted through faulty security systems, | was
in about the only place that could possibly work out asolution to save me. It was this agency that

created, | believe, the original persona transference that eventually became known asriping. The next few
centuriesare--"

“A moment, please,” Doctor Resder brokein, “I’m somewhat familiar with history of that period. | was
aware of the United States' role in the devel opment of the riping process. But it had aways been
recorded that riping techniques weren’t introduced until the twenty-second century.”

“Asl sad, what they came up with eventualy evolved into riping. And not al of our technologieswere
made available for public consumption. Anyway, | have no memories of my other personas, and | don't
recal anything until waking up in Dr. Barrett’ s sickbay on November 11, 2676. Although | have had



occasion to experience afew of my ripes, I'll not go into detail now about them.

“Waking up as| did was abig change. It took weeks for the shock to wear off fully and for my mind to
cometo grips with the many differences |’ d woken up to. After | had made--"

“Sorry, Abigail,” Jody said gpologetically. “Don’'t mean to interrupt, but what changes are you talking
about? | mean, | know you went from being a thirty-one-year-old to afourteen-year-old, but how hard
wasit redly?’

Oops. I'd dmost dipped. Jody was assuming I’ d dways been femae, an assumption I’ d been cultivating.
Fortunately, she hadn’'t had any experience with Cues, so | knew | could worm out of my apparent
overstatement.

“It'snot just having seventeen years shaved off, Jody. | had to go through the same changes again, but
with adifferent body. Not to mention the big time legp and change of scenery. In aminute stime--to
me--1"d gone from amature adult working with the government to a semi-helpless twerp tied up with
rebels. It'salittle more intense a change than, say, going to deep in your bed and waking up on thefloor.
It takestime.

“But | had the time and adjusted. Corporal Lendler and Lieutenant Sanchez noticed my easein the
puterversefairly quickly and | was given accessimmediately. It was during our first tour together in the
puterverse that they showed me the Quantum river and the invisible far shore. They were curious about
me and my past and even then asked what you did just now, Jody. Could | cross?

“| wondered about their question. Why wasiit so important to cross? Had anyone ever crossed? Did
they know what was over there, and just wanted to seeif | knew?’

“Why you, Abigail 7’

| looked at Resder, but hisblurred puterverse face didn’t betray very much. | shrugged mentally and
committed.

“Because Chris Y oung, the creator of the puterverse' s webbing techniques, had lived at the sametimel
did. Thetruthis, heand | worked for the same company and | knew him quite well.”

“Romanticaly?’ Resder inquired.

“Uh, no, Doctor. Professiondly.” Then he didn’t know my full story. | had worried that TAU had
informed him of my origind sex. His question showed they obvioudy had not.

“They hoped that 1, knowing Chris, knew histechniquesto crosstheriver. It was an unfounded hope.
Chris had devel oped the webbing, but this kind of advancement didn’t take place until long after he'd
died. Sure, knowing him and his style, it was alot easier for meto get the hang of the place, but other
than that, | had no specid ingghts.”

“Then you didn't get your trinary coding skill from your origina persona?’ Resder seemed surprised.
“Excuse me, Doctor, but | am me. What you mean to say ismy origind lifetime.”
“My apologies.”

“That’sokay. No, | didn’t get them from the twenty-first century. Thefact is| don’t know where | got
them. | do know that | need to be careful that whatever is over there doesn't find out | have UTC
knowledge. | don’t want to put too much importance on myself, but the being over there probably



doesn't know UTC, and would consider me amagjor thresat if it discovered me. Fortunately, | have both
NATech and the Res stance to work behind.”

“NATechisinonthis?’ Jody whigtled. In the puterverse, it sounded like akazoo. “ That makes sense.
They'rein on everything. Then they’ re the ones working with that thing?”

“Yesand no. They have acommon god--suppression of Earth’ s social and technica development. But
the motives are different. NATech islooking for a captive consumer market for achieving profit. A stupid
god inmy opinion. | don't know whét the other being’smoativeis, but it' s nothing so trite as a handful of
cash.

“Getting back to my story. | spent the first few months with the Third figuring out the puterverse and
getting used to my new body. To make mattersworse for the former, | fill hadn’t realized my coding
ability. At first, | had no idea of the scope of the puterverse. And with severely restricted access, it was a
frugtrating maze of walls and red doors. Still, | picked up the fed and flavor fairly quickly.

“The big break came after my first sharding episode. | was out of it for three weeks. | don’t remember
anything during that time. When the episode findly did end, | was a basket case for another week.
Eventudly, | was bored just lying around in bed and | accessed to do alittle light netting. But it was so
different. Where there had been massive black walls, they now looked fragile. | pushed against one, just
totest it, and it crumbled to ion dust, giving me complete accessto everything behind it. | had the ability
to visualize and use unbound trinary code.”

“Fascinating. Did you or Dr. Barrett ever determine whether your talent was triggered by the episode, a
remnant from a previous shard, or acatays that activated alatent ability?’

“No, Doctor, we never could determineit, though not for lack of trying. | was ready for active duty after
another week, but | stayed in sickbay for an additional week. | was as eager to find out how this came
about, and how long it would last. Dr. Barrett didn’t find anything. Not ahint, not aclue, not even atrace
of how this had come about. The only thing we could determine was that it was permanent. And even
that is hard to explain. If | could teach you UTC, you’ d know that once you have the concept of UTC, it
becomes a part of you.

“We eventudly gaveit up and | returned to active duty, transferring out of support and moving over to
Research. Now that | had the keysto the kingdom, asit were, | redly started to poke my noseinto all
the corners of the puterverse. | could go everywhere, so | did. Everywhere but across the Quantum.

“One of the biggest perks of accessing with UTC isthere sno toll on my physica body. The primary
reason for accesslevelsis security--or at least that’swhat we' re led to think. Another major reason is
that the higher theleve, the greater the toll on the user’ sred body. Accessing too high can literdly suck
thelife out of you. But UTC freed me of that, so | was able to shed accessleve restrictions.”

| had been staring out over the Quantum whiletalking, so | snuck aquick peek at my audience. Jody was
staring up into the sky and Resder was staring at me. | saw hiseyes avert abruptly and | had avague
feding. Intuition? | don't know. | returned to my story, but | was suddenly certain somehow that while
Jody was hearing for the first time, Doctor Resder had heard it dl before.

“But the puterverse was too big. | had gotten very fast moving around, and became even faster after |
fashioned my wings, but there was too much to see. | needed help. That' swhen | decided to write Mike,
here.” | nudged him playfully with my foot. Sparks jumped up and floated away, severd fizzling out inthe
datariver. He smiled at me, making me fed warm. Mike had heard this many times over, but aways
enjoyed thetelling.



“Writing him was one of the mogt difficult things|’d ever done. Oh, the coding was pretty easy. After all,
in the physical world, he'sjust abunch of zeros, ones and twaos. Ouch!” Mikejabbed meintheribs, so
dugged him. “Hey, it'strue! Lemme adone, jerk.”

“Why in theworld did you write him to behave like that, Abigail 7’ Jody asked, looking at Mike with
something between amusement and distaste.

“Hey, lady, don’t ever tak to melike I’ m aprogram or something!”
“Why not?’ Jody challenged. “That'sdl you are.”
“That'sal | an? Hal Not even close! How *bout | drop your shields and we' ll--"

“Knock it off, both of you. Mike sright, Jody. HE's much more than a program. He' s the code he

dtarted asin the same way that we' re the infants we started as. In fact, that’ s not an analogy, that’ s hard
fact. Asthetime has passed here in the puterverse, Mike' s code has matured quickly. It will evenreach a
point when he'll stop being rude to my friends and quit making passes a me. Soon, | hope.” Mike
sulked, but didn’t explode--figuratively or literdly--so | continued.

“And | didn’t program his persondity, that developed on its own, with me acting as akind of--"
“Sweetheart.”

“--big sgter. Mike sthelittle brother | aways wanted to kill. But instead of taking it out on him, we' ve
been working together past eighteen months, laying out our own--umm--strategy for countering both
NATech and whatever's on the far side of the Quantum. | should be ready to crossin about four more
months. By then the safeguards will bein place. I'm very interested in seeing what could be so important
to acreature that it would try to corrupt and ruin an entire planet’ s society.”

“No lessinterested than we are, Abigail,” Resder said, nodding as though approving that | hadn’t lied.
“Asfor what TAU’ s been doing during that time, Jody, we' ve been monitoring al of Abigall’ sactivities
for over two years. At least we thought we' d been monitoring them. It’ s pretty obvious now that we' ve
only been seeing what she’ swanted usto see. A humbling revelation.”

“Sorry, Doctor,” | sad, smiling alittle. “Both TAU and the Resistance have been very accommodating in
helping me with resources and access. But | couldn’t risk revealing too much. | ill can’t. | don't have
the fear of NATech that the 179th does, but that doesn’t mean | don’t respect their power and
influence”

| looked at Jody. “ Spesaking of the 179th, you' ve heard my story. Now you tell me yours. What' swith
all thiscloak and dagger? The 179th doesn’t strike me as the kind of unit that NATech would worry too
much about, let doneinfiltrate.”

“There sareason,” Jody sad glumly.

“Moreto the point, that isthe reason,” Ressler said cryptically. “ The regiment isineffective because
NATech wishesit to beineffective.” He stood up and absentmindedly brushed off hislegs. “Why don’t
we continue this conversation outsde? I’ m feeling alittle disoriented and | don’t want to be too sorein
the morning.” He looked back toward the way we had come. “ And we still have awaysto go beforewe
can safely end access.”

| stood up aswdll, helping Jody to her feet. She was probably in better physica shape than either the
Doctor or I, but she didn’t have the experience in the puterverse that we did. Shewaslooking alittle
ragged around the edges, literaly. Her virtua form had started showing small tears near her hands and



feet, and the color was fading. She wasin no danger, not aslong as the shields were up, but there was no
point in overstaying one swelcome.

“Good idea, Doctor. | could charge up both of you quick enough with another shot of UTC, but we're
pretty much finished here. What you haveto tell me can be said in the flesh, and Mike can check it easily
enough. Even better, we can end access right now. Since this entire areais mine, one point of exitisas
good as another. Before we do, though, I'd like aquick minute with Mike.”

“Fine” said Dr. Reder, dthough it didn’t look very finewith him. “We'll wait outsde’ .. ."

“If it sal the same, Doctor, I’d like you and Jody to wait here. I'll only be aminute and besides, those
shieldswon't dlow you to exit anyway.” | bit my tongue as| said it. | had to congtantly remind mysdf to
never volunteer information. Grow up, Abigall.

“All right,” he agreed, which was not too necessary seeing as he had no control over the decision.

“Thanks.” | lifted my arms up, and the shielding around Jody and Resser fell away, joining together and
forming a sound-proof box. They could move around and talk to each other, but they couldn’t hear me. |
turned my back to them and faced Mike. He had come to hisfeet and waslooking a meintently, his
emerad eyeshbright.

“You don't trust him, do you, Abby?’

“Surel do, Mike. | trust himto tell TAU absolutely everything he learned from metonight. | only hopeit
was't too much.”

Mike shook hishead. “1 don’t think you did. | ran the entire conversation and movements through
logistical semantics and there' s aless than one percent chance that the good doctor picked up anything in
addition to what you intended, and aten percent chance he didn’t get everything.” He considered a
moment. “ Though that number maybe alittle high. He' sa pretty smart cookiefor aflesh. No offense
intended.”

“Liar,” | said bluntly. “All right. So we got our message across. Now can you tap into our conversation
and follow what he hasto say?’ He started to look indignant, so | raised my hands and laughed. “Hey,
no offense.”

“Liar.”

“Yeah, yeah. Wdll, | gottago, Mike. I'll try to get back to you in the next couple of days. Y ou take care
of yoursdlf, pervert. Oh! I've got Kiki working on some UTC routinesfor me, so leave her done.” |
turned to leave, but Mike grabbed my hand.

“Hey, beautiful.” Hisvoice was so quit, | snapped my head around to him. He suddenly sounded so
mature and concerned. “Y ou make sure you come back sooner than later, al right? | can’t watch over
you out there, and it”... it bugs methat | can’t protect you.”

| put ahand dong his cheek and kissed him, spreading yellow along his green skin where my lips
touched. “You're so swest. I'll be careful. Another few months and we' Il havetimefor ared adventure.
Bye”

“ Bye_"

| turned back to Resder and Jody and stepped into the box. There was arumbling sound and the dense
cybersky turned into aheavy black cloud that poured down onto us. Just asthefirst fringes touched us,



ending our access, | looked back at Mike. He was still standing there, arms straight by hisside with a
light blue flicker emanating from his chest. With surprise, | redized thiswasthefirst timel’d ever seen
him scared.

Chapter Four

It was nearly two in the morning when | crawled back under my covers. The bed creaked a
little, asthough disapproving of my late night rendezvous. | rolled onto my back and stared into
the emptiness above me. | was exhausted.

And worried. After exiting the puterverse two hours ago, we carried on our conversation, thistime
focusing on Jody and Resder’ s problems. | had expected to find out that | would continue to encounter
difficulty with the command structure of the 179th regiment and | wasright. | had also expected to learn
that ultimately it would have little to do with my overdl plan to cross the Quantum River and face what
wasthere. | waswrong. Or at least, | thought | was. The uncertainty more than anything worried me.

The 179th Regiment was a mess. And the problem wasn't just a commander who was a clueless ass and
asurly A Company with an overblown opinion of itself. Resder was convinced that NATech had been
actively trying to disable the regiment. This pleasant bit of news had come while he was il treating Jody
and himsdlf for the effects of their rough ride with mein the puterverse.

* * % %

“Here, Sergeant, drink up.” Jody took the cup from Resser and drank up. The clear pink liquid gave off
apleasant fragrance that made methink of early morning. She stopped about halfway and began
coughing. Thiswas her third episode and like the other two, the violence of her coughing gave her a

bloody nose.

“| am so sorry, Jody!” Guilt mixed with worry gave me an awful feding. “1 had no ideathat UTC would
have this effect on the two of you.” Like Jody, Doctor Resder had had severd fits of twitching, coughing
and bleeding. He had treated himsdlf first to better give treatment to Jody, and his side effects had faded
sgnificantly, though hisright arm and head till jerked on occasion. Jody continued drinking the pink
liquid while the doctor sat by her as| sat on her |eft.

“It'snot your fault, Abigal,” Resder assured mefor the tenth time. “We brought you into our little spy
gtory, and you were perfectly right in verifying my identity. | wouldn’t have approved your trip unless |
accompanied you, and you wouldn’'t have helped uswithout going. Besides,” he amiled thinly, “what |
saw makes how | fed dl worthwhile.” He laughed and stretched with agroan. “And | fed awful.”

“Me, too. And me, too.” Jody handed back the empty cup to Resder and adso smiled thinly. “I fed likea
hov is parked on top of meand I'm till glad | went. | had never in my wildest dreams imagined how
beautiful the puterverse was. Nor how dive.” She looked at me with wonder. “1"m surprised you don't
just step in there and never come out. Accessing doesn't bother you in the dightest, and it’salot nicer
world intherethan it isout here. And safer, too, with the kind of power you have, Abigall.”

“The temptation pops up from timeto time,” | admitted. “But even though I ve never been affected by
access, | il need to eat, drink, deep,” | gave ashort giggle, “and use the bathroom. Besides, while the
puterverseisexciting, it sonly partly red.” Resder’ seyebrowsraised dightly and | hurried on. “Partly
redl inthe sensethat we are at least mentally presentinit. It' sout herethat’ sredl.

“And asfor safety, well, that can also change. I’ ve told you how in there. Now you tell me how out



here”
Jody and Ressler exchanged quick |ooks. Resder nodded and Jody began.

“I’ve been attached to the 179th as B Company sergeant for just over five months. | had transferred over
from the Thirty-fifth, rather suddenly. My commanding officer had said it was a golden opportunity to
move up. It was, too, on screen. |” d been heading up a haf-strength Company D for ayear, and
prospectsweren’'t good. So | took it as an atta-girl commendation and went.

“It garted off for me about the same asit did for you, Abigail. Fortunatdly, | arrived hedthy and with the
proper papers, o the Lieutenant didn’t give methe grilling he gave you, Abigail. But he wasn't happy
either, which seemed odd because al dong | was coming hereto lead Company B. It wasn't until I'd
been here for avery miserable three weeksthat | discovered it was the doctor here who had arranged
my transfer.”

| looked over at Resder, expectantly.

“I’ve been here about six months, arriving shortly before Sergeant Eyer. TAU had been suspicious of this
unit for two years, and wefdt it wastime’..."

“Suspiciousinwhat way?’ | inquired.

“Nothing that we could point to at first. Failed missions, canceled missons, barely achieved objectives.
Asyou know, every unit has its moments when nothing seemsto go right. But the 179th hadn’t had
anything go right in twenty-eight months. Nothing catastrophic, but nothing good ether.

“Then seven months ago, the regiment was ordered to make an attack on aconvoy that was supplying
the Douala garrison on the coast. TAU was certain that in addition to supplies they were transporting
prisonersfrom thefailed raid on Tripoli. We very much wanted our people back.” | nodded in
understanding. | remembered that raid. We wanted to take part in it, but had been tied up knocking out
the Hong Kong microsat launch facility. And the rescue effort was very believable; the Resistance dways
used every means at their disposal to rescue captured dogs. It was ametter of pride. TAU fully
supported these actions, partly because they had no choice and mainly because they had all been dogs
themselves once.

“The attack point was missed by Posen’ sforce. Faulty equipment we were told. Since the transports
NATech was using had been damaged in thefighting in Tripoli, they were restricted to surface travel
only. Oursweren't, so asecond attack point was scheduled. They missed that one, too, arriving thirty
minutes |ate.

“Indl, four separate attack plans were implemented over the two daysit took the convoy to travel from
Tripoli to Douda. Lieutenant Posen was unable to make any of them. By thistime, TAU wanted to
relieve him of command.

“Then, unexpectedly, came news of afifth attack, oneimplemented by Posen himsdlf, literdly underneath
the sonic cannons of the Doudagarrison. The 179th put up agood fight and Posen showed a flash of
brilliance in its execution. They had attacked too close for the cannon to be used--one shot and not only
would the 179th be wiped out, the garrison shields would have been ruined and the foundations badly
ruptured. Posen took a calculated risk. He reasoned that NATech would be willing to ruin their defenses
temporarily in exchange for destroying one of our regiments, o he kept his B Company back in reserve,
out of range of sonics, but in sight of the garrison. If NATech breached their shieldsto destroy A
Company, B Company would swarm in. The garrison has heavy guns on the outside, but is believed to
be poorly protected insgde. They didn't fire, so apparently we' re right. Then, as an escape route, he took



apath aong the shielding perimeter, accelerating to full speed. Once he had done that, he smply
scattered hisforce out across the desert, giving the guns nothing but fast moving targets that quickly sped
out of range.

“So the attack was successful. The convoy was badly mauled, and some supplieswere taken. TAU was
amogt ready to forgive and forget.”

“And the prisoners?’ | asked quietly, captivated by Resder’ s story.

“Yes. The prisoners. That’ swhy | said dmost. Unknown to Lieutenant Posen, TAU had acquired a
manifest of the convoy prior to its departure. Included in the shipments was four tons of frozen nitrogen,
destined for the Douala backup data core. Following standard NATech procedure, that hov traveled at
the front of the convoy. The prisoners were being transported in vehicleslocated in the middle of the
convoy. None were rescued, none were killed. And today that nitrogen is being used by the data corein
thisfacility. Posen never reported the nitrogen.”

He paused to let that soak in. It didn’t take long. The only way that Posen could pull off araid
undernesth the garrison defenses would be to hit the rear of the convoy, then work hisway to the front.
To reach the frozen nitrogen, he' d haveto firgt reach the prisoners. If there had been gtiff resistance by
NATech, it wasjust possible that he' d be forced to abort the rescue. But that would also mean he'd be
unable to advance further to capture the nitrogen. Not only would he have an unwieldy vehicleto turn
around, he' d dso haveto fight hisway back through the samefirefight that had supposedly prevented
him from rescuing the prisonersin thefirst place.

Resder’scomment on there being no prisoner fatalities was not wasted on me, ether. Intensefighting is
the norm during NATech/Res stance battles. The only thing in the minds of the soldiers on both Sdesisa
numbing desperation and mad fury to kill everything in Sght as quickly as possble. Mercifully, such
battles were of asmall scale and very brief, some lasting only two or three minutes. Sadly, any unarmed
personnel caught in the middle, such as prisoners, were helplesslaser fodder. Riding in thinly shielded
prisoner transports, and dressed only in fatigues and without armor, this group suffered the grestest
number of casudties. That there were no prisonerskilled in the fight meant that the fight had taken place
elsawhere,

“So Lieutenant Posen had never intended to rescue the prisoners,” | voiced my conclusion in disbelief.

“Lieutenant Posen never intended to rescue the prisoners,” Jody repested, barely keeping her emotionin
check. “That little jerk with his shiny boots only wanted the godammed nitrogen! And he got it, too,
with--"

“That’ senough, Sergeant,” Resder brokein with afirmvoice.
She broke off and stared at him a moment, then nodded and sat back down.

“But as bad asthisraid was, it does't sound like it would merit acovert and long-term investigation.
From what you vetold me,” | prompted quietly.

“No, it didn’t. Asyou' ve probably guessed from the details of the fight, TAU had aready started looking
into the 179th Nothing out of the ordinary, really. Whenever aunit showssignsof losing its edge, wetry
to rotate personnd in with the recruits.” He said it as though spying on your own people was the most
naturd thing in the world. “ Our person in the 179th was only looking for irregularities and inefficiencies
that could be addressed through normal channels. We didn't expect anything crimind.

“What we got was totaly unexpected. The convoy carried afighting compliment of ninety Company A



musters 148, with 145 effectives on the day of the raid. Thefighting, as reported by our agent, who was
in B Company, wasintense, lasting nearly four minutes. And athough the escape route was well chosen,
the sonic guns should have scored at least two hits, especially on the dower nitrogen transport. To be
blunt: Despite the excellent execution of the raid, there should have been some casudties. Therewere
exactly three. Through careful monitoring of the Doud a transmissions and using other, classified, means,
TAU was able to estimate NATech casudties  five”

* * % %

| heard a creaking from abunk to my right and turned my head. Inthedim light, | could seeit wasthe
athletic blond woman who had smiled a me earlier today. She was getting up to undoubtedly make a
midnight trip to the ladies room. | was tempted to whisper to her as she passed, just to say hi, but didn’t.
| wastoo tired. Instead, | turned over to stare at the wall, hoping it would help methink better than
daring at the calling.

* * % %

“After theraid,” Resder continued, “TAU had al they needed to open up acovert investigation. Clearly,
Posen and NATech werein cahoots. Whether it was the Douad a garrison taking advantage of aweak
Resstance officer or if it was an official NATech operation working with atraitor remained to be
discovered. Thiskind of investigation was beyond the scope of TAU’ sinsde man, so | wasintroduced.
One of the casudties had been the regimenta doctor, so he was transferred out to recover from his
wounds and | wastransferred in.”

Resder stood up and refilled hisand Jody’ s cup with the clear pink liquid. A kind of quick-acting
nutrient, thefluid greetly diminished the effects of puterversetrave. Jody took it gratefully and sippediit.
Agan | smdled amorning freshnessfill the sickbay Resser took aswallow out of his cup and continued.

“Within days of arriving, it became obviousthat A Company was as rotten as Posen. They had to be, or
there would have been alot more NATech casudties during the fight. | needed help, but B Company
was usaless. In order to keep full control over the 179th, yet till alow for the norma movement of
personnel in and out of the unit to allay TAU suspicions, Posen kept B Company undertrained but
honest.

“Seeing that B Company was clean but week, | requested TAU to send me a solid replacement sergeant.
Since Posen had an aversion to women serving in hisunit, | made an unusua condition and specificaly
asked for afemale non-com. Three days later--"

“Anaverson towomen?’ | interrupted. “Isn’t that abit strong? 1’ [ admit that I’ ve noticed some tension
here, but”... ow!* Jody smacked me on the back of the head.

“Geez, you redlly are ateenager, aren’t you? Don't interrupt al thetime. The doc’ sright, Abigail. Hadn't
you noticed that A Company isaboysonly club?’

| hadn’t noticed. It had never occurred to meto notice. Sexua discrimination still existed, sure. It dways
would aslong asthere were physica differences between men and women and the world was popul ated
by sinful people. But it had faded quite abit from the time when MamaWyeth'slittle girl wasalittle boy,
and I'd missed it entirely. Besides, | was too worried about discrimination against me because | wasa
Cueto noticeit might exist because | was awoman.

“Thank you, Jody. I" ve been wanting smack her mysdlf for about three days.” Resder’squick smiletold
me he was only kidding--mostly. | didn’t blame them; | did have amouth on me. | smiled and rubbed the
back of my head.



“Sorry. | get caught up sometimes. So you needed a strong right arm to help you out, huh? Why didn’t
you cdl for one of your buddiesfrom TAU?’

“Becauseit could be checked on. We re able to get into units without too much difficulty sncewe're
normaly injury or transfer replacements. Jody wasn't either The sergeant here was competent, hedlthy
and il had four yearsto serve.”

“So wheredid you bury him?’

“Eh?’ Resder seemed sartled. “That' s pretty cynica, young lady. And wrong. We didn’t bury him. We
messed up his service records and requested his presence at our Bern processing center. Once there, he
transferred into TAU, effectively creating a hole that no one would think we d fill with one of our own.
Andwedidn't”

“So my atta-girl promotion was mostly asham,” Jody picked up with atouch of anger. “Even worse, |
stepped from acrack unit into a pile of backstabbing traitors who spent ninety percent of their time doing
nothing and ten percent trying to do NATech’shidding. | hated it.” Shefinished her drank and dammed
the metal cup onto the table. “Nobody tried to hide anything. They put al their faith in Company A,
tossed Company B the scraps, and didn’t even have a Company C.” She laughed with derision. “ Scratch
that. They did have a Company C; it was a Company B they didn't have. | was appalled at the lack of
training and discipline in my people, but even more gppaled when | found out that | wasn't even dlowed
to get them into shape. Company A and Sergeant Olecki handlethat.” She grinned. “ At least until today.
Not to change the subject, but | loved the way you handled him today, Abigail. Thelook on hisface
when heredlized he' d been caught with hislegs open by agirl!”

| flushed and smiled and she laughed. Resder cleared histhroat.

“Yes. Wdll, | heard about it and I’'m glad that Company B will finaly get some proper training. Perhaps
Olecki will step down and Jody can start doing her job.”

“Uh-huh. And maybe you' Il hit the ottery,” | added.

Helooked at me funny, but went on. “In any event, when Jody showed up, | had my dly. And agood
one, too. | had decided to wait about amonth to let her Size up the unit hersdlf. After that, I’ d approach
her and begin testing the waters about making her an active partner.

“Imagine my surprise when she approached me, worried about the regiment’ s demeanor. That' swhen |
knew I'd chosenright.”

“Okay, that's great. Wonderful. All the spies are happy. But what’ s going on now? What are your plans
andwheredo | fitin?

“To be honest, Abigail, we didn’t have any plans,” Jody confessed. “It wasn't until after you showed up
and we found out afew things about you that we thought we really had a chance to do anything other
than spy on this outfit. Now with your talent in the puterverse to help, we should be able to provide some
concrete proof, maybe even take action.”

| looked at her silently for amoment. She wasway over her depth in this. That a TAU agent wouldn't
have a plan of action would be like a dog stepping into afree-for-al with an empty dug gun. Y et Jody
honestly believed him. | glanced over & Resder.

Oh, heknew | was't faling for it! He had Jody bamboozled, but not me. How | hated this! | was more
than haf tempted to blurt out something to tip his hand, whatever it was. | would have paid real money to



seethelook on hisface when | casudly leaned over to Jody and said, “Y ou understand you' re being
played the sucker here, right? That Resder only wantsto use you as either adiverson from himsdlf or to
deflect the blow when hetells Posen to hisface that the 179th isthe proof that NATech isusing the
Resistance to perpetuate this endlesswar. So, would you like to borrow my knife?” And for the briefest
moment, | did seethe look on hisface. He saw my eyesand knew for certain he' d overestimated me. He
was certain the immaturity and curiogity in me would overpower the full-grown soldier inmeand I'd
wreck hisprecious TAU plans. And | camethiscloseto doing it.

But | didn’t. Resder had won my conditiond trust and despite my friendship to Jody, | would follow the
rules and keep my tragp shut. Maybe it was because of my friendship with Jody. She' d had enough
tossing around with thisintrigue and hidden agendaand dirty spy fighting. Jody was afist and blaster type
of dog, and would much rather gpproach things straight on. Why ruin her trust in TAU? Why tell her that
the war she wasfighting was to the benefit of NATech? 1t would gain nothing, and ruin her trust in the
Resistance. | decided I’ d corner Resder later and get the gory details.

“Wéll, you and doc have my whole support, Jody.” | got up and stretched, unable to tifle the yawn that
came. “Of course, right now my whole support is committed to kesping me standing, and failing quickly.
| have got to get some deep.”

Resder cameto hisfeet quickly, partly out of concern for me, his patient, and partly out of relief that I'd
held my tongue. Hissmdl smilewas just what | needed to make mefed alittle rdief mysdf.

“I'm very sorry, Abigail. Of course, you should turnin. Y ou too, Jody. We' redl pretty worn out.
There snot awhole lot we can do tonight anyway. Why don't you stop by tomorrow before your shift
and I'll giveyou aonce over.” Which meant I’ d find out what | needed tomorrow.

Wedl said our goodnights. Jody and | walked down the dark corridor to the barracks.
“What do you think of him?" she asked in aquiet voice.

“Good question. Part of meisglad he' sSTAU. Another part just wishes he was just adoctor. My lifeis
complicated enough without getting involved in these kind of shenanigans.”

She chuckled softly. “ Shenanigans? I’ ve never heard that word before. What does it mean?’
“Skullduggery. Tom foolery. Messing around.”

“Y ou mean like bugging? Or Adospinning?’ | saw the gleam of her amile,

“Goodnight, Jody.”

She laughed. “ Goodnight, Abigail. By theway, I'm glad Doctor Resder is here, this stuff isway out of
my league. I’m even gladder you're here. Y ou seem between thetwo of us, and | think I’ be able to
copealittle more now.” She gave me aquick hug then waked off to her quarters, leaving mein front of
the barracks.

* * % %

Now, lying in my bed, feding deep finaly cregping over me, | gave asmall thought to Jody’ s question.
Wheat did | think of Doctor Resder?

When I'd said | had mixed emotions, | wasn't kidding. His being who heiswas going to help out alot.
With dl puterverse access denied to me, he was my only link to Mike and Kiki. Without access, it was
impossible to move forward with my plan. But having that access meant sacrificing some of my freedom.



I”’d known TAU had been keeping track of my work from the beginning. They’ d planned to use my
rescue as a propaganda coup against NATech. After dl, | had been one of their first senior officersand
aso their firgt guineapig in riping. Never mind that the Res stance ad so managed to change my dance
card; it was dill propagandafodder and aterrific mora victory for the dogs who fought to rescue us.

Thaose plans changed abruptly when it became apparent that | had redl usein this century. My skillswith
the puterverse were strong to begin with, but after my first sharding episode, they increased to afantastic
height, and my value to the Res stance with them. | knew, had been told, that the Resistance had never
planned on winning thiswar outright. They knew they couldn’t. But they could win it by not losing, and
that had been their goal from the outset--to wear NATech Supreme down to the point that they would
losetheir grip on our planet and normal relationships between bus ness and government could return.

That changed with me. They now thought it might be possible for meto actualy eiminate NATech. And
they wereright, that was my god. Of course, if TAU knew what | knew about NATech Supreme, they'd
probably do everything they could to stop me.

| had researched the problem thoroughly, with Mike doing millions of scenarios and billions of
smulations. Therewas only one solution. It would destroy NATech, but the price would be high. Very

high.
How had | my thinking arrived here? Oh yesh. Jody had asked mewhat | thought of Resder being a

TAU agent. Boy, talk about drifting tangents. My thoughts had reached this point when deep caught up
to me. | stretched once, then curled around my pillow. I’ d think about Resser tomorrow.

* * % %

Doctor Scott Resder was having no difficulty keeping histhoughts focused. And just as Abigail had been
thinking about him, so he was putting his thoughts toward her. The smilarity went further. He didn’t know
exactly what to think of thisyouth with the killer ingtinct, quick mind and most disturbing self-confidence.
She seemed so much the chaotic, innocent young child-woman one moment, so much the cool, decisive
and ruthless grown woman the next.

The orded in the puterverse had ravaged hisinsdes--he was certain there had been some minor internal
bleeding. But whileit tired him physicdly it had charged him mentaly. He' d known of Abigail for some
time, though just through cursory references during strategic meetingsat TAU. Shewas so very different
from what he' d pictured. And her ahilitiesin the puterverse went far beyond anything he' d prepared for.
When he' d first been ingtructed by TAU three days previoudy to make contact with her, they had
provided what information about her they felt he needed. Asaways, it was adequate, but he' d wished
he' d gotten more. Now he knew more than TAU did.

Unlimited level! There had been excitement and hope when congtant andlysis of Abigall’s movementsin
the puterverse had indicated she’ d broken levd thirty-five. No one on the planet was known to have ever
accesed that level. No one was known to have the staminato survive at leve thirty-five, let lone
functioninit. And now, just hours before, thisdip of agirl had casually mentioned that she d disposed of
any restricted access as too confining. With the same breath, she' d destroyed the known fact that level
sxty-four was the highest theoretical access, access, it seemed, was based on prime numbers and there
were three additiond levels above sixty-four And findly, with a certainty that only ateenager could have,
she made it sound so obvious that was the red structure of puterverse coding, and that even level
Sxty-seven was behind her, because she had unlocked the secret of unbound trinary code.

Histhoughts still racing, helooked down at his hands. They were trembling. They hadn’t trembled like
thissincethe night Dianewas® ... Hetook a deep, controlled breath to cdm himsdlf, then ft alancein



his lower ribs. He must have pulled amuscle. He massaged the area, but when he couldn’t rub the pain
away, he determined there must till be alittle internal bleeding. He rose and prepared another dose of
pink hemolixer and charged the closure sounder. He needed to make his report very soon, and hoped his
strength held out. He would forgo hisnormd level and access at amuch lower 11, which wasthe
minimum leve that would reech TAU Intdlligence.

* k % %

“Thank you for your report, Mgor. Wewill begin andyzing it immediately.” The middle of thethree
figures spoke with afatherly tone, concerned as much for Resder asfor the incredible dataand
information he had provided.

“I have acouple of things I’ d like to end my report with, if you don’t mind, sir.” To keep the regimenta
security snoopers from spotting Resder’ s unauthorized transmission, it was beamed on an extremely low
power carrier. Consequently, the image of Resder was blurry and sparked occasiondly from
interference.

“By dl means. Y ou know we very much respect your observations, Scott.”

“Thank you.” The faded image looked down for amoment, asif gtill forming the best way to begin.
Apparently finding it, helifted his eyes boldly to the three cloaked and hooded figures.

“What Sergeant Eyer and | saw tonight was unbelievable. The vast openness and beauty of the
puterverse can't even beimagined! I’ [l wager acredit or two it probably can’t even be recorded. Private
Wyeth has accomplished something that until tonight was supposed to beimpossible. It'sclear that she's
only been showing uswhat she wants usto see. While | would normally be extremely suspicious of being
s0 easly manipulated, | have to admit to acertain confidence | havein her abilities and motives.”

Helooked down again, then continued. “ Thisgoes againgt al training and past experience, Sir, but” ...
wdl”... | havefaithin her. Maybeit's because of her raw power in the puterverse. Maybe it’ sthe sheer
span of her life, the fact that she' s been involved from the very beginning. Maybeit’s her own
sdf-confidence and ability insde and outside the puterverse. Maybeit’ s a combination of these things.

“But | don't think it is. I think it wasthelook on her face when we werein the puterverse, in *her world',
asshecdledit. It wasalook of constant joy. Even when our conversation took darker turns, I could till
seethat joy in her eyes. Sergeant Eyer saw it, too. Abigail Wyeth has a shimmer of hope and resolution
in her that turnsinto happiness when it comes out. I’ m sorry to be so maudlin, dr, and | know thisis
completely unprovable and borders on naive. But | do havefaith in her. It would be my counsd to
continue monitoring her as closaly aswe can, and stand by to assist at amoment’ snotice. That ismy
report. Goodnight.” Hisimage sparked and flickered and faded.

The three figures were silent, each staring into the space where Resser’ simage had been. A fourth figure
passed through aghost wall and entered the room. Walking to the nearest person, she handed over a
tabind and quietly exited. After amoment, the middlefigure stirred.

“So, Médlissa. What isthe accuracy of Scott’s report?”

Melissa pulled back the hood that covered her face from agents. All threeworeidentica clothing during
reporting sessions to completely disguise their identity from visua recordings and anaysis, just asvoice
replics disguised the audio portion of the transmissons.

“Hewas absolutely right in at least oneway, Kurt.” She tapped the screen of the tabind. “ Almost nothing
was imaged. There are exactly five recordable seconds of this evening’ strip. From the moment they first



accessed until the shielding clamped around them. After that, nothing.”
“And for those five seconds?’

She shook her head dightly. “ Almost nothing. A brightness that reaches ninety-nine percent screen
output, avague image of Resder’sarms and hands as he falsto the ground, and severd steady spates of
blood.”

“Audio?

In answer, Mdissalifted up the tabina and tapped it. A harsh crackling came fromit, with partialy
broken words.

“Mi.!.ne.aco’...0"... xes’... my .ues'... ry!” Another moment of hissing and spitting, and the
tabina becamedlent.

“Wait.” Thethird person raised ahand. “Again, please. From the beginning. What was that sound just
before the words?’

Melissatapped the unit again and adjusted the controls. All sound except interference was ogt, so she
reset thetabind and tried again. Thistime, the interference was grestly reduced, and athough the words
were dill garbled, they distinctly heard the first sound.

It was the boundless, joyful laugh of ayoung woman.

The third person nodded. “ Y es, | understand what Scott meant.” He paused, then cameto adecision. “I
say we accept Mgor Resder’ s counsel and continue our present course of polite monitoring.”

“But Thomas, do you think that’ swise?’” Mdissa objected mildly. “We ve only now found out that our
monitoring is easly restricted by Private Wyeth. Indeed, for al we know, she may be fabricating most of
our transmissions, letting us see only what she wants usto see.”

“Y ou could very well beright, Mdlissa. Infact, let’ s assume that for the moment. In that case, she's
alowing usto recelve thisreport from Mgor Resder, she dlowing usto see much of the make-up of the
puterverse from an unbound trinary perspective, she' salowing us-"

“But even these things can be fabricated, Thomas,” Kurt countered.

Thomas sighed. “Fine. Let’s say they are manipulated. For what gain? If she has that much ability, that
much contral, | should think Abigail could keep usfrom ever finding out about Mike and unlimited access
and adeep-seated grudge against NATech.

“I don't think that’ s so. Rachel and | had her at our home only amonth ago, and | was ableto see her in
the flesh, to hear her opinions, to listen to her enthusiasm. Mogt of dl, | heard her longing to make things
right.” He paused. “I believe that she holds herself partidly responsble for NATech's actions.”

“What?" Kurt was bemused. “ Thomas, you' ve never told usthis. Why not?’

“Because | could never be sure, Kurt. Not until tonight, when | heard Scott’ s report. Susan Lendler, you
will remember, was acorpora inthe Third and Abigall’ s best friend. They had just arrived that evening,
and Abigail was aready in bed. Rachel, Susan and | were talking when Susan made an odd comment.
Wewere marveling over Abigail’s past when talk drifted to the Pisces Project. We had aready
determined that Abigail, as John Wyeth, had created a viable way of adapting the human respiratory
system to be amphibious. With this new ability, mankind could begin establishing an underwater society



Since Susan was unaware of theleve of our involvement, | feigned surprise. But | was very much
surprised when we spoke about Pisces' destruction and Susan said, * Abigail was devastated when she
found out. | have anideathat’s one of the things she holds NATech accountable for.””

“She holds NATech accountable for Pisces' destruction?” Mdissasaid with surprise. “Why? The Rock
hit it in 2374, the second year of the first Terran/Martian conflict. NATech didn’t rise to power until after
the Wars.”

“Didit? That' swhat | had aways thought, too. Abigail doesn’t think so. Y ou heard Scott’ sreport. That
thing on the other side of the Quantum has been influencing our society for at least three hundred years.
And the Wars were three hundred years ago. Abigail thinksthat NATech isin league with that force,
may even bethat force. She probably thinks that NATech has been manipulating usfar longer than three
centuries. If that' s o, | agree with Scott; we must continue our hands-off approach.”

“I don’'t know what to think,” Kurt said frankly. “1’m sixty-one years old and have been on the Council
now for twenty-seven years. | had dways consdered myself a competent servant of the Resistance, and
afairly inteligent person. But thisis quickly getting beyond me. We ve been privy to an unbelievable
picture of the puterverse, and learned that most of what we thought we knew is only the top layer of
something we' re only beginning to comprehend. Y et thisyoung girl bounces around without effort. She
even hasthe energy to enjoy it!”

“Soyou'resaying’...?" Mdissaprompted.

Kurt sighed heavily. “I’m saying that | agree with Thomas. We can’t fool oursaves and think we can
control her or the what she' sfighting. We can’t even be sure what we' re seeing isredl. How do you
cope with that? Let’ s continue our surveillance. How about you, Melissa? What are your thoughts?’

“My thoughts? They’rejust asjumbled asyours, Kurt. It's very difficult to accept that we' re being led
around by the very person we' ve been trying to lead. Just rewards, | suppose. On the one hand, she'sa
young girl, perhaps not completely in control of herself. On the other hand, she' sone of NATech’sfirst
and brightest, the person who created the Pisces people. If | had to decide on my thoughts, | couldn’t.

“My fedlings, though, that' s very different. | heard that laugh. It' sbeen along time since I’ ve heard such
unbounding joy. To be so young and confident again! Let’s put faith in that confidence and joy. Abigall
ig't telling us everything, but | think that single moment of happinesstold me enough.”

* k * %

Begin pseudo trinary code programming: Statement: John Wyeth isdive. Probability of statement
accuracy is 1 occurrence per 56,812 scenarios. Statement: John Wyeth personaisathreat to This Unit.
Probability of statement accuracy is estimated 1 occurrence per 35,000,000,000,000 scenarios.
Reassessing probabilities.

[Thread 1: Retrieving known information on John Wyeth persona. Retrieved. Previoudy recorded system
personas of John Wyeth: initid system persona generated by Christopher Balen Y oung on May 14,
2026. Tangent 1

[begin tangent: Initid system persona. Organic persona John Wyeth terminated as scheduled, March 26,
2026. Organic personaresided in NATech tertiary processing unit 17 Gammafor 523 hours.
Transferred to secondary processing unit 8 Betafor programming and warehousing of existing data
concerning Pisces project. Modified system personatransferred to NATech primary unit 6 Alpha 4,493
hours after initid download. Persona focused on Pisces project for duration of existence. Persona
archived. Probability of surviva: 1128 per 1139 scenarios. Probability of threat to ThisUnit: O



occurrences per infinite scenarios. end tangent.|

processed. Recorded as terminated and covertly archived February 3, 2045. System persona
reprogrammed and merged covertly as primary net access dpha.311 on August 9, 2051. Tangent 2

[begin tangent: System persona primary net access apha .311. Archived system persona prepared and
installed into global net. Personaactive for 1,748,645 hours Persona processed 15,737,916,152
routines. Personafocused on compliance of requests of globa population, non-security issues, and
compliance of ThisUnit’ srequests, dl issues. System persona closed and transferred. Probability of
survival: 989 per 1015 scenarios. Probability of threat to This Unit: 1 occurrence per 6,694,000,000,000
scenarios. Conclusion: Risk acceptable. end tangent. |

processed. System persona reprogrammed and transferred to Orbital Station Gamma January 28, 2251.
Tangent 3

[begin tangent: System persona Orbita Station Gamma. Modified system personaintroduced to prime
procedurd core. Persona utilized as orbital station operationa system for 204,042 hours. System
persona processed 85,901,552,000,006 routines. System personafocused on al navigational, repair and
flight control requestsfor station personnel, and This Unit’ s classified requests. Systemn persona
terminated and transferred. Probability of surviva: 713 per 882 scenarios. Probability of threat to This
Unit: 1 per 4,840,000,000,000 scenarios. Conclusion: Risk acceptable. end tangent.]

processed. System persona reprogrammed and integrated into manufactured biologica unit May 11,
2274. Biologica unit subjected to compulsive system transfer December 4, 2315. Tangent 4

[begin tangent: System persona manufactured biologica unit. Persona active for unknown hours,
estimated at 364,200 hours. Tangent 4.1

[begin tangent: Hesh unit: Femae human. Fifteen years of age at time of integration. No defects reported
during development. Unit reproductive systems rendered inoperative during fifteenth year of growth prior
to system personaintegration. No rdlevant information in thisinquiry. end tangent.]

processed Processed routines: unknown. No estimate available. Personatransferred into biological unit
at Parisbiologica manufacturing plant a request of ThisUnit. Tangent 4.2

[begin tangent: System persona designated Miss DeChant. Unit programmed with high mora's, modest
intelligence, subdued persondity capable of long servitude. Reproductive desires deactivated during 15th
year of growth. Unit extremely efficient performing domestic duties. Unit assgned to Philip LeClaire for
purposes of long-term study of introducing theoretica pseudo trinary code into awilling subject for
purposes of future harvest by ThisUnit. Tangent 4.2.1

[begin tangent: Philip LeClaire: Human unit with advanced skillsin cognitive theory and gpplication.
Conddered gifted in fidds of sonics and menta collaboration. Scanning relative information. Scanning
complete. Relevant information: Class of *51. Keyed memory encapsulation: A procedure by which
coded knowledge can be compressed to aratio of 6,500,000,000 to 1, thus achieving maximum synapse
efficiency whichin turn dlowed for a perpetuating development of additiond nerve ending and increased
synaptic output within aspecific portion of abiologica processing unit. Because of the organic nature of
KME, the procedure isimpossible to duplicate using non-organic material. The only known subject to
which LeClaire applied his theories was his housekeeper Miss DeChant shortly before they were
terminated. Tangent 4.2.1.1

[begin tangent: Historical reference 845889.18399: Termination of Philip LeClaire and system persona
Miss DeChant, December 4, 2315, 10:37 PM, Fountainebleau, Paris Anti-terrorist forcesinvade the



LeClaire chateau under full belligerent status. Report indicates credit of LeClare’ stermination awarded
to Private Nicole Ferrier. Report indicates termination of Miss DeChant, no credit awarded. Philip
LeClaire' sbody damaged beyond usefulness. Miss DeChant’ s body, located in her bed, was relatively
undamaged and was confiscated for examination. Tangent 4.2.1.1.1

[begin tangent: System personawas archived and the biological unit was surrendered to university
resources for further study. Study retrieved. No additional information gathered. end tangent.]

processed. Conclusion: No relevance to caculating threat to This Unit. end tangent.]

processed Biological vivisection of the subject was conducted. An enhanced synaptic capsule was
located and analyzed. Analysis determined that preliminary keyed encapsulation layout had begun but
wasincomplete. Paralel mnemonic inlays had not been implemented, making further investigation usdess.
Tangent 4.2.1.2

[begin tangent: Reandysis of study. Introducing assumption of failure of initid study. Analysis complete.
Keyed encapsulation layout had been completed. Pardld mnemonic inlays had been implemented at
sub-neuron level. Assumption: KME istransferable during system persona reprogramming. Speculation:
Paralel mnemonic inlays have continued development for minimum 4,000,000 hours. Possible
conclusion: Inlay routine has reached full potentia. Assumption: Inlay routine is hostile to continuation of
This Unit’sexistence. Probability of threet to This Unit: Uncertain but present. end tangent.]

processed. Assumption: Philip LeClaire succeeded in implementation of This Unit’ s requested routine
without This Unit' sknowledge. Conclusion: Philip LeClaire had resolved to hide successful
implementation from This Unit to avoid being considered athrest to This Unit. Conclusion: Probability of
system persona being athreat to This Unit isincreased. Estimated probability is 1 occurrence per 84,108
scenarios. end tangent.

processed Assumption: Philip LeClaire had reason to become hostileto This Unit after 48 years service.
Speculation One: Philip LeClaire gained unauthorized knowledge of ThisUnit’s purpose. Speculation
Two: Implementation of KME failed expectations. Speculation Three: Implementation of KME exceeded
expectations. Speculation Two discarded asirrelevant to This Unit. Speculation One discarded as
concluded relevancy outside of This Unit’s control. Speculation Three accepted as greatest threat to This
Unit. Probability of threat to ThisUnit: 1 per 198. end tangent.]

processed Personamodified by This Unit at request of Philip LeClaire, NATech associate number
99145. Conclusion: Philip LeClaire succeeded in KME and subverted the results to threaten This Unit.
Results of KME experimentation were beyond expectations of creating biological unit capable of pseudo
trinary code. Conclusion: KME with matured parallel mnemonic inlays are capable of bound trinary code
in 1000 per 1000 scenarios. Units capable of unbound trinary code do not occur. System persona
terminated and archived. Probability of threet to ThisUnit: 7 per 100 scenarios. end tangent.]

processed. System persona reprogrammed and transferred to PlaNet Defense core January 16, 2316,
processing terminated. System personainaccessible to This Unit until January 8, 2433. System persona
recorded as destroyed January 8, 2433. Destruction verified. Tangent 5

[begin tangent: Interna Reference 35509.93295.2943: Termination of organic persona John Wyeth
January 8, 2433. Termination completed by Technician’s Assistant First Class Greg Hearn. Tangent 5.1

[begin tangent: Internal Reference 35509.83274.9021: Permanent records of TAFC Greg Hearn.
Served February 13, 2410 to October 9, 2433. Executed for treason. Tangent 5.1.1

[begin tangent: Trial and Execution of TAFC Greg Hearn. Convicted of record fasification and



treasonous delivery of archived system personastoiillega corporations. Indication of over 20 years
activity. Executed 32 minutes after conviction. Execution verified. end tangent.]

processed Probability of fasfication of destruction of organic persona John Wyeth: 99 occurrences per
100 scenarios. end tangent]

processed. Conclusion: Organic persona John Wyeth with attached system persona Miss DeChant was
not terminated. end tangent.]

processed Destruction not verified. Concluson, Thread One: John Wyeth is dive with capability of
bound trinary code. Conclusion, Thread One: John Wyeth is hostile to This Unit. Probability of threat to
This Unit: 79 occurrences per 93 scenarios. end thread.]

[Thread 2: Implementing history reconstruction on organic persona John Wyeth after January 8, 2433.
Scanning Lendler report for previoudy unknown system personas. Scanned. Probability of system
personaintegrated into biologica unit in 2433. Tangent 1

[begin tangent: System personatransfer into biologica unit in 2433, Tangent 1.1

[begin tangent: 155 system persona transfers conducted from January 1, 2433 until December 31, 2433.
Verifying al transfers. Completed. 152 verified. Assessing probability of 3 unverified transfersasbeing
organic persona John Wyeth. Tangent 1.1.1

[begin tangent: Subject: System personatransferred into framed processing unit January 1, 2433. Used
by Lloyd Devlin for opium trade caculations. Lloyd Devlin was executed and al possessions destroyed
January 6, 2433, 41 hours before scheduled termination of archived PlaNet Defense core. end tangent.]

processed. Tangent 1.1.2

[begin tangent: Subject: System personaintegrated into manufactured biologica unit May 2, 2469. Flesh
unit. Mae human. 17 years at time of integration. Programmed as Lunar Class Pleasure Unit to provide
sexud stimulation and satisfaction to awide variety of partners. No defects reported during devel opment.
Unit reproductive system rendered sterile shortly before personaintegration. Unit discovered crushed
beneath wall February 11, 2437. Autopsy impossible due to extreme drug overdose and deterioration of
corpse. Cause of death unknown, but unit’ s organic processing unit was missing 83 percent of estimated
mass. end tangent.]

processed. Tangent 1.1.2

[begin tangent: Subject: System personaintegrated into manufactured biological unit May 3, 2433. Flesh
unit. Female human. 14 years a time of integration. Programmed as outlawed Shiva Class Pleasure Unit
to provide sexud stimulation and satisfaction to awide variety of partnersthrough submission to sexud
and/or violent acts. No defects reported during devel opment. Unit reproductive system rendered sterile
shortly before integration. Unit menta capacities severdly truncated and modificationsto organic
processing unit rendered system persona unabl e to distinguish between acts of violence and pleasure.
Unit psychic imprints enhanced to cause arousa and agitation in unit’ s sexua partner. Unit killed June 12,
2442. Autopsy determined cause of death to be strangulation. Unit also had massive blood loss dueto
32 lacerations, punctures and knife wounds. Body wasin poor physical condition due to manutrition and
extengve physical damage. System persona recorded as being archived. Conclusion: Thisbiologica unit
contained organic personaof John Wyeth. Conclusion: Personawas successfully archived June 12,
2442. end tangent.]

processed Female Shiva Class Pleasure Unit contained organic persona of John Wyeth. end tangent.]



processed. John Wyeth organic persona continued. Observation: Triggering of this system personato
shard with organic personawill cause physical debilitation and menta incapacitation in 126 occurrences
of 126 scenarios. end tangent.]

processed. Probability of organic personaof John Wyeth transfer into hypership engineering core June
16, 2442. Tangent 2

[begin tangent: System personatransferred into hypership Daybreaker June 16, 2442. Daybreaker |eft
planetary system March 17, 2443. There have been no reported sightings of the Daybreaker since
March 24, 2443. Tangent 2.1

[begin tangent: Hypership Daybreaker requested final approvd to enter Orion hyperidor. Approva
granted, ship entered hyperidor. end tangent.

processed Conclusion: Based upon Thread Statement, probability of organic personaof John Wyeth
being transferred to hypership Daybreaker does not exist. end tangent.]

processed. Probability of organic personaof John Wyeth transfer into Two Rivers Apartmentsin
Vancouver, Lesser Canada, June 18, 2442. Tangent 3

[begin tangent: System personatransferred into Two Rivers Apartments maintenance and security
systems. Apartment complex gill in existence. Accessing security systems records. Accessed. Organic
persona of John Wyeth operated as Two Rivers Apartments system personafor 664,680 hours, from
June 18, 2442April 16, 2518. System output and utilization irrelevant. end tangent.].

processed. Probability of organic personaof John Wyeth transfer into power plant three at Sydney
Fusion Station May 11, 2518. Tangent 4

[begin tangent: System personatransferred into power plant three of Sydney Fusion facility. Accessing
Austraian Fuson Regulatory Committee archives. Accessed. Organic personaof John Wyeth operated
as Sydney Fusion system personafor 223,907 hours, from May 11, 2518 to November 25, 2543.
Verified. System output and utilization irrdlevant. end tangent.|

processed. Probability of organic personaof John Wyeth transfer into Thames Foundry central core
December 11, 2543. Tangent 5

[begin tangent: System persona transferred into Thames Foundry central core. Verified. Accessng
Thames Foundry Maintenance Records. Accessed. Organic persona of John Wyeth operated as Thames
Foundry system personafor 1,156,265 hours, from December 11, 2543 to November 6, 2675. System
persona reported off-line November 6, 2675. System output and utilization irrelevant. System persona
reported missing November 7, 2675. Tangent 5.1

[Begin tangent: Cohort report RES26751107.72. Report submitted by Lieutenant Randolf Laffredo.
Investigation of Thames Foundry central core showed forced entrance through main security using energy
wegpons used by severa Resistance regiments, including the 3rd, 51st, 82nd, and 112th. Blast points
and method of system personaretrieval consistent with Resistance methods. Conclusion: Resistance
personnd acquired organic personaof John Wyeth. end tangent.]

processed Probability of system persona containing organic personaof John Wyeth: 854 occurrencesin
903 scenarios. end tangent. ]

processed. Probability of system personatransferred into unknown host in 2676. Tangent 6
[begin tangent: Probability of transfer of organic personaof John Wyeth. Assumption one: Patterns of



Resstance actionsindicate near certainty organic personawas integrated into manufactured biological
unit. Tangent 6.1

[begin tangent: Verification of assumption. Cross referencing thefts of biologica unitsfrom
phys omanufacturing plants within one month of theft of organic personafrom Thames Foundry. Tangent
6.1.1

[begin tangent: Regiment activity. 3rd Regiment: Active. Theft of 1 flesh unit from physiomanufacturing
plant in Bern on October 25, 2676. Tangent 6.1.1.1

[begin tangent: Theft of flesh unit: Female human. 14 years a time of theft. No defects reported during
development. Unit reproductive systems scheduled for sterilization August 1, 2677. Dueto theft, unit was
not sterilized. No other restrictions or modifications were scheduled or performed on unit. Conclusion:
Unit isviable and desirable candidate for organic personatransfer. end tangent.]

processed. 519 Regiment: Non-active. 82nd Regiment: Theft of 3 flesh unitsfrom physomanufacturing
plant in Hong Kong on October 14th, 2676. Tangent 6.1.1.2

[begin tangent: Theft of 3 flesh units. Tangent 6.1.1.2.1

[begin tangent: Theft of flesh unit: Femae human. 8 years at time of theft. No defects reported during
development. Unit nonviable for transference of system or organic personafor another 31,500 hours.
Conclusion: Organic personaof John Wyeth was not transferred into this unit. end tangent.]

processed. Tangent 6.1.1.2.2

[begin tangent: Theft of flesh unit: Male human. 16 years a time of theft. No defects reported during
development, but unit has been harvested 4 times in the last 45,000 hours and would terminate within 6
hours of theft. Probability of termination: 100 occurrences per 100 scenarios. end tangent.]

processed. Tangent 6.1.1.2.3

[begin tangent: Theft of flesh unit: Female human. 17 yearsat time of theft. Reported defects: Blindness,
deafness, severe brain damage. Defects occurred 4 minutes, 18 seconds prior to theft. Defects attributed
to hemolixer eectrica dischargeinto biotube due to damage from combat. Probability of unit survival: 59
occurrences per 100 scenarios. Conclusion: All scenariosirrelevant. Damage to unit would render
organic personainoperative. end tangent.]

processed Probability of organic personaof John Wyeth being transferred into flesh units stolen by 82nd
Regiment: 1 occurrence per 870 scenarios. Conclusion: organic person transferal not achieved. end
tangent.]

processed. 112th Regiment: Active. Theft of 1 flesh unit from phys omanufacturing plant in Buenos Aires
on November 20, 2676. Tangent 6.1.1.3

[begin tangent: Theft of flesh unit: Mae human. 16 years of age at time of theft. No reported defects
during development. Unit has been modified: Sterilization of sexud reproductive system. Embedding of
compulsory persona4221 Trojan Horse betrayd routine. Unit will indicate presence through neurosonic
pulses transmitting at .000021 hertz. Tangent 6.1.1.3.1

[begin tangent: Accessing neurosonic pulse at .000021 hertz. Accessed. Pulse il active. Unit il
functiond. Conclusion: Unit must be rendered nonfunctiona. end tangent.]

processed Activating subpersona 4221.3 Battle Horse destruct routine. Unit will self destruct within 15



minutes. Probability of transfer of organic personaof John Wyeth into thisunit will beirrdevantin
maximum 15 minutes. end tangent.]

processed Conclusion: femae unit stolen by 3rd Regiment most likely scenario to contain organic
personaof John Wyeth. end tangent.|

processed Probability organic personaof John Wyeth was transferred into manufactured biologica unit:
97 occurrencesin 112 occurrences. end tangent.]

processed. Assumption two: Patterns of Res stance actionsindicate high probability of restoration of
organic persona. Tangent 6.2

[begin tangent: Verification of assumption. Accessing Resistance medica database. Accessed. 3rd
Regiment medica facilities managed by Doctor Philip Barrett. Tangent 6.2.1

[begin tangent: Medica records of Philip Elijah Barrett: Graduated Johns Hopkins Medica Universa
City highest honors class of 2653. Joined Resistance movement 2659. Assigned to 3rd Regiment
September 23, 2661. Estimated cognitive reconstruction patients: 1600. Executing probability wave
pattern 34F. Completed. Public record scans return an estimated 1375 processed Cues in current
society. end tangent.]

processed Normal reintegration success rate of 62.55% increased to estimated 84.07% due to superior
capabilities of Philip Barrett. Conclusion: Probability of origind organic persona John Wyeth surviving
reintegration is 84 occurrences per 100 scenarios. end tangent.]

processed John Wyeth is active in human female unit connected to the destroyed 3rd Regiment. Tangent
6.3

[begin tangent: Destruction of 3rd Regiment June 12, 2679. Class 67h d6 8ijfr89 hjngtr79 56 tr b
753vnk y tr89i hn rt6 ioktg 6 9 ui bnr 5 8 uihn r 6fhgu675hjk787 gfthji86gh; 765fhj88
hhbt578kngghkou denk,if s3wb4yubruu fgu8 r fhyi8trvyu i466wnSt 87j nib54 hrj78jn ryft 46 958h
56gh67hg ified. Processed. Probability of John Wyeth persona surviving Sand Rat Debacle: Certain due
to independent verification. end tangent.]

processed John Wyeth is active human femae unit connected to the 179th Regiment. end tangent.]

processed. Conclusion: John Wyeth isdive. Mogt likely scenario indicates John Wyeth has use of bound

trinary code through maturation of KME mnemonic inlays. Most likely scenario indicates John Wyeth has
knowledge of ThisUnit’s existence. Most likely scenario indicates John Wyeth able to destroy This Unit.

Damnyou, Philip LeClaire. end thread ]

[Thread 3: Resolution of reassessed probabilities of threat to This Unit. Termination required. Retrieval of
KME organic processing unit required. Conflicting requirements. Resolution: Modified termination
required. Termination restricted to John Wyeth organic persona. Retrieva of current biologica form of
John Wyeth after persona dissolution required. Accelerated persona dissolution by intense assault
required. Estimated 3,000 hours required before assault will produce acceptable effect. Estimated 3,020
hours until retrieval of flesh unit. Method: Achieve cascading sharding episodes through aggressive use of
outsde stimuli. Result: Catastrophic collgpse and ultimate dissolution of John Wyeth before--or
during--dissection and harvesting of KM E mnemonic inlays embedded within organic processing unit.

Action: Initiating concentrated assault on John Wyeth persona. Etimated time to first assault: 30 minutes.
end thread.]



end program.

Chapter Five

Thebarrackswasvery quiet when Gina Hawthornereturned from Lieutenant Posen’sroom at
two thirty in themorning. In order to keep B Company thisquiet during night oper ations, an
alpha wave dampening field was br oadcast from hidden emittersin the celling. Theresult was
all personnel dlipped into a deeper state of unconsciousness. Only intense shaking, very loud
noises or otherwise extreme conditions could disturb thislevel of induced deep. Gina intensely
didiked being subjected to thefield--it made her ashelplessto attack asthe dogs she was paid
to hate. But it was a necessary evil. And since the new recruit had shown up, Posen had issued
her a stimulant that somewhat counter acted the dampening field. She had wonder ed why. Now
she knew.

Ginaknelt beside the degping recruit--her name was Amandaor Abigail or something like that--and
looked at the deeping face. So peaceful. But also so deadly, as she had seen yesterday in the training
room and as Lieutenant Posen had so strongly emphasized only twenty minutes ago. Not that it mattered.
Thisgirl was against NATech Supreme and would have to be incapacitated. But not killed. Ginasmiled
in anticipation. Killing was too crude, anyway. Far better to kill their spirit, and let them know it, than to
kill them and put them beyond al knowing. Hearing them beg and plead was the best reward for thiskind
of work. And thisgirl was amost too easy, because Posen had given Ginatwo sharding disks.

She pulled one of the micro inducers out of her pocket and placed it againgt the girl’ sleft temple. Smilar
to theinducers used in IHADs, thismicro unit sent aspecific sgna to the fronta lobes that momentarily
weakened the persona barriersin ripes. It was a device used frequently by NATech Suppression Squads
to increase the chances and intensity of sharding episodes. Even better, if one knew how to trigger any of
the false personas contained in the Shard’ s mind, the Shard became that false persona. And Posen had
told Ginahow to trigger avery exciting ripe.

Tothink! A personawho would beg to be beaten! A helpless plaything that could not discern between
pain and pleasure. Gina s heart pounded from the anticipation of the next two and ahaf hours. She
would teach this girl rea pain. She would teach her the difference between pain and pleasure!

Ginathrilled from the danger that came with covert assgnments. If discovered by aloyd Res stance dog,
Ginawould be attacked and possibly captured. If she became too wrapped up in her assignment and
killed the girl, she, Gina, would aso bekilled, by NATech. Posen had given her afew details of the
messy way she' d beterminated. Ginaenjoyed listening. She loved the flavor of fear mixed with
excitement. Shefdt thetingle of the hunt and activated the sharding disk.

Theinducer gave asqued, then flashed briefly. The girl looked no different, but her outward appearance
was mideading Inside her mind, jagged pieces of neurosonic bursts were shredding the artificia barriers
between each of the personas. Ginahad to act quickly. There was only enough power for eight or ten
seconds. She began shaking the girl.

“Wake up!” Ginaordered inaquiet but firm voice. “Usdesstrash! No one said you could go to deep!
Now, wake up!” The girl began to dir.

* * % %

| was so deepy. | opened my eyes and saw lots of dark. There was someone in front of me, and | heard
ahigh sound. What"... what”...



The person in front of me covered my mouth. | started to scream, then choked as| felt ablow in my
stomach. The hand over my mouth twisted my face, and in my pain | saw | waslooking into the eyes of a
woman. | knew her. Itwas"*... itwas’...

Shehit meagain and | knew who | was. Thewoman | thought | knew smiled.

“You'regoingtodo as| tell you. Now, do not cry out.” She hit mein the tummy again, and laughed
when | started to moan. | amost cried out, but was happy | didn’t. | lay <till and looked into her eyes.
Shewas acting like an owner. Was she my owner, or did my owner give meto her for awhile? Her lip
was bleeding. She must have bitten it, out of happiness of seeing melikethis. Shelicked the blood and
stood up.

“I need to give you a besting, girl. But not here. Let’s go someplace private.” She grabbed my hair and
jerked meto my feet. | wasin alarge room with lots of other girls. Did she own al of them? She kicked
mein the back, and | sumbled into adark hallway. | was very proud that | didn’t make asound, just like
I’d been told.

She kept shoving me down the halway until we came to adoorway. | went past it, but she grabbed me
and turned me around. | smiled at her. She hit me with her fist and threw me into the doorway. It was
very dark insde, but | could seeit was abig bathroom. That was good. Lots of my memorieswerein
bathrooms.

“Thisisthe men’s showers. We won't be disturbed here. Company A isn't going to interfere, and
Company B, including the men, isunder adampening fidld.” | didn’t understand what she wastaking
about. It didn’t matter. | waswhere | belonged, and | think my new owner liked me. After al, she'd hit
me and made me fed good, right? And now she waslooking at me the sameway al my other owners
had. All except thelittle girl owner in the bright round room. She had been different. All my ownerswere
nice, but she was nicein adifferent way.

Wait. Didn't thelittle girl tell me that she was my owner? Or did | think it? 1 was confused. | was sure
that thelittle girl was my real owner. Thenwho wasthis'... | fet ahard hand strike my faceand | fell
down, feeling wonderful. | was so afraid! | loved being afraid. | looked up at her from the hard floor,
then rose to my knees.

“Look at you! You' reworthless!”
“I--1"'m sorry!”

Why did she say that? Sheliked hitting me and | only wanted to please her. She was my owner. But
what about thelittle girl?“ Areyou my owner?” | asked. “I thought theat my owner wes’..."

“Y ou thought?Idiot! You can't think! Yes, I’'m your owner. Do you doubt me?’

“NO! No, | don’t doubt you!” She did sound like an owner. “It’sjust that”..." | looked down. Shewas
nice.”I’m sorry. Do you want me?*

“Yes. Yes, | do. Comehere”

Happy to be able to do something, | got to my feet and walked up to her. She kicked me vicioudy, once
ineach leg, and | fell to my knees, where | belonged. My legs were pounding and they hurt. My Ieft leg
wasfilled with asharp pain, like when I’'m cut up with glass. | think it was broken. | heard her grunt with
pleasure. She dapped mein theface, and | felt astreak of blood on my cheek. It was avery sharp pain
and | cried.



“I told you not to cry out!”

“I’'msorry! | didn't meanto! I'll be better next time, | promisel” She stood there waiting for me, 0|
took off my top and dropped it, then hugged her around the waist, sobbing into her. She pressed my face
hard againgt her body, stroking my hair. She seemed both tense and excited. The painin my legsand her
soft touch blended together and started afirein my heart.

“Would you like meto hit you now?’

Sheredly did likeme! | felt so wonderful and wanted inside. “Oh, yes! I'd love that! How would you
likemeto be?’

“That'sjust fine.” | started to laugh with happiness, but then couldn’t because she kicked her kneeinto
my neck. My throat got hot and stopped working and | fell back to the floor. It felt warm againgt my
bare back. | tried to get up so she could hit me again, but | didn’t have to. She must have liked theway |
looked on the floor because she came up to me and kicked me twice, oncein my tummy and once below
my tummy. That was so nice! Usudly, | had to crawl over to my owner. Hard knots of good feding
exploded from my middle, then leaked out to my arms and legs. Pretty lights Started shining in my eyes
and my head was very full of something hot. | started to curl up around my pain, wanting to get closeto
it, but she put me on my back and mounted me. | waited for her to decide what she was going to do
next. | coughed a couple of times and got to swallow some blood. | was so happy! Sheloved me! | saw
the way her blouse moved up and down from her hard breathing. Her face was flushed and her eyes
were very bright. She pressed my hands back, squeezing my wristswith al her sirength. Her nails broke
my skin, coating our hands with swest, pretty blood. She was angry and excited. | saw her stare at my
breastsand | wiggled for her.

“I want to make you happy,” | whispered, trying to make her like me enough to kissme. My insides
werewarm and sticky, and | felt that wonderful feding in my body that | got when my owner beat me or
used me. | loved her. | smiled up at her.

“Areyou going to take me now? Please?| love you.”

She gasped and let go of me. | felt her weight come off me as she moved away. | got up on my kneesa
little, only my tummy made me bend over. But | liked that. | looked at her, scared | had not pleased her.

“I'm sorry! Did | say something wrong?’ Trying to think of away to make things better, | put my hands
down to my panties and Sarted to take them off. | felt atwingein my tummy. That meant | was hurt very
bad. | smiled, thinking how hard she’ d kicked me. She must be my real owner to love me that much.

“What are you doing?’ sheyelled at me. | looked at her, confused.

“I don't understand!” | sobbed, then fell forward to my hands and knees, coughing. My leg was burning.
Burning with love and pain. “ Aren’t you going to take me? Or would you like to beat me some more?
My inddesaredl hot, but | think | can stay awvake alittlelonger. | promise 'l try.”

She stepped up close. Shelooked confused. “What do you mean?Y ou know how badly you' re hurt,
but you want meto keep hitting you?’

“Oh, yed!” | said, feding happy again. “I loveit when you hit me! Or you can play with me. That’snice,
too!” | took her hand and placed it on me. “Touch me here.”

She got mad and scared and took her hand away. “No!” She looked confused again, and not at al like
my other owners. “I--1 mean, get dressed. Right now!”



“Okay.” My pantieswere close, S0 | put them on first. My left leg was burning with fire, only | couldn’t
seeit because it wasinside my leg and not on top of my leg, likeit waswith my other owner. Not Deke.
The other one. But not the first other one. The second other one. But not Deke. Deke was my first
owner. | did my pantieson. A shiver went up my back, making me gasp and giggle.

“What' swrong?’ she asked. “Doesit hurt?’

“Yed It swonderful!” | exclaimed, working my panties up over my upper legs. “Your firgt kick was so
hard it broke the bone.” | rubbed my leg. “See? Y ou can fed the bresk right here. And see the bump? It
you kick me again in the same place, the bone should come out. It makes me fed o pretty.” My top was
alittleways away, s0 | started to crawl toward it. | heard astep and waited for the blow, hoping it would
bein my leg. Either that or my tummy. Instead, she picked up my top and knelt besde me.

“Here, let me help you.” shesaid. | was so confused. Thiswas nice, but why didn’t she hit me?1 think |
knew why she didn’'t have sex with me; the little girl’ sfriend, the one with the dark, dark skin and dark,
dark eyes, said that some girlsdidn't play with other girls. | didn’t relly understand, but | think | did a
little. Maybe my owner was like that. But maybe she thought | waslikethat. | should try again.

She was right next to me when she pulled my top over my heed, so | kissed her. She hit my mouth, then
jumped back, wiping her mouth.

“What' swrong with you, Shard? Don't you redlize | wastrying to kill you?’
“Yes, | am! | promise | understand! Thank you.”
“Thank you?1 break your leg and you say thank you?’

“I’'msorry!” | cried, afraid I’d said thewrong thing. “I don't like talking! It hurts me and makes me have
to think and | say everything bad. I’'m sorry.” | had anideaand smiled. “If you want, I'll stop talking and
we can just play.”

“But you're hurt.”
“I know.”

She looked at me, then came back and put my top on me. | wanted to kiss her again, but | was pretty
sure she didn’t want me to. She finished, then swore and turned meto her, raising afist. | lifted my face
up to her and closed my eyes, waiting.

But shedidn’t hit me. She grabbed my shoulders and began shaking me.
“Aren’'t you going to fight back?’

“No,” | said with surprise. “That’ swrong. | should never fight an owner. Besides, why should | fight
something that makes mefed good? All my owners taught me that. Even Stays and Cut taught me that,
and they weren’t my owners. Only Stays almost was, but he wasn't. But Deke was good. Y ou are, t00.”
She jerked like something hit her. | looked at her, alittle confused. “ Aren’t ownersthe same way?’

Shedidn’'t say anything. Shejust stared at me with wet eyes. | noticed that when people were quiet like
this, they were sometimes thinking. Either that or they were adeep. But her eyes were open, so shewas
thinking. She saw me staring at her and she amiled.

“Yes Yes, | think we are. But aren't you afraid?’



| thought about that. | hated hard questions, but she wanted an answer, so | tried red hard to answer.
“Wadll, | dwaystry to be afraid. It makesmefed likeabig girl!”
“No, not that way. | mean, aren’'t you ever afraid in abad way?’

“Oh! That kind of afraid. Yes, alittle. I’'m sad when | don’'t do what I'm told. And I’'m afraid when I'm
alone. There sthis bright round room that | stay in, and--"

“No.” She was becoming sad and alittle angry. She pulled me close to her strong body. “I mean, aren't
you afraid you' |l be killed when this happens? When people like” ... When people like me do these things
toyou?*

What aslly question! “Why?If it makes you happy to kill me, then I’m happy, too!” | thought allittle bit.
“But | would be alittle sad because | couldn’t make you happy anymore after that, because I’ d be dead.
| remember”... no, I’m sorry.”

“What? What do you remember?’

“A knife. Or wasit glass? Yes, it was glassthe |ast time. That was when my owner two owners ago
wanted to kill me. He had owned me for awhile then wastired of loving and hurting me. | tried hard to
pleasehim! | redly did. But he kept saying | was making him turn into me, or something. | didn’t
understand. Then one night he came home and was very angry and scared, like you are now. He said,

"Y ou’' ve made me like you are, and I’ m destroyed.” That was the night he took me into the bathroom
and put the glassinto me. He put it in my tummy and my aimsand my eyesand”..." | shook my head. ”|
can't remember anymore.”

“Try.” | felt atear splash on my face. She waslooking away. What was wrong?

“Why are you asking me al these questions?’ | was getting scared she didn’t like me anymore. “Let’snot
talk! | don't liketak!” | started coughing very hard.

“What'swrong? Areyou al right?” Shetalked in aloud voice, but she sounded far, far away.

“I think | can stay awake.” Thefirein my leg wasgoing away, and | suddenly fdt abig thingin my
stomach. | rolled onto the floor and wrapped up into alittle bal. “I’'m sorry! | can’t stay awake! My
tummy’smoving al around and my specid placefedsadl full. I think I'm al full of blood. That’swhy I'm
al tingly and excited!” | giggled and touched mysdif. “1 can taste my blood likeit' s my dinner!”

She jerked, then leaned back against thewall, but still closeto me. Shewas crying. | was sad she didn’t
like meanymore.

“What’ syour name?’ she asked softly.

“Oh, | don’'t haveaname,” | said, glad to finally hear aquestion | could answer. “I’ve never had one. I'm
just hereto do as|’mtold. What' s your name?’

“My name?’ Shewas alittle surprised. Maybe | asked agood question.

“Uh-huh. My other owners had names. And all the people | saw had names, | think.” | had to stop
talking to cough. Every time | coughed, something pinched my tummy and squeezed my lungs. “They're
all important. Y ou must be even more important, because you' re so good at being an owner. So that
meansyou have aname.” | was proud that | could think of that.



She began to say something, but | started coughing again. | was getting deepy. She shook me and called
to meto stay awake.

“I’'m s0 sorry! Isthere something | can do to make you fed better?’ she said.

| smiled and coughed. Blood spilled on the floor from my mouth. She did like me! Shewasgoing to let
me decide! Yay! | could ask her to play with me. That would be nice! But | don't think | worked there
anymore. Then | thought of something even nicer.

“Could you kick me again? Please! It feds so nice when you do it. You're alot better kicker than my
other owners. Even Deke, only he was good with aknife. Here' sagood place.” | stretched out and
pulled up my shirt alittle to show her whereto kick me. My fingersfelt along bump. | looked down and
saw along white bump above my tummy, under my breast. “How did that get there?’ | said.

| looked a my owner to ask her where the white line came from. But she wasn't going to answer me.
She was pushing herself againgt the wall and her eyes were wild. She was making loud soundsthat were
amost angry, but more scared. She didn’t like me, after dl.

The room started getting darker and started moving around and around like my tummy. It wastimeto go
to deep. | wondered if | was going back to that bright round room where that lady, Miss*... miss’...
miss somebody was. | was not good with words.

* k * %

| was so deepy. | opened my eyes and saw lots of dark. There was someonein front of me, and | heard
ahigh sound. What" ... what” ...

The person in front of me covered my mouth. | started to scream, then choked as| felt ablow in my
stomach. Suddenly, it was't dark any more. Light came pouring in from al around me, and | jumped.
Wait. | couldn’t jump, | wasin bed.

No | wasn't. | was back in the hallway leading to the waiting room. NO! What had happened? There
was that noise--and did someone hit me?--and then here | was. | must have sharded again. Fear tickled
my spineas| ran to the round room that held my ripes. Who was | thistime? And how long would |
remain that way? Though | would prefer being mysdlf, | fervently prayed that it was Miss DeChant who
wasin control of my body now.

| reached the end of the hall, where the computers were, and ran by them. There was someone seated.
Graying hair, dightly stooped shoulders. It was Miss DeChant. | fet aknot in my stomach. That meant
that I’ d sharded into the pleasure girl. If | wasn't dready dipping into the timeessindifference of the
waiting room, | would probably have broken down. Asit was, | till gasped.

Miss DeChant heard me and turned around. Though we had clung to each other during her--our--rape,
thiswasthefirst time I’ d ever seen her while she was coherent. She had acam face, with pretty gray
eyes and astrong jaw. Like me, she was naked. She frowned dightly when she saw me, but didn’'t rise.

“Mademoisdlle! What are you doing here?’

“I’ve sharded, Miss DeChant. | was hoping it was you. Unfortunately, it' s the other woman, the pleasure
ripe, who's conscious now.”

“No, child, sheisnot. Sheishere, in my lap, the poor thing.”
| stepped forward dowly and looked past Miss DeChant’ s shoulders. Curled there, her head indeed in



Miss DeChant’ slap, was the pleasureripe, crying quietly.
“But”... but then whoseripeis controlling my body?*
Miss DeChant looked up with wide eyes and shook her head.

* k% k% %

“Sir, | hateto disturb you.” The computer’ s voice was soft, feminine, and fearful. “I redize you need to
relax from your many duties. But I’ m obeying your request to waken you at 0430. It' s that time now,
sr.” The voice was painfully apologetic. Posen groaned and rolled over, staring up into the dim quarters.
That damned compuiter.

“It'snot 0430 yet,” heingsted.

“I'm so sorry. | will executeinternd diagnostics now to locate my problem. Diagnostics complete. It is
0430, sr. Shdl | come back in ten minutes?’

“No. I’'m up. Please delete thiswake up call and record that | awoke at my standard time. Override
code Posen AA1AA11AIpha”

“Of course, Sir! The official log has been amended to show you arose a 0615, asnormad.” Asnormd for
thelog. Moretimesthan not, Lieutenant Posen did not arise until well after nine. Posen was not a
morning person.

Thismorning, however, was very different. Posen had agreed to hear Private Hawthorne' sreport at
0500, and he was not going to missit. It was with great relish that he anticipated being told the story of
Private Wyeth’ s humiliation. If it weren't such amessy business, Posen himself might have been tempted
to thrash the girl.

He showered quickly in his private bath, wishing he had hisfull ninety minutesto prepare. But that would
have meant waking up at 0330. It didn’t matter. He wanted to look just right of course, but Hawthorne
wouldn't betelling anyone about hisless than perfect attire. He chuckled and began drying off.

Twenty-five minutes later, Lieutenant Posen sat down at hisdesk. Like every regimental commander, he
had a combination living and working quarters, so the total commute time was three seconds. He sat
down and prepared his greeting.

“It'sabout time, Private.” He spoke sharply and with atone of impatience. No, not quiteright. It wasa
remark, not an order. And what if she were on time?

“Good morning, Private. May | have your report?’ No, too friendly. Distance. That’ swhat the mgjor at
the very exclusive Randex Military Academy aways said. Keep your distance from the troops and you

will keep their respect.

“Report, Private.” Yes, that wasit. Clean, concise, to the point. Should he stand when she entered? He
shook hishead. Mugt still betired to even think that. Of course he wouldn't stand. He was the officer,
she was the dog. He snorted. Female soldiers! What a useless|ot. Good enough for standard chores and
for kegping the men’s morae up, but generaly awaste of time. That there were rare exceptions like Eyer
only proved therule. Femae dogs. He let out ashort laugh. That would make them bitches.

uTi rren

“It's 0459, sr.” Good. Another minute. Then ten more to get the report and perhaps another ten to



report in turn to his superiors. He didn’t even need to leave his quarters, Hawthorne was to return the
badly beaten Wyeth to her bed and attempt to reshard her to her original persona. If shefailed, then no
harm done; whoever found her in the morning would have her taken to sickbay regardless of whatever
ripe was on the surface. Either way, that little upstart would never know that she’ d been sharded on
purpose. How he wished he could ook her in the eyes and tell her what had been doneto her, under his
orders. That would take some of the punch out of her saucy attitude.

Her eyes. For amoment, Posen pictured those eyes as they were yesterday, when she systematically
dismantled Olecki. Her mastery of him had been no fluke. Even after thefirgt two exchanges, when
Olecki had knocked her down, she remained calm, saying she wanted his measure for his safety. What
followed only seemed to validate her statement.

And earlier in the week she had lain on the bed in the hospital and camly told him--to his facel--that she
would kill him if he dighted her again. Such an impudent girl. And in front of Cooper, noless. Yet she
had been serious. Deadly serious. Her eyestold him that. Like Eyer, she was afemaedog. A bitch.

How could a child have such an intense stare, such focused purpose? Y es, she was a Cue. But could that
much of a personacarry over from host to host through the centuries? Wasit possble that a haf-grown
woman could carry the experiences of an accomplished warrior? It seemed impossible! But her eyes'®...
If she ever discovered Posen’sroleinthis’. ..

He shook off the chill and curtly asked for the time. Damn! The woman was five minuteslate! He had
madeit very clear to her that Wyeth needed to be returned an hour before the dampening field was
turned off at 0600. He had used Hawthorne several times before, to rough up recruits who had ideas of
enjoining the enemy, or to settle a score that was beneath him. She was very efficient and quite ruthless, a
ussful tool.

Shewas dso late. Posen tried to busy himsalf with some routine work, but could not wait longer than ten
minutes. Now fifteen minutes late, and with the dampening field being shut off in forty-five, Posen decided
he had to act.

“Compuiter, give methelocation of Private Hawthorne.”

“There are currently two Private Hawthornes attached to this regiment. Private Richard Hawthornisin
themen’s A Company barracks. Private--"

“No, youidiot! | want the location of the woman.”
“Private GinaHawthorne is not ingde the compound.”
“Thenwhereisshe?’

“Unknown.”

“Wherewas she last?’

“Private Gina Hawthorne was |ast reported at the primary hanger entrance. She left the compound at
0305.”

“Computer, where isthe present location of Private Abigall Wyeth?’
“Private Abigall Wyeth is presently located in the men’s showers”

“Where?" Posen demanded, not redlly intending to query the computer, who nevertheless repegted the



information. “1sanyonewith her?’

“Negative”

“Isshe conscious?’

“This system cannot determine the ate of organic life forms outside the men’s and women'’ s barracks.”

He knew that, but had forgotten it momentarily. He sighed and opened adrawer. Insde was his pistal.
He turned the charger on, picked up his holster, and |eft his office, heading toward the men’'s showers.

The corridors were dark and deserted, and Posen was able to reach the showersin less than two
minutes. He passed ingde, then waited for his eyesto adjust to the even degper shadows of the showers.
Theindicator on his pistol wasflickering green and red, indicating afull charge on the lethal setting.
Thinking about it, he lowered the setting to stun. Like Hawthorne, he' d been told the consequences of
killing Wyeth. Unlike Hawthorne, he took no excitement from it. After amoment, the lightsflickered
green and light yellow. Taking adeep breeth, he stepped around the modesty wall, leveling hisgun.

Therewas adark object on the floor three metersin front of him and hefired. It was abody, but it
seemed immune to the shot, for instead of jerking, it merely absorbed the energy bolt. A sharp acid taste
burned his gut and throat. Scared, Posen hastily put the setting back to lethal and cursed the downess of
the charge.

Hewas blessing it two seconds later. It took that long for him to redlize that the reason the body didn’t
react was because it was beyond reaction. He lowered the setting yet again and approached the body
carefully.

It was Wyeth. For amoment, the fear returned. She was dead! His heart raced and a cold swesat broke
out. Wait. No, shewas dive. He could make out her dowly rising and falling somach. Shewaslyingina
pool of blood, barely clothed. Her top was covered with blood and her panties were soaked init. There
were scratches or cuts along her cheeks. Hawthorne had redlly been enthusiastic with this one. Shewas
not around to admire her handiwork, however.

“Hawthorne?’ Posen called out softly. No answer. He called out again, then remembered she' d left the
compound. Damn! That meant that he had to carry Wyeth back to the women’ s barracks! That much
blood; it would ruin histunic. Well, he sighed, the price of command. Holstering his pistol, he stooped
over thegirl.

Hewas not a particularly strong man, but she was not aparticularly large girl. She seemed even smaller
now as he carried her back to the barracks. In the comparative brightness of the corridor, and from a
distance of ahalf meter, hewas ableto look at her closdly for thefirst time.

Unconscious like this, she looked incredibly young. To think he'd ordered” ... no, the orders had come
from above. Her condition wasn't hisfault. Still, to salve his over-reacting conscience, he' d order the
dampening field turned off ten minutes early. That would give them additiona time to discover her and get
her to sickbay.

He entered the women’ s barracks and quickly located her bunk. The other women were fast adeep. He
laid the child on her bunk. Child? No. Woman. He was surprised that even looking like this, shehad a
certain beauty to her. Glancing around to see he wasn't observed, he leaned down and kissed her on the
mouth. He tasted the blood on her lips, but instead of revulsion, sensed a quickening of hisheart. He
dowly pulled hismouth away, staring at her soft features. Fedling flushed and vaguely guilty of taking
advantage, he glanced around. Everyone was adegp, no one was staring. He became more aggressive



and leaned down again.

Ten minutes later, he left the women’ s barracks, humming dightly. Thetrip back to his quarterswas
quick and uneventful. Onceinside, he turned the lights up and clucked disapprovingly at his
blood-spattered tunic. Still, not too high aprice to pay for asolid night’swork. He' d carried out his
orders very well and had even gotten an unexpected bonus. He felt like sharing his happiness.

“Computer. Please |eave the dampening field on an additiond thirty minutestoday. We'll |et the troops
despinthismorning.”

“Ya S'r.n

A very good night'swork. And still early enough for another three hours of deep.

Chapter Six

Doctor Resder shook hishead dowly, and raised hishand from the girl’sneck. Hereached to
hisleft and snapped off the uv field that disinfected the examination table wher e the two men
had placed thelimp body. Next he switched off the now useless stasisfield that stabilized a
patient’svital sgnsFinally, he pulled the white sheet up over her head, a practicethat had little
real function but had carried through the centuries asthe symbolic final pronouncement of
death.

“I’'m sorry, dr, but the damage was too severe. She’ s been dead for awhile.”
Lieutenant Posen turned sharply to the two men.
“Why didn’t you bring her hereimmediately after discovering her?” he demanded.

Both men were clearly upset, more from being accused than from intimidation. Both men came to tighter
attention, and one answered.

“But, ar! Wedid bring her hereimmediately. After we notified you, as per your standing orders, we--"

“Wall, that’ s not going to help her now, isit?’ Posen interrupted. “ Following your precious orders may
very well havekilled her! I'm going to see--".

“Pardon me, Lieutenant.” Resder’s calm voice diced through Posen’ stirade. Posen’ s ears burned red
because such aquiet voice could cut through his. “But as | said, she' s been dead since at least last night.
There' s nothing these two could have done to change that.”

Posen gtared at the doctor, then nodded. He returned his attention to his men. “Very well. I'll consider
the doctor’ s tatement and determineif any disciplineiswarranted. Dismissed.” The two hurriedly saluted
and left. Posen turn sharply to me.

“And what about you, Wyeth? Do you know anything about Private Hawthorne' s death?’
| looked at him, then turned my head away. | didn’t want to ded with him today.
“Answer my question!” he shouted. | ignored him. He sharply inhaled.

“Please, Lieutenant!” Resder’ svoicewas not ascam or quiet asit had been. “1 must insst you refrain
from exciting my patient. Private Wyeth is still exhausted, and the injuries from her attack are not fully



healed. Speaking of which,” he added with a careful tone, “What have you uncovered so far? It's been
over twenty-four hours.”

| perked my earsto hear Posen’ s answer, even though | aready knew what it was going to be.

“Don't take that tone with me, Doctor,” Posen spoke coadlly. “The investigation is continuing smoothly. |
should imagine we || discover theidentity of the private' s attacker at the proper time. These things cannot
be hurried. We don’t want to miss any cluesthat may point the way to asolution.” He sounded like a
cheap detective novel. And as predictable as one, too. | heard him step closer and tap my shoulder

roughly.
“Now, once again, Private. What do you know about Private Hawthorne' s death?’

The quickest way to get rid of him was to answer his questions. So | raised mysdlf up on an elbow and
looked at where shelay. It wasthe athletically built girl who had smiled a memy first day inthe
barracks. She barely looked like the same person. Part of the reason was that the compl ete relaxation
that accompanies death tended to change a person’ s appearance. But the main reason was that a good
portion of her face had been scorched and removed by aletha burst from an energy gun at point blank
range. | lay back down on the bed, careful not to pull my left leg, which lay encased in a pocketed gravity
field while the bone knitted.

“I’'msorry, dir, but | don't have any ideawhat happened to her,” | said dully. Just these few words were
tiring. Thiswas my second morning of my second stay in Resder’ s care, and though my wounds were
more serious, they were dso more easly tended, and | was hedling rapidly. But the process left me
constantly wesk.

“That' s hard to believe, Private. Both of you injured in the same period of time, and you're sayingit' sa
coincidence?’

“No, gr. I’'m not saying that. I’m not saying anything. Perhaps the same person that attacked mekilled
Hawthorne. | don’'t remember anything after going to bed two nights ago.” There was something about
his closeness that made my flesh crawl. | turned my head to thewall again. “Please, Sir, let me deep. |
don't fed well.”

“I'll tell you when you can deep, Private. Y ou haven't satisfied me yet.”

A shiver went up my spine. Theway he sounded made mefed dirty. | bit my lower lip, but said nothing.
Fortunately, Resder did.

“That isenough! Lieutenant, if you say so much asone moreword, | will report your actionsin my
medical log as gross negligence after consultation by aphysician. Furthermore, | will bring that entry to
TAU and demand action.” Hisvoice wasrising steadily, but now he caught himself and spoke normally.
“Please, ar. I’'m asking you to leave. Private Wyeth will be able to answer more questions tomorrow,
though | can’t see how anything can be gained. Whether or not she chooses to answer those questionsis
up to her. But not until tomorrow. Now, good day, sir.” Hisfinal tone was of such firm dismissa, not
even Posen could resist.

“Very well, Doctor. I'll return tomorrow. In the meantime, I'll post Cooper at the foot of her bed.”
“No.”
“What did you say?’

“l said 'no’. His presenceis not wanted and not needed. I’ not have an obvious antagonist in the



congtant presence of my patient. Not only will it upset her, delaying her return to active duty, it would be
most i nappropriate during the frequent examinations | must carry out with these kinds of injuries. The
answer isno and will be recorded in my log assuch.”

Posen |eft, fuming, but with nothing to say in the face of such firmness. | turned my head back to Resder
and smiled up & him.

“Thank you, doctor. Y ou have no idea how much | appreciate this.”

“You’'rewelcome, young lady. And | think | have agood idea, Abigall. | noticed how tense you became
when he came near you.”

“And thank you for kegping Cooper out of here.”

“Again, you' rewelcome. | was stretching it abit with that, but his presence would have made our talking
impossble”

| stopped smiling. “I’'m sorry. | forgot you' re not just adoctor.” | started twisting the sheetswith my
fingers. “It was niceto forget.” Hetook my handin his.

“Thenforget it. Listen to me.” With his other hand, he gently turned my face back to him. “I said, listen.
Long before | was recruited by TAU, | was aphysician. For the next few days, that’sdl | an. | have no
other interest beyond getting you back on your feet. There’ sno such person asMagor Resder. I'm
Doctor Resder.” He smiled dowly and with such care, | had to smile back.

“Thank you, doctor. | needed to hear that.” | closed my eyes, feding the tension draining from me. | felt
the gravity fied diminish, and coal ar brushed my leg.

“I was also telling the truth when | talked about Cooper’ s presence being inappropriate. How does that
fed?’ Hepulled gently on atoe.

1] I:ire”

Hecircled to the Side, pulled out a sounder and began going over the break. The gentle warmth the
gravity ding normally provided my leg intensfied until it was uncomfortable. | winced, but held till. He
nodded.

“Good. Stay motionless. I d like to extend treatment to three minutes this morning.” He continued to
focus on my leg, but carried on the conversation. “Tell me, why did you reect like you did to Posen?’

“I don’'t know.” | remembered his closeness and made aface. “ For some reason, he gives me the
willies”

“Could it be aremainder of your experience from two nights ago?’

“I don’t know that, either. I'm sure | sharded, but | don't recdl anything. In the past, there' s always been
aperiod when | wasn’'t in control of my thoughts and actions, but | was at least aware of them. Thistime,
| went to bed after our discussion, and | woke up here, feding like pounded mullet. It was very
disorienting.”

“And scary.”

“Yes” | answered honestly. “And scary. It sHill scary. Isthis going to keep happening to me? Doctor,
am | becoming a Shard?’



He said nothing, but kept working on my leg. Three minutes passed, then five. He seemed willing to
continue treetment for aslong as| could stand it. | wasrdieved he didn’t answer my question. And the
pain and itching in my leg helped divert my attention and worries,

| looked a my leg. Doctor Resser had told me it had been either kicked or struck with ahard object.
There was a clean break a the midpoint of the femur. My right leg was badly bruised aswell, but
unbroken. My stomach and kidneys had been struck and badly injured. My face and throat had been hit,
but not as severdly. Overdl, the injuries were consistent with a severe beating. | looked over at the
covered body on the other side of the room. Had she beaten me? Resder caught my look.

“Yes, Abigal, I think Private Hawthorne was responsible. She was athug, ahired dog for Posen. I've
seen her handiwork before, and your injuries are Smilar to othersthat have crossed her.”

“But shedoesn't look like”..."

“A brute?’ He looked back at her. “No, | don’t suppose she does. But neither do you look like a hot
shot puterverse genius and highly trained dog.”

“I don't fed like oneright now. | fed likel have no control over what’sgoing on. | fed likeahelpless
victim.”

“Don’t!” He spoke so sharply that he moved the sounder field off the bone, causing meto yelp. “ Sorry.
But | meanit: Don't giveinto your fears, Abigail. What happened to you was not only not your fault, it
was beyond”..." He broke off his sentence.

“It was beyond my control,” | finished for him.

“All right, you have very good reason to fed helpless. But don't give in to despair, Abigail. Once you do,
onceyou alow despair to dictate your thoughts and actions, then you' ve started the lonely walk toward
becoming a Shard. Y ou must fight it.”

“I can't fight it, Doctor! Not when I’'m some soulless pleasure ripe, or a piece of machinery in space, or
who knowswhat else. When | shard, | don’t exist!” | was breathing hard, closeto tears.

“But you can fight it when you' re Abigail Wyeth! And Abigall Wyeth isworth fighting for.” He shut off
the sounder and re-engaged the gravity ding. He came up to me and took my hand, putting hisface close
tomine.

“I haven't had alot of opportunity to get to know you, Abigail.” He flashed me aamile. “It seemslike half
thetime | do seeyou, you're bleeding and unconscious.” The smilefaded. “And I’'m sure | sacrificed
some of your trust when you found out | wasin TAU counterintelligence.”

“Wdl”..."

“No, let mefinish. We haven’t had much chance to become friends. And most of what | know about you
I"veread from dry reports, or reviewed through holoimages. In fact, the only reason | even opened up to
you was because | needed to take advantage of your abilities, and to keep some sort of control over
you.” | kept my look neutra, and he smiled again briefly. “Thank you for not contradicting me or acting
surprised.

“Despite these drawbacks and artificid barriers, though, | have come to know you, Abigail. And what |
seeisavibrant, exciting, happy, lovely young lady, ready to make her mark on the world. Who' s aready
making her mark on theworld. | don’t want to seethat logt. I'll fight for you, Abigail. Will you?’



| stared up a himin silence. | should have been suspicious of hisulterior motives. | should have been
cynica that he wanted mefor my puterverse skill, or asan dly in hisgill vague misson against NATech's
infiltration in the 179th. At the least, | should have kept in mind that hewas ahighly trained TAU agent,
and could make his voice sound any way he wanted.

| wasn't any of those things. Way deep inside me, | knew he was being completely truthful. Woman's
intuition? A gut feding? Desperation? | don’t know. | do know that hiswords struck a hidden placein
my heart and smashed it open. All my fears and worries and sadness burst out and engulfed me. Findly,
findly, findly, it wastimeto let the pain go.

| threw my arms around him and pulled him down to me, sobbing into his shoulder. | suppose | should
have said something, but the great Abby Wyeth comebacks and witticisms and rejoinders dl took the
day off, and | just cried. He held me, as afather holds a daughter, and let me cry. And cry.

* k% k% %

“After | finished my three year resdency at Lunar Thirty-one, Diane and | came back to Earth and
settled in France in October of 2665. We didn’t have much--"

“In France? But” ... but | thought France had been destroyed during the Terran/Martian Wars?*

“Really? It certainly looked fineto me. Of course, Pariswas nearly obliterated. If | remember my history
correctly, there was agood-sized rock that hit northwest of the city, creating ahundred-kilometer crater.
Why? Areyou from there?’

“No. I--1--just know someone from there.” Redlly, Abby? Then how come you fed such overwheming
relief? And why did | even ask? | knew France till existed. | had done severd raidsthere with the Third.
Infact, only sx months ago, we made”....

“Earthto Abigail.”
| started from my wandering. “1’m sorry, Doctor.”

“That'sokay.” Hetook asip from his coffee cup, which he' d brought back from dinner earlier this
evening. If | could take that self-warming cup back to the twenty-first century, | could retire a the age of
eighteen, sainted by millions of coffee drinkers.

“Anyway, we struggled for alittle while, dwaysthelot of ayoung doctor. We had al of oneroom, over
the garage of anice lady who took ared liking to Diane. My practice was across the common, about a
fiveminutewak. We didn't have ahov a thetime, but it didn’t matter. We were ayoung married
couple, inlove, full of dreams.”

Hetook another drink. | didn’t need woman’ s intuition to see the next scene.
“NATech?’ | asked quietly.

“Who e 2?7 he shrugged. “ A squad was chasing a Cue who had just killed one of their people. Probably
in self-defense; that area of southern Franceis pretty tight with NATech. They had cornered himin the
garage under our gpartment. Apparently he had taken the soldier’ s gun, because he was able to hold
them off for amoment. Diane woke me up when she heard the shots, then went to the window. She grew
up inasmall town in northern China, where NA Tech and the Resistance were distant things. Shedidn’t
know. | had been up late on acall that night and was dow to wake up. When | did, she had just pulled
the curtain back. | yelled at her to get down.”



Hedidn't say anything, reliving what happened next in quiet sadness. His eyes stared into the mug, and
he remained motionless. | remained till aswel. After amoment he smiled sadly and continued.

“One of soldiers must have caught sight of her, because they threw ariot light on her. She threw her ams
up to cover her eyesjust asthey opened fire. She didn’t even scream. At least four of the first dozen hits
werefatd.

“The remainder of the shotsignited the house. It was an old style wooden frame, so the high-energy
beams ripped it to shreds and the whole structure was in flamesinstantly. | wanted to go to her, even
though | knew she was dead. | couldn’'t. The whole side of the house disintegrated. | raced out the door
and around to the front. | don’'t know why, maybe | was hoping they’ d kill me, too.

“They amost did. My suddenly appearing caused them to swing their gunsto me. But the Cue ran out
from the flames just then, firing and killing one of them. They opened fire, and he disappeared inawave
of light and heat. His scream brought meto my sensesand | ran back behind the burning garage.” His
voice became bitter with self-recrimination. “ They didn't come after me. Killing acitizen during abéttleis
acceptable. Killing one afterwardsis not. Of course, they had one of their recbots there to verify killsfor
promotion, so they weren’t eager to record gunning down an unarmed man running away like acoward.”

“You can't possibly believe that what you did was cowardly, Doctor.”

“I don’'t now. At thetime, | couldn’t think of anything except that I" d failed Diane, and that she was dead
and | wasn't. You don’t know what it’ s like to be married and soin love, Abigail.” He looked up,
flushing. “My apologies. Perhapsyou do.”

| shook my head. “No. I’ ve never been married. | was till single when my ripings started. | wasin love
once, though.” | till was.

“The emptinesswas amost overwheming. | couldn’t continue my practice, of course. Once word was
out that NATech had destroyed my home, | was effectively shunned by the pro-NATech community. |
didn’t care. | closed my practice and returned to Lunar Thirty-one. Therel lost mysdf in my work for
severd years.

“Then, about nine years ago, | wasrecruited by aclinic located in Manila. | didn’t know it, but Manila
was a pro-Resistance city-state, and the clinic was used mainly by civilians either in the pay of or
voluntarily active with the Resistance. Within six months, | became involved with the Resistance. Part of it
was because of what NATech had done to Diane and to my life. The main reason was my closenessto
my patients and their lives. They knew they couldn’t win, fighting NATech. Y et they kept fighting. Why?’

“Because they knew they could make adifference,” | said quietly. He nodded.

“Yes. Exactly. They couldn’t defeat NATech, but they could perhapslimit NATech'sinfluence. | was
swayed by their commitment.”

“How did you end up in TAU counterintelligence?’ | asked.

“That wasn't difficult. Lunar Thirty-oneisaprimary microsat factory and launch point. They aso act as
the emergency backup Orbita Schematics bank for the Lunar Fivefacility. There’ sasgnificant civilian
population, but dl medica saff are required to undergo hours of smulation of combat conditionsin case
of attack. And adoctor isan excellent prospect for counterintelligence. We're easily inserted into a
suspect regiment. We re supposed to have ethics. And we are to an extent outside the unit command
gructure.” Hefinished his coffee and stretched.



“Well, enough story telling for tonight. What say we have another round of trestment for thet leg, dl
right?’

We were about five minutes into the intense treatment when a thought occurred to me.

“Do you suppose | could access, Doctor? It would divert my attention from the pain, alowing you to
continue alittle longer, and | could catch Mike up with what’ s going on. He might even be ableto * help’
the Lieutenant with hisinvestigation”...."

“That doesn’t sound wise, Abigail.” He sounded doubtful. “ There sabig difference between having your
attention diverted and being completely detached from treatment. There' sawaystherisk of having
something happen in the puterverse that may cause your body to flinch or move suddenly.”

“Um.” | pulled my lip, thinking. “How about you put the gravity ding on my upper leg? That would
immobilizeit and till allow trestment for my lower leg.” He il looked skeptical, so | switched tactics.
“Look, you and | both know nothing’ s going to come of Posen’ sinvestigation. I’ m half convinced he
authorized my attack. We know that Hawthorne didn’t act on her own initiative. So who used her? If |
don't find out, no onewill.”

“I can have Sergeant Eyer look intoit,” he offered without conviction.

“Jody’ sanice person and asolid dog. | count her asafriend, and her heart’sin the right place. But she
doesn't have the mind or character for thiskind of thing. Youand | do.” | tapped my left leg, smiling.
“And you're busy. Besides, | won't be doing too much, just telling Mikewhat | want. Not only that,
but--"

“All right!” he gave up with mock exasperation. “Y ou remind me of aterrier | had asaboy. He d get his
teeth into asock and he' d shakeit until it fell gpart. Fine. Go ahead and access. But you must allow me
to be able to end accessif needed. Also, I’d like permission to examine your other internd injuries.”

“Of course, Doctor. | trust you completely. I’ll hold the accessfield to just my head. And I'll arrange for
you to terminate my access.” Onimpulse, | added, “1I’ll go one better. I'll set it up with Miketo give you
unaitended full access”

He stared. “Y ou can do that? Give full accessto someone?’

“Of coursel can. | told you, it smy world. You'll only be ableto stay on two or three minutes, even with
the shielding. But if | shard again, | may need someone who can communicate with Mike. So we both
benefit from this. Just be careful.”

“Youdon't need to tell me. I’ ve dready had one too many experiences with unshielded access with you.
Thank you, Abigail.” He raised hisvoice. “Computer! Secure sickbay, TAU leve clearance. Internd
authorization: SRO71C.” There was adight deadening of sound as the shields went up. He nodded a me

and began shifting the gravity ding to my upper leg.
“Access,” | announced.

The sickbay flashed out of existence and Groucho and the duck showed up to greet me. The duck was
pulling aong a coffee table behind him. Despite the seriousness of thistrip, | had to laugh.

“Okay, | give up. Why a coffeetable, Groucho?’

Groucho looked up a mein surprise. “Because | only had one piece of string.” The duck quacked in
surpriseaswell.



“Huh?’ I"d thought thisthing up one night after being up al the previous two nights programming. | had
been more than alittle punchy, and as a consequence | was paying for it ayear later. Despite their
oddbd| looks, though, they were performing ava uable function, constantly looking for imaginative users
willing to take achance. | had begun sowing thefields of the future puterverse.

“Wadll, if | had had two strings, I’ d have brought aong the end tables instead. Although theidea of aduck
pulling two end tablesisludicrous.”

“Okay,” | said carefully. Now wasn't the time to continue this thread. *“ Have you seen Mike around?’
“Y es. Heknows you' re here and hel Il be around shortly, whichisn't surprising”...*

“He snot that tal, yeah, yeah. Y ou said that last month. Better work up some new materiad.” He
wandered off, the duck dutifully pulling the coffee table behind him. The sky turned emerad green, and
Mike shot across the horizon. | waved and he bolted down toward me. He made to pass through me,
but although | would have enjoyed a moment of cyberintamacy with him, | didn’t want to upset my body.
Instead | held my arms, and he just landed next to me.

“What' swrong?’ he complained. “Y ou're not turning into aprude, are you?’

“No, I’'m not. Just accessthe last forty hours of the regimental logs and you'll find out why you' re not
dlowed intonight.”

He frowned for a moment, then shook his head.

“| don't get it, Abby. There' s nothing unusua. Other than the one fatdity, it’ sroutine.” He looked at me.
“Was GinaHawthorne afriend?If so, I'm sorry.”

It was my turn to frown. “Y ou mean there’ s nothing in the logs about my attack?”’
Hiseyesflared. “Y ou were attacked? Who' sthe bastard? I’ Il fry himin hisdeep!”

“NO YOU WON'T!” | yelled. He jumped back, surprised at my intensity. “Y ou will never attack aflesh
inretdiation. Y ou should know better, Mike. Anyway, | think my attacker was Hawthorne. But she's
just the muscle. Somebody ordered her to attack me.” | quickly told himwhat | knew and what my
suspicionswere. When | finished, the blue flamein his chest was very visible,

“Y ou're probably right, Abby. It sounds like Posen did order the attack. And you want meto find out
why, right?’

“You got it. Whileyou're at it, seeif you can go further up the chain. Posen isan ass and hates me, but |
can't seehimrisking his career over petty vengeance. My guessis he was aso acting on orders.” |
paused, hesitant to go on, but knowing | had to.

“There sonemorething, Mike.” He had dready begun his scanning routines, but brought hiswhole
attention back to me when he heard the worry in my voice. “I’ ve had three episodes now in the last
month. I'm afraid | am crossing the line from sharded Cue over to full fledged Shard.”

“No! It'snot true!” Hisface was working to keep composure. “ One was prolonged by Delley, and the
last one may have been induced. Y ou'refine!”

“No, I'm not, Mike. Don’t worry. | intend to fight it. But there are going to be timeswhen | won’t be
ableto accesswhen | want | need your help. | need you to keep tabbs on me whenever possible. And |
need you to give Resder access whenever he requestsit.”



“Noway! Thisisour world, Abby. Vigtors can tag along with you, but no one dseisalowed!”

“Thisisn't agame, Mike!” | said angrily. 1 have got to Sart opening up our world to others, or wewon't
be able to execute our plan. Don't you understand? If | die, the world will continue on. But if our plan
dies, theworld will continue on without change. WEe' ve got to reach detonation point, or everything

we' ve doneis usdess. Now, | want you to give Resder access at hisrequest. And,” | added pointedly,
“I want you to protect him when he’ shere and give dl the ass stlance you can, short of reveding our fina

“All right, Abby. | don't likeit, but | trust your judgment.”
“Thank you. Onelast thing. I’ ve got a present for you. Kiki!” | called out.

A flower sprouted out from midair, the bud angling toward us and the roots spreading over much of the
landscape. Blossoms started popping up al over, but the largest bud kept reaching toward us. When it

was lessthan ameter away, it curled around until it was pointing straight up, then blossomed. Kiki was

dandingindde.

“Hi, bossl” she exclaimed with happiness. Then she caught sight of Mike and started blushing. She' d had
acrush on Mike ever sncethe two first met. Mike was polite, but kept his distance, being in love with
me. In my wildest dreams, I’ d have never imagined that writing programswould lead to alove triangle.

“Hi, Kiki! I've been telling Mike that I’'m going to be hard to reach for awhile. I’ ve given access to Scott
Reder.”

“Oh! The doctor working with TAU? He seemsnice.”

“Heis, but that’snot why I’ m letting him into our little club. We need to keep the plan going, and | might
not be able to hep much longer.” Her eyesgot wide. “Mikewill fill you in later. Right now, 1101001101
010101001000111010101101.” | stopped and shook my head.

“What'swrong?’ Mike' seyeswere aswide asKiki's.

“1--1 d0110100100101010 n’t kno 10001001010110101010.” I covered my mouth, and Kiki
screamed.

“Abigal! Your color!”

| looked a my body. My figure had become angular, and the color was fluctuating between yelow and
steel blue. My head 11010010111001 was getting knotty and 1101001010101 di0110m.

“Geez! She'ssharding! In the puterversel” Mike jumped forward and grabbed my arms. | felt the pure
UTC flood through me, and my mind cleared.

“Kiki! I’'ve got to go 1101001! Did you finish the access package for Mike?’
“Yes. It'sgoing to require severa hoursfor him to assmilate, but”..."

“Giveit to 11010001 him. Permission gran11010010” ... permis11010“... Mike! Help me!” | screamed
He entered me completely. | felt ahot twisting in my gut and leg. My thro1101001101t
€l0110100101sed up. But | had to 110100110 get one 110100101 last command out.

“Kiki! Permission granted!” Her eyeslit up and | saw agreen diamond begin 1101001 glowing 1101001
in h11010er chel101st. | wal101001s101101sing.



“end access’ ... 1010010100 0101 1010010100100101 101 1101010101010 10101010 101010
10110 101 101010 1101 01 1011 100101 1010101
0101010100101010011110010010010101001010101 01010 10110 101010101010
1010101010101010 101010101011011010101101001101010 110101011010 110
101101100101010110101010 1011001101010101001010101010101 0110010101
1010101010101001 1010 110101°...

“...1001010100101010010101010100101010100101100100110010101 101 101011 1 110101010
10 1010 10 1001010 001 101 10 101 1010 101 101 010101 0 100 110110 10101010101 101 10
1My eyes snapped open. Where”...? Everything was clear. Did | have anightmare? My leg still ached,
and | felt aweight on my chest. | looked around the sickbay, but it was pitch black.

“Doctor Resder?’ | called out, trying to riseto my elbows. | couldn’t. The restraining field was on,
pinning meto the bed. “Doctor?’ | called out again.

“He snot here, Shard.” Posen’ s voice came from the darkness. “Don’t you remember? Y ou killed him.”
“Liar!”

Hecdled for thelights, and they came up until there was adim glow from the celling and | could make
out Posen’ s form as stepped up close. Terror, stark unreasonable terror, rose up inside me. | forced it
down.

“I'm not lying. That'swhat my log will say, and who' sto be believed? A respected regimental lieutenant,
or some Shard?’ | felt atightening in my chest that had nothing to do with thefield.

“Where s Doctor Resder?’ | demanded. Posen shook his head sadly.

“Poor creature. Can’'t even remember your own handiwork, Shard? Here, let me help. Computer! Full
lightsl” Theroom flared and | winced at the brightness. | opened my eyes and |ooked at Posen.

He had stepped to one side, to et me see beyond. On the examination table lay the body of Gina
Hawthorne. Why would he show"... wait. The figure beneath the sheet wastoo big.

“No,” | whispered.
“Yes,” Posen corrected and pulled the sheet back.

Doctor Resder’ sfaded eyes|ooked back at me. He'd been dead for hours at least. But it seemed only
moments ago that he alowed me access to the puterverse.

“I didn't kill him,” | said weekly, amost certain that | hadn't.

“Of courseyou didn’t, Shard. | killed him. With this” He pulled out adisk, lessthan five centimetersin
diameter. “A handy little device. Quite top secret, of course. But used by afew trusted members of
NATech Xeno forces” NATech Xeno forces were the equivaent of TAU’ s counterintelligence. Little
was known about them, but it was awell-known fact that NATech units hated them as much aswe did.

“You can’'t beamember of Xeno,” | blurted out, my anger getting the best of me. “Y ou don’t have the
intelligence or sdf-contral.”

“Indeed?’ hetried to answer camly, but his voice gpproached ashriek. “1 am ardatively new member,
but they choose only the best.”



“Apparently they’ ve lowered their standards,” | said acidly.

His mouth became awhite dash and he walked up to me. He raised his hand to strike me. | turned my
head and winced,

PLEASE, HIT MEHARD, MASTER.

but the blow didn’t come. Instead, | heard him chuckle. | looked back at him. Hewas a my side,
amiling. There was something about hiseyesand smilethat”...

No“...

“Let that be alesson, Shard.” He brought the disk up to my eyes. “It’ sreally an ingeniouslittle toy. It
attachesright here.” He reached for my head and held it against my temple. “ See? Now al | need to do
isactivate it and al your personawalls come crashing down. Then, | give you afew choice words, akey
phrase, or perhaps an action, and you' re sharded. Hawthorne used it on you just that way three nights
ago.” Three nights? That meant I’ d been out at least twenty-four hours.

“It'sonly meant to be used on Shards, of course. Useit on areal human being, and well, it tears down
barriersthat don’t exi<. | think it’s called amassive cerebra hemorrhage. I’ m sure that’ swhat Doctor
Resder would have called it, had he survived to diagnose his own condition.”

| turned my head and looked at him with hatred.

“ Access”

“Uh-uh.” Hewagged afinger at me. “We'll have none of that, Shard.”
“Stop cdling methat!”

“Why?It’ strue. Or will be soon. How many times have you sharded since you' ve been here?” He
laughed, enjoying himsdlf. “ Let’ s see, therewas that delightful sex toy that Hawthorne called up. I'm
afraid you were too much for her. She had complete freedom to do as she wished, and shelost herself in
it. It would seem pleasure ripes prove the saying that absol ute power corrupts absolutely. When shewas
located two days | ater, she'd killed hersalf rather than deal with what the two of you shared.” He looked
a mewith admiration. “Y ou're quite an intense little dut, Abigail.”

| cdled him avile name. “ That wasn't me!”

“Yes, it was. Believeme, | know.” | felt Sck. “After that, you sharded into some sort of computer. That
was easy. After stunning the good Doctor, who didn’'t have avery good darm system in place, | just
pressed this againgt you and whispered, * 1101001’ afew times, and off you went on another sharding
adventure. According to my officia log, it was then that you killed Resder. That would have been last
night. | arrived, but das, | wastoo late. We ve confined you to the sickbay and sealed off accessto
everyone except mysdf. It was only now that you came out of your sharded madness.” He held up the
disk. “With alittle help. Sadly, you' re about to go off sharding again.” He pressed it againgt my temple.

| wanted to cry, to lash out. | wanted to plead. But | was't going to give him the satisfaction.

“Oh, before you go, Abigail, | wanted to thank you.” | looked at him, fearing what he was going to say,
but till determined not to give in to my terror. It was very hard.

“When Hawthorne didn’t show up to report the night of your begting, | had to go find her. She was gone,
but you weren't. It was | who carried you back to your bed, getting your blood all over my tunic. It



seemed you owed mefor theinconvenience, so | helped myself to payment. Y ou were unconscious, but
that was probably for the better, seeing the effect you had on Hawthorne. And since you couldn’t resis,
it made our time together far sweeter. | enjoyed you thoroughly.” He leaned down and kissed me on the
lips, raking histeeth over them and drawing blood. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks.

“Y ou're adead man, Posen. If not by me, then by the NATech Xeno forces using you and your ego.
Either way, you'reawaking corpse.”

For amoment only, he cracked. | saw the flash of fear in hiseyes asthe certainty of my statement hit him
deep. Then the moment passed and he smiled his sick smile and shrugged.

“Well, wedl die. Some sooner than others.” There was a push on the side of my head and | heard ahigh
whine. He leaned close to savor the moment. His voice a harsh whisper, he said, “ And some die over
and over. Goodbye, Wyeth. Pleasant dreams, Shard.”

My thoughts started getting cloudy and jumpy. | felt the weight diding off my chest, then felt my chest

disappear, followed by my arms and legs. Soon al of me disappeared. Where was 1? Who was |? Was
I?

“Pour. Press, Cool. Reset.” A disembodied voicefilled my being. | looked to see whereit came from,
but I had no eyes and | was nowhere and | was no one.

“Pour. Press. Cool. Reset,” it repeated soothingly. Why did it say that? Wasiit telling me what to do? But
who was 1? Was | me? Or was someone else me? Since | was no one, | couldn’t be me.

“Pour. Press. Cool. Reset,” the voice said. Wasthat my voice? But | wasn'tame, | wasd'... &'...

“Pour. Press. Cool. Reset,” | who was not me said. “Pour. Press. Cool. Reset. pour. press. cool. reset.
pour press cool reset

POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR
PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS
COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL
RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET POUR PRESS COOL RESET
POUR PRESS COOL RESET"...

* k% k% %

Posen detached the disk from her temple and admired hiswork. She was staring sightlesdy into space,
barely breething. He switched off the restraining field. Her amsfdll to her sdes, but otherwise she was
motionless. He kissed the unresponsive mouth, savoring the taste of her blood. There was aburning
ingde him. Licking hislipswith anticipation, he placed his hand on her soft leg and began diding it up
under”...

There was a crackling sound from the doorway behind him. He jerked his hand away and turned quickly.
Three men, followed by Eyer, burgt in. She looked around, her gun drawn, and saw Posen. Her eyes
glanced down at Wyeth, then returned to him. Wasthat an accusation he saw in her [ook?

“We came as soon as you called, sr. The door was sealed, so we had to burn through it. What' sthe
problem?’

“Problem? Problem?’ His voicetight with anger and frugtration. “ Thereis no problem except with your
breaking vauable property, Sergeant. There salso aproblem with your story. | did not cal for help.” He
waved a hand at Wyeth. “ Asyou can see, this private of yours has sharded again. I’ ve decided sheisno



longer a contributing member of this regiment. Please arrange for her trangport to that refuge town”..." he
waited for Eyer to tell him.

“Glendde, ar.”

“Yes, yes. Glendde. | want her taken there tomorrow morning.” A thought came and he spoke crisply.
“Y es, tomorrow morning. In the meantime, securethisarea.”

“Very good, sir.” Her tone contradicted her statement, it wasn't very good, but helet it dide. The sooner
he got rid of her, the sooner he could”... shewastill talking. ” Shall | post aguard, sir?*

“A good thought, Sergeant, but unneeded. She poses no thresat to us.” He looked at the limp girl sadly.
“I'll stay behind for awhilethough. It svery hard, losing such avibrant, youthful soldier under your
command.”

“Yes, dr,” Eyer said woodenly. “May | advise you to reconsider, Sr? She may still be athresat, and it
wouldn’t bewiseto risk our commanding officer unnecessarily.”

“What thregt, Sergeant? This Shard’ sno threat.” His choice of words contradicted his concern of only a
moment ago. Would she catch it? Probably not.

“That’ swhat we thought last night, sir, when we found her like this after she killed Doctor Resser.” The
unspoken word “gpparently” hung intheair for al to hear.

Damn! He hadn’t thought of that. Now hewasin a corner. He very much wanted to enjoy this Shard one
last night, but to do so would certainly raise the suspicions of an dready wary Eyer. He made a
command decision.

“You'reright, of course, Sergeant. Very well. Let’ stake this one step further. Go ahead and”..." He
amogt said dump, but caught himsdlf. 7. .trangport Private Wyeth to her new post. | will begin the
puterwork to give her an honorable discharge. Carry on.”

Sergeant Eyer sdluted. “Yes, gr.” She turned and began giving out orders. Posen walked past them and
went to his quarters, trying to figure away to make onelast visit to the sickbay.

When he reached his quarters, he till hadn’t worked out a plan to be with Wyeth, but he' d come up with
something better. Wyeth was't the only Cue out there. He could request from TAU the opportunity to
begin ariping rescue. Then, with afew successful raids on the biophysica plant in Nkongsamba, he' d be
in aposition to explore this new interest of his. It would work nicely.

“Computer. Sed my quarters. Visua, sound, entrance and exit.”

“Yes ar.”

Posen whirled around. Who gave that order? It sounded like hisvoice.

“Computer,” he said loudly, “unsed my quarters.”

“I’'m sorry,” it reponded tonelessly, “but you are not authorized to unsed Lieutenant Posen’s quarters.”

“What?’ he shouted. “But | AM Lieutenant Posen!” Stupid computer! Making asupreme effort to
control histemper, he said, “Computer. Identify me.”

“Y ou are Lieutenant Randolf Posen, commander of the 179th Regiment of the Resistance. Service
number 8T--"



“Yes, that'sme. Now, computer, unseal my quarters.”
“I’'msorry,” it repeated, “but you are not authorized to unsed Lieutenant Posen’ s quarters.”

“Then,” Posen responded triumphantly, “if I’ m Lieutenant Posen, and only Lieutenant Posen is authorized
to sedl and unsed his-1 mean my--quarters, who did sed them?’

“I did”

Posen turned again, thistime facing his desk. Seated behind it, itsfeet up on the desk, was aglowing
green person who looked to be no more than ateen. Its eyeswere a brilliant green, and its gaze felt
warm. Posen frowned at the creature, trying to look imposing. It didn’t help hisimage when he backed
up asevera steps.

“Who the hell areyou?’ he demanded.

“Closg, flesh. Who the hel am 1?1’ m your hell, Posen. Y our privatelittle hell on Earth before | send you
to the eternal Hell.” It put its feet down and stood up, walking up toward him. Posen backed up again,
but came up hard against a corner.

“Stay away! I'vegot agun!” He pulled his sdearm.

“Geez!” the creature complained. “Y ou sound like achegp detective novel.” It laughed when Posen set
the charging gun to lethd. “Y ou' re as predi ctable as one, too.”

The gun toned charged and Posen pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. He pulled it again. Again
nothing. He threw it at the creature’ s trand ucent green body. It was agood throw, but the gun passed
through it without harm.

“What are you doing here?’
“Hey, just following orders, flesh. Listen.” It put ahand to its ear.

“Y ou're adead man, Posen. If not by me, then by the NATech Xeno forces using you and your ego.
Either way, you' reawalking corpse.” Wyeth’ s voice deafened him. He clapped hishandsto his
suddenly burning ears. They felt wet. He pulled his hands down. They were covered with blood. He
screamed.

“Oh, please. Y ou are such awuss.” The thing motioned a hand and Posen’s screams cut off. “Much
better. Y ou can il talk, but any screaming will be muted.” 1t seemed to consider for amoment, then
added, “For now.”

Posen didn’t know what to do. Hefdt terror, but needed to contral it. He forced down the bilein his
throat and tried to take the offensive.

“I'll ask again, creature. What are you doing in my quarters?’

“*Could you repeset the question, Alex?” 1t laughed. “The question should be: What are you doing in my
quarters, flesh? And the answer would be: Y ou' re dying.”

Posen looked around, it was till his office, though the walswere alittle shinier than norma. And the light
seemed to come from everywhere, not just the celling. But the amount of light wasright.

“Theseare my quarters.”



“Redly?’ It looked around. “Yeah, | guess| did do apretty good job, didn’t I”? But tell me: Can your
quartersdo this?” Thething raised itsvoice. “Leve seventeen.”

Immediately, Posen’ s skin began crawling with living, biting, invisble insects. The bilein his somach
came up again and wouldn't be denied. It spilled out onto his clean uniform. His ears continued to bleed,
the deep red liquid splashing on his shirt and mixing with the filth aready there. He dumped to the hard
floor and looked up at histormentor.

“Why are you doing this? Stop it! Stop it at once!”

“Uh-huh. That’syour first wish. Sorry, but you' re not alowed to make that wish.” It looked at him, its
faceimpassve. “Leve twenty-three.”

The floor underneath him burgt into molten lava. Posen jumped to hisfeet, but instead found himsdlf on
stubs of shattered bone and raw flesh. Hisfeet had burned away. He lost his balance and fell to his
hands, which disintegrated in an agonizing flash asthey touched thefloor.

“Please! Please stop!” He screamed, but nothing came out of histhroat.

“That's much better! | never thought teaching manners would be so hard, even to an asslike you.”
Sheets of pure energy rose out of the floor, surrounding him. Hefet himsdf being lifted free of the lava by
another sheet. Suddenly, they dammed around him, encasing him. He flinched, but they didn’t hurt. In
fact, they diminated dl the pain. Helooked at hisfeet and fdlt relieved they were back, aswere his
hands. He rose shakily.

His office had started transforming. It was il his office, but the walls were beginning to separate at the
corners, and pure, blinding light was flooding in. His desk had turned into a bright red stone, which the
creature was Sitting on. It was|ooking at him with an intensity that was almost aphysical blow.

“Who, who areyou?’ Posen ssammered. “ Y ou're from NATech Xeno, aren't you? | can explain.”
“By al means, please explain. I'd love to hear about your actions. Leve thirty-one.”

Posen flinched, but nothing happened other than the walls became partialy tranducent. He looked
around to the chair he dways kept in the corner and found its replacement: adull red rock. He sat
gingerly onit, then relaxed when it didn't hurt. Hefdlt dightly better. Hewas till at the mercy of this
glowing mongter, but if there was any talent Posen had above dl others, it was the ability to explain away
the unexplainable. It wasthis gift that had gotten him into Randex, into acommission, into good graces
with both the Resistance and NATech. Thiswould be harder, but still doable.

With great detail, and more truth than he thought possible, he reported to the Xeno creature hisentire
mission concerning Abigall Wyeth. He omitted only hisindependent attentions. He finished and waited.
Thething seemed in no hurry to say anything. Finally, unable to bear the constant stare, Posen rose
angrily to hisfeet.

“Wdl?1’ve given you my full report. Y our orders have been carried out exactly. Wyeth has been forcibly
sharded three timesin two days, and is now on her way to that refuge town. Glenside, or Glenwood or
whatever. What more do you want?’

The creature raised afinger and Posen heard his own voicefilling every cubic centimeter of space.

“It was | who carried you back to your bed, getting your blood all over my tunic. It seemed you owed
me for the inconvenience, so | helped mysdlf to payment. Y ou were unconscious, but that was probably
for the better, seeing the effect you had on Hawthorne. And since you couldn’t resist, it made our time



together far sweeter. | enjoyed you thoroughly It was | who carried you back to your bed, getting your
blood dl over my tunic. It seemed you owed me for the inconvenience, so | helped myself to payment.
Y ou were unconscious, but that was probably for the better, seeing the effect you had on Hawthorne.
And since you couldn’t resist, it made our time together far seeter. | enjoyed you thoroughly. It was|
who carried--"

“All right!” heydled, barely audible above the booming sound. “All right! 1--1 took advantage of her
while she was unconscious.”

“Y ou mean you sexually molested her. Leve forty-one.” The walsturned to glass, and Posen found
himself inthe middle of avast plain. Asfar as he could see, there was afidd of shimmering gold and
green grass. Close by was a stream that was an impaossible blue, shot through with ribbons of vivid
scarlet-silver. Overhead, the sky was pitch black, but light flooded from everywhere.

“It was | who carried you back to your bed, getting your blood al over my tunic.” Hisvoice was even
louder, pushing him to his knees and causing the grassto vibrate, setting off alow hum. “I1t seemed you
owed mefor theinconvenience, so | helped mysdlf to payment. Y ou were unconscious, but that was
probably for the better, seeing the effect you had on Hawthorne. And since you couldn’t resist, it made
our timetogether far swester. | enjoyed you thoroughly. It was | who--"

“Yes Yes | molested her! But she'sjust aCue! She hasno lega rights or recourse! Why doesit
concern'you? | carried out your orders!” He covered his ears without effect. “1 wish I’ d never seen that
damned bitch!”

The self-accusing voice was silenced; the creature stood up and helped Posen to hisfest.

“That’ s your second wish, flesh, and you wasted that one, too. What' s done is done. Only one wish lft.
Better useit right. Come on, up you go, flesh. Let me show you something.” They walked afew step to
the now transparent walls. The creature yanked Posen back.

“We can't go through there. The wallswould shatter. and there' d belitter al over the place. That' seasly
fixed, though.” Heraised hisvoice again. “Leve fifty-three”

Ingtantly the walls vanished and the plain cameto life. Glowing brown plants sprouting blue crystal peta's
gprang up from the ground. The green and gold grass swallowed up the hard floor, and Posen felt its
velvety softnesstake the weight from hisfeet. Hefelt an excitement and joy begin tofill him.

“Good,” the thing said contentedly. “Not best, but good. Follow me.”

They walked for several minutes, covering ground at afantastic rate. Posen knew where he was now.
They had entered the puterverse, and this creature was one of its programmed residents. That meant he
was safe from morta harm. Perhgpsthiswas akind of test, to seeif he were worthy of promotion within
NATech Xeno. Promotion! He began to fed embarrassment over his earlier showings of fear. But at
least he saw away out. The tormenting had ended when he confessed to his molesting of the girl. Did
Xeno use sexud attack in the same manner asthe NATech SS? It made sense.

“Tell me, creature, do you have aname?’

“Yep.” Posen'sears burned with irritation when it said nothing el se. He felt anger aswell. What right did
this non-living thing have to not obey him? But he held histongue, remembering the shielding Hewas il
not absolutely certain that he was safe.

They continued on and Posen saw the land begin doping down. He saw for thefirst time alargeriver less



than akilometer away.
“That can’t be the Quantum!” he said in disbeli€f.
“Yesit can, flesh. Pretty, isn'tit?’

It was more than pretty, it was sunning. It wasfilled with endless streams of data, intertwined together
until they became an unstoppable force working aong the massive river bed. Impossibly deep shades of
blue set the background for the more playful diversof color that dashed in and out, carrying data,
information, and hopes and dreams.

“I never dreamed it could be this beautiful!” Posen forgot where he was, he was so taken by the Sight.
“Yeah?Try this’... Leve sixty-one!* The cresture caled out.

Again the landscape changed dramaticaly while remaining the same. Blacks became indescribably solid,
and whites blinding white. Posen was able to see millions of colorsal around him, and could actudly see
them asmillions of colors. His senses reded from the sSght and he ssumbled to the ground, staring at it,
ableto pick out each one of the billion bits of datathat it was composed of. Y et despite the near
overload, hereveed init.

Then he heard a soft sound, wafting on the breeze that came off theriver. Unlike everything ese, he had
to strain to hear it. At first it sounded like a song. Then he could pick out words. They were hiswords.

“It was | who carried you back to your bed, getting your blood all over my tunic. It seemed you owed
me for the inconvenience, so | helped mysdf to payment. Y ou were unconscious, but that was probably
for the better, seeing the effect you had on Hawthorne. And since you couldn’t resist, it made our time
together far sweeter. | enjoyed you thoroughly. It was | who carried you back to your bed, getting”..."

He smiled thistime, not fedling any guilt. He understood now why he was here. Heroseto hisfeet and
looked at the creature, who stood staring at him, arms folded.

“| said those words, creature. They are mine and only barely describe what | meant.”
“Then you stand by them?’

“Morethan that. | was going to act on them again. | had hoped to spend afull night with her. | didn’t
have the nerve to take her fully the first time, but believe me, I’ ve learned to--"

The creature held up an arm, cutting him off.

“Okay, fine. That'senough.” He seemed dmost uncomfortable with Posen’ sfrankness, and Posenfelt a
sense of victory. Hewas now in control of the Situation.

“Good. | hopel have proven my loyalty and willingnessto serve Xeno. Y ou will now return meto my
quarters, creature.”

“Just a second, flesh. We' ve got one more placeto go.”

How much further could they go? They were a level sixty-one aready, only three from the theoretical
limit. Did NATech have this much power? A silly question. Of coursethey did.

“Very well, creature. But hurry. 1t' s been along day for me.”
“Yeah, I'll just bet it has.” He cleared histhroat and spoke a single word.



“Access” Why did that sngle word send anicy lance through his soul ?

Thethin veneer of beauty fell away from the puterverse, and Posen was standing in avision. He could
see things at athousand kilometers or at asubatomic level. He looked at the Quantum and gasped.

It was't full of data. It wasfull of thoughts. In an ingtant he could see into everyone' s hopes, he could
read the world as abook, or asasinglelife. Colors became emotions which in turn became sensations of
redity aswdl asthought.

“Whereare we?’ he whispered.
“We're a unrestricted access, flesh. We'rein aplace that is composed of pure unbound trinary code.”

Posen snapped his head around. “UTC? Impossible! Not even NATech can solve the unsolvable secret,
can they?’

“That bunch of jerks? Not achance.” Posen fdt the shiver in hisbeing again. Thistime, though, that
shiver was aso light blue laced with green and smelled like bitter cold. “Thisis Abigall’ sworld.”

The words drove home with white-red razors of terror. Wyeth did this? That Shard? But he knew it was
true. Histerror faded to adull throb of violet sadness. He could smell her sweet scent on the breeze. But
it was ascent that accused him, for he had stolen histaste. The ground felt like her skin, but it refused him
its softness, for he had stolen that aswell. And the air he breathed was made from her laugh and joy and
happiness. All things he had destroyed. He turned to the creature to see that it had turned dark green.
Deep inits chest was ablue flame, and its eyes had turned to obsidian.

It had come. Something that happened to everyone else had now come for Posen. He should have been
terrified, but he wasn't. He felt agreat cam.

“Y ou spoke correctly, cregture. Y ou have given me my own private hell. | destroyed the person who
made this, and you are now going to destroy me.” He waved ahand. “All thisis ataste of something |
can never have. Y ou've shown it to meto convict me. And | stand convicted. And you comfort me with
my victim’s gentleness, knowing that | have come to my execution on soft wings.” He was amazed at
how poetic he sounded. Poetic justice? He smiled sadly.

“Y ou will kill menow, and | will goto Hell. I will go therewith asmall taste of what | have surrendered
for my deeds. For dl eternity | am doomed to know what | could have had. Thiswas your intent?’

“You got it, flesh. Abby’ s my best friend. She made me. Shetook care of me when | needed it. She
teaches me, plays with me, works with me, loves me, though not in the way | wish were possble.” He
turned his back on Posen, and looked into the Quantum. “Thelast thing she gave me, flesh, wasthe
ability to access peopleinto the puterverse. It took awhile to understand, but | managed.

“What took even longer to understand was the responsibility that came with it. Think about it, flesh. From
thispoint on, | can choose anyone | want and bring them into thisworld. And once they are here, al |
need to do is sngp my fingersand their life-sustaining shield mdtsaway. Just likeyoursisgoingtoina
moment.

“It' sahuge responshility, flesh. A hugetrust. But like | said, thisis Abigail’ sworld. Not yours. Not
mine. Not anyone's. It’s hers. So though | may bring people here on occasion, it won't be to execute
them but to educate them. If Abigail survives her sharding dissolution--and | believe she will
somehow--then we'll bein agreat position to begin the education. Because NATech will be gone.”

“And what of me, creature? Are you to renege on your claim that you will not execute people you bring



here?’

“Sorry, Posen, but you didn’t hear right. | didn’t bring you here, remember? Y ou'rehereat Abigal’s
request. She might stop me, she might not. But we won't find out in time for you, because you sharded
her. So | go with her last words.”

The cresture calling him at |ast by name was his sentence of desth. Posen couldn't put it off any longer.
Nor did he want to. The peace and serenity of the puterverse was deep insgde him aready, and every
moment here only made his eternal damnation that much worse. It wastimeto end it.

“Very well, cresture. Allow memy third wish. Be quick.”

Mike raised his hand and smiled. “Now that, | can do.” And he snapped hisfingers.

Chapter Seven
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“...9ght came back to my eyesand | looked around. It was dark, but there was adit of sunlight that
forced its way through the boarded windows and shone on the far wall, setting a spider’ sweb ablaze
with the color of sunset red. The spinner of the web seemed to be making the best of the fading daylight,
and was busly stretching new threads onto its sticky framework, hoping to lay the perfect net for
tonight’ s catch of mosquitoes, gnats and flies.

| sat up. | was back in my room. Alan, or one of his people, must have discovered me and brought me
back, laying me on my mattress. My shirt, aNATech issue piece of faded gray cotton, was soaked in
sweet. My pants, dso NATech issue and faded gray, were folded neatly and sitting on the crate | used
for adresser. That meant it had been Dorothy who put me to bed. She always took off my pantsand
cleaned them whenever | sharded. They were my only pair, and they needed to last until the Resistance
hov snuck in with more. NATech issued one pair of pants and two shirtsto you at officid internment,
assuming those who outlived their clothes could replace them with the clothes of those who did not.
Underclothes were luxuries

| flipped the sheet aside and rolled onto the floor, at trip of three inches since my mattresslay onit, and
carefully stood up. The room swayed alittle as the blood redistributed itself, but | stayed on my feet. |
went to my counter, where | kept asmall cross leaning againgt the wall, and did my morning devotion and
prayers. | had managed to acquire a Bible shortly after arriving in Glendale, so | wasdso abletodo a
short study. Romans 6 today, which was very appropriate for shards, as comforting to usasthe
Twenty-third Psalm.

| finished my reading and put the tired Book down and rose. | looked at my bed and was relieved to see
| didn’t have to clean up; sharding caused the body’ s metabolism to nearly shut down, but particularly
long episodes could lead to messy consequences. My shards hadn’t reached the point where they lasted
longer than three days, for which | was thankful.

| went to my smal sink and pulled the stopper out of the bare pipe. A small but steady trickle of water
flowed into my washbasin. The water started out hot, brought to high temperature from the desert sun,



but became tepid after afew moments.

While | waited for the basin tofill, | began doing my stretching exercises. | didn’t know who I’ d sharded
as, but it was afairly safe bet it hadn’t been as Miss DeChant or the girl; my muscles vigoroudy

protested my actions. | till had most of my strength and agility. What | lacked these dayswas
endurance. Four months of irregular meals consuming food of questionable nutritiona value will do that to
youl.

| only stretched for five minutes. By now | was completely covered in swest. The sun was going down
within the hour, but my room was still over thirty degrees. The basin was about half full, so | stopped up
the pipe. | peded off my worn out shirt and doubly worn out pantiesto wash up. Dorothy had aready
taken off my bra, to help me breathe easier during my shard.

| doled out asmall amount of soap into the basin, then set it aside. Grabbing my cooking pot, | laid it
under the pipe and unstopped it again. It began filling dowly. Using my shirt asawashcloth, | cleaned
myself head to toe, rinsaing with the water in the pot. Using my wash water, | then cleaned both shirt and
panties, sllently thanking Dorothy that she' d aready done my pants. Whenever | had to do them, | was
stuck in my room until they dried. Waking around haf naked in atown filled with ripersand NATech
gruntswas alessthan wiseidea. | wrung out my only pair of panties and put them on. My shirt | also
wrung out, but hung up to dry since had another.

| went to the crate to fetch my other shirt and noticed a note from Dorothy. She dways | eft a note of
encouragement for her charges, something to pick us up after the episode ended.

Rise & Shine, Runt!

Y ou went off to la-laland about halfway back to your room. A runner found you about four hours later,
during night patrol. | put you to bed and did the wash. That was yesterday. Y ou’ Il need to stick your
head in at quarters when you get back to find out how long it' s been since then. Oh, put amark inthe
Foundry column. Don't stay away too long, love. We missyou! Alan and the gang say hi.

Dorothy
PS. It's now two days.

| pulled my other shirt from the crate and used it to dry off. Dorothy had gotten so good with shards that
she could distinguish between even non-organic shards. My foundry ripe tended to leave my body
completely limp, whereas my apartment, netter, orbital tation and PlaNet ripes had various degrees of
tenseness. To me, they were indistinguishable except for the soreness of my muscleswhen | woke up. |
picked up apencil and wrote ahash in the Foundry column on my tablet. That made ten in the last three
months, more than al the others combined, not counting Miss DeChant and the girl. | wondered why.

| picked up my braand put it on. It was afar cry from the marvel of engineering, fashion, and comfort
that | used to have. It wasn't even abra, redly, just alength of cloth, about two meterslong and twenty
centimeters wide. Theideawas not to give me support--I was only modest in the bust department and it
didn’'t look like 1’ d be getting much bigger. Its main function was to de-emphasize my figure and help
pass mysdlf off asaboy--at least from adistance. | don’t know how much safer it made me; Neither
ripers nor NATech goons cared much who they attacked. The main rule was the younger the better. And
| was very young. But the cloth strip, snugly wrapped, at least gave meillusory comfort, and I’ d take
whatever comfort | could get. | pulled on my clean shirt and pants, and dipped my sockless feet into my
shoes.

By now the till flowing water was as cool asit wasgoing to get. | drank my fill, then stopped it up. It



would be another thirty minutes until darkness let me move around, so | tried to passthe time by cleaning
my room. Since Miss DeChant had been “out” in the last week, everything was nearly perfect. In any
event, therewasn't awholelot to clean. So | sat down and wrote out asmall noteto her, filling her in
briefly.

I’d picked my room out |ess than three days after the 179th dropped me off here. It was asmal office
located insde one of the hundreds of gutted warehouses and factories that made up the core of Glendale.
There were thousands of such little rooms, but this one was perfect. This one had been afactory, a
monolithic building that housed the huge lathes and presses used to turn out ion engine casings for the
gtarships of the twenty-third century. When they relocated to Orbital Station R in the twenty-fourth
century, they took what they could and |eft the rest. What remained was obsolete and too bulky to justify
moving and created a deadly maze of heavy equipment, oily surfaces, ambush points and long fadlsto the
basement. And | knew the whole place. My room was against an outside wall that bordered an open
fidd. It could get very hot during the day, but stayed warm on these cool October nights. It had only one
exit--aweakness--but it was buried in atiny sde dley that itself was hidden from the street. And if an
emergency came up and | absolutely had to get out, | had my energy pistol--thoughtfully given back to
me by Jody before they brought me here--and could take out the wall. It would never be my
home--shards never referred to where they lived as home in the hope that one day they would have a
real one--but it would do.

Best of dl, it was close to the Resistance Glendal e base and | had anicely disguised route there. It was at
the base that | spent most of my time. And when | wasn't there, | was here. | did not move around very
much. If | sharded in a place where | wouldn’t be found by the Runners--as we called the Resistance
patrol--there was precious little chance of my surviving the attentions of anyone ese. | had undergone a
temporary sterilization to prevent pregnancy, but that was the least of my worries. The last woman shard
caught by ripers died the day after her attack. The last male shard caught by them was found dead.

| waited another two yearsfor the thirty minutesto pass, and then it wasfinaly timeto go. First, dinner at
the base. Then, my endurance permitting, along sesson with Mike. The excitement insde me was dmost
aliving thing. Just another few of these sessions, with Alan aong as chaperone and right hand man, and
everything that I’ d been through and been put through would pay off. | quietly closed the door to my
room and picked my way to the outside.

* * % %

The corpora had just finished histhird canteen of water of the day when the subdura signal behind his
ear pinged. He put down the canteen and lifted hisrifle. The gun was fully charged and lethal up to one
kilometer, provided the shooter was good enough. The corporal was agreat deal more than good
enough. He squinted through the night sight and looked at the only exit from the shard’ sroom.

She stepped out carefully, adip of agirl with long hair tucked into her shirt. He d been warned over and
over to always be careful and never take her for granted. If she discovered his presence here, he'd be
dead within the hour. He never doubted it. HE' d been working around shards and Cues for twenty-six
years, and thefirst lesson you learned was never underestimate them. So when she looked acrossthe
open field in the generd direction of the warehouse where his elevated sniper nest was, he became
completely motionless and made sure to not look directly at her. Rumor had it that shards seemed to
know when they were being watched, and again he didn’t doulbt it.

Helooked casualy back at her through the sight and felt asmall relief to see the back of her head.
Although she was over two hundred meters away, he was confident he could punch aneat hole through
her skull with aquarter-second burst. He was the best in the squad, and his squad was the best in the
region. He watched her as she picked her way through the trash-strewn dley before disappearing around



acorner. Putting the rifle down, the corporal reached for the fourth canteen and waited in the darkness
for the soft tone to go off again.

* k * %

It took me thirty minutes to make the trip to base, twice aslong aswhen | was more mysdlf. | had to rest
severd times and wait for my musclesto stop quivering. In away, thiswas the worst part about sharding:
those few hours after an episode waiting to get my strength and wind back. Over the past month, that
time seemed to be getting longer and longer. No matter. Another week or two and | could take as much
time as | wanted to recover. But first“... | pushed off from the pile of crumbled masonry I’ d been resting
againg and went on.

Five minutes|ater, | dropped down the last flight of stairs and walked through the grungy door. There
was an easier entrance, but it was more exposed, and used only for emergencies. Shardsthat till had
some control camethisway.

Alan, where he dways was when not on the streets, looked up from histermind. | was on aplatform a
floor above him, but the ceiling was easily ten meters high, so we werein the sameroom. A large smile
came across histired face when he saw me.

“Héllo, there! Glad to see you up and about.” He narrowed his eyes and looked. “ Abigail, right?’

“Uh-huh. Miss DeChant’ s still in bed.” Once she learned how to move around, Miss DeChant started
using thisroute. Thegirl did, too, but everyone | talked to said they could tell in an instant when | wasthe
girl. Miss DeChant and | were more difficult to tell gpart. Until wetalked, that is. Apparently Miss
DeChant had a very recognizable French accent.

| went down the steps along the wall to the lower floor where Alan was. He stood up so he could catch
me when | jumped into hisarms. | gave him ahuge hug and akiss high on the cheek, about the only place
his beard wasn't. He set me down and mussed my hair. He seemed like abig brother to me. He smiled
one of hisendless smilesand jerked his head toward the kitchen.

“There' s some soup and fresh bread in the kitchen. Help yoursdlf. Dorothy’ s over at Hoc and Chiv's
place, but she'll be back in an hour or so. She'd loveto seeyou.”

“And I’d loveto see her. Uhh, could | ask you to get me some soup, Alan? You and | need to get a
bunch of stuff done with Miketonight, and if | walk in there, Miss DeChant might walk out, and that
would redly throw awrench in those plans.”

“Y ou’ re going back on so soon? Isthat wise, Abigail?’

“No, it'snot wiseat dl. Infact, it'sdownright stupid. That’ swhy you come dong, Alan. So | don’t have
to pay for my stupid mistakes. But things are reaching ahead and I’'m on aschedule.”

“And the scheduleis’..." he prodded.

“Six more days as me should do it. Probably nine or ten days over dl. | want to bein the best shape
possiblewhen we cross.” | snatched arall from his soup plate and shoved it in my mouth. Rude, | know,
but he was done and there was no point in wasting food. “Is the equipment in yet?

“Don’t talk with food in your mouth. Uh-huh. It camein yesterday. We needed you to cdibrateit,
though, soit’sdill initsretropressure crating.”

“Coal. I'll start work on it after we' re done in the puterverse.” | walked to the back room where we



kept our best access point, still chewing on the bread.

| stepped through the inner door and into level twenty. Mike kept a permanent gate in this room, and
only Alanand | weredlowed in. Truthto tell, only Alan and | could comein, and stay conscious, even
though leve twenty was not a prime number and therefore easier than nineteen or twenty-three. Having it
at leve twenty helped in two ways. It gave Mike time to dap shields around Alan before we went total,
and it was an effective, but not fatal, deterrent for anyone who wandered in here. Mike hadn’t given mea
lot of details on Posen'slast few seconds of life, but the picture was till pretty clear; | wouldn't wish that

kind of agony on anybody.

Thinking of Posen, | redized | hadn’t thought of him much in past months. When my induced sharding
episode ended, | was dready in Glendale. It was another week before | could access. When Miketold
me he' d carried out my sentence, I’ d felt aflash of satisfaction that Posen was dead; but asthe days
passed, I'd cometo fed remorse aswell. Was it my place to pass a death sentence? Yes, it was. He
was atraitor, under the same sentence of death when caught. And he' d be unable to impose his
wretched will and ideals on the 179th. But despite dl that, and despite everything he had doneto me, |
took no pleasure from his desth. It was needed, and was carried out, quick and without intention to
torture. There was nothing to be gained by punishing beyond what was needed. The Bible said an eyefor
an eye, but many people didn’t understand that God was saying just an eye for an eye, and no more.

| shook the cobwebs out of my head. Keep your focus, Abby As| said, | walked into level twenty when
| passed through the door. A quick glance around showed me it was our favorite spot near the Quantum.
Sunk down near the bank, the black barriersthat were present even at thislevel were hidden from sight.
The only large landmark wasthe partid span that reached over the Quantum. Mike wasleaning against
itsmassive, ancient base.

“Hey, kid.” He gave me abig grin, much the same kind that Alan gave me, and held out hisarms.

“Hiya, pervert.” | gave him abig hug and clung to him for along time. It was these momentsthat | ached
for. With Aaron gone, and my life stampeding toward inevitable dissolution, | found it easier to think of
the fantastic. | had wondered onceif | could fal inlove with acyberbeing of my own writing. | knew now
that | could. Through everything, Mike had been there for me. Mike and Kiki. How could | not love
them both?

He pulled me away, but kept an arm around me. He lifted my chin and gave me aquick kissonthelips.
Soft flickers of plasmaraced between us. He' d changed so much since the last package of coding I'd
given him. He took his execution of Posen, and his new powers, very serioudly. | closed my eyesand
kissed him back. Warmth, love, peace, and security flowed over me. And hedling.

| leaned my back againgt him, still wrapped in hisarms, and we stared out across the Quantum. Thefar
sdelooked darker these days. Or wasthat just my imagination? The calm before the storm? | sighed.

“What isit, love?’ Mike asked softly. Hewas still afirst classjerk. And there' d dwaysbealittleleech in
him, | suppose. But like now, he could be very sensitive. Not that I’ d ever tell him that. He' d brush it of f
and say something crude. Although, maybe not. He had changed alot, even to projecting himsdf tdler, to
better protect me.

“I wasjust thinking of my past three years, Mike. So much has happened.”
“And so much moreto come.” He added.

“| suppose. At least for the next week or so. After that”...“ My voice tapered off and | Sghed again.
"Mike, | sharded asthe foundry again.”



“That makesten timesin the last three months.” he said thoughtfully. “More than the al the others
combined, not counting Miss DeChant and the girl. | wonder why.”

“That’swhat | thought. My guessisthat it'sthe most basic of theripes. Or the most repetitive.
According to what we dug up, al | did for over 130 years was--"

“Youmean, dl it did for over 130 years.” Mike corrected gently.

“All right. All it did for over 130 years was repeat the same basic set of ingtructions. A false personaisn’t
supposed to crossthe riping barriers, but | wonder if something so repetitive can leave adeeper mark” ...
leave ama-ma-* | started sobbing.

“Hey, hey, Abby. Settle down.” He gave me areassuring hug. “Let’ s not talk about that now.”

“Oh, Mike!” | began crying. “I don’t want to die! My life snot much, but it smine! And | don’t want to
giveit up yet! There's so much to see and do and experience! Doesit have to end now?’

“Yes Yesitdoes” He sad unsympatheticdly. | jerked away from him angrily. | turned on him, my fists
clenched.

“You jerk! How can you say such amean thing?’

“It'snot mean, Abigail. It strue. If you follow every documented case of sharded dissolution, you'll be
dead in afew months. Maybe only afew weeks.”

| couldn’t believe my ears. And | had thought he was sensitive. | started pounding on his chest.

“Stopit! Stopit! Don't say those things!” | couldn’t stop crying now. He grabbed my wrists and pulled
my face closeto his. He held me like that until | looked into his pale green eyes, so empty, yet so full of
expression.

“Fine. I'll stopitif you stopit.” | stared back at him and stopped struggling. He let my wrists go, but |
didn't move. | just kept staring at him.

“Abigall, | know what's coming, and it’ stearing me gpart. But it’ slike you said to me when | didn’t think
itfar. Yousad, “You'reright, it snot fair. Ded withit.” And that’swhat I'm saying to you. Ded withiit.

“WEe ve been looking for an answer to thisdissolution for along time. I’ ve made over six trillion searches,
trying to put together just the right combination to find acure. | haven't found it. | haven’t stopped
looking, ether. | fill have hope. And so should you.

“In the meantime, we have work to do. Work you have devoted yourself to and work you created me to
do. If your Maker isonly going to give you three years, then let’ suseit wisdly. That book He wrote, the
Bible. Init He said, * So do not worry, saying, 'What shdl we eat? or’What shal we drink? or ’What
shall wewear? For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need
them. But seek first hiskingdom and his righteousness, and al these will be given to you aswell.
Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itsalf. Each day has enough
trouble of it own.””

“Michad!” | sad, in shock. “How intheworld”...?"

He shrugged, betraying his pleasure with adight grin. “I have accessto 717 trandations, plusthe origind
Hebrew and Greek, and | know how much vaue you put on what He has said and done. | don’t know if
| haveaGod. If | do, | hope your God is mine, too.”



“Ruth.”

“Eh?’ Hesaid. “Oh, from the Old Testament. Y eah, | guess so. Anyway, take those words to heart, kid,
and let’ slive with what’ saready ours, and not worry about what’ snot.” He groaned. “ Oh, man! That
sounded so lame!”

“Noitdidn't.” | giggled at hissmirk. “Wedl, maybe alittle. But, it sounded nice, too.” | gave him abig,
shameless kiss on his mouth. “Okay! I’ m better now!”

“That'snice” sad Alan, waking up behind us. “ So, what did | miss?’

“That, Lieutenant Lockwood,” | laughed, “is none of your business.”

* * % %

“Worms! Three seconds, Abby!” Mike s voice yelled through the solid data-rock. “Move your pretty
little butt!”

“I need twenty! Alan!” | called out. | waslying on my back, both my arms buried inside the memory
conduit that wasin turn buried in the pitch-black rock.

“Got it, Abby!” Alan jumped down to the surface to engage the worm, leaving me to concentrate on the
data-mine. Thesethingsweretricky. If | didn’t direct the packet burst exactly right, the rerouting would
be flawed and avaluable link would be lost. Worse, invaluable lives would be hurt. This conduit wasa
primary pool used for organizing the medical databases on three continents. It had asplit picolink
back-up, which would kick in less than one billionth of a second after conduit failure, but | had already
taken care of that one. I’d also mined the migrated dynamic imprint. | couldn’t afford to leave asingle
trace of NATech's presence | eft after detonation, or like avirus, it would grow back.

| heard loud explosions as Alan dedlt with the worms. From the sound of the patterns, he had chosen to
imitate asurge failure. On the outside, it would gppear as though the worms had received too much
power and had begun tracking themsalves, which inevitably left abig mess. Mike would aready be
mimicking the surge at the lower accessleves. They made quite apair. | turned my attention back to
whereit belonged.

Therock faded away and | could partidly seethe mine. It was now completely filling the conduit.
Everything looked hazy because we were on level nineteen and | didn’t want to enrich the data stream
with UTC. That redly would cause asurge.

“Give me aseven-way indicator, please.” Obediently, seven lights appeared, showing the proper
aignment of themine. | rotated it while shifting the top edge back. Five lights began flashing. | pulled it
down. One light went off, the other two flashed, for atota of Six.

“Phase drift ascending from negative twenty-five until unit lock.” The minetingled in my hands, then
became hard again asthe saventh light started flashing. Bingo.

“Set and activate in five, four, threg”..." | took my hands away, and the conduit disappeared as the rock
became opague. | rolled onto my stomach and dropped down through the lower rock to the battle area.
| could stand to work off alittle steam.

| fell clear of the roof of the cavern and saw Mike and Alan duking it out with not one but three worms
about five hundred meters below me. A fourth onelay in pieces, its glowing guts painting anearby black
barrier alight gray.



Mike had one, Alan another, which left onefor me. | wasin freefdl, so | shot out my wingsto gain some
maneuverability. | didn’t play around with my feathered ones, though. Thiswasfor red. Sted rods, razor
sharp aong the leading edge, telescoped up and out from my back. The wings crackled with power,
sending out blinding light from their molecule-thick surface. | went into afull power stoop, aming myself
a my worm.

It looked up at me, it's massive smooth face looking vaguely human. Worms were extremey powerful
programmed crestures. This one was easily ten meterslong and three metersthick. Infact, it looked
more like agrub than aworm. Since thiswas its domain, it could draw power straight from the ground,
and use that power for both shielding and weapons.

None of that mattered. It fired three shots at me. Thefirst two hit my wings and were absorbed. The
third bolt I caught with my hands. | quickly analyzed the power modulation and adjusted my signature to
nearly match. | then used the energy to form atwo-dimensiona plane which | projected out about one
meter in front of me.

| hit the worm at full speed. Since my energy sSignature was dmost, but not quite, matching, | didn’t pass
through. | diced through. My plane destroyed the worm'’ s shielding, then penetrated itstough hide. Flying
draight into it, | felt atugging on my wings asthey split the thing wide open. Such was my speed thét |
continued into the ground several meters before | could stop, making anice sized crater. | scrambled to
my feet and hurriedly went aloft. Not out of fear of counterattack but out of fear | was going to get its
gutsdl over me. The sense of smell was greatly enhanced in the puterverse, and at timeslike these, that
wasacurse. | climbed quickly and did manage to avoid most of it. It lay in two pieces, itsinsides
dribbling over my crater’ sedge and filling it with goo. Disgusting.

| went to help Mike and Alan, but was disappointed to see they didn’t need any help. Mike was casualy
frying hiswith a blazing green plasmajet, and Alan wastidying up after setting off severd implosion
bombs insde the worm. Alan really had aknack in the puterverse, and Mike genuindly liked him. I'd
been worried when | first introduced them; Mike was not fond of flesh other than me. But | needn’t have
worried. They had met earlier, and Alan had impressed Mike no end. And Alan’s easy way in our world
only increased that impression.

The battle was completely over by thetime |’ d landed again and cleaned off my wings. Mike walked
over to the crater to admire my work. He leaned over and took a big sniff.

“Mmmmm, what’ sfor dinner, honey?’ He kicked a piece of till quivering worm into the hole and
walked back to us. Alan was next to me, stooping ever so dightly. I’ d brought him up pretty quick
through the levels, and the shields helped. But nobody could be expected to perform like thiswithout
adverse effects. | squeezed hishand and dipped him ashot of UTC. Hisform, akind of orangish brown,
intensfied.

“Hey! None of that stuff!” Mike protested. “I don’t need to see you two doing kissy face. Geez! Next
thing you know, you'll be--"

“Cork it, Rickles. It' sjugt alittle go-go juice. W€ ve got along way to go, and without Alan here, you'd
be forever making messes |’ d have to clean up.”

Alan took adeep breath. “ Thanks, Abby. | sometimes get carried away. Always afun time with you and
Mike, but dwaysalittle draining.” He stretched and yawned. “Where to now, Mike?’

“Well, let'ssee” Mike looked off into the distance briefly. “ Abby’ s got these conduit mines running
smooth. Less than one chance in 400,000 any of them will be discovered. We ve dready finished the
hyperidor trgjectory core system. And we have to wait until tomorrow to get at the NATech ground



supply mainframe. That makesthe Toronto tertiary power grid unit next, with the central European
weather nets after that.”

1] NO_”
Mike and Alan looked a me expectantly.

“How about | show you our entry point?’ I"d been wanting to share my fina plans with them, and now
seemed as good atime as any.

“What about our schedule?” Alan protested, but mildly. I’d clearly piqued hisinterest in seeing how we
were going to cross.

“That' s one of the best things about being awoman.” | said. “Women”...*

“”...can dways changetheir minds.* Mikefinished. ” Alan, don’t even try to change her mind. I ve never
been ableto. If she sayswe re going to see the entry point, then that’ s where we' re going. Unless she
changes her mind again.”

“Who am | to argue?’ conceded Alan, winking a Mike. “I’vetried severa timesto changeawoman's
mind, and I’ ve ever accomplished was to get her mad at me. I’'m with you, Mike. Better the safe route
andjug givein.”

“Men!” | stamped afoot. “I can't believe you two, sometimes! It’s not that different a change. Besides,
you both want to seeit, don’t you?’

“Sorry, ma am.” Alan said contritely, sneaking apoorly concedled grin at Mike. “ See? Nothing but
trouble”

Mike shook hishead sadly. “Y ou redlly should know better, Alan.”

Arrggh! It wasjust one change! What wasthe big®... Oooh! | popped out my feathered wings and took
off quickly, leaving them to catch up. To think | used to be aman. | would have never been that rude!

| heard Mike s jets catching up to me. | sped up and smiled to mysdlf as | arced across the pitch-black
puterverse sky. There were, | admitted, far worse companions. And few better friends.

* % k% *
“Thereitis.” | announced proudly.

“Thisisit?” Mikedidn’'t even try to hide his disgppointment. “This’ was dudge-covered pile of garbage
that stood at least four meters high. It showed no glow whatsoever, meaning the datawas long, long
dead. Of course, the stench would have told anyone that from half akilometer.

“Areyou sure, Abby?" Alan asked. He was struggling to keep his enthusiasm, but it wasn't coming of f
too wdll. “1 admit that its repugnance adone would drive away the curious. But how could it be an access
point to the far sde of the Quantum?’

“Here, let me show you.” | raised my voice. “Kiki!”

Kiki showed up in her flower, as she dways did. Thistime however, it was a pretty sickly looking
blossom, and her attitude was less than bubbly.

“Eeecawvww! What' sthat smell?” She looked around and quickly located the source of stench. “Oh. The



Quantum headwaters.” Shelooked at me accusingly. “Thisisnot aplaceto bring alady, Abby!”

“Uh-huh. So what doesthat make me, Kiki?’ | said with alaugh. “Com’ n. | want you to show the boys
what we' ve found.”

“Okay. I'll need asec to build the dider, though. All thisgunk isgoing to make it tougher.” Sheraised her
arms, and asmall piece of ground rose up through the dudge benegth her, glowing adim white. While
Kiki wasbusy, | turned to Mike and Alan.

“About four months ago, while | was till a the 179th, | gave Kiki afew thingsto do. One of them was
to refine and embelish the unilateral accessing code I’ d written for you, Mike. Another wasto build the
routines for your shields, Alan, athough | didn’t have anyone precisein mind to use them at thetime. But
I”d seen how high level access affected Resder and Jody with my shields, and | needed improved
modds.

“And the third thing wasto find this.” | waved ahand at the pile of yuck. “ Are you ready, Kiki?’
“Yep! Ready when you are, bossl” Programming always brought out the best in Kiki.

“Great. Go ahead, girl.” She clapped her hands once and raised them above her head, like a conductor
about to lead the orchestra. The andogy was apt: Her UTC coding was awork of art. | motioned Mike
and Alan close.

“Hang on, gentlemen. It' sgoing to get cozy for aminute or so. Kiki’ s going to take usdown to level
one.” | shot Mike alook. “And you keep your handsto yourself, pervert.” He grinned and took my
hand, Alan taking the other.

We had huddled together for only amoment when huge black walls appeared at about one hundred
meters and began racing toward us. Asthey approached, we could hear arumbling. Some sophisticated
security walls aso used sound to keep people away. It was even possible to disrupt alow-level access
with sound.

Our level accesswas far from that though, so it was only annoying. We reached level one, and thewalls
were now touching, encasing us. It was till very bright, though; Mike and | gave out more than enough
light. | felt the hard vibrations of thewall asit pressed at my back and snuggled closer to Mike, who
shifted his position to better hold me. Despite my occasiond warnings and threats about keeping his
hands to himsalf, Mike always seemed to know when to mess around and when not to. And he definitely
knew how far he could go without making me uncomfortable. An odd mix of playful rogue and thoughtful
gentleman. Or wasit playful gentleman and thoughtful rogue?

“Right now,” | had to yell to be heard above the teeth-rattling hum, “thislookslike asinglewal. Since no
one can enter theriver, and it’ simpossible to gain aheight higher than thewall, there’ sno way to tel how
thickitis. Or that it'shollow.” | pointed toward the hegp. “ See? It' sburied by wall. But watch this! Kiki,
start working us up. Y ou know where to stop.”

Kiki began moving us up through the levels, announcing each one aswe entered it. By leve three, there
was enough room to move around, although the pile of muck was gill entombed in one of thewalls.

It started appearing by level seven, but thewalls did not actualy begin separating until level twelve, which
| pointed out.

“We'reat level twelve. Lessthan one percent of the population isableto reach thishigh. But it isn’t until
now that you can squeeze between the walls.”



Nothing much more happened for awhile. Thewalls had disappeared by level eighteen, and everything
was back to normal two leveslater. Kiki kept taking us up, but the landscape remained gtatic. Findly,
Kiki lowered her hands and turned to us.

“Thisisit. We'reat levd thirty-one.”
“I'm afraid | missed something, Abby.” Alan offered.

“Not yet you haven't, Alan. Until now, this place has been pretty normal, except for the stench. Now
let’sgo to levd thirty-two. Kiki?" Sheraised her hands once more.

The pile of muck cameto life. Mike jumped back, and his hands began to shimmer with plasma. |
motioned him to watch. The mound continued to twist and grow. Soon, it stood nearly three meters high
and had taken on a cubish form. It stopped groaning and stood there, amassive pile of filth that was
obvioudy covering asmall structure.

“Thereitis” | sad triumphantly.

“Wow, that’ sincredible, Abby!” Mike said with excitement. “Y ou’ ve got your own pile of self-growing
dime. How proud you must be.”

“Get withit, Mike.” Kiki actudly spoke sharply to him, afirst. “Can’t you seeit’ saback door?’
“A what?’ Mike and Alan said in unison.

“A back door.” Kiki explained patiently. “1n the early centuries of computers and cybernetics, many
programmers would build an unauthorized access port, then bury it somewherein the system. That meant
that the programmer could gain access to her work anytime she wanted to. And no security system could

oot it.”
“Why isn't that done today?”

“Because the security systems of today can root out any non-unbound trinary code procedure.” Kiki
amiled swestly. “They're cdled worms, Mike.”

He shot her adirty look. “Well, duh. What | meant was, ‘Why haven't the worms snooped out this
spot?”

“Two possible reasons, Mike,” | answered. “First, we don’'t know that theworms aren’t locating and
reporting this. Maybe it’ s just being ignored by the peopleit’ s being reported to.”

“That would mean that thisisaNATech port, right, Abigall?’” Alan asked, not quite believing it himself.

“I think you already know the answer, Alan, and you' reright; it’s not aNATech port. Not aknown one,
at least. That would mean the first reason iswrong. That’ swhat | think. The second reason the worms
can't find it isthat this structure predates al the worms. Here, look at this. Y ou, too, Kiki. | haven't
shown you thisyet.”

| stepped forward and burned off the muck from two of the walls and the door. Holding afireball in my
hand to provide light, | pointed to the detailed work.

“Look. Here, here and here. See the wall bindings? Look at the code riveting and the cross-stressed
subroutines. And see the entrance porta ? There’ safive-step entry program that’ s kept separate from
the system initiation sequence, to prevent corruption and back-surge forced entry.”



Alan chuckled. “I’'m sure you three find that very interesting, Abby, but | haven’t aclue about what
you' re talking about. Remember? |’ m just the hired muscle here.”

“Don’'t fed bad, Alan.” Mikepipedin. “I’'m missing it, too. | have accessto every single piece of
information available to the puterverse, but I'm fedling like akid' stabind.” Helooked at me. “What are
you yakking about?’

“Hacker.” | sneered with mock derision. “Y ou should treat programming like an art. Know the masters
before you, Mike, and you'll learn where you'regoing. I'll bet Kiki knows, don’t you, Kiki?’

Kiki had walked up to the structure and projected aflower up about halfway. She was running ahand
over the design, asthough it were a sacred thing.

“Young.” Shewhispered, caressing it alittle longer, alowing the codesto flow over and under her
fingers. “Thisis Chris Y oung swork,” she repested firmly.

“WHAT!” Alan exclaimed. “Y ou mean the puterverse creator? Can something that old sill be useful ?’
“Hey, I'm standing here, Alan.” | said dryly.

“I’'m sorry, Abby. | didn’'t mean it that way. Besides, you and this port are two different things.” He
stepped up and inspected the door. “Where doesit go?’

“Under theriver.”
All threeturned to sareat me and | smiled.

“This porta isthe only way in the entire puterverse to cross the Quantum. I'm positive. That' sthe only
thing it can do, redly. Why dsewould it be here? And you know what that means, right?’

By their expressions, they didn’'t know what it meant. | pointed over the Quantum at the dim light on the
distant bank. “ That meansthat the far bank has been inaccessble and under very specific and very
restrictive control for over six hundred years. Long enough that it provesit was Chris'Y oung who
designed it that way.”

“I don’'t understand, Abby.” Kiki said. “Why would Chris'Y oung build anything in the puterverse for
such an evil purpose?’

“It probably wasn't evil at thetime, Kiki,” Alan answered for me. “ And while mora evil is absolute--or
should be--many other actions are seen as evil only because of current political climates. What we see as
dictating our lives and society may not have started as such. Like NATech, who may il be behind this.”

“It may be NATech.” | agreed, “Infact, | believeitisNATech. So far as| know, Chrisworked only for
NATech. It wasn't the kind of organization you ever left. But it’sgoing to be asplinter of the overal
organization, working completely independently of the NATech we know, and almost certainly without
NATech' sknowledge.”

“In essence, ashard of NATech. How ironic.” Alan said with adow amile.
“That'snotirony.” | said. “That'sjudtice.”

* k * %

Four hourslater, | was pawing my way through the pulled-apart packing that the variable mass smulator
had been shipped in. Y ou' d think they’ d pack carbonized titanium boltsin their own package, and not



just didethem into their uncharged holes. Just because acrateisn’t supposed to be turned over during
shipping doesn’t mean it won't be turned over. | had jumped into the thick air packing and was
swvimming my way through it, trying to find the missing bolt, when Alan camein carrying atray. He set it
down and walked over, peering over the chest-high crate. Chest-high to him. Head-high to me.

“Y ou redly shouldn’t be pawing around in that muck, Abby. They say that heavy air packing can cause
serious rashes on some people. Itisn't safe”

“For your information Alan, science long ago determined there was so much stuff in theworld that was
harmful to you, they figured the best thing for you to do wasto starve to death.” | felt the heavy, two-kilo
bolt brush againgt my leg and fished it out. “Besides, it wouldn't be too hedlthy to turn on amass
smulator with one of these missing. Here, help me out of this, would you?’

Hetook my extended arm and boosted me out of the crate. Outside the containment field, the heavy air
quickly broke down to anormal nitrogen/oxygen atmosphere and dissipated, the extra el ectrons sending
sparks out from my legs and torso. My figure shifted from acloudy blob back to its normal curvy, bumpy
sdf. Alan nodded approval.

“AsMikewould say, ‘ hubba, hubbal’ or some such crude remark.”

“Now don’t you start, too.” | complained, reaching for my shirt. | fill had my wrap on around my chest.
| pulled it on and left it loose to help keep me cooler. “I’ ve got nothing extrathat you haven't aready
seen before. Why must men dways give everything asexud overtone?’

“A grossand unfair exaggeration, young lady. If | told you once, I’ vetold you amillion times: don’t
exaggerate.” He amiled. “And don't tell me you wereimmune to a beautiful young woman's charmswhen
you wereaman?’

“I don't recall and it’ snone of your business, Lieutenant Lockwood.” | smiled. “ Anyway, | have to admit
that experience on both sides of the gender gap have shown me that we ladies aren’t as prim and proper
asmany of usmay lead you to believe.”

“Ahh! | suspected as much!” He didn’t sound too surprised.

“Now I’velet out the secret. Try not to share it with too many men. We women have our mystique to
maintain, you know. By theway,” | added, Szing him up head to toe. “Y ou’ re not too bad looking
yourself. Epecialy with that roguish beard of yours.”

He laughed and did the bolt into its powered hole. There was alow hum asthe bolt magneticaly
soldered itself in place, followed by the unit’ s self-activation once the cyclica sdf-diagnostics determined
it was within safe operating parameters. The display kicked on and aholo panel appeared. Alan took a
quick glance at the readouts.

“So, how long to calibrate?’

| picked up the anti-ionic rag and began wiping off the remnant heavy-air molecules that were attracted
to thesmulator’s charged surface. | shrugged my shoulders. “ Dunno. We need the highest possible
tolerances, so I'll want to calibrate to within at least a ten-nanosecond phase shift. I’ d prefer a
three-nanosecond. Maybe six hours. Maybe twenty. Depends on how much vibration it was submitted to
during manufacture and shipping, and how closeto theion enginesit was stored. | won't redlly know until
| openit up. Inthe meantime, I'll probably just spend another hour or two wiping off the heavy air. That
suff isworsethan silly putty in your pgameas.”



“I know what pgamas are, of course. But what' s silly putty?’

“You mean it’ sactualy gone? | thought it was self-breeding. It s a soft substance that children used to
play with. | spent more than one Sunday afternoon transferring the color newspaper comics onto a
hendful of the Suff.”

“Color newspaper comics?” Hewaved his handswhen | opened my mouth. “Never mind. You havea
tendency to explain one ancient thing with another. Y ou' d never get started on the smulator. But I'd
wager you do havetimefor alittle dinner.”

| tossed the rag onto the simulator. “1 suredo! Smells good, too! What isit, split-pea soup?’

“Very good!” He said admiringly, pulling the cover off thetray, revealing abowl of steaming soup and a
hunk of fresh bread. “Enjoy!”

“That won't be hard. Dorothy’ sagreat cook.” | took an gppreciative sniff of the soup. “ Although if she
were to add alittle more pepper and perhaps a touch of--”

“Abigaill” Alan sad sharply.

| jumped at his hard voice, then caught myself. | couldn’t dwell too long on food preparation, or I'd be
guaranteed to shard as Miss DeChant.

“Sorry, Alan. Thanks” | sat down and said my dinner prayersquietly. | started digging in while Alan left
me aoneto edt.

| was tempted to linger over the soup, but had alot to do tonight. | ate some, then picked up the end of
theloaf and took it with me and began dusting down the smulator. By now, the heavy air molecules had
gathered enough to blur some of the edges. | began brushed them off, filling the rag, then shook it out.
The de-ionized cloth helped break down the molecule Structure of the air. It was tedious, repetitive work.

At least | had something to think about. With this smulator, Mike would be able to better link thisroom
to the puterverse. | had long suspected there was something more to puterverse access than avirtua link.
True, our bodies remained motionlessin the physical world--1 chose not to digtinguish it asthe “red”
world because to do so would mean the puterverse was not redl, nor anything in it--but therewas atall
on those bodies. Whether that toll was because the puterverse was dightly hostile to our physical bodies
or whether it was merely involuntary reactions to imagined stimuli was unknown. | suspected the former.
Mike didn't scare Posen to desth, he executed him.

By improving thelink through external support like this smulator, the physical toll wasreduced. At least
for Alan. The puterverse had absolutely no physica effect on me. | didn’t know why, but | was beginning
tohaveanided'...

| took abig bite of bread and started brushing off the base of the unit. | was nearly finished. The bread
had cooled by now, but was il very tasty. Trust Dorothy to bakeit just long enough to bring out a

crispy”...

“...crust that locked in the wonderful yeast smdll. She d learned that from me a couple months ago,
though she was nearly as good to start with. Heaven knows she had enough practice, cooking for dl
those shards. We very much appreciated her efforts.

| stood up and looked around. Where was 1?1 sighed sadly. Abigail must have let her thoughts drift
again. | looked down at the rag in my right hand and the piece of bread in my left. Only moments ago, it
had been afreshly cleaned bed sheet | wasfolding for Dorothy to take down to the Room. Of course,



those moments may have been days or weeks ago. | looked at the machine Abigail had been working
on. | had absolutely no ideawhat it was or what it did. There was some sort of display on the top, but
what it meant was quite beyond me.

| folded the rag and placed it on the machine. It would be best not to disturb it. Abigail was a gifted
young woman and knew far more than | ever would about technology. | ate the find bite of bread, and
looked for thetray of food. Picking up the napkin, | wiped off my hands.

My middlefelt cool, and | noticed my shirt was not tucked into my pants. Embarrassed and more than a
little nervous, | carefully straightened it out and tucked in the shirt. Next to feding guilty about taking over
Abigail’smind, thiswas probably the most difficult thing about sharding. She was afine girl, proper and
demure by most accounts, although she tended to be atrifle careless about both her gppearance and her
modesty. | recognized that | was at the base, which meant Alan had certainly seen her ssomach and
naval. Quite unladylike, though understandable, | suppose. She was young and very éttractive. | had
been both at onetime, myself, and though my riping makeup precluded my ever wanting to be a showoff,
| remember feding asmall amount of pridein theway | turned aman’s head forty years ago. More
precisaly, four hundred years ago. Now, | had the body, but not the mind to find such things desirable.
Far better to serve quietly and efficiently. | picked up the tray and headed to the kitchen.

Dorothy was pulling out another of her endlessloaves of bread from the oven when | walked in. She
smiled & me, then noticed my shirt. She kept smiling, but | noticed asmall flicker of disappointment in her
eyes, for which | bore her no grudge.

“Oh, dear. She must have gotten caught up in my food again.”

“Oui, Mademoisdlle. Either that or cleaning. She had a dust cloth in her hand when | woke up. How long
have | been gone?’

“Seven days, Miss DeChant. Abigail came back for four days, then she sharded as the foundry, coming
out of it just today. It's about midnight now.”

| shook my head sadly, my eyes becoming wet. “Only afew hoursthistime? It isso unfair, Dorothy. |
have had my life. It ssemsthat she should have an opportunity to celebrate hers, without meintruding
constantly. Such sadness.”

Dorothy put an arm around my shoulders. “ Don't blame yourself, Miss DeChant. It' s not your fault. Y ou
aeasmuchavictimasAbigal.”

“Not true, Mademoisdlle. Sheisared person, my soulner. I'm just a congtruct, theimage of aman’'s
dream, aman dead now for centuries.”

“Y ou’re being too hard on yoursdlf. We re the same age, Miss DeChant. We have many of the same
experiences. Who'sto say which ismorered than the other?1’ll not make that judgment. If you are my
inferior, you cannot disagree. If you are my equal, you will not disagree. And if you are my superior, then
that isits own proof.”

| smiled, cheered by her words. “| appreciate your comfort, Dorothy. Merci.” | began to fill the sink.
“Well, let us not waste time. Y ou finish your bread, and | will begin work on these dishes”

Chapter Eight

It must have been early morning, judging by the dight chill, when | awokethe next day. | had



stayed at the base assisting Dor othy for several hoursbeforereturning to Abigail’sroom.
Perhapsit wasmy room aswell. | had made changesto it since Abigail selected it four months
ago, and she had kept them. She had even written me several notes, thanking me for keeping
the room so clean. But since therewas only one person living here, it seemed silly to call it
“our” room.

| roseto my feet and pulled the sheet from the bed to wash it. The pillowcase was not very clean, so |
removed it aswell. | went to the kitchen areaand removed the stopper from the water pipeto fill the
basin. | then st to the task of cleaning the room.

How achild could live in such a place was difficult for meto understand. I know she made an honest
effort to keep our living quarters clean, but she missed so many of thelittle thingsthat it generaly looked
like awell-taken-care-of mess. She had hung up her other shirt on theline, but it was bunched up and
eveninthisdry air was till damp in afew spots. There was anote to her from Dorothy that had been | eft
out. Besdeit, anote Abigail had written to me. Even the cooking pot looked as though she had not
rinsed it out. All thisin just afew hours. | had never been like this! Of course, | had had no choice; | was
aconscientious housemaid from the moment they began riping Abigail’ s mind, implanting my
programmed psycheinto it, which they then put into ayoung body not unlike this one. What she lacked in
domestic skill she more than made up for in other areas. | couldn’t flit about the puterverse like she
could, nor work with such complicated machinery as she did. Between the two of us, we made agood
team. For not thefirst time, | wished we could have the opportunity to meet and talk in a place other than
that horrid little room. Which reminded me of her note. | picked it up and opened it.

Hiya, Miss DeChant!

It's October 21, 2679, S0 if you' re reading this, you probably haven’'t missed too much. I’ m heading
over to the base to fool around in the puterverse with Mike and Alan. My project is coming along nicely
and | hopetotakeit to‘emin aweek or so.

Dorothy washed our pants out yesterday or the day before. (I think | was out for two days asthe
foundry, but | haven't foundry out yet.--hal hal--) If you' relooking for something to do, and you aways
are, we're out of bread. We don’'t want the girl to get hungry and wander off in broad daylight, soif you
get achance, bake up aloaf or two. I'd try to cook some, but I’ d either ruin it or shard into you anyway,
S0 you' re nominated.

The place looks great! | can’t thank you enough. Y ou take such good care of me fed spoiled. You're
the best roommate a girl could have. Frank’ s got a housekeeper ripe, too, but she freaks out every time
she seeshimsdlf and does’t do anything except run around” ... well, never mind. I’ m sure you' re not too
interested in gory detalls.

I"’m kindarambling on here, huh? Just killing time until dark, partidly. But it' sdso partidly to hep you
know me. It' s so hard to believe what we' ve been through together, yet we still haven't redly talked to
each other. (I don’t count the round room; we' re just not ourselvesin there, right?)

| better finish up. | just want to let you know how much | love you and wish we could be redl
roommates. Maybe even sisters. I'd like that alot. Anyway, take care and God bless you.

Love, Abigall

| sighed and smiled. The girl was atreasure of asoulner. | was avery fortunate ripe. But it wastime for
this member of the team to do her work. | Straightened the shirt, placed the notes with the othersoniits
small shelf and used the collected water from the basin to rinse out the pot. | picked up the bag of food
Dorothy had gracioudy given me and began preparing a bread dough. As| blended the ingredients, |



thought of the third member of our littleteam, the girl.

From the moment we had met in the room | had thought of her as nothing else. | had been told that she
and | were together nearly two hundred years. | had been aone, not counting the computers, for over
150 years. Again, so | wastold. Therewas no real passage of timefor elther of us. It may have been
severd hours, it may have been severd millennia. It may have been both. In either event, it wasalonely
timefor us. She spent al of it satisfying her carnal needs, and I*... | wasn't surewhat | did.

And now we were both free for the moment and perhaps forever. For if Abigail died, wewould die with
her. Until then, though, we contributed as best we could. For the girl, that was precious little. Since she
wasilliterate, we could not write notesto her the way we wrote each other. Dorothy tried to teach her
some rudiments, but the girl had no interest. And as bad as Abigail wasin keeping the room clean, a
least shetried. The girl paid no attention whatsoever to it. At least she kept hersdf fairly clean. And since
the three of us shared Abigail’ s body, that was probably the most important.

The bread was ready for rising so | turned on the ancient stove. | depressed a switch on the backplate
for severa seconds, then turned on the burner and oven. It was a necessary addition Abigail had added
for our safety. If either she or | sharded into the girl or one of the computers when the stove was on, we
ran therisk of causing adevagating fire. We aso had an extremely limited amount of solar biogel to
produce the methane we used as fue If we completely drained the tank sitting on the roof, it would kill
the microbesin the gdl. So cooking was limited to two hours each day. Fortunately, the gas could collect
for severd days before the pressure valves would begin rel easing the excess, soif | wanted to cook
longer, | only needed to restrict cooking for several daysto build areserve. Of course, with winter
coming soon, cooking would be cut back even further.

The basin wasfull, so | poured a portion into the cooking pot and put it on the burner. The oven was
warm, so | turned it off and placed the bread in it, covering it with our only dish towd. It would be ready
in ten minutes, an incredible accomplishment from my time when yeast needed nearly thirty minutesto
rise. | lifted the basin clear and washed my hands under the small trickle of water from the pipe. | then
stopped up the pipe and replaced the basin, adding a gentle soap. Now was the scariest part of the day
for me,

| double-checked to see that the door was locked. It was, but | aways checked. There wereno red
windows, only boarded and blocked openings above my head that let air circulate, but alowed no oneto
peer in. Satisfied that | was not being spied upon, | prepared for my bath.

Since my raping at the hands of Mgor Deiley’ s men, | had become like this. In France, serving Professor
LeClaire, | had dways maintained proper attire and modesty. But | was never sdlf-conscious. Over the
forty-oneyears| was his servant, there were severa times when he had inadvertently seen me naked.
Nothing ever came of it, nor was| upset. | wasindifferent, which waswhat | had been carefully designed
to be. Evenin this century, when that woman Ellen had wished to force her sexud attention on me, it had
left me unmoved save for asmall discomfort that | was not being used properly. Y et now it was so very
different. The smallest sound put me on edge, aflashing shadow set my heart to racing. My identity asa
woman, even amanufactured woman, lay in shreds. Even the gppreciation of acknowledging the beauty
of my body had been taken away from me. And | was beautiful. My first body had been functiona firgt,
handsome second. This one was amagnificent blend of beauty and function.

For awonderful moment, | forgot mysdlf. Pulling off the last of my clothing, | looked & myself in apiece
of backed glassthat served asamirror. Propped againgt thewall, it waslarge enough to let me seea

fairly good image. And what | looked at was marvelous. | found it much easier to gppraise mysdlf sincel
thought of mysdlf asonly aguest, though awelcome one. Thisthing of beauty wasredly Abigail’ s bodly.



Shewasof smal build, little more that ameter and half tal and certainly lessthan forty kilos. Her frame
was small, yet strong, and despite her poor diet and distressing living conditions, she kept hersdlf
wonderfully fit. Her overall form was far more than achild' s but till lessthan awoman's. Two or three
more years would addressthat area. Her beautiful hair was long, though she hid it under her clothing in an
effort to play down her gender, which was awise precaution. In loose enough clothing, she could
probably still doit; her bust was healthy but not pronounced. | stepped closer to gaze at theface | had
cometo know so very well.

Like her body, she was an attractive mix of child and woman, with the woman being the dominant. Her
hazel eyes had an intengity that was not from me. Indeed, peering into my eyes, | could seethat it wasn't
only me who looked back, but her aswell. It should have been most distressing, but was not. | had
aready cometo know her through her notes, her friends, and through that one brief and eternd, terrifying
and strengthening time we shared together, inside her mind, outside the room, wrapped in each other’s
arms and fighting off our attackers.

These eyes should have been filled with sadness, yet they were not. They gtill had joy sparking inthem, a
happiness not warranted but nonethel ess yearned for. And these eyes showed as windowsinto asoul
that had a deep well of hope, awd| that would not run dry because the source was not from inside, but
from without.

Therewas aclick asthe stove burner shut itself off. | went to the stove, mildly surprised | hadn’t jumped
at the sound. | think that looking into Abigail’ s eyes had helped. | was not the shy animal I’ d been only
moments ago. Y et another thing to which | was indebted to her.

Indeed, fedling the playfulness of youth, | decided to be daring and punch down the dough before
dressing. My practica mind justified thisby saying that | should take proper care of my bread, or it
would not be as good as possible. It wasfooling itself only. | knew that | choseto do it because of the
flush of excitement and daring that came with the thought.

Fedling very relaxed and light, | pulled the dough out and turned it onto alightly floured surface. It wasa
trifletough, so | decided to add water. | filled the cup with ahundred milliliters or so and set it beside the
dough. | poured afew drops onto the dough, then pressed down, turning the dough into itsalf. | repeated
the procedure severa times, pour, press, turn. Pour, press
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air woke me up. | waslying down on the floor, and my hands felt strange. | looked at them and saw they
had hard stuff on them. It smelled like bread. Maybe Miss Deshard had been making me bread and
some got on my hands.

| stood up and saw | was naked. That waswhy | had felt cool. But | wasn't redlly cool. Just alittle. |
thought | should put some clothes on.

| found the clothes. There were some panties, but they wouldn’t kegp me warm, and there was no one
who wanted to take them off meif | worethem, so | didn’t put them on. The pantswould kegp me
warm, so | put them on. | saw the shirt on the line and the shirt on the table and didn’t know which one
to put on, so | put on the one on the table.

After | put it on, | remembered that Dorothy wanted me to always wear that long piece of cloth for abra
So | took off my shirt and put it on. But it wouldn't stay on so it kept faling off. Dorothy had shown me
how to put it on, but | forgot again. A long time ago | had learned how to put on aregular bra, but this
wastoo hard. | folded it up and put on the shirt again. | found the shoes and put them on.



Then | remembered that | was supposed to put the panties on, because I’ d been told to. So | took off
my shoes and then my shirt and then my pants. Then | put on my panties and then my pants and then my
shirt and then my shoes. Only my shoesweren't on right, so | took them off and put them on right.

| wasthirsty, so | got adrink of water. There was water on the stove but it was till hot. So | pulled out
the thing on the pipe and drank some water. There was some sticky stuff that smelled like bread on the
table. That meant that Miss Deshard was here before me. | tried some, and it was good, so | ate some
more, then drank some water.

| wanted to go to the base, but it was till light outside. Dorothy and Alan had said that | could never go
outsde when it waslight outside or they would be unhappy. They weren't my real owners, but they were
very nice and they told me what my real owner wanted. Her name was Abigail, and though | never saw
her, | knew she was my real owner. Dorothy and Alan had showed me some paper with words on it that
was from Abigail, and they told meit said | should do whét they said. So | tried to.

| didn’t know how long | would have to wait. Until dark. | sat down on my bed on the floor. | started to
touch mysdlf, but stopped when | remembered Dorothy had told me not to do that because Abigail
didn’t want meto. | was sad because | couldn’t, but happy because | did what | wastold. So | just sat
gill and waited.

* * % %

The corpora looked through the night sight toward the distant doorway. He saw it swing open and the
girl come out. Her shirt was on loosely and she had astreamer of cloth in one hand.

So she was now the pleasure ripe. He d been told what to ook for, that there were only three
ambulatory personas, counting the real one. The real one was the cagiest, but this one had a perception
that went beyond the other two No sooner had she stepped outside than she turned and stared directly at
him. Even in pitch darkness, at a distance over two hundred meters, and him hidden in awell-built blind,
she somehow knew. Without fear, she began walking into the field, directly toward him.

Thefirst timeit had happened, he' d been genuinely spooked. Since then, he realized that she had no idea
how to act on her knowledge. She had the menta capacity of asmall, mildly retarded child. She was not
athreat.

Nonetheless, he turned off the sight and quickly lowered the gun. Putting his back to the wal, he stared
intently beyond the falen-in roof far above him and into the Sarlit sky. He began to count off ten minutes,
congtantly fighting down the fear that she would somehow appear directly behind him, coming through an
opening ten meters above the ground, having transformed into a hideous creature. It was an unredl fear,
he kept thinking. But her ability to sense him was aso unredl. Unreal and terrifying.

He waited the ten minutes, then took position again, turning on the gun sight.

She was gone. Now the real danger began. Of the three, this one was by far the most careless. Although
it had not happened yet, she was dmost certain to attract the wrong attention. If he, and she, were lucky,
they would be after the ripe' s possessions aswell as her more immediate and obvious rewards, and
would follow her to her room. Theimplanted tona behind hisleft ear would give warning, but hedidn’t
trust it to give sufficient warning. He would remain crouched over hisrifle until dawn or until the girl
returned. He had avery high regard for duty.

* * % %

“Dorothy!” | pounded on the door, then remembered | wasn’t supposed to do that. | stopped.



“Dorothy!” | yelled louder because | had stopped pounding on the door.

The door opened and aman grabbed my arm and pulled me in. He seemed excited and mad at me, but
not redly.

“Do you remember what Dorothy told you?’ he said.

“Yes, | do!” | said, happy to answer aquestion | knew. “ She said that | wasn't supposed to pound on
thedoor, so | didn’t.” | held out my bra. “Can you help me put thison? | forgot again.”

“No, no, Miss” Now he seemed scared. “Remember? Only Dorothy knows how to put it on. Leave
your shirt on and Il take you to her. Okay?’

“Okay.”

Hetook my hand and we went through the building. He was a nice man even though hewasn't Alan, so|
cuddled up to him as we waked. He told me to remember the rules about that, so | just held his hand.
They had alot of rules.

We walked past some more people and some machines and some floating machines and some more
people that were dressed the same and then some rooms. Then he took me to another room and then we
went past some more people until we were in the room where Dorothy was. It was akitchen, like Miss
Deshard' sbut different.

| was very happy and ran to her to kiss her. She moved her head and let me kiss her on the cheek
instead. She was surprised to see me | think.

“Back so soon, child?”’

“Uh-huh.” | handed her my bra. “I forgot again, Dorothy. Can you show me how?’ | undid my button to
take off my shirt. Dorothy stopped me and talked to the nice man.

“Thanks, Wdlly. Ill take her from here.”

“Yes, ma am. Thank you, ma am.” He sounded very happy to say thank you. He went away and
Dorothy scolded me, but with her nice voice.

“What am | going to do with you, child?Y ou don't let anyone see your speciad places except me.
Understand?’ | nodded and she smiled and took the bra out of my hand. “ Good. Now say that.”

“I only show my specid placesto you.”
“Very good, but not quite. Y ou don’t show them to me, you let me seethemiif | need to. Try again.”

It sounded like the same thing, but | tried again. “1 only let you see meif you need me.” | thought a
second. “ Can | show mysdlf--no, | mean--can | let Alan see meif he needs me?’

She looked alittle upset. “No, child. Alan doesn’t want to see you. I'm sorry, that’ s not right. Alan does
want to see you, but Alan doesn’t need to see your specid places. Understand? He wants to see you,
but with dl your clotheson.”

“Why?

“Because helikesadl of you, not just your specid places. Those are only for your owner, Abigail.”



“And you, Dorothy.” | said proudly, happy to get it right.
“Close enough.” She sighed. “ Abigail and me. Now let’ sgo into my room and get this put on proper.

She put my braon me and showed me how, then let me do it. | did it three times, then thought | would
remember. Then | ate some food. Then we went to see Alan.

Hewas real busy on amachine, but stopped to talk to me and Dorothy.

“Hello, Princess. What brings you heretonight?’ | liked it when he called me princess. They told mea
princesswas aspecia girl from along, long, time ago, and when | behaved mysdlf, | was a princess.

“| wanted to see you and Dorothy. And | was hungry, too. But now I’m not.”

Helaughed and talked to Dorothy. “ Straight and to the point. Not unlike Abigail in that respect.”
Dorothy laughed, too, so | laughed, too, happy they laughed.

“She'sacharmer. Despite dl the bad things, she' sacharmer.”

That confused me. “What bad things? I’ ve had lots of good things. All my ownerswere good things, and
dl thethings-"

“That'senough, Princess. Let’sjust think about these good things, dl right.” Alan said with asmile. He
was S0 nice, | wanted to hug him, so | did. Helet me hug him, but only for alittletime. He kept hisarm
around me and talked to Dorothy.

“I’'malittle pressed for time, Dorothy. | wasn't expecting Abigail to, umm”... go away so quickly and
we need to get thissmulator calibrated. Abigall’ salot better--*

“Where sAbigail 7’ | asked. “Isshe here? Can | seeher?’
“Don’'t interrupt, Princess. Abigail’ snot here, though | wish shewas.”
“I do, too.”

“I know that. Now let mefinish talking to Dorothy.” He let me go and went back to talking to Dorothy.
They started talking big, which meant | wasn't supposed to listen. | went to look at the machine that Alan
wasworking on.

It was big and had alot of lightson top of it. | think Alan said it was Abigail’ s, which made it specid. |
tried to seeif it would say anything about where Abigail was, but | didn’t touch it. | was always scolded
when | touched machines. Then | remembered that some machinestalked, so | asked it where Abigall
was. It didn’t say anything so maybeit didn’t know either. | asked it if it missed Abigalil, but it till didn’t
say anything.

“But, Alan!” Dorothy’ s voice was getting loud. “I have got to get down to the Room. I'm afraid we're
going to lose one, and | want to be thereto help.”

“I undergtand, Dorothy.” Alan was dways quiet when he talked, but sometimes his quiet voice il
sounded big. “But Abigail’ s scheduleis pushing pretty hard, and if | can get the bulk calibration complete,
it will bethat much easier when she gets back.”

“IsAbigail here?’ | asked, excited and hoping to see her.

“Remember, child?’ Dorothy said in her soft scold. “Abigail’ s not here now.”



“Oh, yesh. | forgot. I’'m sorry.”

“That'sdl right.” Dorothy looked at Alan. “So what do we do? | can't have anyone else watch her, and
| don’'t want to send her home like this. Not without an escort, and the runnerswon’t be going to that
areatonight But | have to go to the Room.”.

“I want to go to the room, too, Dorothy!” If Dorothy wanted to go, then | did. “1 want to help you.”
“That' s swest, child. But you don’t want to go to the Room.”
“Yes, | do! Besides, then you'll know what to do with me.”

Dorothy thought about it and looked at Alan. He shrugged his shoulders. “What isthere for her to see
that' s worse then what' s happened to her?’

Dorothy put a hand on my cheek and stroked it, which made me fedl very good. But her face was sad,
so | was sad, too.

“You'reright, Alan. It'sso hard to look at such an innocent face and think of the pain she' shad.”

“I'vehad lotsof pain.” | said, happy to talk about it. “The best kind is the one that makes me curl up and
want to deep. Only | try redl hard to stay awake because--" Dorothy put her fingers over my mouth, ol
started to lick them. She pulled them back, and | remembered | wasn't supposed to do that.

“I’'m sorry! | forgot again! | won't do that any more. I’ m sorry!”

“Shush, child. Don't worry about it. That’ sjust the way you are. All right, why don’t you come with me
and help inthe Room.”

Shetook my hand and | waved a Alan.
“Bye, Alan! We re going to the room!” He waved back but didn’t say anything.

Wewalked out of Alan’sbig room and into kitchen. Then we walked down ahall and to some Sairs.
The stairs went down. We went down the stairs and then went into along room with big tall walls, and
some doors were there, too. It was very dark. Therewere alot of people sitting all around and lying
around and some were standing. Some of the people had fires, and some didn’t.

“Isthisthe room, Dorothy?’
“No, child, it snot. Thisisthe halway.”
“It doesn't look like ahdlway, Dorothy.”

“It'snot redly ahalway likeyou see. It'sused to be abig long hall that had machinery called an
assembly line. They made other machines that were used in space. But the assembly line and machinery
aredl gone, and now we cdl it the hallway. People who are going to go into the Room soon stay in the
halway. The Room isdown thisway.”

We walked down the halway that did not look like a halway and we walked to a doorway that was
kind of big. There were people standing outside and Dorothy went up to a nice looking man.

“Hello, Gary. I’ ve got aguest with metonight.”
Gary looked at me, then looked at Dorothy.



“Areyou surethat’ swise, Dorothy? | think we' re going to lose a couple tonight, and you know what it's
like” Helooked at meagain. “ Y ou're ligble to scare the girl.”

“I’'mhereto help!” | said inaloud voice and samping afoot. Dorothy smiled, which meant | did theright
thing. | laughed because | made Dorothy happy.

“You heard her, Gary. | don't think we' | change her mind. She'sapleasureripe, so | don't think there's
anything that scares her.”

“All right. Go onin.” He opened the door for us. | smiled at him with my best smileand tried to kisshim,
but Dorothy pulled me away. We went inside.

It was dark insde but therewas alittle light. | could see people lying down on the floor. There were
more than five and they were al sad. Some were making sad sounds and some were making clicking
sounds.

“Why arethe people al sad, Dorothy?’
“Becausethey aredl dying, child. A couple are very closeto death.”

“I know.” | pointed to alady in the corner and aman on the other side of the room, againgt awall. “ That
lady and that man will dietonight.” | pointed to another woman who was staring at us. “ She' sgoing to
die tomorrow. Maybe the next tomorrow.”

“How” ... how do you know that, child?* Dorothy spoke in awhisper that was scared. | was unhappy
because she sounded scared.

“I’'msorry! Did | say something wrong? Tell me what to say, Dorothy.”

“No, no, child. Don’'t blame yourself.” Her voice sounded better. “I’'m not mad. I’ m surprised. You are
right about the first two. But how did you know?’

| shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know. | just did. Isthat why they’ re sad, Dorothy? Because they are
going to die and won't be able to serve their masters?’

“Isthat what you think?’

“That' swhy I’'m sad about dying. The lady that kicked me and kicked me in the bathroom was very
nice.” | pulled up my pantsleg. “ See? She broke my leg here. But when she kicked mein my tummy, |
was afraid | was going to die and then | would be sad because she couldn’'t kick me any more.” | thought
for asecond. “But | guess she could kick me after | was dead, right? But only for awhile. After | was
dead for awhile, | would start falling apart. | waswith adead person for alot of daysoncealong time
ago, and shefdl apart. My owner--he was abig man with alot of hair--wanted meto be scared, so he
mademe’..."

| wastaking and talking and then | saw Dorothy was crying. | was sad because | talked too much.

“I’'m sorry, Dorothy! | didn’'t mean to make you cry. | wastaking too much.” | put my hand on her face
and wiped her tears. She kept crying, so | kept wiping her tears. Then | remembered she held me close
to make mefed better, so | tried to do the same, even though she was bigger than me. | started to move
my hand to her”... wait. | wasn’t supposed to do that. | put my hands on her back and patted it.

She stopped crying in awhile and smiled a me.



“I thought 1 knew you, child, and you go and surprise me. I'm very proud of you.”

“Oh! Thank you, Dorothy! Am | helping now?’ | ft glad. | liked making peoplefed good, even when |
wasn't doing it the norma way.

“Yes, you are, child. Now let meintroduce you to someone.” She took me over to the lady in the corner
who was going to die tonight. The lady was staring at me, but | knew she didn’t see me. Her armswere
very giff and | could tell shewasthirsty.

“She' sthirsty, Dorothy. Can we give her some water? Would that be helping?’

“Yes, it would. Infact that’ sthe only thing left to do to help. Giving her water and waiting with her.”
“Waiting until shedies?’

“Yes. Canyou do that?’

“Yesl” | said, happy to be able to do something | knew how to do.

“All right, then. Sit next to her and I’ ll bring some water. Pay close attention to her, child. Sometimes she
will want to talk, and she wants someone to be near.”

“Okay.” | sat down closeto thelady and stared at her.

Dorothy brought some water, then went to Sit next to the man who was going to die. She wanted meto
pay close attention to the lady, so | did. The lady’ s body kept changing and shewas hurting alot. | gave
her water a couple of times, when her eyeslooked right and | knew she was looking a me.

Some time went by, then | felt Dorothy touch me on the shoulder.

“Why don’t you take a bresk, child.”

“I"'m okay, Dorothy. | want to help.”

“But you' ve been gitting there without moving for over three hours. Y ou must betired.”
“I’m okay. You said to pay atention until shedied, so | will. | promise”

“But it might be hours before”..." | looked up at her, not understanding, so she amiled. " All right, child.
But if you need someone eseto St with her, just tell me*

“All right.” Dorothy went back to the man and | paid attention to the lady.
After two moredrinks, | saw her eyes become alive and she was|ooking at me.
“Monal Isthat you? Have you cometo be with me?’

“I’m going to stay with you, lady, but my nameisn't Mona. Here, drink some water. Y ou'rethirsty.” |
gave her some water and she drank alittle.

“Thank you, Mona. It tastes so sweet. Do you remember me?’

| thought about it, then shook my head. She seemed sad that | didn’t remember, so | tried again, but il
forgot. She patted my hand. Her hand was very bony and there was alot of skinonit.

“So you're not my Monaright now. That'sal right. My name s Ellen. What' syour name, darling?” Her



voice was s0ft with death.

“| don’'t have aname.” She seemed sad, so | had anidea. “But Alan calls me Princess. That'saspecid
girl from along, long, time ago. If you want, you can cal me Princess.”

That made her happy. “All right, then. I'll call you Princess.” Her eyes got very big and they went away
and she made loud croaking sounds. She didn’t know | was here anymore, so | just waited.

She went very Hiff, then her body went very dead-like. But | knew she wasn't dead because she wet her
bed and clothes and her chest went up and down alittle bit Then her arms started jumping around by
themsalves. Then they lay still and she cried and cried, making little shrieks. She said, “Wilson, fire back
two-thirdsl” alot, and “Hurry and get it off him! Nooooo!” alot, too. And she made some other sounds.
Then she came back after along time and looked at me. | gave her more water.

“Am| goingtodiesoon?’ Shesaidinalittlevoice.

“Uh-huh. Pretty soon.” | remembered what Dorothy had asked me, so | asked her. “Does that make you
sd, Ellen?’

“Doesit?| don't know, Princess. I’ ve been dead for eight years now. Maybe when I’'m really dead,
I'lI"...* and then shewas gone. So | waited” ...

Then after another long time, she started going very gtiff and her eyes stopped being bright. White stuff
that didn’t smell nice came out of her mouth and her nose started to bleed. She was very, very thirsty, but
| couldn’t give her any water because her mouth was closed. The white stuff came out of the holesin her
lip where she had bitten through. Her blood was pink and runny. It wasn't as dark and sticky asmine
was. | wondered if she was going to come back and call me Princess again.

Her body went al quiet and she was dead. Only then shewasn’t dead. | knew her body wasn't going to
let her insdes go. Her body went tiff, and then she died again. Then she started making croaking sounds
and died again. Then her arms started moving around by themsdlves and she died again. Then she looked
a mewith her dull eyes and she died again. And then her body became very very very tight and | heard
some bones cracking insde her, and she died again. But thistime it was the last time, and she wasn't
going to cdl me Princess any more.

“Child?’ It was Dorothy, and she was next to me. | stood up.
“Hi, Dorothy. Thelady isdead.”

“I know. | saw.”

“Her name was Ellen. She called me Princess. Did the man die?’
“Yes, he died about five hours ago.”

“Oh. Isthat along time?’

She looked down at the dead lady whose name had been Ellen.

“To some, child, it'san eternity.”

Chapter Nine



“Major Deiley?”

Deiley’ s eyes came open at once. His mind awoke nearly as quickly. He wasin bed and the computer
wascdlingto him.

“YS’?’

“Y ou have apriority alphacal waiting for you in the puter sudy. The caler did not identify himsdlf and
could not be identified.”

“Thank you. Please prepare amint teawith lemon.”
“Very good, sir.” Therewas abarely audible click as the system returned to monitoring mode.

Deiley wasted no time dressing for the call. He was not avain man and knew that whoever would cal at
this hour wanted to speak to him, and not auniform. He drew on arobe over his pgamas and walked to
hisliving room. At his entrance, the computer accessed him into the puterverse and placed himin his
study. Instead of adesk, there appeared atermina. That meant it the call wasfrom Far Bank, his
ultimate superior. He stepped in front of the termina He did not salute, for both he and Far Bank
consdered it awaste of timein this setting.

“Yes 9r?’

“Y ou havein your compound ashard named Abigall Wyeth,” Far Bank said without preamble.
“Yes, dr.” He was not surprised about the reason for the call.

“Her other named human personais Miss DeChant,” Far Bank prompted flatly.

“Yes, gr. | have placed atwenty-four hour guard at her quarters. Full report available, of course.” He
gestured with hisright hand and atabind appeared. He glanced at it briefly. “ Sheis currently sharded as
the pleasure ripe and is at the Res stance base.”

“Y ou have not attempted to neutraize thisbase?’ it asked without accusing.

“Quitethe contrary. | makeit apolicy to never interrupt their operations. It alowsfor the smooth nature
of Glendaeto continue. Attacking a base providing me a service has no merit.”

“Very practicd. Y ou have contacts within the base?’

“I havethree, Sr. At the moment, none of the three has had direct interaction with Miss Wyeth. One has
spoken to the pleasure ripe shard.”

“And the shard’ s progress toward dissolution?’

Delley glanced again at the report. “Her sharding incidents have increased subgtantialy in the past three
weeks. We ve confirmed eight episodes and estimate an additiond four to six. It sdifficult to project a
dissolution time, but judging by theindividua’s mental toughness, outside support, and the nature of the
fase personas, my people estimate four months until dissolution, with an error of six weeks on either side.
| gpologize for the vagueness, sr.”

“Apology unwarranted.” Far Bank replied. “Y ou are personally involved with the Miss DeChant ripe.”

How Far Bank had discovered thiswasirrelevant. That it was discovered was very relevant. Deiley did
not try to calculate how much to divulge. He had anticipated this event and had aready prepared a



response. It was not possible to deceive Far Bank. It was possible to withhold undocumented
information. He would tell Far Banks everything. That did not mean he had given up. He replied
immediately.

“Yes, gr. She served as my housemaid for severd weeks after asquad of my men had raped her in
performance of their duty. One of her personas, | suspect the original one, is capable of usng microsats
to bombard an area with remarkable accuracy. It was my intention to take Miss Wyeth at the proper
moment and extract this knowledge.”

“For what purpose, Mgor Delley?’

“Primarily for persona gain, Sir, with asecondary goa of providing the information to NATech Supreme
after it had served my purpose.” Delley wastaking a calculated risk. Far Banks was able to penetrate
any lie, and appreciated subordinates who did not attempt to hide the fact that they had ulterior motives.
Stll, theflat truth, as he told it, was grounds for execution. For Delley, therisk paid off.

“Good. You arearefreshing individua, Mgor, and | applaud your wisdom. | have need of the woman as
well, but for different reasonsthat are not your concern. Y ou will abandon your plan and accelerate the
timetable of Wyeth’ sdissolution. | want her mind ready for harvesting within two weeks, Mgor.”

“Yes, sr. Two weekswill be difficult, sir. | can capture her and subject her to physical and mental
torment. That will greetly accelerate the process aslong as she' s either Miss Chant or Miss Wyeth. The
pleasure ripe isimmune to such tactics. We will require four weeksto induce dissolution, sr. We might
possibly doitinthree”

“Very well, Mgor. Y ou have four weeks. Beginimmediately.” Thetermina blanked out and the study
wallsfaded away, leaving Mgor Delley in hisliving room.

He went to the kitchen and retrieved histea. Stirring in the lemon wedge, he contemplated his next
action. Capturing the girl would be fairly easy, and within his own schedule, if somewhat early. Hewould
initiate that action immediately. Indeed, if he followed orders, the entire operation was straightforward.
There was nothing to think about, the orders were so clear cuit.

All he needed to do was decide if he were going to follow those orders.

* k * %

“Child! Wait up!” Dorothy caled out softly. “Y ou’ re too bouncy for me!”

| turned around and giggled. | was on top of a pile of bricks and stones. It was dmost morning, o
could see Dorothy il at the bottom, so | sat down and waited for her. She reached the top, a smile on
her face, which made me happy. | looked up at the sky that was till dark in most places, but wasturning
apretty pink in one corner.

“lsn’'t thisanice day, Dorothy? Thank you for taking me home. Will you stay with meall day?’ She sat
down next to me.

“Wéll, | don’t know about dl day. I ll want to do alittle cleaning and baking.”
“The oven doesn't work.”

“Wall, I might be able to coax alittle bit out of it.” She clapped her hands to her shoulders and rubbed
them, like sheliked hersdlf. It looked likefun, so | did it, too. She laughed.



“My! But it' sachilly onethismorning!”

“I know! Look, Dorothy, | can see my breath!” | breathed out and some smoke came out of my mouth.
It wasfun, so | did it again.

Dorothy tried it, too, and we laughed. Then Dorothy stood up and helped meto my feet.

“That's very good, child. Now let’s get to your room. | can make us some hot chocolate and we can
spend the morning napping.” She yawned and stretched, looking very pretty. “ Then this afternoon, we'll
clean up the place and do the wash. | rather think that Miss DeChant didn’t have time yesterday.”

“Miss Deshard started to make some bread, but went away after that and |eft it in abig messon the
table.” | showed her my hands. “ And she got some on my hands, too, but | cleaned them off!”

“Good girl. It'sniceto stay clean when you can. It showsthat you like yoursdlf.”
“It does?’
“Yes. But let’stalk about that after we get to your room, dl right?’

“Okay. I'll gofirgt, Dorothy! Then you come after me.” | ran down the pile of rocks, faling only once.
My hands got bloody from a sharp piece and it felt nice. But it wasn’t abig cut, and anyway nobody who
owned medidit, so | just licked it off then ran to the bottom.

| looked up to seeif Dorothy was behind me, but then the eyesinside my chest saw something and |
looked up the Street. 1t was till al black and they wereinsde abuilding, so | couldn’t seethem with my
eyesinmy head. But | could sill seethem. | heard Dorothy stop next to me.

“What isit, child?’ Her voice was quiet-sad. She waslooking at my hand.

“Over there, Dorothy.” | pointed at the building where they were. “ There s peoplein there and they want
to hurt us”

Just as| pointed, they came out of the building. They were men and there were five of them and they
were carrying things that they wanted to hit uswith. | knew they were good at hitting from the way they
held them. | felt Dorothy yank metowardsthe dley.

“Hurry, child! We ve got to get out of here! Run!” Dorothy pulled out her gun, and | knew that thiskind
of hurting wasn't for fun. It was fun for me, but not for Dorothy, so that meant it wouldn't be fun for me.
So we both ran.

Dorothy was very fast, but stayed behind me. Her face was alittle like Miss Deshard’ sface in the room,
only her hair didn’t have as much gray and her skin was alittle softer. But not as soft asmine. | kept
running, feding afraid that these people wanted to take me away from Dorothy and Alan and Abigail.
And that wasn't right.

They were running fast, too, and getting closer.

“Cdl it off, boyd” Dorothy yelled at them in her loud, mean voice. “I’'m aResstance dog and this Cueis
under my protection. Thisisyour only warning!”

But they kept running after us, so Dorothy shot her gun a them. It didn’t make any sound but it did make
asgueaky noise, but one of them fell down with dl kinds of blood coming out of aholein his neck.
Dorothy didn’t fire again, and the others kept coming after us.



And then Dorothy fell down. She tripped over some stuff in the dley and her gun fell away. | stopped
and ran back and helped her up and then we ran away again. Now the bad men were very close. But we
were amost a my home. It wasjust up in front of us, around the corner.

We went around the corner and ran to the door. Then | had an idea.
“Dorothy! Go runinto thefield! Themanisin that building and he sanice man!”

“What man?’ She asked, but then she did what | said, going in front. | looked at the men who were
redly close.

“You stay away! You're not my owners!”

One of them, who was big and smelled like he didn’t like himself smiled at me. “Hey, princess, you're
here and you' re ashard. That makes you ours.”

“Don’t cal mePrincess!” | screamed, sad that they said that. Only Alan and the lady who died could call
me that. Dorothy could, too. Dorothy! | ran after Dorothy. One of the men reached out and touched me,
scratching my shoulder, but | got away.

Dorothy had fallen down again. She was very tired and anyway there were |ots of bumps and holesin the
fidd. Shewasholding aleg.

“Dorothy! Get up! Thenice maninthebuilding will help ud”
“I'm not going anywhere, child. My legishurt. It suptoyou”... Abigall

| was standing in afield. It was early morning. Dorothy lay at my feet and | heard racing footsteps
approaching behind me. | spun around. There were four of them.

* k% k% %

It was as the corpora expected. The girl had been too careless and now she had attracted a pack of
ripers. Fortunately, she’ d had the good--and uncanny--sense to run toward him. He knew that with the
other woman there, his presence was revealed. No matter. He toggled therifle to full power and nestled
the crosshairs on the head of theriper nearest the two women. He paused for aflicker of time, then
squeezed the trigger. The range was just under two hundred meters, so thiswas child’ s play.

Histarget jolted back as the megawaitt plasma beam penetrated hisface. His head disappeared and ared
mist took its place. Therifle pinged asmal tone behind his ear haf asecond later, indicating it was
recharged. Half a second only, but the corpora had aready lined up on his second target and was
squeezing the trigger There was atickling sensation over hisarms and face asthe dready ionized air
around him fed back the surplus, and again ariper’ s head disappeared in acloud of steam and blood.

The momentum of the ripers had carried them close to the women, and athough two were deed, the
remaining two were too closeto risk a shot. The women were on their own. That was not abad thing,
though, judging by the sudden change in the demeanor of the girl. If she had sharded back to the origind
persona, thiswould be abrief fight. He continued to peer through his sight, both to get a shot off if
possible and to learn more about the girl’ s fighting techniques.

* k% k% %

| fell into an aggressive defense posture asthe first one charged down on us. | moved two steps forward,
preparing to kick, but the hair on the back of my neck stood on end and the man’ s head vaporized.



Someone had a plasmavrifle and was shooting it at full power and with grest accuracy.

The second one was right behind him, and hetoo died, amist of blood spattering over me. | sidestepped
to allow the headless body to collapse past me, and prepared to attack the third one.

There would be no more shots from my benefactor because the remaining two were far too close. The
one reaching for me now had alook of terror on hisface. He d been caught in the open and had found
out we had afriend. Hisonly way off that field wasto use me asashidd. Because of that, he couldn’t kill
me. | had no such restriction toward him. Nor would | hesitate. From his doppy dress, it was clear he
wasariper.

| needed to kill him quickly to deal with the fourth man, so | shot my right hand forward, fingers curled
tightly to expose my knuckles, and drove them into histhroat. The tendons and musclesin his neck
snapped and tore. He made to scream, but histhroat collapsed in onitself, choking him. He had been
coming to astop, but hisinjury made him stagger past me. | stepped quickly behind him and spun hard,
driving the hed of my right shoeinto histemple, crushing it and killing him. That |eft one more.

And hewas abig one. He stood a good two meterstall and looked big enough to show up on radar.
There would be no neck or head shotswith thisone. At least, not until | whittled him down some. | went
to aclose attack posture, preparing to disable him with akick to the ssomach. Then he pulled out aknife.

Theknife changed everything. Thiswas no longer afair fight. If Dorothy and | weregoingtolive, |
needed to change the odds. | knew just how to do it.

The beast rose up in me and | felt al emotion drain away. He had a knife and he was charging me. The
blade dashed across, cutting high at my chest. | dropped to one knee and knocked his arm up over my
head. His bull charge threatened to knock me over, but he was quite large, so | dipped between hislegs,
driving the hedl of my hand up hard into his crotch as he passed over. He grunted. | then kicked at the
back of hisright knee with my Ieft foot. It buckled and tore, but he retained his balance and turned. |
spun around and fell into a crouch. He came at me dowly thistime, the knifein front of him, edge up to
more eadly penetrate under my rib cage.

| looked him hard in the eyes, gauging his skill and nerve. Even in the vague light of early dawn, | could
see he had little of thefirst and an abundance of the latter. That combination meant | needed to induce the
attack. | shot ahand forward and grasped his knife wrist. The blade dragged along my forearm, drawing
blood, but not doing any red damage.

Expecting meto jerk him forward, he yanked his hand back. But instead of resisting, | stepped up with
him and threw hisarm up He was now off balance, faling backward. | stepped in even closer, then
twisted sdewayswhen | sensed hisknife arcing down. | grabbed his plunging knife arm a second time
and guided the blade into his belly. He stepped back to regain his balance, but was forced to put his
weight on historn knee. He screamed and dropped to his knees, fighting the painin hisleg and the painin
hisbelly. A second later, hewasfighting the painin hisright eye as| jabbed athumb into it. Ingtinctively,
he released the knife and clasped hisinjured eye. | yanked the knife free, then buried it straight down into
his ched.

Hisleft fist thudded against my body, shaking meto the core of my being and damming meto the ground.
The price | had to pay for close combat. Therewasafirein my lungsas| scrambled to my feet.
Fortunately, the fight was over. He coughed once, then fell face down into the dirt and dried grass of the
field. He died and the beast went back to deep.

| turned toward the abandoned warehouse on the far edge of the field. In the growing light, | could make
out an opening about ten meters above the ground. That would be the most likely spot for asniper. But



whaose sniper?

Timeto worry about that later. Right now, | needed to get Dorothy and me off thisfield and into my
room before we were spotted again.

Dorothy was till down, but struggling to her feet. She was rubbing her leg, but it looked asthough it
would beall right. She looked a me, a pained smile on her face.

“Nice entrance, child. Sorry to snap you out like that. Dangerous. Still, it seemed better than the
dternative”

| laughed, then coughed, fedling like I’ d been stabbed in the chest. It was painfully surprisng how
bresthing chilly air seemed to fan the flamesin my lungs.

“C’mon. Let’ sget to my room. | need to liedown.” | started to sag to my knees, but Dorothy helped me
up. She dung my arm over her shoulder and | yelped. She pressed a couple of experienced fingers over
my chest and ribs. Wanting to salvage some shred of pride, | winced but didn’t yell again. She nodded
gumly.

“Y ou need more than that, dear. Y ou’ re going to need some treatment. Y ou’ ve got at least two cracked
ribs. Y ou' relucky in oneway. Cheryl will be stopping by the base thisevening.” Cheryl Weaver was our
itinerant doctor. We staggered the short distance to the entrance to my room.

Once we were inside my room, Dorothy lowered me to the mattress. The sheets were off--Miss
DeChant planning to do the cleaning no doubt--but | didn’t care. | wasredly hurting and was for some
reason very thirsty. | hoped | wasn't bleeding internally.

Dorothy filled acup of water for me, stopping up the pipe that the girl had left running. She was dways
forgetting. Thistime | more than forgave her. It was awaste of water, but it was very cool.

| lay back and let Dorothy tend to me. Not wanting to ruin my other shirt, she eased off my top and
removed the wrapping | used for abra. She then ripped it into three narrower strips and used them as
bindings to congtrict movement of my ribs. She hel ped me back into my shirt, then gave me apainkiller
that | had squirreled away, anticipating something like this. | felt better, but knew it was only temporary.
She sat back, admiring her handiwork. Dorothy was awoman of many talents.

“All right. Let’ stry to wait until nightfal, then we'll get back to base.” She made the bed undernesth me,
rolling me gently as needed, then got about cleaning the room. | watched her for afew minutes, but
drifted off to deep.

“Abigail!”

An urgent voice pulled me up from my hot deep. It was so hot | found it difficult to breathe. And every
bresth was laced with fire. | opened groggy eyes, not really seeing anything.

“Abigall! Child! Wakeup!” It was Dorothy. What was she doing® ... oh, yeah. We were waiting until
dark before returning to base to heal my ribs.

“Wha-?" | sadintelligently. | must have redly been out of it. Normdly, I’m up and agoing concern
within seconds of waking. “Isit”... isit dark?*

“No.” She spokein alow but urgent tone. “It’ sjust after two in the afternoon. But we' re going to have to



leave. | just heard atransport move by the outside wall.”

That woke me up. I’ d never heard one go by. The field was on the outskirts of the town, and any shard
wandering out there was open game. As such, NATech didn’t worry too much about it. Their presence
here meant only onething: They’d cometo get me. Why, | had no idea, the same as| had no ideawhy
I’d have a guardian angdl with ahigh-powered plasmarifle watching over my entrance.

What value would | have that they could discern? It seemed impossible that they knew about my
upcoming attack on the far bank of the Quantum. And the girl would never rate thiskind of attention.
Nor, for that matter, would Miss DeChart.

Deiley* ..

Magjor Deiley would put asniper there, | was certain of it. He saw something in Miss DeChant that
piqued hisinterest. She' d never said anything about him in her notes, but I’ d dways had afedling that
she' d fet something for him. Did hefed the same back? It seemed unlikely.

But that didn’t change the fact that NATech was here to take me away. Nor did it change the fact that |
didn’t want to be taken away. Maybe Delley was watching out for me. But maybe these guys were off
duty and had heard about the scuffle. Or the sniper had reported in. No matter. It wastimeto go.

“Dorothy, get my gun.” | rolled to my sde and sat up. It hurt. It hurt alot. But | managed.

“It'sright here. | pulled it out before waking you.” | kept the gun hidden to protect the girl. The last thing
| needed to do was arm a pleasure ripe, though I’ d told Miss DeChant where it was.

| took it from Dorothy, turned on the charger and switched to sonic inducer. I'd never had the
opportunity to useit since Dusty had modified it al those months ago. | hoped it worked.

Dorothy helped meto my feet and we left. | would never be coming back to this place, but | didn’t look
behind me. Dorothy had snatched my Bible, my other shirt and the notes from her and Miss DeChart,
and that was all 1 wanted. They could keep the rest. Of course, other than my bed and makeshift cross,
there was nothing e se.

At my direction, we cut around the back of the room and began picking our way through the heavy
machinery and maze of scattered parts and abandoned inventory toward my bolthole. I'd said there was
only one entrance and | was accurate. Where we were going was an exit, designed to be used only once.

Behind me | heard the pounding of feet racing to my room. But by now we were over one hundred
meters away, and we would not be found. The bolthole dropped down to the basement and led into an
adjacent building. We walked dong the dirty, twisting path and worked our way around piles of trash
and falen masonry, making very little noise. Though Dorothy sill hel ped me on occasion, | was breathing
fairly easily and could walk on my own. When wefinally emerged on the Street, we were two blocks
down and three blocks over.

* * % %
“Sorry, dr, but the target has evaded us.”

“She’ snot atarget, Sergeant. She' sawoman.” Delley felt aflash of irritation. Not a the man’s
callousness, but a himsdlf for correcting so trivid adetail.

“Yes, sr. We dtill haven't discovered her escape route, but it probably doesn’t matter. It s been thirty
minutes since we entered her room.”



“Thirty minutes. Which amogt certainly means she' s at their base by now. Very well, Sergeant. Continue
the search for the women, just in case they’ ve been hindered. Remind your men of the consequencesiif
ether are hurt or molested.”

“Unlikely they’ Il need reminding, Sir. Y ou were quite explicit to me and | made sure| was the sameto my

“Good. Carry on. Oh, by the way, Sergeant?’
“Yes ar?’
“How did they know about your arriva?’

The sergeant had an exasperated look on hisface. “ Thefirst team brought their hov in along the outer
wall. Standard tactic, but they’ d been told thiswasn’t a standard retrieval. The woman’sroom isagainst
that wall. She would have heard the approach.”

“And you dedlt withitby” ...“

“By executing the squad leader, Sir.” The sergeant sounded dightly surprised that such aroutine subject
was even brought up. Delley nodded and switched off.

* k% k% %

“That should do it, Abby.” Doctor Weaver put down her sounder and felt my ribs. “They’ll bealittle
tender for afew days. And there will be some bruising. But you' [l makeit so long as you can avoid knife
fightsfor aweek or s0.” She smiled tiredly, the smile of an overworked but greetly valued physician.

“Thanks, Doctor. That’s good advice. Now if only the people with the knives will follow it.” | took a
deep breath and felt only atwinge. Much better.

| hopped down off the table and went to find Alan, closing my shirt. Everywhere, people were moving
busily around, packing up equipment and breaking down the base. That was my fault. | darted in and out
of the nearly chaotic scene, knowing just where I’ d find Alan.

Hewasin our access room, working on the power feed. All Res stance bases used their own power
source to prevent dependence on acivilian power grid. Even our operation had an ionic mass converter,
though much smaller and somewhat older than most regiments. Since neither it nor this base would be
ours much longer, we were going to push the generator to the red line. That meant disengaging the safety
cutoffs and optimizing power flow for the high volume that the variable mass smulator and our next
access were going to demand. That’ swhat Alan was doing now. That and trying not to get killed if an
unleashed plasmatendril burned through the conduits and into the crawvlway where he worked. He
looked down from his perch and flipped up the feedback shield. He was shirtless and sweaty. I’ d been
up there before, and if | were up there now, I’ d be shirtless and sweaty. Well, swesty at any rate. He
noticed my easy movement and nodded approvingly.

“Much better,” he said, voicing the same judgment I'd made. “Nice timing, too. | need you to fine-tune
the calibration of our variable mass smulator. The last person just walked off thejob.” Hewinked at me

dyly.
“Have her found and ridiculed, then.” | laughed and picked up my tool kit.

We worked quietly for an hour, finishing up our battleground. In just afew hours, we d be crossing the
Quantum, and nothing would be l€ft to chance. Of course, | could aways shard, but | somehow doubted



that would happen. With the exception of Posen’sinduced episode, | never sharded once | wasin the
puterverse.

Asl said, weworked quietly. But it was far from quiet. The base was being transferred and there was an
urgency that was very efficient but aso very loud. Equipment, supplies, food, everything was being
packed and loaded onto the three phase hovs we had and moved to a predetermined location. With a
little luck, NATech wouldn’t move againgt usfor several more hours, and even then it would require
another hour or so to burn through the shielding I’ d rigged. When we settled here afew months ago, | set
up aseries of molecule-thick shields set at dternating harmonic frequenciesthat could be activated in the
event of an attack. Although each shield could only withstand a moderate attack--say one punch from a
heavy plasma gun--the shields were layered like an onionskin and there were hundreds of them. Of
course, the shield served avery gtrict defensive modd. We couldn’t shoot out. And it cut us off from the
atmosphere, so we had limited air. But it did give ustimeto evacuate. And aslong as | could initiate my
access before they began the attack, | felt there was enough time to finish my fight before breakthrough.

| finished calibration just as Alan completed the power flow modifications. He dropped down from the
access crawlway and wiped off hisbare, swesty chest with his shirt. He back wasto me, so | sneaked a
long look. It seemed impossible that | had once looked at women like this and thought the thoughts | now
had toward Alan. Thelook of his hard, muscled back, the heady man scent, the confidence that seemed
to emanate from him, they al made my heart trip. We would never be more than friends, and both of us
knew that. But that didn’t mean that | couldn’t have afriend with such awonderful smile and gorgeous
butt.

| shook my head to throw off such thoughts and started putting avay my tools. Thetimefor idle

fantasi zing was forever denied me now. All that lay ahead for me was one last moment to try and make a
difference. After that--if | avoided capture and execution by NATech--afew more weeks of dowly
breaking down before | was carried into the Room to wait, my few remaining friends standing by to ease
my find pans.

* k% k% %

Two hourslater, my friends were stlanding by me. Not to ease my pain but to help me begin my final
mission. Alan on my left, Mike on my right, and Kiki in front of me, working her unique brand of magic.
We were facing the Quantum back door, and Kiki was working through the second to last lock. We had
to shield our eyes somewhat from Kiki’ sbright light. To avoid detection, we had temporarily eschewed
UTC and were accessing at leve thirty-two. Kiki wasn't coming with us, and was &t total access. I'd
never redlized the difference. Did my actions come off this bright--amost painful--to others? 1’ d have to
alow for that in my future accesses. Right. Like | had afuture.

At my direction, she was being careful not to disrupt the locks but to work through them. | had told them
| didn’t want the aurathat resulted from such large discharges to attract worms or other unwanted
atention. | wasbeing only partidly truthful. No, | waslying. | didn’t redly care about what was on this
sde of the Quantum.

The last lock turned from dark black to asmoky crystal and fell off, a bright, apple-scented key inits
keyhole. Kiki lowered her arms.

“Okay, Abby! That’sthelast onel can do without force. Thelast oneisthe origind one, and there' sno
wal to pick ahard-coded lock that old.” She stepped up to it and peered at it closdly, then spoke asiif it
were an honorable and respected enemy.

“Itisformidablelooking, isn'tit?’



| stood up next to her and eyed it. It was formidable looking.

“Not to worry, Kiki. All you need istheright key.” | held out my hand, fingers splayed. A termind with
keyboard rose from the ground. | plugged the data feed into the lock and typed out asingleword. The
lock imploded and turned to dust, asmall cloud floating dowly down.

“*Gotcha 7" Kiki asked, referring to the password.

“Believe me, Kiki, there' s nothing more embarrassing than forgetting your backdoor password.
Something thiswell hidden would have an easy password, onethat you' d never have to write down.”

“How did you know it, Abby?’ Alan asked.

“Chrisworked for me, remember?’ At his startled look, | realized he hadn’t known. * Sorry, Alan. |
thought you knew. Anyway, he wouldn't have told me his passwords outright. Not oneslikethis. But
credit mewith alittleintelligence. | wasn't his boss by accident. | considered it a personal chalengeto
know all my employees’ backdoors and passwords.” | shook my head at the memory. “ That seems so
long ago, even for me. Well. Onward and upward! Rather, downward.”

| shoved the door open and it disappeared like the lock, leaving only aquickly dissipating cloud of dust.
It dropped straight down into pitch-blackness. | tried to light it up, but was unable to. Mike whistled.

“Not agood sign. Could this be a known access port, Abby?’

“Known or not, Mike,” | responded, “Thisisal we' vegot.” | turned to Kiki. “ Seeyou later, kid. Keep
the porch light on.” | stepped into the darkness.

Assoon as| started fdling, | knew wewerein trouble. | was falling much too fast for the puterverse. |
tried to control my fall, but with non-UTC. Which meant | failed. | just went |loose and relied on my
ingtinct and reflexes to keep me safe.

A few secondslater | discovered my faith was well founded. | sensed more than felt the ground and
braced mysdf at just theright time. | felt asmdl jolt in my ribs, but otherwise landed fine. | stepped
forward into abarely seen opening and made room for Alan and Mike. They landed seconds later
without mishap.

“Okay, Kiki.” | called quietly, looking up the shaft. “Let’ s have somelight.” Alan jerked me back, and |
grinned sheepishly. Not too wiselooking directly into asolar burst | couldn’t see coming. Weall faced
the opening that reached under the Quantum.

Therewas aflash behind us. | wouldn’t exactly say the tunnel was flooded with light. Flooded was too
strong. Perhaps moistened. We could see, that wasit. It looked dank and unused. It smelled dank and
unused. We struck out, me leading point, Mike and Alan coming behind. Inside me, | felt the beast
darting to dtir.

Fortunately, the tunnel lived up to its billing. It was dank and unused. We went maybe one hundred
meters when the tunnel ended at another hole. | stepped up to it and peered in. It wasfilled with
Quantum data.

“Geez!” Mike said with exasperation. “ Thisthing has been here so long, the river’ s breached and filled it!
Now what?’

“Gotcha, Mike!” | laughed at hismistake. “You've just falenfor an old one!” | turned to Alan. “What's
wrong with thispicture, Alan?’



Helooked at it carefully for amoment, then began chuckling. “ It doeslook like the tunnel’ s flooded,
Abby. But we re below river leve, so that means our tunnel should be flooded aswell.” Helooked at
Mike. “Gotcha, Mike.”

Mike didn’t say anything, but | think thislittle trick helped. He' d dways had a pretty low opinion of
flesh--other than me and a couple of my friends--and this served notice that we humans till had afew
things we could teach him. Still chuckling, | stepped into the data stream.

| fell lessthan three meters and it was as we suspected: the datawasillusory. Theillusion continued for
perhaps ten more meters, then discontinued, revealing a danker, darker, and tinier tunndl. | waited for the
boysto join me, then we moved dlong. We were on the last leg.

After what seemed forever--1 wondered if we were being subjected to the same warping I’ d used on
other people--we reached the tunnel’ s end. There was a set of rungs reaching up into a stygian darkness
thick enough to have substance.

“Thisisit?’ Alan asked.

“Thisisit. No sensewaiting around.” | jumped up lightly, grabbed arung, and sarted climbing. Mike,
then Alan, followed close behind. Despite the seriousness of the Situation, | till had the humorous thought
that it wasagood thing | wasn't in adress.

We climbed for what seemed like ages. It made no difference to us; though we had weight, it had no
effect on our strength. One rung or one million, the effort was the same. 1t was alittle bothersome that an
attempt like this was even made. Maybe that was the point of this, to bother us. But we remained fairly
patient and we reached the top. There was no tunndl here, just asmall room surrounding the hole we' d
climbed out of. We remained pressed close to the sides. At my back was alarge door.

“Shdl | burn through it, Abby?” Mike seyeslit up the room, and | could see the energy starting to shine
through the restraining armor he had on. Alan and | could access at variouslevels. Mike couldn’'t. To
him, everything wastota accessat UTC. To cover that Sgnature, he used atype of negative shielding. It
weakened him, but hid his presence.

“No need, Mike.” | reached for it, and it opened under my hand. “It’s unlocked. In any event, | doubt it
will even be hereinamoment.” | took adeep breath. “Ready, gentlemen?’ They nodded and al of us
went to total access. As| suspected, the door, walls, and tunnel vanished, and we were on the far side of
the Quantum.

* k % %

“WEe ve achieved breakthrough, sir.” The lieutenant gave a crisp sdlute to Mgor Deiley, but wasted no
moretime. “Thefirgt squad blitzed in, but there was no one there. I'm sending the next four squadsin

“Very good, Lieutenant. | expect the base will be nearly deserted.” It had better be; he' d given them
more than enough timeto pull out. Thisway, the Resistance could continue with their work, and he
wouldn't lose men unnecessarily. But he was probably quick enough to il find Miss Wyeth here.

He and the lieutenant walked together to the base, the lieutenant occasiondly giving out orders. They
reached the main entrance and went in. Other than his men, it was deserted.

They goneinto along halway, used to house the shards, when a soldier came running up behind them.
Hejerked to a stop and saluted.



“We ve found two of them, sr! They'rein the puterverse. Corpora White sent me to inform you and to
tell you he and two otherswere going in on their own initietive.”

“That fool!” Delley spat out and began walking quickly to the room. “Wasn't he warned about entering
an access areawith Wyeth present?’ He spoke with aclear voice to activate the comnet already placed
over the base. “ Corpora White! ThisisMgor Deiley! Do not enter that room!” There was no response,
30 they began running. Probably awaste of time.

It was awaste of time. When they arrived two minutes later, they could see easily into the room;

Corpora White had not closed the door. They could as easily see why he hadn't: Theremains of dl three
men lay just ingdeit. In the center of the room were Wyeth and aman, probably Lieutenant Lockwood.
Between them and Delley stood a bright orb of light, less than ahaf meter high. It moved about as
though dive, guarding the two people. Judging by the bloody and shattered corpses, Wyeth had chosen
her sentry wisdly. Deiley sighed and sat down. He hoped the Lieutenant could not--or chose not to--see
his hands tremble dightly asthe sight of Miss DeChant. He was o very closeto hisgod. But what was

hisgod?
“All right. We'll wait for them out here. | don’t think it will betoo long.”

* k % %

There was nothing to be seen. From flat, featureless horizon to flat, featureless horizon, there was
nothing. Appropriately enough, the ground wasflat black, only dightly less black than the sky, and much
duller. Even the Quantum, about a haf-kilometer behind us, gave no light. We' d come here, ready to
fight our way through ahost of typica goons, bullies, and monsters. All the standard stuff. But no, we had
the place to ourselves. That scared me. I” d hoped he thought they would have been necessary to wear us
down. That he didn’t made him very confident or very powerful. Probably both.

“What gives, Abby?" Mike was looking around, perplexed. “Are we at the wrong address?’

“No, we'renot.” | turned out to the open plane and raised my voice. “All right, Chris. Let’sget it over
with.”

“WHO?" Mike spun toward me and for thefirst time | could remember, he was genuindly surprised.
Surprised and scared. But | didn’t respond to his question, nor to Alan’ s unasked one. My attention was
focused on the ground five metersin front of me.

A deep black hole gppeared, pulling in energy from the surrounding terrain. When it wasfilled, the energy
pool raised up and took on ahumanoid form. Colorless at firgt, it began shifting and sharpening, gaining
shades and hues. Slivers of energy pulled away and became arms. A bulge grew from the top and began
growing hair and a hideous skeleton face that started covering itsef with muscle and skin. A smdl hole
appeared in the middle of thetorso. It became adlit, then a separation aslegs formed.

A body fully formed, it quickly finished with the defining festures of Chris'Y oung.

“Hello, John.” He cracked hisgrin at me, the one he aways used whenever he thought or actualy did
have something over me.

“Hdlo, Chris. Only it snot John anymore. It sAbigall.”

Helaughed. “Redly? Let' ssee” Heflipped ahand and | felt an energy field surround me. | looked down
and saw that instead of my norma glowing form, | was standing naked in my human form. | had expected
something likethis. | smiled a him, paying no atention to my nakedness.



“Y ou dways were something of aleech, Chris. Go ahead. Look al you want.”

He got adirty look on hisface. *Y ou’ re feminine enough on the outside, John. But I'm sure you' re il
John Wyeth.” Heflipped hishand again and | returned to my origina form. “So. Have you and your army
cometo defeat me?’

“Uh-huh. And why not? Y ou' re the one responsible for NATech Supreme, aren’t you, Chris? It wasyou
who developed the webbing techniques. It was you who manipulated NATech, the origina one, into a
role of prominence after the Terran Martian Wars. It was you who--"

“Yes, yes, yes. All that, John, and more.” He looked a me thoughtfully. “1’m surprised you don’t take
some of the credit yoursdlf, though. After dl, | couldn’t have done dl thiswithout you.”

“What?’ | whispered.

“Then you don’'t know? So my old boss does have achink in hisarmor.” He laughed. “1 created the
webhbing techniques, sure. But once I’ d developed the overall concept, it became clear that | had
something and | needed something | had a powerful programming scheme that could ultimately give
unimaginable control to the being who owned it, which was me.

“But | needed afull time presence to monitor it and develop it while | worked out a plan of action.
Fortunately, | was surrounded by some of the best mindsthat ever existed, so | picked the best one.” He
amiled, and his amile reveded bright white teeth with aforked tongue that made meflinch. 1 picked you,
John.”

“Then it was you who had mekilled.”

“Yes. | manipulated your death and transfer into the computer, another little something I d worked out in
my sparetime: the moving of amind and soul into another hogt. | planned to do it to mysdlf at theright
time. Only | wasn't sureit would work. So | needed aguineapig. You. Andin case you died, John, |
had two others picked out.

“But you worked out far beyond my wildest expectations. After I’ d used you to stabilize my webbing
schemes, | hid you in the computer banksfor Six years, then reintroduced you as my first netter.”

| wasn't saying anything. | didn’t know what to say.

“I kept you there for about two centuries, then started moving you around as | needed. Y ou’ ve had quite
acareer, John. Netter, space gtation, alowly housemaid, the primary core to the PlaNet defense
systems.” He paused.

“But it was the housemaid that ended up being the most profitable for me. I’ d been following the studies
and theories of Professor LeClaire, and was excited by his studiesin Keyed Memory Encapsulation. |
arranged for him to be given ahousemaid, and saw to it that it was your mind that was used to provide
lifeto the soullessfemae.” He grinned. “1 dso liked the thought of screwing you bad, John. Not
physicaly, of course. There'sno way | wanted to leave the puterverse once I’ d made my home here. But
I”d always been put off by your ease with women. | couldn’t stand seeing you work so well with them
and not use that to your advantage.”

“Y ou mean you hated my respect for al my people. That’swhy you never made it to Project Leader,
Chris. Y ou tended to think with your head second.”

“Could be, John. Could be. But at least | don’t have any dressesin my wardrobe. And | saw to it that
you did have dressesin your wardrobe. | paid close attention to your life as Miss DeChant, John. It was



apleasant diverson from ruling the planet.

“But then Professor LeClaire actualy developed aworkable KME procedure. | didn’'t know what he
planned to implant, but | guessed he’' d choose you to implant itin. And so hedid.”

| shook my head. “ Sorry, Chris. But you' re wrong. There' s been nothing specia about Miss DeChant
that would indicate--"

“God! You're stupid! Of course there wouldn’t be anything in her, John. Thisthing takes years,
centuries, to develop. And after | redlized that LeClaire planned to betray me, | had both of them killed
the night he implanted the capsule in your mind. | then put you someplace safe to develop that KME; into
the planetary defense system.”

“Unfortunately, the KME didn’t develop. | gave up after a century and a haf and ordered you destroyed.
But atraitor shifted your mind into another computer bank and reported you terminated. He was caught
and executed, but you managed to disappear. It'sonly in the past few monthsthat | put together the rest
of thestory.” He smiled. “I find it quite humorous that you’ ve never regained your manhood, John.”

The smile disappeared. “I also found it very exciting when | found out that the KME did develop over
time. | just hadn’t given it enough time. That’ s how you acquired your ability to program in bound trinary
code. And now I’'m going to acquire that ability from you, John. | have Mgor Deiley standing by to
harvest your mind as soon as |’ ve shut it down.” Heraised ahand. “I’ ve never savored amoment as
much as |’ ve savored this one. Goodbye John.”

A balt of solid black energy exploded from his hand and struck mefull force. My shielding had long been
up, though, so it splashed harmlesdy off me. | laughed.

“Not what you expected, eh, Chris? Tell me, did you expect this?’ | tightened my body and a sphere of
crystals erupted from my body. They spread out in al directions for twenty meters, then homed in on
Chris, hammering with blow after blow after blow. He stepped back, staggered.

That wasthe cuefor Alan and Mike. Alan came at hisright Sde from the ground, Mike at hisleft from
theair. Alan did negative shidding around him, lowering his accesslevel and leaving him opento Mike' s
blistering attacks. Green plasma dipped between the negative shielding cracks and | heard him scream.
Hefdl to hisknees.

| stepped up, fedling suddenly tired. | just wanted this over with.

“Chris, you've manipulated al of Earth’s society for centuries. Y ou' ve calloudy used and discarded
thousands, perhaps millions of lives. Y ou’ ve surrendered your own humanity for power. | pity you more
than anything ese. But I’ ve no way to expressthat pity that will help anyone, including you. Y ou' reright,
Chris. It stimeto say goodbye.” | placed my hands on his forehead to fire arazor of UTC into his
cyberbrain. “ Goodbye, Chris.”

| fired, but nothing happened. Confused and worried, | tried again. Nothing. He looked up a me, smiling.
“What' swrong, John?’

“Stop calling me John!” For some reason, | was suddenly upset by his constant use of my old name. “My
nameisAbigal!”

“Redly?Kind of kinky isn'tit, caling yoursdf by agirl’sname, isn't it, John? After dl, just look at
yoursdlf.”



Stunned, | looked a mysdlf. | wasaman. My arms were sirong, my chest wide, and my body complete.
| stepped back, knowing | should press the attack, but unable to. Mike and Alan were looking at me
with startled eyes, aghast.

“Stopit! Stopit! My nameisAbigail! I'm awoman!”
“If you say S0, Abigail. Haveit your way.”
| felt awave wash over meand | looked at myself again. | was awoman!

“Nooo!” | ydled, covering my nakedness. “What have you done to me? Stop it, Chrisl Make meaman
agan!”

“But you just ingsted you' reawoman, Abigail. Make up your mind, girl.” Hewas smiling again.

“Abby!” Mike jumped up into the air and brought both hands together, preparing to launch abolt at
Chris. Panic gripped me. If he destroyed Chris, | could never be aman again! But wait, wasn't my name
Abigall? 1t couldn’'t be. That wasagirl’sname.

| shouted at Mike to not fire, but my voice was drowned out by a thunderclap of sound as Chris opened
firea Mike. The battering ram of energy didn’t explode when it struck Mike. Rather, it filled him, as
though he were sucking it in. Chris had hit him with avirus, and caught off guard, Mike was quickly
coming undone. | started to rush Chris, to hit him, when | felt Alan hold me back. Hishand on my tiny
shoulder made me scream.

“Don’'t touch me! Leave medone, Alan!” | kept mysdlf covered, feding shame and revulsion at beingin
awoman's body. Even worse, ayoung woman'’s body.

“Abby! Cam down! Look!” He fended off my weak blows and pulled my foot up. Black tendrils,
reaching up from the ground, were embedded in them. Even as| watched, the skinin my lower leg
bulged as they pushed deeper ingde me. | screamed.

“Cam down! Y oung ismessing with your mind, Abby! | think he’ s doing somekind of partid ripe!
Y ou’ ve been Abigail Wyeth for three years now. Remember!” He shook me by the shoulders.
“Remember! Y ou were even engaged to aman.”

“NO! That can't betrue! | amaman! I'm just in the wrong body!”

“No, you're not! Thisiswho you are!l Remember? Please! Snap out of it, Abby! Y ou told me how much
you loved him. His name was Aaron Marks.”

Aaron®...

“That' s more than enough from you, Lockwood.” Chris had been occupied with Mike, but now turned
his attention to us. He didn’t even move and suddenly Alan was sinking into the ground. His face became
contorted with pain. Chrislaughed.

“So, what' st to be, Lockwood? Y ou can save yoursdlf by ending access. Of course, that means
abandoning John. Not that you can help out anyway. All three of you were fools! Coming to my home,
thinking to beat me, armed only with some bound trinary code. It' s painful enough, I'll grant you, and
potentially more potent than pseudo trinary code. But I’ ve had centuriesto refine my pseudo trinary, and
it'sfar more advanced than your current skills.”

Helooked back a me. “And what about you, John? Shall | turn you back into aman? Come. It'stimeto



abandon thislost cause. Y our congiruct isdl but destroyed. Every moment you wait brings your human
friend closer to deeth. Give me the memory capsule and I'll let both your friends go.”

| felt the tendrilstwist and lurch deeper in my body. Into my foreign, female body. They were now up to
my stomach. Mike lay motionless on the ground, encased in asmoky black rock. Alan would have
passed out from the agony if Chris hadn’t been keeping him awake. All 1 needed to do to end this
suffering wasto let Chrishave my mind. But | couldn’t. No morethan | could make aded with the devil.

“Y ou know what, Chris? Y ou' d think that six hundred years would have mellowed a person out. But
you'redill an asshole”

Hisface tightened and he started to say something, when suddenly everything became fuzzy and my skin
fdt
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End of Book Three



