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It is necessary that things should pass away into that from which they are born. For things must
pay one another the penalty and compensation for their injustice according to the ordinance of
time.—Anaximander



PART ONE

THE 34" OF AUGUST

CHAPTER ONE

In the summer of histwelfth year—the summer the stars began to fal from the sky—the boy Isaac
discovered that he could tell east from west with his eyes closed.

Isaac lived at the edge of the Great Inland Desert, on the continent of Equatoria, on the planet that had
been appended to the Earth by the inscrutable beings caled the Hypotheticals. People had given the
planet awhole panoply of grandiose or mythologica or coolly scientific names, but most amply caled it
the New World, in any of ahundred or more languages, or Equatoria, after its most widely settled
continent. These were things | saac had learned in what passed for schooal.

Helived in acompound of brick and adobe, far from the nearest town. He wasthe only child at the
settlement. The adults with whom he lived preferred to keep a careful distance between themsalves and
the rest of the world. They were specid, in ways they were reluctant to discuss. Isaac, too, was special.
They had told him so, many times. But he wasn't sure he believed them. He didn't fed specid. Often he
felt much less than specid.

Occasiondly the adults, especidly Dr. Dvai or Mrs. Rebka, asked | saac whether he was lonely. He
wasn't. He had books, he had the video library to fill histime. He was a student, and he learned &t his
own pace—steadily if not quickly. Inthis, Isaac suspected, he was a disappointment to his keepers. But
the books and videos and lessonsfilled histime, and when they were unavailable there was the natural
world around him, which had become akind of mute, indifferent friend: the mountains, gray and green
and brown, doping down to thisarid plain, the edge of the desert hinterland, a curdled landscape of rock
and sand. Few things grew here, ance therain came only in the first months of spring and sparsely even
then. In the dry washes there were lumpish plants with prosaic names: barrel cucumbers, leather vines. In
the courtyard of the compound a native garden had been planted, cactus festhery with purple flowers, tall
nevergreens with weblike blossoms that extracted moisture from the air. Sometimes a man named Rgj
irrigated the garden from a pump that ran deep into the earth, and on those morningsthe air smelled of
minera-rich water: astedly scent that carried for kilometers. On watering day, rock shrewswould
burrow under the fence and tumble comically acrossthetiled courtyard.

|saac's day's passed in gentle sameness early in the summer of histwelfth year, ashis days had always
passed, but that deepy peace came to an end the day the old woman arrived.

* % % % %

She came, remarkably, on foot.

Isaac had | eft the compound that afternoon and climbed asmal distance up the foothills, to agranite shelf
that jutted from the dope of aridge like aship's prow from a pebbly sea. The afternoon sun had warmed
the rock to afine, fierce heat. I saac, with hiswide-brimmed hat and white cotton shirt to protect him
from the burning light, sat under thelip of the ridge where there was dtill shade, watching the horizon. The
desert rippled in risng waves of furnace air. He was aone and motionless—afloat in hegt, a castaway on
asereraft of ssone—when the woman appeared. At first shewas just adot down the unpaved road that
led from the distant towns where | saac's keegpers went to buy food and supplies. She moved dowly, or
seemed to. Nearly an hour passed before he could identify her as awoman—then an old woman—then
an old woman with a pack on her back, a bow-legged posture, and adogged, determined stride. She



wore awhite robe and awhite sun hat.

The road passed close to this rock, amost directly beneath it, and Isaac, who didn't want to be seen,
though he could not say why, scooted behind aboulder and crouched there as she approached. He
closed hiseyes and imagined he fdt the bulk and weight of the land benesth him, the old woman'stwo
feet tickling the skin of the desert like abeetle on the body of adumbering giant. (And hefdt another
presence, deep in that earth, a quiescent behemoth tirring initslong deep far to the west....)

The old woman paused benesth the shelf of rock asif she could see himin hishiding place. 1saac was
aware of the break in the rhythm of her shuffling steps. Or maybe she had innocently paused to sip water
from a canteen. She said nothing. 1saac held himself very ill, something he was good &t.

Then her steps resumed. She walked on, leaving the road where atrail bent toward the compound. Isaac
lifted his head and |ooked after her. She was many meters away now, the long light of the afternoon
drawing her shadow alongside her like aleggy caricature. As soon as he saw her she paused and turned
back, and for amoment it seemed asif their eyes met, and | saac hastily ducked away, uncertain whether
he had been seen. He was Startled by the accuracy of her gaze and he remained hidden for along time,
until the sunlight angled degp into the mountain passes. He hid even from himsdlf, quiet asafish in apool
of memory and thought.

The old woman reached the compound's gates and went inside and stayed there. Before the sky grew
whoally dark, |saac followed her. He wondered if he would be introduced to the woman, perhaps a
dinner.

Very few outsiders came to the compound. Of those who came, most came to stay.

* * % % %

After Isaac had bathed and put on clean clothes he went to the dining room.

Thiswas where the entire community, al thirty of the adults, gathered every evening. Morning and
afternoon med s were impromptu, could be taken at any time aslong as you were willing to do your own
work in the kitchen, but dinner was a collective effort, dways crowded, inevitably noisy.

Usudly Isaac enjoyed hearing the adults talk among themselves, though he seldom understood what they
said unlessit wastrivid: whoseturn it wasto go to town for provisons, how aroof might be repaired or
awel improved. More often, since the adults were mainly scientists and theoreticians, their talk turned to
abstract matters. Listening, |1saac had retained few of the details of their work but something of its genera
content. Therewas dwaystak of time and stars and the Hypotheticas, of technology and biology, of
evolution and transformation. Although these conversations usudly pivoted on words he couldn't
understand, they had afine and lofty sound about them. The debates—were the Hypotheticals properly
cdled beings, conscious entities, or were they some vast and mindless process?—often grew hested,
philosophies defended and attacked like military objectives. It was asif in some nearby but inaccessible
room the universeitsalf was being taken gpart and reassembled.

Tonight the murmur was subdued. There was a newcomer present: the old woman from the road. 1saac,
bashfully taking a sest between Dr. Dvali and Mrs. Rebka, cast furtive glances at her. She did not return
them; in fact she seemed indifferent to his presence at the table. When the opportunity arose, Isaac
studied her face.

Shewas even older than he had guessed. Her skin was dark and skeined with wrinkles. Her eyes, bright
and liquid, peered out from skully chambers. She held her knife and fork in long, fragile fingers. Her
pamswere pae. She had changed out of her desert garb into clothing more like what the other adults



wore; jeans and a pale yelow cotton shirt. Her hair was thin and cut close to the scalp. She wore no
rings or necklaces. In the crook of one elbow was a patch of cotton held down with surgical tape: Mrs.
Rebka, the community physician, must aready have taken ablood sample from her. But that happened
to every newcomer. Isaac wondered if Mrs. Rebka had had a hard timefinding aveinin that smdll
sinewy arm. He wondered what the blood test had been meant to detect, and whether Mrs. Rebka had
found what she was|ooking for.

No specid attention was paid to the newcomer at dinner. She joined in conversation but the talk
remained superficid, asif no one wanted to give away any secrets before the stranger was fully
approved, absorbed, understood. It was not until the dishes had been cleared and severa pots of coffee
placed on the long table that Dr. Dvdi introduced Isaac to her.

"Isaac," he began, and the boy gazed at the tabletop uncomfortably, "thisis Sulean Moi—she€'scome a
long way to meet you."

A long way?What did that mean? And—to meet him?

"Hello, Isaac," the newcomer said. Her voice was not the harsh croak he had expected. In fact her voice
was mellifluous despite a certain grit.... and, in someway he could not pin down, familiar.

"Hdlo," hesad, ill avoiding her eyes.
"Please call me Sulean,” shesaid.
He nodded cautioudly.

"I hopewell befriends,” she said.

* * % % %

Hedid not, of course, tdl her immediately about his newfound ability to distinguish the points of the
compass with his eyes closed. He hadn't told anyone about that, not even stern Dr. Dvali or the more
sympathetic Mrs. Rebka. He was afraid of the scrutiny it would bring.

Sulean Moi, who moved into the compound, made a point of visiting him every morning after classesand
before lunch. At first Isaac dreaded these visits. He was shy and not alittle frightened of Sulean's great
age and apparent frailty. But she was steadlily, courteoudy friendly. She respected his sllences, and the
guestions she asked were seldom awkward or intrusive.

"Do you like your room?" she asked one day.

Because he preferred to be aone he had been given thisroom to himself, asmall but uncluttered chamber
on the second story of the easternmost wing of the largest house. There was awindow overlooking the
desert, and Isaac had put his desk and chair in front of that window, his bed againgt the farther wall. He
liked to keep the shutters open at night, to let the dry wind touch the bedsheets, his skin. He liked the
amell of the desert.

"l grew up inadesert,” Suleantold him. A dant of sunlight through the window illuminated her left Sde,
one arm and the parchment of her cheek and ear. Her voice was almost awhisper.

"Thisdesart?"

"No, not thisone. But one not very different.”



"Why did you leave?'

She smiled. "I had placesto go. Or at least | thought | did.”
"And thisiswhere you came?'

"Ultimatdly. Yes"

Because he liked her, and because he could not help being aware of what was unspoken between them,
Isaac said, "'l don't have anything to give you."

"l don't expect anything," she said.
"The othersdo.”

"Dothey?'

"Dr. Dvdi and therest. They used to ask me alot of questions—how | felt, and what ideas | had, and
what things in books meant. But they didn't like my answers." Eventualy they had stopped asking, just as
they had stopped giving him blood tests, psychologicd tests, perception tests.

"I'm perfectly satisfied with you theway you are," the old woman said.

He wanted to believe her. But she was new, she had walked through the desert with the noncha ance of
an insect on asunny rock, her purposes were vague, and |saac was il reluctant to share hismost
troublesome secrets.

* % %k k% %

All the adults were histeachers, though some were more patient or attentive than others. Mrs. Rebka
taught him basic biology, Ms. Fischer taught him the geography of Earth and the New World, Mr.
Nowotny told him about the sky and the stars and the relationship of sunsand planets. Dr. Dvali taught
him physics: inclined planes, theinverse square, dectromagnetism. | saac remembered his astonishment
thefirst time he saw amagnet lift aspoon from atabletop. An entire planet pulling downward, and what
wasthishit of stonein its power to reverse that universa flow? He had only begun to make sense of Dr.
Dvdi'sanswvers,

Last year Dr. Dvdi had shown him acompass. The planet, too, was amagnet, Dr. Dvdi said. It had a
rotating iron core, hence lines of force, ashield against charged particles arriving from the sun, a polarity
that distinguished north from south. 1saac had asked to borrow the compass, a hefty military model made
on Earth, and Dr. Dvai had generoudy alowed him to keepit.

Latein the evening, donein hisroom, |saac placed the compass on his desk so that the red point of the
needle aligned with the letter N. Then he closed his eyes and spun himself around, stopped and waited
for hisdizzinessto subsde. Eyes il closed, hefelt what theworld told him, intuited his placeinit, found
the direction that eased some inner tension. Then he put out his right hand and opened his eyesto see
which way he was pointing. He found out alot of things, mostly irrdlevant.

He performed the experiment on three successive nights. Each night he discovered himsdlf digned dmost
perfectly with the W on the face of the compass.

Then hedidit again. And again. And again.

* % %k % %



It was shortly before the annual meteor shower that he resolved at |ast to share this unsettling discovery
with Sulean Moi.

The meteor shower came a the end of every August—thisyear, on the 34". (Monthsin the New World
were named after terrestriad months, though each one lasted afew dayslonger than its namesake.) On the
eagtern coast of Equatoria, August sgndled the beginning of the end of the mild summer: boats | ft the
rich northern fisheries with their last harvestsin order to arrive back at Port Magellan before the autumn
sorms began. Herein the desert it Signified little more than the steady, subtle cooling of the nights. Desert
seasons were nocturnal, it seemed to | saac: the days were mostly alike, but winter nights could be
bitingly, painfully cold.

Sowly Isaac had alowed Sulean Moi to become hisfriend. It wasn't that they talked much or about
anything especialy important. Sulean seemed dmost as wordless as | saac often was. But she
accompanied him on hiswalks through the hills, and she was more agile than seemed possiblefor her
age: shewas dow, but she could climb aswell as Isaac, and she could Sit motionless for an hour or more
when Isaac did. She never gave him the impression that thiswas aduty or astrategy or anything more or
lessthan her way of sharing certain pleasures he had aways suspected were hisaone.

Sulean must not have seen the annual meteor shower before, since shetold Isaac shehad arrived in
Equatoria only months ago. | saac was afan of the event and declared that she ought to seeit froma
good vantage point. So—with the uneasy permission of Dr. Dvdi, who didn't seem to entirely approve of
Sulean Moi—on the evening of the 34" he escorted her to the flat rock in the hills, the rock from which
he had first seen her gppear on the sun-quivering horizon.

That had been daylight, but now it was dark. The New Worlds moon was smaller and faster than Earth's,
and it had traversed the sky completely by the time Sulean and | saac arrived at their destination. Both
carried hand lanternsto light their way, and both wore high boots and thick leggingsto protect them from
the sandfish that often basked on these granite ledges while the stone was till bresthing out the heat of
the day. Isaac scanned the location carefully and found no wildlife present. He sat crossegged on the
stone. Sulean bent dowly but without complaint into the same posture. Her face was serene, camly
expectant. They turned off their lanterns and allowed the darkness to swallow them up. The desert was
blacker than the sky, the sky was sdlted with stars. No one had officialy named these sars, though
astronomers had given them catdog numbers. The stars were as dense in the heavens as swarming
insects. Each star was a sun, 1saac knew, and many of them cast their light on inaccessible, unknowable
landscapes—perhaps on deserts like this one. Things lived among the stars, he knew. Thingsthat lived
vast dow cold lives, in which the passage of a century was no more than the blink of adistant eye.

"I know why you came here," Isaac said.

He couldn't see the old woman's face in this darkness, which made the conversation easier, eased the
embarrassing clumsiness of words like bricks in his mouth.

"Doyou?’
"To study me."
"No. Not to study you, Isaac. I'm more astudent of the sky than | am of you in particular.”

Likethe others at the compound, she was interested in the Hypothetical—the unseen beings who had
rearranged the heavens and the earth.

"Y ou came because of what | am."



She cocked her head and said, "Wdll, yes, that."

He began to tell her about his sense of direction. He spoke hatingly at first, and more confidently when
shelistened without questioning him. He tried to anticipate the questions she might want to ask. When
had he first noticed this specid talent? He couldn't remember; only that it had been thisyear, afew
months ago, just aglimmering at firdt: for instance, he had liked to work in the compound'slibrary
because his desk there faced the same direction as the desk in his room, though there was no window to
look through. In the dining room he aways st at the side of the table nearest the door, even when there
was no one el se present. He had moved his bed so that he could deep more comfortably, aigned
with—with, well, what?

But he couldn't say. Everywhere he went, dways, when he stood ill, there was adirection he preferred
to face. Thiswas not acompulsion, only agentle urge, easily ignored. There was agood way to face,
and aless good way to face.

"And are you facing the good way now?" Sulean asked.

Infact he was. He hadn't been aware of it before she asked, but he was comfortable on thisrock looking
away from the mountainsinto the lightless hinterland.

"Weg," Sulean said. "You liketo face west."
"A little north of west."

There. The secret was out. There was nothing more to say, and he heard Sulean Moi adjust her posture
in the silence, adapting to the pressure of the rock. He wondered if it was painful or uncomfortable to be
so old and to sit on solid stone. If S0, she gave no indication of it. She looked up at the sky.

"Y ou wereright about thefaling stars,” she said after along time. "They're quite lovely."
The meteor shower had begun.

Issac was fascinated by it. Dr. Dvali had told him about meteors, which were not redlly starsat al but
burning fragments of rock or dugt, the remains of ancient comets circling for millenniaaround the New
World's sun. But that explanation had only added to | saac's fascination. He sensed in these evanescent
lights the enacting of ancient geometries, vectors set in motion long before the planet was formed (or
before it had been congtructed by the Hypotheticals), rhythms elaborated over alifetime or severa
lifetimes or even the lifetime of a gpecies. Sparks flew across the zenith, east to west, while | saec listened
inwardly to the murmurings of the night.

He was content that way, until Sulean suddenly stood and peered back toward the mountains and said,
"Look—what'sthat? It looks like something faling."

Likeluminousranfdl, asif astorm had come down through the high passes of the divide—asthey
sometimes did, but this glow wasn't lightning; it was diffuse, persstent. She said, "Isthat norma ?'

"No," Isaac said.
No. It wasn't normal at al.
"Then perhaps we ought to go back."

Isaac nodded uneasily. He wasn't afraid of the gpproaching—well, "storm,” if that'swhat it was—but it
carried asignificance he couldn't explain to Sulean, ardationship to the silent presence that lived under



the Rub a-Khdi, the Empty Quarter of the far west, and to which his private compass was attuned. They
walked back to the compound at a brisk pace, not quite running, because |saac wasn't sure that
someone as fragile-seeming as Sulean could run, while the mountain pesksto the east werefirst revealed
and then obscured by fresh waves of this peculiar cloudy light. By the time they reached the gate the
meteor shower was entirely hidden by this new phenomenon; a sort of dust had begun to fal from the sky
and Isaac's lantern carved out an increasingly smaller swath of visibility. 1saac thought thisfalling
substance might be snow—he had seen snow in videos—but Sulean said no, it wasn't snow at all, it was
more like ash. The sméll of it was rank, sulfurous.

Like dead stars, 1saac thought, faling.

Mrs. Rebkawas waiting at the compound's main door and she pulled Isaac indde with agrip so intenseit
was painful. He gave her a shocked, reproving look: Mrs. Rebka had never hurt him before; none of the
adults had hurt him. Sheignored his expression and held him possessively, told him she had been afraid
hewould belost inthis, this...

Wordsfailed her.

In the common room, Dr. Dvai was listening to an audio feed from Port Magellan, the greet city on the
eastern coast of Equatoria. The signal was relayed across the mountains by aerostats and was
intermittent, Dr. Dvdi told the gathered adults, but he had learned that the Port was experiencing the
same phenomenon, ablanketing fall of something like ash, and that there was no immediate explanation.
Some people in the city had begun to panic. Then the broadcast, or the aerostat relaying the signd, failed
entirdly.

Isaec, a Mrs. Rebkas urging, went to his room while the adults talked. He didn't deep, couldn't imagine
deeping. Instead he sat at the window, where there was nothing to see but atunneled grayness where the
overhead light bled into the ashfdl, and he listened to the sound of nothing at al—aslence that
nevertheless seemed to speak to him, asilence steeped in meaning.

CHAPTER TWO

Lise Adams drove toward thelittle rurd airstrip on the afternoon of the 34" of August feding log, feding
free. It was afeding she couldn't explain even to hersdf. Maybe the weether, she thought. Late August
along the coast of Equatoriawasinevitably warm, often unbearable, but today the breeze from the sea
was gentle and the sky was that indigo blue she had come to associate with the New World, deeper and
truer than the smudgy pastd skies of Earth. But the weather had been fine for weeks, nice but not all that
remarkable. Free, she thought, yes, absolutely: amarriage behind her, the decree nis freshly-issued, an
unwise thing undone. .. and, ahead of her, the man who had been afactor in that undoing. But so much
more than that. A future severed from her past, apainful question hovering on the brink of an answer.

And logt, amogt literdly: she had only come out thisway a couple of times before. South of Port
Magellan, where she had rented an apartment, the coast flattened into an dluvia plain that had been given
over to farmsand light industry. Much of it was till wild, asort of rolling prairie grown over with fegthery
grasses, meadows that broke like waves against the peaks of the coastal range. Before long she began to
see smdl arcraft coming and going from Arundji's Airfield, which was her destination. These werelittle
prop planes, bush planes: the runways at Arundji's weren't long enough for anything big. The planesthat
alighted there were ether rich men's hobbies or poor men's businesses. If you wanted to rent ahangar,
join atourist excursion into the glacial passes, or get to Bone Creek or Kubelick's Gravein ahurry, you
cameto Arundji's. And if you were smart you talked to Turk Findley, who flew discount chartersfor a
living, before you did any of thosethings.



Lise had flown with Turk once before. But she wasn't hereto hireapilot. Turk's name had comeup in
connection with the photograph Lise carried in abrown envelope, currently tucked into the glove
compartment of her car.

Sheparked inthe gravel lot a Arundji's, climbed out of the car, and stood listening to the sound of
insects buzzing in the afternoon heet. Then she walked through the door at the back of the cavernous
tin-roofed shed—it looked like a converted cow barn—that served as Arundji's passenger termindl.
Turk's charter business operated out of acorner of this building with the consent of Mike Arundiji, the
airfield's owner, who took ashare of Turk's profitsin return. Turk had told her this, back when they had
hed time to talk.

There was no security barrier to pass through. Turk Findley worked out of athree-sided cubicle tucked
into the north end of the building, and she smply walked into it and cleared her throat in lieu of knocking.
He was behind his desk filling out what looked like UN Provisona Government papers—she could see
the bluelogo at the top of the page. He inked his signature afinal time and looked up. "Lise!™

His grin was genuine and disarming. No recrimination, no why-didn't-you-return-my-calls. She said, "Uh,
areyou busy?'

"Do | look busy?'

"L ookslike you have work to do, anyhow." Shewasfairly certain he would be willing to put asde
anything nonessentia for achance to see her: achance she hadn't offered himin along time. He came
around the desk and hugged her, chastdly but sincerdly. She was briefly flustered by the smell of himin
close proximity. Turk wasthirty-five yearsold, eight years older than Lise, and afoot taler. Shetried not
to let that be intimidating. "Paperwork,” he said. "Give me an excuseto ignoreit. Please.”

"Well," shesad.

"At least tel meif it'sbusinessor pleasure.”
"Busness”

He nodded. "Okay. Sure. Name a destination.”

"No, | mean—my business, not your business. There's something I'd like to talk to you about, if you're
willing. Maybe over dinner? My treet?"

"I'd be happy to go to dinner, but it'son me. | can't imagine how | can help you write your book."

She was pleased that he remembered what she had told him about her book. Even though there was no
book. An aircraft taxied up to ahangar some yards away and the noise came through the thin walls of
Turk's office asif through an open door. Liselooked at the ceramic cup on Turk's desk and saw the oily
surface of what must have been hours-old coffee break into concentric ripples. When the roar faded she
sad, "Actualy you can help alot, especidly if we can go somewhere quieter..."

"Surething. I'll leave my keyswith Paul.”

"Just likethat?" She never ceased to marve at the way people on the frontier did business. ™Y ou're not
afrad of missng acusomer?

"Customer can leave amessage. I'll get back sooner or later. Anyhow, it's been dow thisweek. Y ou
came a the right time. What do you say to Harley's?'



Harley's was one of the more upscale American-style restaurantsin the Port. "Y ou can't afford Harley's.”
"Business expense. | have aquestion for you, cometo think of it. Cdl it quid pro quo.”

Whatever that meant. All she could say was, "Okay." Dinner at Harley's was both more and less than she
had expected. She had driven out to Arundjis on the assumption that a persond appearance would be
more meaningful than aphone cal, after the time that had elapsed since their last conversation. A sort of
unspoken gpology. But if he resented the gap in their relationship (and it wasn't even a"relaionship”
anymore, perhaps not even afriendship), he showed no sign of it. She reminded hersdlf to focus on the
work. On the redl reason she was here. The unexplained loss that had opened achasm in her life twelve
years ago.

* * % % %

Turk had acar of hisown at the airfield, so they arranged to meet at the restaurant in three hours, about
dusk.

Traffic permitting. Prosperity in Port Magellan had meant more cars, and not just the little South Asian
utility vehicles or scooters everyone used to drive. Traffic wasthick through the docklands—she was
sandwiched between apair of eighteen-wheelers much of the way—but she made it to the restaurant on
time. The parking lot at Harley'swas crowded, unusualy for aWednesday night. The food here was
reasonably good, but what people paid a premium for was the view: the restaurant occupied a hilltop
overlooking Port Magellan. The Port had been established for obvious reasons on what was the largest
natura harbor on the coast, closeto the Arch that joined this planet to Earth. But its easy lowlands had
been overbuilt and the city had expanded up the terraced hillsides. Much of it had been constructed
hastily, without reference to whatever building codes the Provisiona Government was attempting to
enforce. Harley's, dl native wood and glass panels, was an exception.

She left her name and waited in the bar for half an hour until Turk's elderly car chugged into the lot. She
watched through the window as he locked the vehicle and strode toward the entrance through a
deepening dusk. He was clearly not as well-dressed as the average customer at Harley's, but the staff
recognized and welcomed him: he often met clients here, Lise knew, and as soon as he joined her, the
waiter escorted them to a U-shaped booth with awindow view. All the other window tables were
occupied. "Popular place" shesaid.

"Tonight, yeah," he said, and when Lise stared a him blankly he added, "The meteor shower."

Oh. Right. She had forgotten. Lise had been in Port Magellan less than eleven monthslocal time, which
meant she had missed last year's meteor shower. She knew it was abig dedl, that akind of informal
Mardi Gras had evolved around the occasion, and she remembered the event from the part of her
childhood she had spent here—a spectacular celestid display that happened with clockwork regularity, a
perfect excuse for aparty. But the shower didn't peak until the third night. Tonight was just the beginning.

"But were at theright placeto seeit start,” Turk said. "In acouple of hours, when it'sfull dark, they'll
turn down the lights and open those big patio doors so everybody gets an unobstructed view."

The sky was aradiant indigo, clear as glacia water, no sgn of meteors yet, and the city was arrayed

bel ow the restaurant in agracefully concedling sunset glow. She could see thefiresflaring from the
refinery stacksin theindustrial sector, the silhouettes of mosques and churches, theilluminated billboards
aong the Rue de Madagascar advertisng Hindi movies, herba toothpaste (in Fars), and chain hotels.
Cruise shipsin the harbor began to light up for the night. It was, if you squinted and thought nice thoughts,
pretty. She might once have said exatic, but it no longer struck her that way.



She asked Turk how his business was doing.

He shrugged. "I pay therent. | fly. | meet people. There's not much moreto it than that, Lise. | don't have
amissoninlife”

Unlike you, he seemed to imply. Which led directly to the reason she had gotten in touch with him. She
was reaching for her bag when the waiter showed up with ice water. She had barely glanced at the menu,
but she ordered paellamade with loca seafood and seasoned with imported saffron. Turk asked for a
steak, medium-well. Until fifteen years ago the most common terrestria animal on Equatoria had been the
water buffalo. Now you could buy fresh besf.

The waiter sauntered away and Turk said, ™Y ou could have called, you know."

Sincethe last time they had been together—since her expedition into the mountains, and afew uneasy
arranged meetings afterward—he had phoned her afew times. Lise had returned his cdls eagerly at first,
then perfunctorily; then, when the guilt set in, not a al. "1 know, and I'm sorry, but the last couple of
months have been busy for me—"

"I mean today. Y ou didn't have to drive dl the way out to Arundji's just to make a date for dinner. Y ou
could havecdled.”

"| thought if | called it might be too, you know, impersond.” He said nothing. She added, more honestly,
"I guess | wanted to see you first. Make sure things were still okay."

"Different rules out therein the wilderness. | know that, Lise. There are home things and there are away
things. | figured we must have been..."

"Anaway thing?'

"Well, | figured that's how you wanted it."

"There's adifference between what you want and what's practica.”

"Tdl meabout it." He amiled ruefully. "How arethingswith you and Brian?"
"Over."

"Redly?'

"Officdly. Andly."

"And that book you're working on?"

"It'sthe research that's dow, not the writing.” She hadn't written aword, never would write aword.
"But it'swhy you decided to stay."

In the New World, he meant. She nodded.

"And what happens when you're done? Y ou go back to the States?
"Possbly."

"It'sfunny,” he said. "People cometo the Port for al kinds of reasons. Some of them find reasonsto stay,
somedont. | think peoplejust crossacertain line. Y ou get off the boat for thefirst time and you redlize



you'e literdly on another planet—the air smells different, the water tastes different, the moon'sthe wrong
szeand it risestoo fast. The day's il divided into twelve hours but the hours run long. After afew
weeks or afew months people get disoriented on some deep level. So they turn around and go home. Or
eseit sngpsinto place and sartsto fed normal. That's when they have second thoughts about going

back to the anthill cities and bad air and septic oceans and all that stuff they used to take for granted.”

"Isthat why you're here?'
"In part, | guess" hesaid. "Sure"

Their meds arrived, and they ate and talked about nothing in particular for awhile. The sky darkened,
the city glittered, the waiter came back to clear the table. Turk ordered coffee. Lise summoned her
courage and said, "Will you look at a photograph for me? Before they dim the lights.”

"Sure. What kind of photograph?”

"A picture of someonewho might have chartered aflight with you. Thiswould have been afew months

"Y ou've been looking at my passenger manifests?

"No! | mean, not me... you file manifestswith the PG, right?"

"What's this about, Lise?"

"Therésalot | can't explain right now. Will you look at the picture first?"

Hewasfrowning. "Show me."

Lisetook her bag into her lap and withdrew the envelope. "But you said you had afavor to ask, too—"
"Youfirg."

She passed the envel ope across the linen tablecloth. He pulled out the picture. His expression didn't
change. Findly hesaid, "l assume there's a story goes with this?"

"It was taken by a security cameraat the dockslate last year. The image has been enlarged and
enhanced.”

"Y ou have access to security camera downloads, too?"

"No, but—"

"S0o you got these from someone else. One of your friends at the consulate. Brian, or one of hisbuddies.”
"l cant gointo that."

"Canyou at least tell me why you're curious about—" He gestured a theimage. "An old lady?"

"Y ou know I've been trying to interview people who were connected with my father. She's one of them.
Idedlly, I'd like to make contact with her.”

"Any particular reason? | mean, why this woman?'

"Wdl... | cantgointothat."



"The concluson I'm drawing hereisthat al roads|ead back to Brian. What's hisinterest in thiswoman?
"Brian works for the Department of Genomic Security. | don't.”

"But someonethereisdoing you favors.”

“Turk, [—"

"No, never mind. Don't ask, don't tell, right? Obvioudy, somebody knows | flew with this person. Which
means somebody besides yoursalf would liketo find her."

"That's areasonable inference. But I'm not asking you on behaf of anyone else. What you choose to say
or not say to anyone at the consulate is your own business. What you say to me stays with me."

Helooked a her asif he were evauating this satement. But, Lise thought, why should he trust her? What
hed she ever doneto indtill trust in him, besides deep with him during the course of one exceptiona
weekend?

"Yeeh," hesadfindly, "I flew with her."
"Okay... can you tdl me anything about her? Where sheis, what she taked about?’

He sat back in hischair. Trueto his prediction, the lightsin the restaurant began to dim. A couple of
waitersrolled back the glasswall that separated the indoor dining room from the patio. The sky was
gtarry and deep, dightly washed out by the lights of the Port but still crisper than any sky Lise had known
back in Cdifornia. Had the meteor shower begun? She saw what looked like afew bright flashes across
the meridian.

Turk hadn't spared it aglance. "'I'll haveto think about this."
"I'm not asking you to violate any confidences. Just—"

"I know what you're asking. And it's probably not unreasonable. But I'd like to think it over, if that's okay
withyou."

"All right." She couldn't push it any farther. "But you mentioned aquid pro quo?’

"Just something I'm curious about—I thought you might have picked up aword or two from one of those
sources you don't like to discuss. Arundji got amemo this morning from the air regs department of the
Provisona Government. | filed aflight plan for the far west, and al e se being equad | probably would
have been inthe air by the time you drove up this afternoon. But they disadlowed the flight. So | called
around to find out what's happening. Seems like nobody's being allowed to fly into the Rub al-Khdi."

"How come?"'

"They won't say"

"Thisflight ban, isit temporary?'

"Also aquestion | can't get an answer to."
"Who imposed it? Under what authorization?!

"Nobody at the PG will own up to anything. I've been shuffled between a dozen departments and so has
every other pilot who's affected by this. I'm not saying there's anything sinister about it, but it's kinda



surprising. Why turn the western half of the continent into ano-fly zone? There are till regular flightsto
and from the oil alotments, and past that there's nothing but rocks and sand. Hikers and wilderness types
go there—that'swho had my charter. | don't understand it.”

Lise desperately wished she had afactoid or two to barter with, but thiswasthe first sheld heard of the
flight ban. It was true she had contacts at the U.S. Consulate, her ex-husband chief among them. But the
Americans were only advisory members of the Provisond Government. And Brian wasn't evena
diplomat, just aDGS functionary.

"All | candoisask,” shesad.
"Appreciateit if you would. So. Business attended to? At least for now?"
"For now," shesaid reluctantly.

"Then what do you say we take our coffee out on the patio while we can il find atable?"

* * % % %

Three months ago she had hired Turk to fly her across the Mohindar Range to a pipeline outpost called
Kubdick's Grave. Strictly a business arrangement. She had been trying to track down an old colleague of
her father's, aman named Dvali, but she never reached Kubelick's Grave: asquall had forced the plane
down in one of the high mountain passes. Turk had landed hisaircraft on aname esslake while clouds
like cannon smoke billowed between granite peaks north and south of them. He had moored the plane
on apebbly beach and set up asurprisingly comfortable camp under astand of trees that looked to Lise
like bulbous, mutant pines. The wind had whistled down that passfor three dayswhile vishility declined
to nothing. Set foot outside the canvas tent and you'd be lost within a couple of meters. But Turk wasa
passable woodsman and had packed for emergencies, and even canned food was delicious when you
were barricaded against nature and equipped with a camp stove and a hurricane lantern. Under other
circumstances it might have been athree-day endurance contest, but Turk turned out to be good
company. She had not meant to seduce him and she believed he had not set out to seduce her. The
attraction had been sudden and mutual and utterly explicable.

They had exchanged stories and warmed each other when the wind turned cold. At thetimeit had
seemed to Lise that she would be happy to wrap Turk Findley around hersdlf like a blanket and shut out
the rest of the world forever. And if you had asked her whether she was on the verge of something more
meaningful than an unexpected tryst, she might have said yes, maybe.

She had meant to keep up the relationship when they arrived back in the Port. But the Port had away of
subverting your best intentions. Problems that had seemed featherweight from theinside of atent inthe
Mohindar Range regained their customary mass and inertia. Her separation from Brian wasan
established fact by that time, at least in her mind, though Brian was il liable to spasms of
let'swork-it-out, well meant, she supposed, but humiliating for both of them.

She had told him about Turk, and while that stonewalled Brian's attempts at reconciliation it introduced a
whole new vector of guilt: she began to suspect hersdlf of usng Turk as alever—a sort of emotional
crowbar againgt Brian's attempts to rekindle adead fire. So, after afew uneasy meetings, she had let the
relationship lapse. Better not to complicate what was dready a complicated Situation.

But now therewas a decree nis in the glove compartment of her car: her future was a blank page, and
shewastempted to write onit.

The crowd on the patio began to react to the meteor shower. She looked up as three scaldingly-bright



white lines scribed across the meridian. The meteors emanated from a point well above the horizon and
amost directly due east, and before she could ook away there were more of them—two, then one, then
agpectacular cluster of five,

She was reminded of asummer in 1daho when she had gone stargazing with her father—she couldn't
have been more than ten years old. Her father had grown up before the Spin and he had talked to her
about the stars "the way they used to be," before the Hypotheticals dragged the Earth afew billion years
down theriver of time. He missed the old congtellations, he said, the old star names. But there had been
meteorsthat night, dozens of them, the largest intercepted by the invisible barrier that protected the Earth
from the swollen sun, the smallest incinerated in the atmosphere. She had watched them arc acrossthe
heavens with aspeed and brilliance that left her breathless.

Asnow. Thefireworks of God. "Wow," shesaid, lamely.

Turk pulled his chair around to her side of the table so they were both facing the sea. He didn't make any
kind of an overt move and she guessed he probably wouldn't. Navigating the high mountain passes must
have been smple compared to this. She didn't make any moves either, was careful not to, but she
couldn't help feding the heat of hisbody inches from hers. She sipped her coffee without tasting it. There
was another flurry of faling stars. She wondered aoud whether any of them ever reached the ground.

"It'sjust dust,” Turk said, "or that's what the astronomers say. What's | eft of some old comet.”

But something new had caught her atention. " So what about that?" she asked, pointing east, lower on the
horizon, where the dark sky met the darker sea. It looked to Lise like something was actudly faling out
there—not meteors but bright dotsthat hung inthe air like flares, or what she imagined flareswould look
like. Thereflected light of them colored the ocean a stresky orange. She didn't remember anything like
that from her previoustimein Equatoria. "Isthat part of it?"

Turk stood up. So did afew others among the crowd on the patio. A puzzled hush displaced the talk and
laughter. Here and there, phones began to buzz or chatter.

"No," Turk said. "That's not part of it."

CHAPTER THREE

It was like nothing Turk had seen during histen yearsin the New World.

But, in away, that was exactly typical. The New World had ahabit of reminding you it wasn't Earth.
Things happened differently here. It ain't Kansas, as people liked to say, and they probably said the
samething in adozen different languages. It ain't the Steppes. It ain't Kandahar. It ain't Mombassa.

"Do you think it's dangerous?’ Lise asked.

Some of the restaurant's clientel e evidently thought so. They settled their billswith barely-disguised haste
and madefor their cars. Within afew minutes there were only afew stawarts|eft on the broad wooden
patio. "Y ou want to leave?' Turk asked.

"Not if you dont."
"l guesswere as safe here asanywhere,” Turk said. "And the view is better.”

The phenomenon was still hanging out at sea, though it seemed to move steadily closer. What it looked
likewasluminousrain, arolling gray cloud shot with light—the way athunderstorm looked when you



saw it from along way off, except that the glow wasn't fitful, like lightning, but seemed to hang below the
billowing darkness and illuminate it from benegath. Turk had seen stormsroll in from sea often enough,
and he estimated that this one was approaching at roughly the local wind speed. The brightnessfaling
from it appeared to be composed of discrete luminous or burning particles, maybe as dense as snow, but
he could be wrong about that—it didn't snow in this part of Equatoriaand the last snow he had seen was
off the coast of Maine many years back.

Hisfirst concern wasfire. Port Magellan was atinderbox, crowded with sub-code housing and shacks,
the docklands housed countless storage and transport facilities and the bay was thick with oil and LNG
tankers, funneling fue to the insatiable Earth. What looked like adense squal of lit matches was blowing
infrom the east, and he didn't want to think about the potential consequences of that.

He said nothing to Lise. He imagined she had drawn many of the same conclusions, but she didn't suggest
running—was smart enough, he guessed, to know there was no logica placeto run to, not at the speed
this thing was coming. But she tensed up as the phenomenon visibly approached the point of land & the
southern extremity of the bay.

"It'snot bright dl the way down,” she said.

The Staff at Harley's started dragging in tables from the patio, asif that was going to protect anything from
anything, and urged the remaining dinersto stay indoors until someone had some ideawhat was going on.
But the waiters knew Turk well enough to let him done. So he stayed out awhile longer with Liseand
they watched the light of the flares, or whatever they were, dancing on the distant sea.

Not bright al the way down. He saw what she meant. The shifting, glittering curtainstailed into darkness
well before they reached the surface of the ocean. Burned out, maybe. That was ahopeful sign. Lise
took out her phone and punched up alocal news broadcast, relaying bits of it to Turk. They weretaking
about a"storm,” she said, or what looked on radar like a storm, the fringes of it extending north and
south for hundreds of miles, the heart of it more or less centered on the Port.

And now the bright rain fell over the headlands and the inner harbor, illuminating the decks and
superstructures of cruise shipsand cargo vessels at anchor. Then the silhouettes of the cargo cranes grew
misty and obscure, thetall hotelsin the city dimmed in the distance, the souks and markets vanished as
the shining rain moved up the hillsdes and seemed to grow taller asit came, acanyon wall of murky light.
But nothing burst into flame. That was good, Turk thought. Then he thought: but it could be toxic. It could
be any fucking thing. "About time to move indoors,” he said.

Tyrdl, the headwaiter at Harley's, wasaguy Turk had briefly worked with on the pipelines out in the Rub
a-Khdi. They weren't big buddies or anything but they were friendly, and Tyrell looked relieved when
Turk and Lisefinaly abandoned the patio. Tyrdll did the glass doors shut and said, "Y ou got any
idea—7?"

"No," Turk said.

"l don't know whether to run or just enjoy the show. | called my wife. Welive down inthe Hats" A
low-rent neighborhood some few miles aong the coast. " She says it's happening there, too. She says
therés suff faling on the housg, it lookslike ash.”

"But nothing'sburning?'
"Shesadnot.”

"It could be volcanic ash," Lise said, and Turk had to admire how she was handling dl this. Shewas



tense but not visibly afraid, not too scared to venture atheory. "It would have to have been some kind of
tectonic event way out over the horizon, something at sea..."

"Likeaseavolcano,” Tyrell said, nodding.

"But we would have felt something before the ash got to usif it was anywhere close—an earthquake, a
tsunami.”

"Been no report of any such thing,” Turk said, "far as1 know."
"Adh," Tyrdl added. "Like, gray and powdery."

Turk asked Tyrdl if there was any coffee back in the kitchen and Tyrell said yeah, not abad idea, and
went to check. There were ill afew dinersin the restaurant, people with nowhere better to go, though
nobody was egting or celebrating. They sat at the innermogt tables and talked nervoudy with the
waitdaff.

The coffee came and it was good and dense, and Turk added cream to his cup just asif the sky weren't
fdling. Lisg's phone buzzed repestedly, and she fended off acouple of friendly cals before shunting
everything to her voice mail. Turk didn't get any calls, though his phonewasin his shirt pocket.

Now the ash began to fal on Harley's patio, and Turk and Lise moved closer to the window to watch.

Gray and powdery. Tyrdl's description was on the money. Turk had never seen volcanic ash, but he
imagined thiswaswhat it might look like. It Sfted down over the wooden dats and boards of the patio
and drifted against the window glass. It was like snow the color of an old wool suit, but here and there
wereflecks of something shiny, something still luminous, which dimmed as he watched.

Lise pressed up againgt his shoulder, wide-eyed. He thought again of their weekend up in the Mohindar
Range, marooned by weather on that nameless lake. She had been just as sdlf-possessed back then, just
as balanced, braced for whatever the Situation might throw at her. "At least," he said, "nothing's burning.”

"No. But you can smell it."

He could, now that she mentioned it—aminerd smdl, dightly acrid, alittle sulfuric.
Tyrel sad, ™Y ou think it's dangerous?'

"Nothing we can do about it if itis."

"Except stay indoors,” Lise said. But Turk doubted that was practica . Even now, through the glittering
ashfdl, he could make out traffic on Rue Madagascar, pedestrians scurrying down the sdewaks
covering their heads with jackets or handkerchiefs or newspapers. "Unless—"

"Unlesswhat?'

"Unless," she said, "this goes on too long. Theré's not aroof in Port Magellan built to bear much weight.”
"Anditisnt just dugt,” Tyrdl sad.

What?"

"Wel, look."" He gestured at the window.

Absurdly, impossibly, something the shape of a starfish drifted past the glass. It was gray but speckled



with light. It must have weighed nearly nothing because it floated in the wesk breeze like aballoon, and
when it reached the deck of the patio it crumbled into powder and afew larger fragments.

Turk gave Lise aglance. She shrugged, incredulous.

"Get meatablecloth,” Turk said.

Tyrell sad, "What do you want with atablecloth?'

"And one of those linen ngpkins.”

"Y ou don't want to messwith the linen,” Tyrdl said. "Management's very gtrict about that."
"Go get the manager, then.”

"Mr. Darnéll's off tonight. | guess that makes me the manager.”

"Then get atablecloth, Tyrell. | want to check thisout.”

"Don't mess up my place."

"Il be careful.”

Tyrell went to undressatable. Lise said, "'Y ou're going out there?'

"Just long enough to retrieve alittle of whatever's coming down.”

"What if it'stoxic?"

"Then | guesswere dl fucked." Sheflinched, and he added, "But wed probably know by now if it was."
"Can't be good for your lungs, whatever itis."

"So hep metie that napkin over my face."

The remaining diners and waiters watched curioudy but made no effort to help. Turk took the tablecloth
to the nearest exit to the patio and gestured to Tyrell to dide open the glass door. The smell immediately
intensified—it was something like wet, snged anima hair—and Turk hurriedly spread the tablecloth on
the patio floor and backed inside.

"Now what?' Tyrdll said.
"Now welet it 9t afew minutes.”

Hergoined Lise, and, bereft of conversation, they watched the dust come down for aquarter of an hour
more. Lise asked him how he planned to get home. He shrugged. He lived in what was essentidly a
trailer afew miles downcoast from the airfield. There was dready agood haf inch of ash on the ground
and traffic was crawling.

"I'm only acouple of blocksfrom here," she said. "The new building on Rue Abbas by the Territoria
Authority compound? It ought to befairly sturdy.”

It was thefirgt time she had invited him home. He nodded.

But he was dtill curious. He waved down Tyrdll, who had been serving coffee to everyone still present,
and Tyrdl did open the patio door one more time. Turk gripped the open tablecloth, now burdened with



alayer of ash, and pulled it gently, trying not to disturb whatever fragile structuresit might have captured.
Tyrell closed the door promptly. "Phew! Stinks."

Turk brushed off the few flakes of gray ash that clung to hisshirt and hair. Lise joined him as he squatted
to examine the debris-covered tablecloth. A couple of curious diners pulled their chairsalittle closer,
though they wrinkled their noses at the smell.

Turk said, "Y ou have a pen or apencil on you?"

Lise rummaged in her purse and came up with apen. Turk took it from her and used it to probe the layer
of dust that had collected on the tablecloth.

"What'sthat?"' Lise asked over hisshoulder. "To your left. Lookslike, | don't know, an acorn ..."

Turk hadn't seen an acorn in years. Oaks didn't grow in Equatoria. The object in the ashfall was about
the size of histhumb. It was saucer-shaped at one end and tapered to ablunt point at the other—an
acorn, or maybe atiny egg wearing aminuscule sombrero. It appeared to be made of the same stuff as
the falen ash, and when he touched it with thetip of the pen it dissolved asif it possessed no particular
ubgtance et dl.

"And over there," Lise said, pointing. Another shaped object, this one resembling agear out of an old
mechanical clock. It, too, crumbled when he touched it.

Tyrell went to the staff room and came back with aflashlight. When he played the beam over the
tablecloth at araking angle it showed up anumber of these objects, if you could call them "objects'—the
faintly structured remains of things that appeared to have been manufactured. There was atube about a
centimeter long, perfectly smooth; another about the same size, but knobbed like alength of spine from
some smdl animal, amouse, say. There was a six-pronged thorn; there was adisk with miniature,
crumbling spokes, like abicycle whed; there was abeveled ring. Some of these things glinted with afaint
remnant light.

"All burned," Lise observed.

Burned or otherwise decomposed. But how could something so completely cremated remain even
partialy intact after faling from the sky? What had these things been made of ?

Also present in the ashfall were afew luminous specks. Turk hovered his hand over one of them.
"Careful,” Lisesaid.

"It'snot hot. It's not even warm."

"Could be, | don't know, radioactive."

"Could be." If s0, it was another doomsday scenario. Everyone outsde wasinhaing this stuff. Everyone
ingde soon would be. None of these buildings was airtight, none of them filtered itsair.

"Y ou learning anything from this?' Tyrell asked. Turk stood up and brushed his hands.
"Yeah. I'mlearning that | know even lessthan | thought | did."

* k % k %

He accepted Lise's offer of temporary shelter. They borrowed spare kitchen clothing from Tyrell, chef's
jacketsto protect their clothes from the falling ash, and they shuffled asfast asthey could acrossthe gray



dunesin the parking lot to Lisg's car. The ash cloud had turned the sky dark, obscured the meteor
shower, dimmed the streetlights.

Lisedrove aChinese car, smdler than Turk's vehicle but newer and probably more reliable. He shook
himsdlf off as he climbed into the shotgun sest.

She steered the vehicle out the back exit from the parking lot onto anarrow but less crowded avenue
that connected Rue de Madagascar to Rue Abbas. She maneuvered the car with akind of cautious
grace, nursing it over the accumulations of dust, and Turk let her concentrate on her driving. But asthe
traffic dowed she said, "Y ou think thisis connected with the meteor shower?”

"It seems like more than a coincidence. But who knows."
"Thisisdefinitely not volcanic ash.”

"Guessnot."

"It could have come from outside the atmosphere.”
"Could have, | guess.”

"So it might be connected to the Hypothetical .”

During the Spin, people had speculated endlessy about the Hypothetical, the still-mysterious entities that
had bounced the Earth afew billion yearsinto the gal actic future and opened a gateway between the
Indian Ocean and the New World. Without reaching any reliable conclusions, asfar as Turk could tell.
"Could be. But that doesn't explain anything.”

"My father used to talk about the Hypothetical alot. One of the things he said was, we tend to forget
how much older the universeisnow than it was before the Spin. 1t might have changed in ways we don't
understand. Any textbook you pick says comets and meteors are junk faling in from the far edge of the
solar system—here, or on Earth, or anywhere in the galaxy. But that was never more than aloca
observation and it'sfour billion years out of date. Theres atheory that the Hypotheticals aren't biological
organisms and never were—"

He waited while she turned a corner, the car'stires fighting for traction. Lise's father had been a college
professor. Before he disappeared.

"That they're asystem of sdlf-replicating machines living out in the cold parts of the galaxy, at the fringes
of planetary systems, with thisredly dow metabolism that eatsice and generatesinformation..."

"Like those replicators we sent out during the Spin."
"Right. Sdf-replicating machines. But with billions of years of evolution behind them.”

Wasthis how college profstaked to their daughters? Or was she just talking to ward off panic?"So
what are you saying?'

"Maybe whatever falsinto the atmosphere thistime every year isn't just comet dust. Maybe its—"
She shrugged.
"Dead Hypotheticad," hefinished.

"Wel, it soundsinane when you put it that way."



"It'sas good atheory asany. | don't mean to be skeptical. But we don't have any evidence that
whatever'sfaling out of the sky isfrom space.”

"Cogs and tubes made of ash? Where would it be from?"

"Look at it another way. People have only been on this planet for three decades. Wetell ourselvesit'sall
surveyed and reasonably well understood. But that's bullshit. It would bewrong to jJump to a
concluson—any conclusion. Evenif thisis caused by the Hypothetica, that doesn't redly explain
anything. We've had ameteor shower every summer for thirty years and never anything likethis."

Thewipers piled dust at the margins of the windshield. Turk saw people on the sidewalks, some of them
running, others sheltering in doorways, faces peering anxioudy from windows. A Provisona Government
police car passed them with itslightsand Sren on.

"Might be something unusud's happening out where we can't seeit.”
"Might be the Cdestid Dog shaking off fleas. Too soonto say, Lise"

She nodded unhappily and pulled into the parking garage of the building where she lived, aconcrete
tower that looked asif it had been transplanted from Dade County. In the underground parking shelter
there was no evidence of what was going on outside, only amote or two hanging in the motionless air.

Lisedid her security card through the elevator call dot. "We madeit.”
So far, Turk thought, yeah.

CHAPTER FOUR

Lisefound Turk arobe big enough to decently fit him and told him to put his clothesin the washer, in
case the dust clinging to them wasin any way toxic. While he did that shetook aturn in the shower.
When sherinsed her hair, gray water pooled around the drain. An omen, she thought, a portent: maybe
the ashfall wouldn't stop until Port Magellan was entombed like Pompeii. She stood under the shower
until the water ran clear.

The lightsflickered twice before she was done. The ectrica grid in Port Magellan was dlill fairly crude;
probably it wouldn't take much to put aloca transformer out of commission. Shetried to imagine what
would happen if this storm (if you could cal it that) went on for another day, or two, or more. A whole
population trapped in the dark. UN rdlief ships arriving in the harbor. Soldiers evacuating the survivors.
No, better not toimagineit.

She changed into fresh jeans and a cotton shirt, and the lights were still on when she joined Turk inthe
living room. In her old flannel robe he looked deeply embarrassed but dangeroudly sexy. Those
ridiculoudy long legs, scarred in places by thelife he had led before he started flying passengers over the
mountains. He had told her he was a merchant seaman when he arrived here, that hisfirst work inthe
New World had been on the Saudi-Aramco pipeline. Big blunt hands, well-used.

He gazed around in away that made her conscious of her gpartment, the wide east-facing window, the
video pand and her small library of books and recordings. She wondered how it seemed to him. A little
upscale, probably, compared to what he called "histrailer,” alittle too back-home, too obvioudy an
imported fragment of North America, though it was still new to her, till dightly uninhabited—the place
she had brought her stuff after she split from Brian.

Not that he showed any sign of such thoughts. He was watching the local news channel. There were



three daily papersin Port Magelan but only one news channel, overseen by abland and complexly
multicultural board of advisors. It broadcast in fifteen languages and was, asarule, interesting in none of
them. But now there was something substantial to talk about. A camera crew had gone out in the ashfall
to get views from street level, while two commentators read advisories from various departments of the
Provisond Governmen.

"Turnitup,”" Lisesad.

The big intersection at Portugal and Tenth was shut down, stranding abusful of tourists desperate to get
back to their cruise ship. Radio transmission had been compromised by the gunk in the atmosphere and
communication with vessdls at seawasintermittent. A government lab was doing hasty chemicd andysis
of the falen ash, but no results had been announced. Some respiratory problems had been reported but
nothing to suggest thet the ash wasimmediately harmful to human hedlth. Loose talk suggested alink
between the ashfall and the annua meteor shower, but that was impossible to confirm. Best advice from
locd authorities was to hunker down, keep doors and windows closed, wait it out.

Everything after that was more of the same. Lise didn't need areporter to tell her the city was shutting
down. The usud night noises had gone slent, gpart from the periodic wall of emergency-vehiclesirens.

Turk muted the display and said, "My clothes are probably clean by now." He waked to the laundry
alcove and took his T-shirt and jeans into the bathroom to dress. He had been more brazen out in the
lake country. But then, so had she. Lise made up the sofaas abed for him. Then she said, "How about a

nightcgp?'
He nodded.

In the kitchen she drained what was |eft of her last bottle of white wineinto two glasses. When she came
back to the living room Turk had opened the blinds and was peering out into the darkness. A deepening
wind swept faling ash past the window. She could sméll it, faintly. That sulfurous reek.

"Remindsme of diatoms,” Turk said, accepting aglass.

"Y ou know. Out in the ocean there's plankton? Microscopic animals? They grow ashell. Then the
plankton dies and the shells drift down through the sea and make akind of sit, and if you dredgeit up
and look at it under amicroscope you see dl these plankton skeletons—diatoms, little stars and spikes
and soforth.”

Lise watched the ash drift and thought about Turk's andogy. The remains of things once living settling
through the turbulent atmosphere. The shdlls of dead Hypotheticals.

It would not have surprised her father, she thought.

Shewas till contemplating that when her phone buzzed again. Thistime she picked up: she couldn't
exclude the exterior world forever—shed have to reassure friends that she was dl right. She briefly and
guiltily hoped that it wouldn't be Brian on the other end; but, of course, it was.

"Lise?" hesaid. "l wasworried sick about you. Where are you?'

She walked to the kitchen asif to put some symbolic space between Brian and Turk. "I'm fine," she said.
"I'mhome."

"Wadl, good. Lot of people aren't.”



"How about you?'

"I'm in the consulate compound. Therésalot of us here. We thought we'd stick it out, deep on cots. The
building has agenerator if the power goes down. Y ou have power?'

"At the moment.”
"About haf the Chinese digtrict isin the dark. The city's having trouble getting repair crews out.”
"Anybody there know what's going on?"

Brian's voice came through the phone with a stressed reediness, the way he sounded when he was
nervous or upset. "No, not redly..."

"Or when it'sgoing to stop?"
"No. It can't go on forever, though.”

That was anice thought, but Lise doubted she could convince hersdf of the truth of it, at least not tonight.
"Okay, Brian. Appreciatethe cal but I'mfine."

There was a pause. He wanted to say more. Which was what he aways seemed to want these days. A
conversation, if not amarriage.

"Let meknow if you have aproblem there."

She thanked him and cut the connection, |eft the phone on the kitchen counter and walked back into the
living room.

"Wasthat your ex?" Turk asked.

Turk knew about her problemswith Brian. In the mountains, by the side of astormy lake, she had shared
anumber of difficult truths about hersalf and her life. She nodded.

"Am | creating aproblem for you here?'

"No," shesaid. "No problem.”

* % %k k% %

She sat up with Turk watching more sporadic news, but fatigue caught up with her around three in the
morning and shefinally staggered off to bed. Even so she was awake for awhilein the dark, curled under
acotton sheet asif it could protect her from whatever was falling out of the sky. It isn't doomsday, she
told hersdf. It'sjust something inconvenient and unexpected.

Diatoms, she thought: seashells, ancient life, another reminder that the universe had shifted radically
during and after the Spin, that the kind of world she had been born into was not the world her parents or
her grandparents had ever expected to see. She remembered an old astronomy book of her grandfather's
that had fascinated her asachild. Thelast chapter was called Are We Alone? and it had been full of
what seemed like naive, silly speculation. Because that question had been answered. No, we are not
alone. No, we can never again think of the universe as our private property. Life, or something like life,
had been here long before the evolution of human beings. Were on their turf, Lise thought, and because
we don't understand them we can't predict their behavior. Even today no one knew with any certainty
why the Earth had been preserved down four billion years of gaactic history like atulip bulb wintering in
adark cdlar, or why aseaway to this new planet had been ingtalled in the Indian Ocean. What was



fdling outs de the window was just more evidence of humanity's grossignorance.
She dept longer than she meant to and woke with daylight in her eyes—not sunlight, exactly, but a

welcome ambient brightness. By the time she dressed, Turk was dready awake. She found him at the
living room window, gazing out.

"Looksalittle better," she said.
"At leadt, not asbad.”

Therewas dill aflat, glittery dust in the outsde air. But it wasn't falling asthickly asit had last night and
the Sky wasrdatively clear.

"According to the news," Turk said, "the precipitation—that's what they're calling it—is tapering off. The
ash cloud is till there but it's moving inland. What they can see on radar and satellite images suggests the
whole thing might be finished late tonight, early tomorrow, at least asfar asthe coast is concerned.”

"Good," Lisesad.

"But that's not the end of the problem. The streets need to be cleared. Theres il trouble with the
electrical grid. A few roofs collgpsed, mostly those flat-roofed tourist rentals down along the headland.
Just cleaning up the docksis going to be a huge project. The Provisona Government contracted a bunch
of earthmoversto clean the roads, and once some mohility is established they can start pumping seawater
and duiceit dl into the bay, assuming the ssorm sewers accommodate the runoff. All thisis complicated
by dust in motors, staled carsand so forth."

"Any word on toxicity?'

"According to the news guysthe ash ismostly carbon, sulfur, silicates, and metals, some of it arranged in
unusua molecules, whatever that means, but breaking down pretty quick into smpler elements.
Short-term it's not dangerous unless you've got asthma or emphysema. Long-term, who knows? They
gtill want people to stay indoors, and they're advising aface mask if you really need to go out.”

"Anybody making any guesses about whereit dl came from?”

"No. Were getting alot of speculation, mostly bullshit, but somebody at the Geophysical Survey had the
same ideawe did—that it's spaceborne materid that's been modified by the Hypotheticals.”

In other words, nobody redlly knew anything. "Did you deep last night?'
"Not much.”

"Had any bregkfagt?'

"Didn't want to mess up your kitchen."

"I'm not much of acook, but | can do omelettes and coffee.” When he offered to help she said, "Y ou'd
just bein theway. Give me twenty minutes.”

Therewas awindow in the kitchen, and Lise was able to survey the Port while butter szzled in the frying
pan—this big, polyglot, kaleido-scopicaly multiculturd city that had grown so quickly on the edge of a
new continent, now blanketed in ominous gray. Thewind had stiffened overnight. The ash had duned in
the empty streets and it shivered down from the crowns of the trees that had been planted dong Rue



Abbas.

She sprinkled fresh cheddar onto the omelette and folded it. For onceit didn't break and spill off the
spatulain agooey lump. She put together two plates and carried them into the living room. She found
Turk standing in the space she used for an office: adesk, her keyboard and file holders, asmall library of
paper books.

"Thiswhere you write?" he asked.

"Yes" No. She put the plates on the coffee table. Turk joined her on the sofa, folding hislong legsand
taking the plate onto hislap.

"Good," he sad, sampling the omelette.
"Thank you."
"So that book you're working on," he said. "How's that going?'

She winced. The book, the notional book, her excuse for prolonging her stay in Equatoria, didn't exist.
Shetold people she was writing abook because she was ajournalism graduate and because it seemed a
plausible thing for her to do in the aftermath of afailed marriage—a book about her father, who had
vanished without explanation when the family lived here adozen years ago, when she wasfifteen.
"Sowly," shesad.

"No progress?'

"A few interviews, some good conversations with my father's old colleagues a the American University.”
All thiswastrue. She had immersed hersdf in her family's fractured history. But she hadn't written more
than notesto hersdlf.

"l remember you said your father was interested in Fourths.™

"Hewasinterested in dl kinds of things." Robert Adams had come to Equatoriaas part of the
Geophysicd Survey's ded with the fledgling American Univeraty. The course he taught was New World
Geology and he had done fieldwork in the far west. The book he had been working on—areal
book—had been called Planet as Artifact, astudy of the New World as a place where geological
history had been deeply influenced by the Hypotheticals.

And, yes, he had aso been fascinated by the community of Fourths—privately, not professionaly.
"The woman in the photograph you showed me,” Turk said. "'Is she aFourth?’

"Maybe. Probably." How much of thisdid she redlly want to discuss?

"How canyoutd!?'

"Because I've seen her before,”" Lise said, putting down her fork and turning to face him. "Do you want
thewhole story?"

"If youwant to tdll it."

* * % % %

Lise had heard the word "disappeared” applied to her father for the first time three days after hefailed to
come home from the university, amonth after her fifteenth birthday. The local police had cometo discuss



the case with Lise's mother while Lise listened from the corridor outside the kitchen. Her father had
"disappeared'—that is, he had left work as usual, had driven away in the customary direction, and
somewhere between the American University and their rented house in the hills above Port Magellan he
had vanished. There was no obvious explanation, no pertinent evidence.

But the investigation went on. Theissue of hisfascination with Fourths had come up. Lise's mother was
interviewed again, thistime by men who wore bus ness suits rather than uniforms. men from the
Department of Genomic Security. Mr. Adams had expressed an interest in Fourths: wasthe interest
personal ? Had he, for instance, repeatedly mentioned the subject of longevity? Did he suffer from any
degenerative disease that might have been reversed by the Martian longevity treatment? Was he unusualy
concerned with death? Unhappy at home?

No, Lisg's mother had said. Actudly, what she said most often was "No, goddammit.” Lise remembered
her mother at the kitchen table, interrogated, drinking endless cups of rust-brown roiboos tea and saying,
"No, goddammit, no."

Neverthdess, atheory had emerged. A family man in the New World, often agpart from hisfamily,
seduced by the anything-goes atmosphere of the frontier and by the idea of the Fourth Age, an extra
thirty years or so tacked onto his expected span of life...

Lise had to admit there was a certain logic to it. He wouldn't have been the first man to be lured from his
family by the promise of longevity. Three decades ago the Martian Wun Ngo Wen had brought to Earth
atechnique for extending human life—atreatment that changed behavior in other and subtler ways as
well. Proscribed by virtualy every government on Earth, the treetment circulated in the underground
community of Terrestria Fourths.

Would Robert Adams have abandoned his career and family to join that community? Lisgsingtinctive
answer was the same as her mother's; no. He wouldn't have done that to them, no, no matter how
tempted he might have been.

But evidence had emerged to subvert that faith. He had been associating with strangers off-campus.
People had been coming to the house, people not associated with the university, people he had not
introduced to hisfamily and whose purposes he had been reluctant to explain. And the Fourth cults held
aspecid gpped in the academic community—the treatment had first been circulated by the scientist
Jason Lawton, among friends he consdered trustworthy, and it had spread primarily among intellectuals
and scholars.

No, goddammit—>but did Mrs. Adams have a better explanation?
Mrs. Adamsdid not. Nor did Lise.

The investigation remained inconclusive. After ayear of this Lise's mother had booked passageto
Cdiforniafor hersdf and her daughter, bent by the insult to her well-planned life but not, at least
outwardly, broken. The disappearance—the New World in general—became a subject one didn't
mention in her presence. Silence was better than speculation. Lise had learned that lesson well. Like her
mother, Lise had secured her pain and curiogity in the dark internd attic where unthinkable thoughts were
stored. At least until her marriage to Brian and histransfer to Port Magellan. Suddenly those memories
were refreshed: the wound reopened asif it had never hedled, and her curiosity, she discovered, had
been didtilled in its enclosure, had become an adult's curiosity rather than achild's.

So she had begun to ask questions of her father's colleagues and friends, the few il living in the city, and
inevitably these questions had involved the community of Fourthsin the New World.



Brian at firdt tried to be helpful. He hadn't much liked her ad hoc investigation into what he consdered
potentially dangerous matters—and Lise supposed it had been one more in agrowing number of
emotional disconnects between them—Dbut he had tolerated it and even used his DGS credentials to
follow up on some of her queries.

Like the woman in the photograph.

"Two photographs, actudly,” shetold Turk. When she moved out of her mother's house, Lise had
salvaged anumber of items her mother was forever threatening to throw away, in this case adisk of
photographs from her parents Port Magellan years. A few of the pictures had been taken at faculty
parties at the Adams house. Lise had sdlected afew of these photos and shown them to old family
friends, hoping to track down those she didn't recognize. She managed to put names, at least, to most of
them, but one stood out: a dark-skinned elderly woman in jeans, caught standing in the doorway beyond
acrowd of far more expensvey-dressed faculty members, asif she had arrived unexpectedly. She
seemed disconcerted, nervous.

No one had been ableto identify her. Brian had offered to run the picture through DGS
image-recognition software and seeif anything turned up. This had been the latest of what Lise had come
to think of as Brian's "charity bombs'—acts of generogty hethrew infront of her asif to divert her from
the path to separation—and she had accepted the offer with awarning that it wouldn't change anything.

But the search had turned up a pertinent match. The same woman had passed through the docks at Port
Magellan just months ago. She had been listed on a passengership manifest as Sulean Moi.

The name turned up again in connection with Turk Findley, who had piloted the charter flight that carried
Sulean Moi over the mountainsto the desert town of Kubelick's Grave—the same town to which Lise
had been attempting to fly afew months before, following adifferent lead.

* * % % %

Turk listened to dl this patiently. Then he said, " She wasn't talkative. She paid cash. | put her down at the
arsgrip in Kubelick's Grave and that was that. She never said anything about her past or why she was
flying west. Y ou think shesa Fourth?"

"She hasn't changed much in fifteen years. That suggests she might be.”

"So maybe the smplest explanationistrue. Y our father took theillegal trestment and started anew life
under anew name."

"Maybe. But | don't want another hypothesis. | want to know what really happened.”

"So you find out the truth, what then? Does that make your life better? Maybe you'll learn something you
don' like. Maybe you have to start mourning al over again.”

"Atleadt,” shesad, "I'll know what I'm mourning for."
As often happened when she talked about her father, she dreamed of him that night.

More memory than dream at first: she waswith him on the veranda of their house on the hill in Port
Magdlan, and he was talking to her about the Hypotheticals.

Hetaked to her on the veranda because Lise's mother didn't care for these conversations. Thiswasthe



starkest contrast Lise could draw between her parents. Both were Spin survivors, but they had emerged
from the crisiswith polarized sensihilities. Her father had thrown himsdlf headlong into the mystery, had
fdlenin love with the helghtened strangeness of the universe. Her mother pretended that none of it had
happened—that the garden fence and the back wall were barricades strong enough to repul se the tide of
time

Lise had not quite known where to place hersdf on that divide. She loved the sense of safety shefeltin
her mother'shome. But she loved to hear her father talk.

In the dream he talked about the Hypotheticals. The Hypotheticals aren't people, Lise, you must not
make that mistake. Asthe unnamed Equatorian starsturned in the date-black sky. They are a network
of more or less mindless machines, we suspect, but is that network aware of itself? Does it have a
mind, Lise, the way you and | do? If it does, every element of its thought must be propagated over
hundreds or thousands of light-years. It would see time and space very differently than we do. It
might not perceive us at all, except as a passing phenomenon, and if it manipulates us it might do
so at an entirely unconscious level .

Like God, Lisein her dream suggested.

A blind God, her father said, but he was wrong, because in the dream, while she was entranced in the
grandeur of hisvison and safein the boundary of her mothers sensibility, the Hypothetica had reached
down from the sky, opened asted figt that glittered in the starlight, and snatched him away before she
could summon the courage to scream.

CHAPTFR FIVE

The dust fell more sparsdly for another few hours, yielded to agray daylight, and stopped atogether by
dark. Thecity remained eerily quiet gpart from the intermittent growl of earthmovers ceasdesdy shifting
the ash. Turk could tell where the earth-movers were working by the billows of fine dust that rose around
and abovethem, gray pillarslofting over the corduroy of shops, shanties, office buildings, billboards,
commingling with saltwater plumeswhere pump lineslaid from the harbor to the hillshad begun to duice
the streets. A wasteland. But even at this hour there were peoplein the street, masked or with bandannas
tied over their faces, kicking through the drifts on their way somewhere or just assessing the damage,
gazing around like bit playersin adisaster drama. A man in agrimy dishdashastood for half an hour
outside the locked Arabic grocery across the street, smoking cigarettes and staring at the sky.

"Youthink it'sover?' Lise asked.

Obvioudy aquestion he couldn't answer. But he guessed she didn't want areal answer as much as she
wanted reassurance. "'For now, anyway."

They were both too wired to deep. He switched on the video display and they settled back on the sofa,
trawling for new information. A newsreader announced that the dust cloud had moved inland and no
more "precipitation” was expected—there had been sporadic reports of ashfal from every community
between Ayer's Point and Haixi on the coast, but Port Magellan seemed to have been hit harder than
most. Which wasin away agood thing, Turk supposed, because while this dump of particulate matter
had been troublesome for the city it might have been a catastrophe for the local ecosystem, smothering
forests and killing crops and maybe even poisoning the soil, though the newscaster said there was nothing
terribly toxicinit, "according to the latest analyses.” Thefoss| - or machine-like structuresin the ashfall
had attracted attention, of course. Microphotographs of the dust revealed even more latent structure:
degraded cogs and whedls, scalloped cones like tiny conch shells, inorganic molecules hooked together
in complex and unnatural ways—as if some vast machine had eroded in orbit and only itsfiner eements



had survived the fiery descent through the atmosphere.

They had spent the day in the gpartment, Turk mostly sitting at the window, Lise making calsand
sending messages to family back home, itemizing the food in the kitchen in case the city was shut down
long-term, and in the process they had reestablished akind of intimacy—the
mountain-camp-in-a-thunderstorm intimacy they had shared before, brought down to the city—and when
she put her head againgt his shoulder Turk raised his hand to stroke her hair, hesitated when he
remembered the nature of their Stuation here,

"It'sdl right,” shesad.

Her hair smdlled fresh and somehow golden, and it felt like STk under the palm of his hand.
"Turk," shesad, "I'm sorry—"

"Nothing to gpologizefor.”

"For thinking | needed an excuseto seeyou."

"Missed you too," he said.

"Jus—it was confusing.”

"I know."

"Do you want to go to bed?' Shetook his hand and rubbed her cheek againgt it. "I mean—"

He knew what she meant.

* % %k % %

He spent that night with her and he spent another, not because he had to—the coast road had been
mostly cleared by that time—but because he could.

But he couldn't stay forever. He lazed around one morning more, picking over breskfast while Lise made
more calls. Amazing how many friends and acquai ntances and home-folks she had. It madehim fed a
little unpopular. The only calls he made that morning were to customers whose flights would have to be
rescheduled or canceled—cancellations he couldn't afford right now—and to a couple of buddies,
mechanics from the airport, who might wonder why he wasn't around to go drinking with them. He didn't
have much of asocid life. He didn't even own adog.

She recorded along message to her mother back in the States. Y ou couldn't make adirect call across
the Arch, since the only things the Hypothetica alowed to travel between thisworld and the one next
door were manned ocean vessals. But there was afleet of telecom-equipped commercia ships that
shuttled back and forth to relay recorded data. Y ou could watch video news from home that was only a
few hours stde, and you could send voice or text the other direction. Lise's message, what he overheard
of it, was a careful reassurance that the ashfal had done no lasting harm and looked like it would be
cleared up before long, dthough it was amystery why it had happened, very confusing—no shit, Turk

thought.
Turk had family in Austin, Texas. But they hadn't heard from him lately and wouldn't expect to.

On the bookshelf by Lise's desk was a three-volume bound copy of the Martian Archives, sometimes
caled the Martian Encyclopedia, the compendium of history and science brought to earth by Wun Ngo



Wen thirty years ago. The blue dust jackets were tattered at their spine ends. He took down the first
volume and leafed through it. When she findly put down the phone, he said, "Do you bdievein this?*

"It'snot ardigion. It'snot something you haveto believeinit.”

Back during the freakish years of the Spin, the technologically advanced nations of the Earth had
assembled the necessary resources to terraform and colonize the planet Mars. The most useful resource
had aready been put in place by the Hypotheticals, and that wastime. For every year on Earth under the
Spin membrane, thousands of years had passed in the universe at large. The biological transformation of
Mars—scientigts called it "the ecopoiesis'—had been relatively easy to accomplish, given that generous
tempora disconnect. The human colonization of the planet had been an dtogether riskier venture.

|solated from Earth for millennia, the Martian colonists had created a technology suited to their
water-poor and nitrogen-starved environment. They were masters of biological manipulation but
chronicdly wary of large-scale mechanicd engineering. Sending a manned expedition to Earth had been a
last, desperate strategy when the Hypotheticals appeared to be about to enclose Marsin aSpin
membrane of itsown.

Wun Ngo Wen, the so-called Martian ambassador—Turk found a photograph of him as he leafed
through an appendix to the book: asmall, wrinkled, dark-skinned man—had arrived during the last years
of the Spin. He had been feted by Earthly governments, until it became clear that he possessed no magic
solution to their problems. But Wun had advocated and helped set in motion the launch of
Martian-designed quasi-biological probesinto the outer solar system—self-replicating robotic devices
that were supposed to broadcast back information that might shed useful light on the nature of the
Hypotheticals, and in away they had succeeded—the network of probes had been absorbed into a
preexisting, previousdy unsuspected ecology of salf-replicating devices living in deep space, which was
the physical "body" of the Hypotheticas, or so some people believed. But Turk had no opinion about
thet.

Theversion of the Archives Lise possessed was an authorized redaction, published in the States. It had
been vetted and organized by apand of scientists and government officias and it was acknowledged to
be incomplete. Before his death \Wun had arranged for unedited copies of the text to be privately
circulated, aong with something even more vauable—Martian "'pharmaceuticals,” including the drug that
would add some thirty or more yearsto an average human life span, the so-called Fourth treatment by
which Lisesfather had presumably been tempted.

Therewere supposedly lots of native Fourths on Earth now, though they lacked the el aborate social
structures that constrained the lives of their Martian cousins. Taking the trestment wasillegal under aUN
accord signed by virtualy every member nation. Most of what the Department of Genomic Security did
back in the States was shutting down Fourth cults both genuine and fraudulent—that, and policing the
booming trade in human and anima genetic enhancements. These were thefolks Lise's ex-husband
worked for.

"Y ou know," she said, "we haven't talked much about this."
"We haven't talked nearly enough about anything at dl, seemsto me.”
Her smile, though brief, was pleasing.

She sad, "Do you know any Fourths?!



"Wouldn't recognize oneif | saw one." And if that was an evasion, she didn't appear to notice.

"Becauseit's different herein the Port," she said, "herein the New World. Thelaws aren't enforced the
way they are back on Earth."

"That's changing, | hear."

"Whichiswhy | want to look at what my father wasinterested in beforeit al gets erased. People say
there's a Fourth underground in the city. Maybe more than one.”

"Yeah, I've heard that. I've heard alot of things. Not dl true."

"I can do al the secondhand research | want, but what | really need isto talk to someone who's had
direct experience with the Fourth community here.”

"Right. Maybe Brian can arrangeit for you, next time DGS arrests somebody."

Hewasimmediatdly sorry held said it, or said it so bluntly. She tightened up. "Brian and | are divorced,
and I'm not responsible for what Genomic Security does.”

"But hel'slooking for the same people you'relooking for."
"For different reasons.”

"Do you ever wonder about that? Whether he might be using you as somekind of cat's paw? Riding on
your research?"

"I don't show my work to Brian—to anyone.”

"Not even when he's baiting you with the woman who maybe took away your father?"
"I'm not sure you have the right—"

"Forget it. I'm just, you know, concerned.”

She was obvioudy on the verge of handing that right back to him, but she cocked her head and thought
about it first. That was one of the things Turk had noticed about her right away, the habit she had of
stepping outside the moment before she rendered averdict.

She said, "Don't make assumptions about me and Brian. Just because we're till on speaking terms
doesn't mean I'm doing him favors.”

"Just so we know wherewe are," he said.

* % %k % %

The sky was gray again by noon, but the clouds were rain clouds, nothing exctic, and they brought a
drenching, unseasonable downpour. Turk guessed the rain might ultimately be a boon—it would wash
some of thisash into the soil or out to sea, maybe help salvage the season's crops, if that was possible.
But it did nothing to ease the drive south from the Port, once he recovered his car from the parking lot at
Harley's. Glistening washes of gray ash made the pavement treacherous. Creeks and rivers had turned
the color of clay and ran turgidly in their beds. When the road crossed the high ridges Turk could seea
bloom of gt tailing into the sea from a dozen muddy deltas.

Heleft the coast road at an unmarked exit toward a place most English-speakers called New Delhi Fats,



ashanty settlement on a plateau between two creeks, under asheer bluff that crumbled alittle every rainy
season. The dleys between the rows of chegp Chinese-branded prefab housing were unpaved, and the
far-westher huts had been improved with tarpaper roofing and sheets of insulation hauled in from
cheapjack factories up-coast. There were no policein the Flats, no rea authority beyond what could be
leveraged by the churches, temples, and mosgues. The earthmovers hadn't been anywhere near the Flats,
and the narrower alleyswere congested with doggy wet dunes. But a passage had been shoveled dong
the main avenue, and it took Turk only afew extraminutesto reach Tomas Ginn's undistinguished
home—an arsenic-green hovel squeezed between two just likeit.

He parked and waded through athin grudl of wet ash to Tomass door. He knocked. When there was no
answer he knocked again. A lined face appeared briefly at the small curtained window to hisleft. Then
the door swung open.

"Turk!" Tomas Ginn had a voice that sounded asif it had been filtered through bedrock, an old man's
voice, but firmer than it had been when Turk first encountered him. "Didn't expect to seeyou. Specidly in
the middle of al thistrouble. Comeonin. Placeisafuckin' messbut | can pour you adrink, anyhow."

Turk stepped indde. Tomass home was little more than a single thin-walled room with araggedy sofa
and table at one end and aminiature kitchen at the other, al dimly lit. The Port Magellan Power Authority
hadn't strung any cables out thisway. The only dectricity came from an array of Sinotec photovoltaicson
theroof, and thelr efficiency had been dashed by the dustfal. The place had alingering aromaof sulfur
and talc, but that was mostly the ash Turk had tracked in with him. Tomas was a fastidious housekeeper,
inhisownway. A "fuckin' mess" in Tomass vocabulary, meant there were acouple of empty beer
bottles undisposed-of on anarrow counter.

"Sit on down," Tomas said, settling himself on achair with adent in the seat that had been worninto a
mirror image of hisbony ass. Turk sdlected the least-tattered cushion on hisfriend's ancient sofa. "Can
you believe this shit falling out of the sky? | mean, who asked for that! | had to shovel my way out of the
house yesterday just to go out and get groceries.”

Pretty unbelievable, Turk acknowledged.

"So what brings you here? Something more than neighborliness, | expect, given the weather. If you can
cdl it westher."

"Got aquestion to ask,” Turk said.

"A question or afavor?’

"Wel—dartswith aquestion, anyway."

"Serious?’

"It might be."

"So you want abeer? Get the dust out of your throat?*

"Not abad idea," Turk said.

Turk had met Tomas aboard an ancient single-hulled tanker bound for Breaker Beach on itsfina voyage.
Theship, cdled Kestrel, had been Turk's ticket to the New World. Turk had signed on asan



able-bodied seaman at negligible wages. All the crew had, because it was a one-way trip. Acrossthe
Arch, in Equatoria, the market for scrap iron and sted was booming. On Earth aleviathan like the
Kestrel wasaliahility, too old to meet internationa standards and usaless for anything but the poorest
kind of coastd trade, prohibitively expensive to scrap. But in the New World the same rusty hulk would
be a source of vauable raw materid, stripped and diced by the acetylene-wielding armies of Thai and
Indian laborers who made their living unrestrained by environmenta regul ations—the professond
breakers of Breaker Beach, located some hundred miles north of Port Magellan.

Turk and Tomas had shared amess on that voyage and learned afew things about each other. Tomas
claimed to have been born in Balivia, but he had been raised, he said, in Biloxi, and had worked the
docksin that city and then New Orleans as aboy and young man. He had been at sea off and on for
decades, during the tumultuous years of the Spin, when the U.S. government had revived the old
Merchant Marine as a gesture toward national security, and afterward, when trade acrossthe Arch
created fresh demand for new shipping.

Tomas had joined Kestrel for the same reason Turk had signed on: it was a one-way ticket to the
promised land. Or what they both liked to imagine was a promised land. Tomaswasn't naive: he had
crossed the Arch five times before, had spent monthsin Port Magellan, knew the towns vices firsthand,
and had seen how cruelly the town could treat newcomers. But it was afreer, more open, more casudly
polyglot city than any on Earth—a seaman's town, much of it built by expatriate sailors, and it was where
he wanted to spend the last years of hislife, looking at alandscape on which human hands had only
recently been laid. (Turk had sgned on for much the same reason, though it would be hisfirst trip
cross-Arch. He had wanted to get asfar from Texas asit was practical to get, for reasons he didn't care
to dwell on.)

Thetroublewith Kestrel wasthat, because it had no future, it had been poorly maintained and was
barely seaworthy. Everyone aboard was aware of that fact, from the Filipino captain down to theiilliterate
Syrian teenager who stewarded the crew mess. It made for a dangerous transit. Bad weather had
scuttled many avessal bound for Breaker Beach, and more than one rusty kedl had gone to rest under
the Arch of the Hypotheticals.

But the weather in the Indian Ocean had been reassuringly benign, and because thiswas Turk'sfirst
passage he had risked the derision of his shipmates by arranging to be on deck when the crossing

happened.

A night crossing of the Arch. He staked out a place &ft of the forecastle out of the breeze, made a pillow
from ahank of rag stiff with dried paint, stretched out and gazed at the stars. The stars had been
scattered by the four billion years of gaactic evolution that had transpired while the Earth was enclosed in
its Spin membrane, and they remained namel ess after thirty years, but they were the only stars Turk had
ever known. He had been bardly five years old when the Spin ended. His generation had grown up in the
post-Spin world, accustomed to the idea that a person could ride an ocean vessdal from one planet to
another. Unlike some, however, Turk had never been able to make that fact seem prosaic. It was still a
wonder to him.

The Arch of the Hypotheticals was a structure vastly larger than anything human engineering could have
produced. By the scale of stars and planets, the scale on which the Hypotheticals were assumed to
operate, it wasardatively smdl thing... but it was the biggest made thing Turk imagined he would ever
encounter. He had seen it often enough in photographs, on video, in representative diagramsin
schoolbooks, but none of those did justice to the real item.

He had firgt seen it with his own eyes from the Sumatran port where hejoined the Kestrel. The Arch's
eastern leg had been visible on clear days and especidly a sunset, when the last light climbed that pale



thread and burnished it to afine golden line. But now he was dmost directly benegath the gpex, adifferent
view entirely. The Arch had been compared to athousand-mile-wide wedding ring dropped into the
Indian Ocean, haf of it embedded in the bedrock of the planet and the other half projecting abovethe
atmosphere into naked space. From the deck of the Kestrel he couldn't see either leg where it entered
the sea, but he could see the peak of the Arch reflecting the last light of the sun, abrushstroke of
slvery-bluefading to dusky red at its eastern and western extremities. It quivered in the hest of the
eveningair.

Up close, people said, if you sailed within hailing proximity of either leg, it looked asplain asapillar of
concrete rising from the surface of the sea, except that the enormoudy wide pillar didn't stop risng,
smply vanished from sight. But the Arch wasn't an inert object no matter how static it appeared. It wasa
machine. It communicated with acopy of itsef—or the other haf of itsdf, perhaps—set in the compatible
ocean of the New World, many light-years distant. Maybe it orbited one of the stars Turk could see from
the deck of the Kestrel: there was ashivery thought. The Arch might gppear to be inanimate, but in fact
it was watching the near surface of both worlds, conducting two-way traffic. Because that was what it
did: that wasitsfunction. If abird, a storm-tossed tree limb, or an ocean current passed benesth the
Arch it would continue on itsway unmolested. The waters of Earth and the New World never mingled.
But if amanned ocean vessal crossed under the Arch it would be picked up and trandated acrossan
unimaginable distance. By dl reports the transition was so easy asto be amost anticlimactic, but Turk
wanted to experience it out herein the open, not down in crew quarters where he wouldn't even know it
had happened until the ship sounded itsritua horn.

He checked hiswatch. Almost time. He was il waiting when Tomas stepped out of the shadowsinto
the glare of adeck light, grinning a him.

"Hrg time, yeah," Turk said, forestdling the inevitable comment.

"Fuck," Tomassad, "you don't need to explain. | come out every time | pass. Day or night. Like paying
respects.”

Respects to whom? The Hypothetical ? But Turk didn't ask.
"And, oh my!" Tomas said, aming hisold face a the sky. "Here it comes."

So Turk braced himsal f-—unnecessarily—and watched the stars dim and swirl around the peak of the
Arch like watery reflections stirred by the prow of aboat. Then suddenly there wasfog al around the
Kestrel, or amigtiness that reminded him of fog athough it had no scent or taste of moistureto it—a
transent dizziness, apressure in his ears. Then the stars came back, but they were different stars, thicker
and brighter in what seemed like a blacker sky; and now the air did taste and smell subtly different, and a
gust of it swirled around the hard sted angles of the topdeck asif to introduce itsdlf, air warm and
sat-scented and bracingly fresh. And up on the high bridge of the Kestrel, the compass needle must have
swung on its pivot, as compasses did at every crossing of the Arch, because the ship's horn sounded one
long wail—punishingly loud but sounding almost tentative across an ocean only lately acquainted with
human beings

"The New World," Turk said, thinking, That'sit? As easy asthat?

"Equatoria,”" Tomas said, confusing the continent with the planet as most people did. "How'sit fed to be
aspaceman, Turk?'

But Turk couldn't answer, because two crewmen who had been stedlthily pacing the topdeck rounded on
Turk with abucket of saltwater and doused him, laughing. Another rite of passage, a christening for the
virgin sailor. He had crossed, at last, the world's strangest meridian. And he had no intention of going



back, no real home to go back to.

* % % % %

Tomas had been frail with age when he boarded the Kestrel, and he was injured when the beaching of
the vessel went bad.

There were no docks or quays at Breaker Beach. Turk had seen it from the deck rail, hisfirst real look

at the coast of Equatoria. The continent loomed out of the horizon like amirage, pink with morning light,
though hardly untouched by human hands. The three decades since the end of the Spin had transformed
the western fringe of Equatoriafrom awildernessinto achaos of fishing villages, lumber camps, primitive
industry, dash-and-burn farmland, hasty roads, a dozen booming towns, and one city through which most
of the hinterlands rich resources were channeled. Breaker Beach, dmost ahundred nautical miles north

of Port Magellan, was possbly the ugliest occupied territory on the coast—Turk could hardly say, but
the Filipino cargomaster inssted it was, and the argument was plausible. The broad white beach,
protected from the surf by a pebbly headland, was littered with the corpses of broken vessalsand
smudged with the smoke and ash of athousand fires. Turk spotted a double-hulled tanker not unlike the
Kestrel, ascore of coagtd tankers, even amilitary vessd stripped of dl identifying flags and markings.
These were recent arrivals, the work of their deconstruction hardly begun. For many milesmorethe
beach was crowded with sted frames denuded of hull plating, cavernous half-shipsin which the acetylene
glare of the breskers torches made afitful light.

Beyond that lay the scrap-meta huts and forges and tool sheds and machine shops of the breskers,
mostly Indian and Maaysian men working out the contracts that had bought them passage under the
Arch. Farther on, hazy inthe morning air, forested hills unrolled into the blue-gray foothills of the
mountains,

He couldn't stay on deck during the beaching. The standard way to deliver alarge vessdl to Breaker
Beach was smply to run it up the littoral and strand it there. The breskerswould do the rest, swarming
over the ship once the crew had been evacuated. The ship's stedl would end up in re-rolling mills
downcoadt, the ship's miles of wiring and auminum piping would be extracted and sold in bulk lots, even
the ship'sbells, Turk had heard, would be marketed to local Buddhist temples. Thiswas Equatoria, and
any manmade thing would find ause. It didn't matter that beaching avessd as enormous asthe Kestrel
could be aviolent, destructive process. None of these shipswould ever float again.

He went bel owdecks when the signal sounded and found Tomas waiting in the crew mess, grinning. Turk
had grown fond of Tomas's bony grin—demented-looking but genuine. "End of the road for Kestrdl,"
Tomas said, "and the end of the road for me, too. Every chicken comes hometo roost, | guess.”

"We're positioned off the beach,” Turk said. Soon the captain would start the engines and engage the
screws and send the ship dead for shore. The engines would be shut down at the last practica moment
and the prow of the ship would gully into the sand while the tide was high. Then the crew would drop
rope ladders and scurry down the hull; their kit bags would be lowered; Turk would take hisfirst stepsin
the grit and wash of Bresker Beach. Within amonth Kestrel would belittle more than amemory and a
few thousand tons of recycled iron, sted, and auminum.

"Every death isabirth,” said Tomas, who was old enough to get away with such pronouncements.
"I wouldn't know about that.”

"No. Y ou strike me as somebody who knows more than helets on. End of Kestrel. But your fird timein
the New World. That's a death and a birth right there."



"If you say s0, Tomas."

Turk felt the ship's el derly engines begin to throb. The beaching would be violent, inevitably. All theloose
gear in the ship had dready been stowed or dismounted and sent ashore along with the lifeboats. Half the
crew was aready ashore. "Whoa," Tomas exclaimed as the vibration came up through the deck plating
and the chair legs. "Making some speed now, you bet.”

The prow of the ship would be cutting a knife-edge through the water, Turk thought, asit did whenever
the vessel began to throb and surge like this. Except they weren't in open water anymore. Their dot on
the beach was dead ahead, the continent rising beneath them. The captain wasin radio contact with a
shore pilot who would cal in minor course corrections and tell him when to cut the engines.

Soon, Turk hoped. He liked being at sea, and he didn't mind being belowdecks, but he found he very
much didiked being in awindowless room when a ddiberatey-engineered disaster was only moments
away. "Y ou done this before?!

"Wadl, no,"” Tomassaid, "not from thisend. But | was a awreckers beach near Goaafew years ago
and | watched an old container ship ground itsalf. Ship not much smaller than this one. Kind of a poetry
toit, actualy. It rode up thetideline like one of thoseturtlestrying to lay an egg. | mean, | guess you want
to brace yoursdf for it, but it wasn't violent." A few minutes later Tomas |ooked at the watch that hung
like abracelet on his skinny wrist and said, " About timeto cut engines.”

"Yougot it timed?'

"l got eyesand ears. | know where we were anchored and | can tell by listening what kind of speed
weremaking."

This sounded to Turk like one of Tomass boasts, but it might be true. Turk wiped his palms on the knees
of hisjeans. He was nervous, but what could go wrong? At thispoint it was al balistics.

What did go wrong—as he sorted it out afterward—was that at a critica moment Kestrel's bridge lost
electrica power, due to some short or component failure in the antique circuitry, so that the captain could
neither hear the shore pilot'sinstructions nor relay his ordersto the engine room. Kestrel should have
come in coasting, but she beached under power ingtead. Turk was thrown from his chair asthe ship
ground into the littoral and listed grotesquely to starboard. He was dert enough to see the brushed-steel
cutlery locker break |oose from the near wall and tumble toward him. The locker was the size of acoffin
and about as heavy, and hetried to crawl away from it, but there wasn't time to pull himsdlf out of the
way. But here was Tomas, somehow il upright, grabbing for the screeching metal box and managing to
snag the corner of it asit did by, giving Turk enough time to scramble aside. Hefetched up againgt a
chair as Kestrel stopped moving and the ship'senginesfindly, mercifully, died. The old tanker's hull gave
aracheting, prehistoric groan and fell silent. Beached. No harm done...

Except to Tomas, who had briefly taken the full weight of the locker and whose left arm had been diced
open below the elbow, deep enough to show bone.

Tomas cradled theinjury in his blood-soaked |ap, looking startled. Turk applied ahandkerchief asa
tourniquet and told hisfriend to stop cursing and keep still while he went for help. 1t took him ten minutes
to find an officer who would listen to him.

The ship's doctor had aready gone ashore and the infirmary had been stripped of drugs, so Tomas had
to be lowered from the deck in an improvised rope-and-basket litter with only a couple of aspirin to dull
the pain. The Kestrel's captain, in the end, refused to admit liability, collected his pay from the breaker
boss, and caught abusfor Port Magellan before sunset. So Turk was left to look after Tomas until an



off-shift Malay welder could be convinced to summon a genuine doctor. Or what passed for adoctor in
this part of the New World. A woman, the skinny Mday said in broken English. A good doctor, a
Western doctor, very kind to the breakers. She was white but had lived for yearsin aMinang fishing

village not far upcoadt.

Her name, he said, was Diane.

CHAPTER SIX

Turk told Tomas Ginn about Lise—alittle bit about her. How they had connected when they were
stranded in the mountains; how he couldn't get her out of his mind even when they were back in
civilization, even when she stopped returning his calls; how they got back together during the ashfal.

Tomeas listened from histattered easy chair, Spping beer from agreen glass bottle and smiling placidly, as
if he had discovered some kind of windless place insde his head. " Sounds like you hardly know this

lady."

"l know as much as| need to. Some people, it isn't that hard to tell whether you trust them or not.”
"Trust her, do you?'

"Yegh"

Tomas cupped the crotch of hisbaggy jeans. "Thisiswhat you trust. Every inch asailor.”
"It'snot likethat."

"It never is. But it dwaysis. So why you want to drive up here and tell me about thiswoman?'
"Actudly, | wasthinking maybe | could introduce her to you."

"Tome?I ain't your daddy, Turk."

"No, and you're not what you used to be, either.”

"Don't seewhat that's got to do with it."

Turk had to tread carefully here. With the utmost delicacy, insofar as he was capable of it. "Wdll... she's
curious about Fourths."

"Oh, my Chrigt." Tomasrolled hiseyes. " Curious?'

"She's got reasonsto be."

""So you want to serve me up to her? Exhibit A or whatever?

"No. What | redly want to do islet her talk to Diane. But | want your opinion first."

* * % % %

Diane—the Western doctor, or nurse, as sheinssted on caling herself—had hiked to Breaker Beach
from someinland villageto treat Tomass dashed arm.

At first Turk was suspicious of her. In Equatoria, especidly out herein the backwoods, nobody was
checking anybody's medical license. At least that was the impression he got. If you owned a syringe and



abottle of distilled water you could call yourself adoctor, and the breaker bosses would naturaly
endorse any self-gppointed physician who worked for free, regardless of results. So Turk sat with Tomas
indde avacant hut waiting for thiswoman to arrive, making occasiona conversation until the older man
fell adeep despite the blood il leaking into his makeshift bandage. The hut was made of some loca
wood, round barked branches knobbed like bamboo holding up aflat tin roof. It smelled of stale cooking
and tobacco and human swest. It was hot inside, though the screened door admitted an occasiona ow
dgghof ar.

The sun was going down when the doctor finaly walked up the plank stepsto the platform floor, tugging
addealayer of bug netting.

Shewore atunic and loose pants of a cloth the color and texture of raw mudin. She wasn't ayoung
woman. Far from it. Her hair was so white it seemed amost transparent. "Who's the patient?' she asked,
squinting. "And light alamp, please—I can hardly see”

"My names Turk Findley,” Turk said.
"Areyou the patient?’

"No, [—"

"Show methe patient.”

So heturned up thewick of an oil lamp and escorted her through another layer of netting to the yellowed
meattress where Tomas dept. Out in the dusk, insect choruses were warming up. They sounded like no
insects he had heard before, but you could tell that'swhét it was, that steely staccato buzzing. From the
beach came the sound of hammering, the clatter of sheet metd, the chug and whine of diesdl motors.

Tomas snored, oblivious. The doctor—Diane—| ooked at the bandage on his arm with an expression of
contempt. "How did this happen?’

Turk told her how it had happened.

"S0 he sacrificed himsdlf for you?'

"Sacrificed achunk of hisarm, anyhow."

"You're lucky to have afriend likethat."

"Wake him up firs. Then tel me whether I'm lucky.”

She nudged Tomas's shoulder and Tomas opened his eyes and promptly cursed. Old curses, Creole
curses, pungent as gumbo. Hetried to St up, then thought better of it. Findly hefixed his attention on
Diane. "And who the fuck might you be?'

"I'm anurse. Calm down. Who bandaged you?'

"Guy ontheship.”

"Hedid alousy job. Let me see”

"Well, | guessit washisfirs time. He—ow! Jesus! Turk, isthisareal nurse?’

"Don't beaninfant,” Diane said. "And hold dtill. | can't help you if | can't seewhat'swrong.” A pause.
"Ah. Wdl. You're lucky you didn't cut an artery.” Shetook asyringe from her kit and filled it. " Something



for the pain before | clean and stitch.”
Tomas started to protest, but that was for show. He looked relieved when the needle went in.

Turk backed away and tried to give Diane room to work, not that there was awholelot of spacein this
little hut. He wondered what it must be like to make aliving as a breaker—to deep under atin roof
praying you wouldn't be hurt or killed before your contract played out, before you got the payoff they
promised you, ayear's wages and a busticket to the Port. There was an officia camp physician, the
breaker boss had explained, but he only camein twice aweek, usualy to fill out forms. Diane did most of
the routine cut-and-titch duty.

Turk watched her as she worked, a silhouette cast by lamplight on the gauzy bug screen. She was skinny
and she moved with the cal culated caution of the very old. But she was strong, too. She worked
methodicaly and smoothly, occasiondly muttering to hersdf. She might be around Tomass age, which
the sallor varioudy gave as sixty or seventy—maybe older.

She worked, and from time to time Tomas swore with fierce intent but a certain drugged lethargy. There
wasadtink of antiseptic, and Turk stepped out into the risng dark. Hisfirst night in the New World. In
the near distance there was a stand of flowering bushes he couldn't name, six-fingered leaves movingin
an offshore breeze. The flowers were blue and smelled like cloves or cinammon or some other Christmas
spice. Farther off, thelights and fires of the industria beach guttered like lit fuses. And beyond the beach
the ocean rolled in faint green phosphorescence, and the dlien starsturned grand dow circles.

* k % k %

"Therésapotentid complication,” Diane said when she had finished with Tomas.

She came and sat with Turk on the edge of the wooden platform that held the floor afoot or so above
the ground. She had worked hard cleaning and closing Tomas's wound, and she mopped her forehead
with ahandkerchief. Her accent was American, Turk thought. A shade southern—Maryland, maybe, or
those parts.

He asked her what kind of complications those might be.

"With luck, nothing serious. But Equatoriais acompletely novel microbia environment—do you
understand?’

"I may be dumb, but I'm not ignorant.”
Shelaughed at that. "I apologize, Mr.—7?"
"Findley, but call me Turk."

"Y our parents named you Turk?'

"No, maam. But the family lived in Istanbul for acouple yearswhen | wasakid. | picked up alittle
Turkish. And anickname. So what are you saying—Tomas might come down with someloca disease?!

"There are no native human beings on this planet, no hominids, no primates, nothing remotely like us.
Most local diseases can't touch us. But there are bacteriaand fungi that thrive in moist, warm
environments, including the human body. Nothing we can't adjust to, Mr. Findley—Turk—and nothing
S0 dangerous or communicable that it could be carried back to Earth. But it's still not agood ideato
arrivein the New World with a challenged immune system or, in Mr. Ginn's case, an open wound
bandaged by anidiot.”



"Can't you give him somekind of antibiotic?

"I did. But thelocal microorganisms don't necessarily respond to standard pharmaceuticas. Don't
misunderstand. He's not ill, and in Al likelihood he won't becomeill, but there's a certain unavoidable risk.
Areyou aclosefriend of Mr. Ginn?'

"Not exactly. But like | said, he wastrying to help me out when he got hurt.”

"I'd prefer to keep him here afew days, under my observation. Isthat al right?”
"Fine by me, but you might have to go some to convince Tomas. I'm not his keeper.”
"Where are you headed, if you don't mind me asking?"

"Downcoast to the city.”

"Any particular address? A number where| can reach you?"

"No, maam. I'm new here. But you can tell TomasI'll look for him at the union hall when he makesit
down to Port Magellan.”

She seemed disappointed. "l see”
"Or maybel cancdl you."

Sheturned and gazed a him for along moment. Scrutinized him, actually. Turk started to fed alittle
awkward under that relentless stare. Then she said, "Okay. Let me give you anumber.”

She found apencil in her kit bag and scribbled the number on the back of aCoast & Urban Coach Lines
ticket stub.

* k % k %

"Shewas evaluating you," Tomassad.
"l know that."

"Good indtincts, that woman."

"Yeah. That'sthe point,” Turk said.

* % % % %

So Turk found a placeto live in the Port and lived on his savings for awhile and dropped by the
Seaman's Union every now and then to look for Tomas. But Tomas never showed. Which, at firgt, didn't
worry him much. Tomas could be anywhere. Tomas could have taken it into his head to crossthe
mountains, for al he knew. So Turk would have dinner or adrink and forget about his messmate; but
when amonth had passed he dug out the ticket stub and keyed the number scribbled oniit.

What he got was an automated message that the number had been discontinued.

Which piqued his curiosity aswdll as his sense of obligation. His money was running out and he was
getting ready to sign up for pipeline work, but he caught aride upcoast and hiked a couple of milesto the
breaker compound and started asking questions. One of the breaker bosses remembered Turk's face
and told him hisfriend had got sick, and that was too bad, but they couldn't let asick sailor take up time



and attention, so 1bu Diane and some Minang fishermen had hauled the old man back to their village.

Turk bought dinner at atin-roofed Chinese restaurant at the crossroads, then hitched aride farther
upcoast, to ahorseshoe bay turning gaudy colors under the long Equatorian dusk. The driver, asdesman
for some West African import firm, pointed Turk at an unpaved road and asign marked in acurvilinear
language Turk couldn't read. Minang village down that way, he said. Turk walked acouple of miles
through the forest, and just asthe stars were turning bright and the insects bothersome he found himsalf
between arow of wooden houses with buffalo-horn eaves and alantern-lit general sorewheremenin
box caps sat at cable-spool tables drinking coffee. He put on his best smile and asked alocal for
directionsto Doctor Dianesclinic.

The pedestrian smiled back and nodded and called out to the coffee house. Two muscular young men
hurried out and positioned themsalves on each side of Turk. "WEell take you there," they said in English
when Turk repeated his request—and they smiled, too, but Turk had the uneasy fedling he'd been politdy
but firmly taken into custody.

"l guess | was pretty fucked-up when you findly saw me,” Tomas said.
"Y ou don't remember?’

"Not much of it, no."

"Yeah," Turk said. "Y ou were pretty fucked-up.”

* * % % %

Pretty fucked-up, which in this case meant Tomas was bedridden, emaciated, gasping for bresth in the
back room of the big wooden building Diane caled her "clinic.”" Turk had looked at hisfriend with
something approaching horror.

"Jesus Chrigt, what happened to him?”

"Cdmdown," 1bu Diane said. Ibu waswhét the villagers called her. He gathered it was some kind of
honorific.

"Ishedying?'

"No. Appearances to the contrary, he's getting well.”

"All thisfrom acut on hisam?'

Tomas|ooked asif someone had stuck ahose down histhroat and siphoned out hisinsides. Turk thought
he had never seen athinner man.

"It's more complicated than that. Sit down and I'll explain.”

Outside thewindow of Dianesclinic, the Minang village was lively in the dark. Lanterns hung swaying
from eaves and he could hear the sound of recorded music playing tinnily. Diane made coffee with an
electric kettle and a French press, and the resulting brew was hot and dense.

There used to be two real doctors at the clinic, she said. Her husband and a Minang woman, both of
whom had lately died of naturd causes. Only Diane was | eft, and the only medicine she knew was what
she had learned while acting as anurse. Enough to keep the clinic going: it was an indispensable resource
not only for thisvillage but for ahaf-dozen nearby villages and for the impoverished breskers. Any



condition she couldn't treat she referred to the Red Crescent clinic up the coast or the Catholic charity
hospita in Port Magellan, though that was along trip. In matters of cuts, cleanly broken bones, and
common disorders, she was perfectly competent. She consulted regularly with atraveling physician from
the Port who understood her situation and made sure she was supplied with basic medicines, sterile
bandages, and so forth.

""'So maybe you should have sent Tomas downcoast,” Turk said. "He looks serioudy ill to me.”
"The cut on hisarm was the least of his problems. Did Tomastell you he had cancer?"
"Jesus, no. Cancer? Does he?'

"We brought him back here because hiswound was infected, but the cancer showed up in smple blood
tests. | don't have much in the way of diagnostic equipment, but | do have a portable imager—ten years
old but it works like a charm. It confirmed the diagnosis, and the prognosiswas very grave. Cancer is
hardly an untreatable disease, but your friend had been avoiding doctorsfor far too long. He was deeply
metastasized."

"Soheisdying."

"No." Diane paused. Once again she riveted him with that stare, fierce and alittle uncanny. Turk made an
effort not to avert hisown eyes. It waslike playing stare-down with acat. "1 offered him an
unconventiona trestment.”

"Likewhat, radiation or something?'
"| offered to make him aFourth.”

For amoment he was too startled to speak. Outside, the music played on, something tunelessy alien
beaten out of awooden xylophone and funneled through a cheap loudspeaker.

Hesaid, "Y ou can do that?'
"l can. | have™

Turk wondered what he had gotten himsalf into and how he could most efficiently extract himsdlf fromiit.
"Wadll... | guessit'snot illegd here..."

"Y ou guesswrong. It'sjust easier to get away with. And we have to be discreet. An extrafew decades
of lifeisn't something you advertise, Turk."

"Sowhy tel me?'
"Because Tomasis going to need some help as he recovers. And because | think | can trust you."
"How could you possibly know that?"

"Because you came here looking for him." She gtartled him by smiling. "Call it an educated guess. Y ou
understand that the Fourth trestment isn't just about longevity? The Martians were deeply ambivalent
about tinkering with human biology. They didn't want to create acommunity of powerful eders. The
Fourth treatment gives and it takes away. It givesyou an extrathirty or forty years of life—and I'm acase
in point, if you haven't guessed—nbut it aso rearranges certain human traits.”

"Traits," Turk said, dry-mouthed. He had never, to his knowledge, spoken to a Fourth before. And that
was what thiswoman claimed to be. How old was she? Ninety years? One hundred?



"Am| sofrightening?'

"No, maam, not at all, but—"
"Not even alittle?' Still amiling.
"Wel, [—"

"What | mean to say, Turk, isthat as a Fourth I'm more sengitive to certain socia and behavioral cues
than the maority of unmodified people. | can generdly tell when someone'slying or being disingenuous,
at least when were face-to-face. Although, againgt sincere lies| have no defense. I'm not omniscient, I'm
not especidly wise, and | can't reed minds. The most you might say isthat my bullshit detector has been
turned up anotch or two. And since any group of Fourthsis necessarily under siege—from the police or
from criminds, or both—that's a useful faculty to have. No, | don't know you well enough to say | trust
you, but | perceive you clearly enough to say that I'm willing to trust you... do you understand?'

"l suppose so. | mean, | don't have anything againgt Fourths. Never thought much about it either way."

"That comfortable innocenceisover. Y our friend won't die of cancer, but he can't stay here, and hehasa
lot of adjustmentsto make. What | would like to do is discharge him into your care.”

"Maam—uh, Diane—I don't know thefirst thing about taking care of asick man, much lessa Fourth."
"Hewon't be sick for long. But helll need an understanding friend. Will you be that person for him?”

"Well, I mean, you know, I'mwilling, | suppose, but it might be better to make some other arrangement,
because I'min adifficult postion, financidly and al—"

"I wouldn't have asked you if | could think of anything better. It was a blessing that you showed up when
you did." Sheadded, "If | hadn't wanted you to find me | would have been much more difficult to find."

"I tried cdling, but—"

"I had to discontinue that number." She frowned but didn't offer to explain.

"Wel—" Well, fuck, hethought. "I guess| wouldn't turn out astray dog in arainstorm.”

Her amilereturned. "That'swhat | thought.”

* kKK K

"l guess you learned afew things about Fourths since then,” Tomas said.

"I don't know," Turk said. "Y ou're the only close sample I've got. Not too inspiring, actualy.”
"Did she actudly say that, about abullshit detector?"

"Moreor less. What do you think, Tomeas, isit true?'

Tomas had recovered from hisillness—from the genetic rebuild that congtituted the Fourth trestment—as
quickly as Diane had predicted. His psychologica adjustment was another matter. He was aman who
had come to Equatoria prepared to die, and instead he had found himself staring down another three or
more decades for which he had no plan or ambition.

Physically, though, it had been aliberation. After aweek of recovery Tomas could have passed for a



man much younger. His crabbed way of walking became more supple, his appetite was suddenly
bottomless. Thiswas dmost too strange for Turk to deal with, asif Tomas had shed his old body the
way asnake shedsits skin. "Fuck, it'sjust me," Tomaswould proclaim whenever Turk became too
uncomfortably conscious of the distance between the old Tomas and the new. Tomas clearly relished his
newfound hedlth. The only drawback, he said, was that the trestment had erased histattoos. Half his
history had been written in those tattoos, he said.

"Isit truethat | have an improved bullshit detector? Well, that'sin the eye of the beholder. It's been ten
years, Turk. What do you think?'

"We never taked much about this."
"I would of been happy to keep it that way."
"Canyou tell when you're being lied to?"

"Therésno drug that'll make astupid man smart. And I'm not a particularly smart man. I'mnollie
detector, either. But | can generdly tell when somebody'strying to sell me something.”

"Because | think Lise has been lied to. Her business with Fourthsislegitimate, but | think she's being
used. Also she has someinformation Diane might liketo hear.”

Tomaswas silent for awhile. He tipped up his beer to drain it and put the bottle on atray table next to
hischair. He gave Turk alook uneasily reminiscent of Diane's evauative Sare.

"Yourein some difficult territory here" he said.

"l know that," Turk said.

"Could get dangerous.”

"| guessthat'swhat I'm afraid of ."

"Can you give me sometimeto think this over?'
"Guess s0," Turk said.

"Okay. I'll ask around. Call mein acouple of days."
"| appreciateit,” Turk said. "Thank you."

"Dont thank meyet," Tomas said. "Maybe'll change my mind."

CHAPTER SEVEN

The nodein Lise's car announced new mail as she was driving to the Consulate. "From?" Lise asked.
"Susan Adams," the node replied.

These days Lise could not think of her mother without visudizing that calendar-box of pharmaceuticalson
her kitchen counter, assorted by day and hour, the clockwork of her mortality. Pillsfor depression, pills
to adjust her blood cholesteral, pillsto avert the Alzheimer's for which she carried a suspect gene.
"Read," shesad, grimly.

Dear Lise. The nodesvoice was mde, indifferent, offering up the text with dl the liveliness of afrozen



fish. Thank you for your latest. It is somewhat reassuring after what 1've seen on the news.

The ashfal, she meant, which till clogged the side streets and had caused thousands of touriststo fleeto
their cruise ships, begging for aquick ride home. People who had come to Equatoria hoping to find a
landscape pleasingly strange, but who had stumbled into something altogether different—real
strangeness, the kind that didn't negotiate with human preconceptions.

Precisdly how her mother would have reacted, Lise thought.

All'l can think of is how far away you are and how inaccessible you have made yourself. No, |
won't start that old argument again. And | won't say a word about your separation from Brian.

Susan Adams had argued fiercely againgt the divorce—ironicaly, snce she had argued dmost asfiercely
againg the marriage. At firdt, Lise's mother had didiked Brian because he worked for Genomic
Security—Genomic Security, in Susan Adams mind, being represented by the terse and unhel pful men
who had hovered around her after her hushand's incomprehensible disappearance. Lise must not marry
one of these compass onless monsters, she had inssted; but Brian was not compassionless, in fact Brian
had charmed Lise's mother, had patiently dismantled her objections until he became awel come presence.
Brian had quickly learned the paramount rule in dealing with Lise's mother, that one did not mention the
New World, the Hypotheticals, the Spin, or the disappearance of Robert Adams. In Susan Adams
household these subjects had acquired the power of profanity. Which was one reason Lise had been so
anxiousto leave that household behind.

And there had been much anxiety and res stance after the wedding, when Brian was transferred to Port
Magdlan. You must not go, Lise's mother had said, asif the New World were some ghostly otherness
from which no one emerged undamaged. No, not even for the sake of Brian's career should they enter
that perdition.

Thiswas, of course, an ongoing act of denial, aforcible exile of unacceptable truths, astrategy her
mother had devised for containing and channeling her unvented grief. But that was precisdly why Lise
resented it. Lise hated the dark space into which her mother had walled these memories. Memory was al
that was | eft of Lise'sfather, and that memory surdly included hiswide-eyed fascination with the
Hypotheticals and hislove of the planet into which they had opened their perplexing doorway.

Even the ashfal would have fascinated him, Lise thought: those cogs and seashells embedded in the dugt,
piecesin agrand puzzle...

| simply hope that these events convince you of the wisdom of coming home. Lise, if moneyisa
problem, let me book you a ticket. | admit that California is not what it once was, but we can still
see the ocean from the kitchen window, and although the summers are warm and the winter
storms more intense than | remember them being, surely that's a small thing compared to what
you are presently enduring.

Y ou don't know, Lise thought, what I'm enduring. Y ou don't care to know.

* * % % %

In the afternoon sunlight the American Consulate looked like a benevolent fortress set behind amoat of
wrought-iron fences. Someone had planted a garden aong the runnels of the fence, but the recent ashfall
hadn't been kind to the flowers—native flowers, because you weren't supposed to bring terrestrid plants
over the Arch, not that the ban was especidly effective. The flowersthat had survived the ashfal were
sturdy red whore's-lips (in the crude taxonomy of thefirst settlers), semslike enamelled chopsticks and
leaveslike Victorian collars enfolding the tattered blooms.



Therewas aguard at the consulate door next to asign that advised visitorsto check al wespons,
persona el ectronics, and unsealed bottles or containers. Thiswas not anew drill for Lise, who had
regularly visted Brian at the Genomic Security offices before the divorce. And she remembered riding
past the consulate as ateenager during her father's time here; remembered how reassuring and strong the
building had seemed with its high white walls and narrow embrasures.

The guard called Brian's office for confirmation and issued her avisitor's badge. She rode the eevator to
thefifth floor, mid-building, atiled windowless halway, the labyrinth of bureaucracy.

Brian stepped into the corridor as she approached and held open the door marked ssimply 507 DGS.,
Brian, she thought, was somehow changdess. carefully dressed, il trim in hismid-thirties, tanned; he
took weekend hikesin the hills above the Port. He smiled briefly asaway of greeting her, but his
demeanor today was stiff—sort of awhole-body frown, Lise thought. She braced herself for whatever
was coming. Brian bossed a staff of three people but none of them was present. "Comeonin,” he said,
"9t down, we haveto have alittle discussion. I'm sorry, but well get this out of theway as quickly as

posshble”

Even a thisjuncture he was unfallingly nice, the qudity she had found most frudtrating in him. The
marriage had been bad from the beginning. Not adisaster so much as abad choice compounded by
more bad choices, some of which she was reluctant to admit even to herself. Worse because she couldn't
confess her unhappinessin any way Brian was liable to understand. Brian went to church every Sunday,
Brian believed in decency and propriety, and Brian despised the complexity and weirdness of the
post-Spin world. And that, ultimately, was what Lise could not abide. She had had enough of that from
her mother. She wanted, instead, the quality her father had tried so hard to communicate to her on those
nights when they looked at the Stars. awe, or, failing that, at least courage.

Brian had occasional charm, he had earnestness, he had, buried in him, adeep and poignant seriousness
of purpose. But he was afraid of what the world had become, and that, in the end, she could not abide.

She sat down. He pulled a second chair across the carpet and sat facing her knee-to-knee, "This might
not be the pleasantest conversation we ever had,” he said. "But we're having it for your sake, Lise. Please
try to remember that."

* * % % %

Turk arrived a the arport that afternoon still pondering histalk with Tomas and intending to ingpect his
arcraft before he went homefor the night. Turk'slittle Skyrex twin-engine fixed-wing prop plane was
nearly five years old and needed repairs and maintenance more often than it used to. It had lately been
fitted with anew fuel injector, and Turk wanted to see for himself what the mechanics had done. So he
parked in his usua space behind the cargo building and crossed a patch of tarmac turned woolen-gray by
ash and rain, but when he reached the hangar he found the door padlocked. Tucked behind the latch was
anote advising him to see Mike Arundii.

Not much question what this was about. Turk owed two months rent on his hangar space and wasin
arrears for maintenance,

But he wasfriendly with Mike Arundji—most of the time, anyhow—and he waked into the owner's
office rehearsing hisusud excuses. It was aritud dance: the demand, the gpology, the token payment
(though even that was going to be tight), another reprieve. .. athough the padlock was anew touch.

Thistime the older man looked up from his desk with an expression of deep regret. "Thelock," he said
immediately, "yeah, I'm sorry about that, but | don't have achoice here. | haveto run my businesslikea



"It'stheash,” Turk said. "l lost acouple of chartersto it. Otherwise you'd be paid by now."

"So you say, and I'm not disputing it. But what difference would a couple of charters make, long-term?
Y ou haveto ask yoursdf. Thisisn't the only small airport in the district. I've got competition. In the old
daysit was okay to be alittleloose, cut everybody some dack. It was all semi-amateurs, independents
like you. Now there are corporate charter companies bidding up hangar space. Even if the books
balanced I'd be taking aloss on you. That'sjust afact.”

"l cant make money if | can't fly my plane, Mike."
"Thetroubleis, | can't make money whether you fly it or not.”
"Seemslike you do okay."

"I have apayroll to meet. | have awhole new raft of regulations coming down from the Provisiona
Government. If you looked a my spreadsheets you wouldn't tell me I'm doing okay. My accountant
doesn't comein here and tell me I'm doing okay."

And you probably don't call your accountant an amateur, Turk thought. Mike Arundji was an old hand:
he had opened up this strip when there was nothing south of Port Magellan but fishing villagesand
squatters camps. Even a half-dozen years ago the word " spreadsheet” would have been foreign to his
vocabulary.

That was the kind of environment in which Turk had arranged for the import—at eye-bulging
expense—of hissix-seater Skyrex. And it had made him amodet littleliving, a least until recently. He
no longer owed money on it. Unfortunately, he seemed to owe money on everything else. "Sowhat do |
have to do to get my plane back intheair?

Arundji shifted in hischair and wouldn't meet Turk's eye. "Comein tomorrow, well talk about it. Worse
comesto worgt, it wouldn't be hard to find abuyer."

"Find—what?"

"A buyer. A buyer, you know! People areinterested. Sell the plane, pay your debts, start fresh. People
do that. It happensdl thetime."

Turk said, "Not to me."

"Cam down. We don't necessarily have conflicting interests here. | can help you get a premium price. |
mean, if it comesto that. And shit, Turk, you're the one who's dways talking about hiring onto a
research boat and sailing somewhere. Maybe thisisthe time. Who knows?'

"Y our confidenceisinspiring.”

"Think about it, iswhat I'm saying. Tak to mein the morning.”

"| can pay what | oweyou."

"Can you? Okay. No problem. Bring me a certified check and well forget about it."
Towhich Turk had no answer.

"Go home," Arundji said. "Y ou look tired, buddy."

* % k % %



"Fird," Briansad, "I know you werewith Turk Findley."
"What thehd|?' Lise said promptly.

"Hold on, let mefinish—"

"What, you had somebody follow me?'

"l couldn't do that if | wanted to, Lise."

"What, then?"

Brian took a breath. His pursed lips and narrowed eyes were meant to announce that he found this as
unpleasant as she did. "Lise, there are other people a work here.”

She made an effort to control her own breathing. She was already angry. And in away the anger was not
unwelcome. It beat feding guilty, the mood in which her encounters usudly |eft her. "What people?’

"Let mejust remind you of the larger issues," he said. "Bear with me. It's easy to forget what's at stake.
The nature and definition of the human genome, of what we are asapeople, dl of us. That's been put at
risk by everything from the cloning trade to these Martian longevity cults, and there are peoplein every
government in the world who spend alot of time thinking about thet."

His credo, the samejustification, Lise recalled, that he had once offered to her mother. "What does that
have to do with me?' Or Turk, for that matter.

"Y ou came to me with an old snapshot taken at one of your dad's faculty parties, so | ran it through the
database—"

"You offered to run it through the database.”

"| offered, okay, and we pulled an image from the dockland security cameras. But when you run acheck
like that, the query gets bumped around alittle bit. And | guess something rang abell somewhere. Within
the last week we've had people from Washington show up here—"

"What do you mean, DGS people?’

"DGS people, right, but very senior, people working out of levels of the department light-years above
what we do here. People who are degply interested in finding the woman in the picture. People interested
enough to sail out of Djakartaand knock on my door.”

Lise sat back in her chair and tried to absorb al this.

After along moment she said, "My mother showed the same snagpshot to DGS back when my father
disappeared. Nobody made a fuss about it then.”

"That was a decade ago. Other information has turned up since. The same face in a different context.
Morethanthat | can't say."

"I'd liketo talk to these people. If they know anything about Sulean Moi—"
"Nothing that would help you find out what happened to your father.”

"How can you be sure of that?"



"Try to put it in perspective, Lise. These people are doing an important job. They mean business. | went
out of my way to convince these guys not to talk to you."

"But you gave them my name?'

"| told them everything | know about you, because otherwise they might think you'reinvolved in—well,
what they're investigating. Which would be awaste of their time and a hardship for you. Honestly, Lise.
Y ou haveto keep alow profile on thisone."

"They're watching me. Isthat what you're trying to say? They're watching me and they know | waswith
Turk."

Hewinced at the name, but nodded. "They know thosethings. Yes."
"Jesus, Brian!"

He raised his handsin agesture that looked like surrender. "All I'm saying is, when | stand back from all
this—from what our relationship isand what | would like it to be—when | ask mysdf what would redlly
be best for you—my adviceisto let this go. Stop asking questions. Maybe even think about heading
back home, back to Cdifornia."

"I don't want to go home."

"Think about it, isdl I'm saying. Therés only so much | can do to protect you."

"I never asked you to protect me."

"Maybe we can talk about this again when you've given it some consideration.”

She stood up. "Or maybe not.”

"And maybe we can talk about Turk Findley and what's going on in that department.”
In that department. Poor Brian, unfailingly prim, even when he was rebuking her.

She thought about defending hersaf. She could say, We were having dinner when the ash fell. She
could say, Of course he came home with me, what was he supposed to do, sleep in his car? She
could lieand say, We're just friends. Or she could say, | went to bed with him because he's unafraid
and unpredictable and his fingernails aren't impeccably clean and he doesn't work for the fucking
DGS.

Shewas angry, humiliated, not alittle guilt-stricken. "It's not your business anymore. Y ou need to figure
that out, Brian."

And turned, and | eft.

* * % % %

Turk went home to fix himsalf dinner, some shiftless meal appropriate to hismood. Helivedina
two-room bungalow set among similar cabins on abarely-paved road near Arundji's airfield, on abluff
overlooking the sea. Maybe someday thiswould be expensive red estate. Currently it was off-grid. The
toilet fed acesspool and hisdectricity came from sunlight and a generator in aback shed. Every summer
he repaired his shingles, and every winter they leaked from anew angle.

The sun was setting over the foothillswest of him, and to the east the sea had turned an inky shade of



blue. A few fishing boats straggled toward the harbor to the north. The air was cool and therewas a
breezeto carry off the remnant stink of the ash.

The ash had sttled in windrows around the foundations of the cabin, but the roof seemed to have borne
up under the strain. His shelter was intact. There wasn't much food in the kitchen cupboards, however.

L ess than he remembered. It was canned beans or go out for groceries. Or spend money he didn't have
in some restaurant he couldn't afford.

Lost my plane, he thought. But no, not redlly, not yet; the plane was only embargoed, not yet sold. But
there was nothing in his bank account to offer a convincing counter-argument. So that little mantra had
been running through his head since heleft Mike Arundji's office: Lost my plane.

Hewanted to talk to Lise. But he didn't want to dump his problems on her. It still seemed unlikely that he
had hooked up with her at dl. Hisrelationship with Lise was something fortune had dropped in hislap.
Fortune had done him few favorsin the past, and he wasn't sure he trusted it.

Cornmeal, coffee, beer...

He decided to give Tomas another cal. Maybe he hadn't explained too well what it was he wanted.
There was only onereal favor he could do Lise, and that was to help her understand why her father had
gone Fourth—which Turk assumed was what had happened. And if anyone could explain that to her or
put it in asane perspective it might be Tomas and, if Tomaswould put in aword for him, 1bu Diane, the
Fourth nurse who lived with the Minang upcoast.

Heticked Tomass number into his phone.

But there was no answer, nor was the call dumped to voice mail. Which was odd because Tomas carried
his phone everywhere. It was probably his most vauable possession.

Turk thought about what to do next. He could go over his accounts and try to rig up some
accommodation with Mike Arundji. Or he could drive back into town, maybe see Lisg, if shewasn't sick
of him—maybe check up on Tomas on the way. The sengble thing, he guessed, would be to stay home
and take care of business.

If he had any real businessto take care of.
Heturned off the lights as he I eft.

* % %k % %

Lise drove away from the consulate feding scalded. That was the word precisely. Scaded, dipped in hot
water, burned raw. She drove aimlesdy for more than an hour until the car registered the sunset and
switched oniitslights. The sky had gone red, one of those long Equatorian sunsets, made gaudier by the
fineash dill lingering in the air. She drove through the Arab digtrict, past souks and coffee shops under
piebald awnings and strings of colored lights, the crowds dense this evening, making up for time lost
during the ashfal; then up into the foothills, the pricey neighborhoods where wealthy men and women
from Beijing or Tokyo or London or New Y ork built faux-Mediterranean palacesin pastel shades.
Bedatedly, she redized she was driving down the street where she had lived with her parents during her
four adolescent yearsin thiscity.

And here was the house where she had lived when her family was still whole. She dowed the car as she
passed. The house was smaller than she remembered and noticeably smaler than the woul d-be palaces
that had grown up around it, a cloth coat among minks. She dreaded to think what it must rent for



nowadays. The white-painted veranda was drenched in evening shadow, and had been furnished by
grangers.

"Thisiswhereweéll beliving for the next littlewhile," her mother had told her when they moved here from
Cdifornia. But to Liseit was never "my house," even when she wastalking to friends at the American
schooal. It was "where were staying,” her mother's preferred formulation. At thirteen Lise had been alittle
frightened of the foreign places she had seen on television, and Port Magellan was al those foreign places
jumbled together in asingle overbrimming gumbo. At least at firgt, she had longed for lost Cdifornia

Now shelonged for—what?
Truth. Memory. The extraction of truth from memory.

The roof of the house was dark with ash. Lise could not help picturing hersaf on the verandain the old
days, stting with her father. She wished she could sit there with him now, not to discuss Brian or her
problems but to speculate about the ashfall, to talk about what Robert Adams had liked to call (inevitably
amiling ashe sad it) the Very Large Subjects, the mysteriesthat lay beyond the boundary of the
respectable world.

It was dark when she findly got home. The gpartment was il in disarray, the dishes unwashed in the
snk, the bed unmade, alittle of Turk'sauratill lingering. She poured hersdlf aglass of red wine and tried
to think coherently about what Brian had said. About powerful people and their interest in the woman
who had (perhaps, in some way) seduced her father away from home.

Was Brian right when he said she should leave? Was there redly anything meaningful |eft to extract from
the shards of her father'slife?

Or maybe she was closer than she redlized to some fundamental truth, and maybe that was why she was
introuble.

* % %k k% %

Turk guessed there was something wrong when Tomas failed to answer the second and third calshe
placed from the car. Tomas might have been drinking—he till drank, though rarely to excess—but even
drunk, Tomas usualy answered his phone.

So Turk approached the old man'strailer with some gpprehension, snaking his car through the
dust-choked alleys of the Flats at a cautious speed. Tomas was a Fourth, hence fairly hearty, but not
immortal. Even Fourths grew old. Even Fourths died. Tomas might be sick. Or he might be in some other
kind of trouble. There was often trouble in the Flats. A couple of Filipino gangs operated out of the area,
and there were drug houses scattered through the neighborhood. Unpleasant things happened from time
totime.

He parked his car by anoisy bodega and walked the last few yards to the corner of Tomas's muddy little
sreet. It wasonly just dark and there were plenty of people around, canned music yammering from
every other doorway. But Tomasstrailer was dark, the windows unlit. Could be the old man was adeep.
But no. The door was unlocked and gjar.

Turk knocked before he stepped insde, even though he had a sour certainty that the gesture was
pointless. No answer.

He reached to hisleft, switched on the overhead light and blinked. The room had been trashed. Thetable
next to Tomass chair waslying legs-up, the lamp in pieces on the floor. The air ill smelled of sae



masculine sweset. He made a cursory check of the back bedroom, but it was likewise empty.

After amoment'sthought, he left Tomas's small home and knocked at the door of the trailer next door.
An obesewoman in agray shift answered: aMrs. Goudy, lately widowed. Tomas had introduced her to
Turk once or twice, and Mrs. Goudy had been known to share a drink with the old man. No, Mrs.
Goudy hadn't heard from Tomas lately, but she had noticed awhite van parked outside histrailer alittle
while ago.... was anything wrong?

"I hope not. When exactly did you see thisvan, Mrs. Goudy?'

"Hour ago, maybe two."

"Thank you, Mrs. Goudy. | wouldn't worry about it. Best to keep your door locked, though.”
"Dont | know it," Mrs. Goudy said.

He went back to Tomas's place and closed the door, making sure it was secure thistime. A wind had
come up, and it rattled the makeshift streetlight where Tomas's short walkway met the road. Shadows
swayed fitfully.

Hetook his phone out of his pocket and called Lise, praying she would answer.

* % %k % %

Back at the gpartment, Lise had her home node read aoud the remainder of her mothersletter. The
home unit, a least, had afemae voice, dightly if unconvincingly modulated.

Please don't misunderstand, Lise. I'mjust worried about you in the usual motherly way. | can't
help thinking of you alone in that city—

Alone. Yes. Trust her mother to strike at her vulnerable place. Alone—because it was so hard to make
anyone e se understand what she wanted here and why it was so important to her.

—putting yourself in danger —

A danger that seemed so much more real when you were, asshe said, alone ...

—when you could be here at home, safe, or even with Brian, who—

Who would show the same puzzled condescension that radiated from her mothers message.
—would surely agree—

No doulbt.

—that there's no use digging up the dead past.

But what if the past wasn't dead? What if she smply lacked the courage or callousnessto put the past
behind her, had no choice but to pursueit until it yielded itslast dividend of pain or satisfaction?

"Pause," she said to the medianode. She couldn't take too much of this at onetime. Not with everything
€l se that was happening. Not when an aien dust had dropped out of the sky. Not when she was being
tracked and possibly bugged by DGS, for reasons not even Brian would explain. Not when she was,
yes, thanks Mom for that little reminder, alone.



She checked her other text messages.

They were junk, except for one, which turned out to be gold. It was a note and an attachment sent by
one Scott Cleland, whom she had been trying to contact for months. Scott Cleland was the only one of
her father's old university associates she hadn't yet succeeded in talking to. He was an astronomer,
working with the Geophysical Survey at the observatory on Mt. Mahdi. She had just about given up on
him. But here at last was aresponse to her mail, and afriendly one: the node read it to her, adopting a
ma e voiceto it the given name.

Dear Lise Adams. I'm sorry to have been so dow in responding to your queries. The reason far
thisisnot just procrastination. It took alittle searching to find the attached document, which may
interest you.

| wasn't closeto Dr. Adams but we respected each other'swork. Asfor the details of hislife at
that time, and the other questions you asked, I'm afraid | can't help you. Our connection was
purely professond.

At thetime of his disappearance, however, and as you probably know, he had begun work on a
book to be caled Planet as Artifact. He asked meto read the brief introduction he had written,
which | did, but | found no errors and could suggest no sgnificant improvements (apart froma
cachier title).

In case there was no copy of thisamong his papers, | enclose the one he sent me.

Robert Adams disappearance was agreat lossto al of usat the university. He often spoke
affectionately about hisfamily, and | hope your research brings you some comfort.

Lise had the household node print the document. Contrary to what Cleland suspected, her father had not
left acopy of the introduction with his papers. Or, if he had, Lise's mother had shredded it. Susan Adams
had shredded or discarded al of her husband's papers and had donated his booksto the university. Part
of what Lise had cometo think of asthe Ritua Cleansing of the Adams Household.

Sheturned off her phone and poured a glass of wine and took the wine and the six pages of printed text
out to the balcony. The night was warm, she had swept away the ash this morning, and the indoor lamps
cast enough light to read by.

After afew minutes she went back insde to fetch a pen, came out again and began to underline certain
phrases. She underlined them not because they were new to her but because they were familiar.

Many things changed during the interval we call the Spin, but perhaps the most
far-reaching changeis also the most overlooked. The Earth was held in stasis for more than
four billion years, which means we now live in a universe vastly more ancient—and more
complexly evol ved—than the one to which we were accustomed.

Familiar because, in more polished prose, these were the things he had often said to her when they sat on
the veranda and looked out at the darkness and the stars.

Any real understanding of the nature of the Hypotheticals must take this into account. They
wer e ancient when we first encountered them, and they are more ancient now. Snce they
cannot be observed directly, we must make our deductions about them based on their work
in the universe, by the clues they leave behind them, by their vast and abiding footprints.

Here was the excitement she learned from him at an early age, an outward-looking curiogty that



contrasted with her mother's habitua caution and timidity. She could hear hisvoicein the words.

Of their works, one of the most immediately obvious is the Indian Ocean Arch that links the
Earth to the New World—and the Arch that connects the New World to another less
hospitable planet, and so on, as far as we have been able to explore: a chain of increasingly
hostile environments made available to us for reasons we do not yet under stand.

Sail to the other side of thisworld, he had told Lise, and you'll find a second Arch, and beyond it a
rocky, stormy planet with barely breathable air; and beyond that—ajourney that had to be undertaken
on ocean vessdl's sedled and pressurized asif they were spaceships—athird world, its atmosphere
poisoned with methane, the oceans oily and acidic.

But the Arch is not the only artifact at hand. The planet "next door to Earth,” fromwhich |
write these words, is also an artifact. Thereis evidence that it was constructed or at least
modified over the course of many millions of years with the objective of making it a
congenial environment for human beings.

Planet as artifact.

Many have speculated about the purpose of this eons-long work. Is the New World a gift or
isit atrap? Have we entered a maze, as laboratory mice, or have we been offered a new
and splendid destiny? Does the fact that our own Earth is still protected from the deadly
radiation of its expanded sun mean that the Hypotheticals take an interest in our survival
as a species, and if so, why?

| cannot claim to have answered any of these questions, but | mean to give the reader an
overview of the work that has already been done and of the thoughts and speculations o
the men and women who are devoting their professional lives to that work...

And, later inthe piece, this

We are in the position of a coma patient waking from a sleep aslong as the lifetime of a
star. What we cannot remember, we must rediscover.

She underlined that twice. She wished she could text it to her mother, wished she could writeit on a
banner and waveit in Brian'sface. Thiswas dl she had ever meant to say to them: an answer to their
gented slences, to the dmost surgical dison of Robert Adams from thelives of hissurvivors, to the
gently troubled poor-Lise expressionsthey wore on their faces whenever she inssted on mentioning her
vanished father. It was asif Robert Adams himsalf had stepped out of obscurity to whisper areassuring
word. What we cannot remember, we must rediscover.

She had put the pages aside and was heading for bed when she checked her phone one last time.

Three messages were stacked there, al tagged urgent, al from Turk. A fourth camein while the phone
wasdill in her hand.

PART TWO

THE OCULAR ROSE

CHAPTER EIGHT



After thefdl of the luminous dust—after the skies had cleared and the courtyard had been swept and the
desert or the wind had absorbed what was | eft behind—news of another mystery came to the compound
where the boy Isaac lived.

The ash had been terrifying when it fell and had been atopic for endless talk and speculation when it
stopped. The newer mystery arrived more prosaicaly, as anews report relayed from the city acrossthe
mountains. It was lessimmediately frightening, but it touched uneasily on one of Isaac’s secrets.

He had overheard two of the adults, Mr. Nowotny and Mr. Fisk, discussing it in the corridor outside the
dining hal. Commercid flightsto the oil wastes of the Rub a-Khali had been canceled or re-routed for
days even before the ashfdl, and now the Provisona Government and the oil powers had issued an
explanation: there had been an earthquake.

Thiswas amystery, Mr. Nowotny went on to say, because there were no known faults benesth that part
of the Rub d-Khdi: it was ageologicaly stable desert craton that had persisted unchanged for millions of
years. There should never have been even aminor tremor so deep in the Rub a-Khali.

But what had happened was more than atremor. Oil production had been shut down for morethan a
week, and the wells and pipelines had been expensvely damaged.

"We know less about this planet than we thought we did,” Mr. Nowotny said.

It was dightly less mysteriousto I saac. He knew, though he could not say how, that something was
girring under the sedate sands of the degp western desert. Hefdt it in hismind, his body. Something was
dtirring, and it spoke in cadences he didn't understand, and he could point to it with his eyes closed even
though it was hundreds of milesaway, still only half-waking from adumber aslong asthelives of
mountains,

* % % % %

For two days during and after the ashfall everyone had stayed insde, doors closed and windows locked,
until Dr. Dvai announced that the ash wasn't particularly harmful. Eventualy Mrs. Rebkatold Issac he
could go out at least asfar asthe courtyard gardens, as long as he wore a cloth mask. The courtyard had
been cleaned but there might till be remnant dust in the air, and she didn't want him inhaing particulate
matter. He must not put himsalf at risk, shesaid.

| saac agreed to wear the mask even though it was swestily warm across his mouth and nose. All that
remained of the dust was agrainy residue silted againgt the brick walls and the rail fences made of
never-green wood. Under arelentless afternoon sun, 1saac stooped over one of these small windrows
and sfted the ash with his hand.

The ash, according to Dr. Dvali, contained tiny fragments of broken machines.

Not much remained of these machines, to Isaac's eyes, but he liked the grittiness of the ash and the way it
pooled in his pam and dipped like tac between hisfingers. He liked the way it compressed into aflaky
lump when he squeezed it and dissolved into the air when he opened hisfig.

The ash glittered. In fact it glowed. That wasn't exactly the right word, Isaac knew. It wasn't the sort of
glow you could see with your eyes, and he understood that no one el sein the compound could seeit the
way hedid. It was adifferent kind of glow, differently perceived. He thought perhaps Sulean Moi would
be ableto explain, if he could find away to pose the question.

Isaac had alot of questions he wanted to ask Sulean. But she had been busy since the ashfal, oftenin



conference with the adults, and he had to wait histurn.

* % % % %

At dinner | saac noticed that when the adults discussed the ashfadl or its origins they tended to direct their
questions to Sulean Moi, which surprised him, because for years he had assumed the adults with whom
he lived were more or less dl-knowing.

Certainly they were wiser than average people. He could not say this by direct experience—Isaac had
never met any average people—but he had seen them in videos and read about them in books. Average
people seldom talked about anything interesting and often hurt each other savagely. Hereinthe
compound, the talk was occasiondly intense but the arguments never drew blood. Everyone waswise
(or seemed to be), everyone was calm (or struggled to give that impression), and, except for 1saac,
everyonewasold.

Sulean Moi was apparently not an average person either. Somehow, she knew more than the other
adults. She was smarter than the people to whom Isaac had dways deferred, and—even more
perplexing—she didn't seem to like them very much. But she tolerated their questions politely.

Dr. Dvdi said, "Of courseit implicates the Hypotheticals," talking about the ashfal, and asked Sulean,
"Don't you agree?'

"It'san obvious conclusion to draw." The old woman probed the contents of her bowl with afork. The
adults theoreticaly took turns cooking, though a handful volunteered more often than the rest. Tonight
Mr. Posdll had taken kitchen duty. Mr. Posdll was ageologi<t, but as achef he was more enthusiastic
than talented. 1saac’s vegetable bowl tasted of garlic, gulley-seed ail, and something dreadfully burnt.

"Have you seen or heard of anything likeit," Dr. Dvdi asked, "in your own experience?’

Therewas no formd hierarchy among the adults at the commune, but it was usudly Dr. Dvai who took
the lead when large issues arose, Dr. Dvali whose pronouncements, when he made them, were
congdered final. He had aways paid close attention to Isaac. The hair on his head was white and
slky-fine. His eyeswere large and brown, his eyebrows wild as abandoned hedges. | saac had dways
tolerated him indifferently. Lately, however, and for reasons he didn't understand, Isaac had begun to
didikehim.

Sulean said, "Nothing exactly likethis. But my people have had alittle more experience with the
post-Spin world than yours, Dr. Dvdi. Unusud things do fal out of the sky from timeto time."
And who were "my people," and what sky was she talking about?

"One of these things congpicuoudy absent from the Martian Archives" Dr. Dvdi said, "isany discusson
of the nature of the Hypotheticals."

"Perhaps there was nothing substantive to say.”
"Y ou must have an opinion, Ms. Mai."

"The sdf-replicating devices that condtitute the Hypothetica are equivaent in many waysto living
creatures. They processther environment. They build complicated structures out of rock and ice and
perhaps even empty space. And their byproducts aren't immune to the process of decay. Their physica
structures grow old and corrupt and are systematicaly replaced. That would explain the detritusin the
dug.”



Corrupt machines have fallen on us, 1 saac thought.
"But the sheer tonnage of it,” Dr. Dvali said, "distributed over so many square kilometers—"

"Isthat 0 surprising? Given the great age of the Hypotheticals, it's no more surprising that decomposed
mechanisms should fal out of the sky than that your garden should generate organic mulch.”

She sounded so sure of hersdlf. But how did Sulean know such things? | saac was determined to find out.

* * % % %

That night the quick southern winds grew even quicker, and Isaac lay in bed listening to hiswindow réttle
inits casement. Beyond the glass the stars were obscured by fine sand blown a oft from the wastelands
of the Rub d-Khali.

Old, old, old: the universe was old. It had generated many miracles, including the Hypotheticals, but not
least Isaac himsalf—his body, hisvery thoughts.

Who was his father? Who was his mother? His teachers had never redly answered the question. Dr.
Dvdli would say, You're not like other children, Isaac. You belong to all of us. Or Mrs. Rebkawould
say, We're all your parents now, even though it wasinevitably Mrs. Rebkawho tucked him into bed,
who made sure he was fed and bathed. It was true that everyone at the commune had taken ahand in
rasing him, but it was Dr. Dvdi and Mrs. Rebka he pictured when he imagined what it might be liketo
have a particular mother and father.

Was that what made him fed different from the people around him? Y es, but not just that. He didn't think
the way other people thought. And athough he had many keepers, he had no friends. Except, perhaps,
Suleen Moi.

| saac tried to deep but couldn't. He was restless tonight. It wasn't an ordinary restlessness, morelike an
appetite without an object, and after he had lain in bed for long hours listening to the hot wind rattle and
whisper, he dressed and left hisroom.

Midnight had come and gone. The commune was qui€t, the corridors and wooden stairs echoing the
sound of hisfootsteps. Probably there was no one awake except Dr. Taira, the historian, who did her
best reading (he had heard her say) late at night. But Dr. Tairawas a pale, skinny woman who kept to
herself, and if she happened to be awake she didn't notice when | saac shuffled past her door. From the
lower commons room he entered the open courtyard, unobserved.

His shoes crunched on the wind-blown grit underfoot. The smal moon hung over the eastern mountains
and cast adiffuse light through the dust-obscured darkness. | saac could see well enough to walk, at least
if he was careful, and he knew the environment around the commune so completely that he could have
navigated blind. He opened the squeaky gate in the courtyard fence and headed west. He let his
wordlessimpulses lead him and thewind carry away his doubts.

There was no road here, just pebbly desert and a series of shallow, serpentine ridges. The moon aimed
his shadow like an arrow in front of him. But he was headed in theright direction: hefdlt the Tightness of
itin the center of himsdlf, like the sense of relief he felt when he solved some vexing mathematical
problem. He ddliberately set aside the noise of his own thinking and gave his attention to the sounds that
came out of the darkness—hisfeet on the sandpaper gravel and the wind and the sounds of small
nocturna creaturesforaging in the creviced landscape. He walked in astate of blissful emptiness.

Hewalked for along time. He could not have said how long or far he had walked when he came at last



to therose. The rose startled him into a sudden awareness.

Had he had been walking in his degp? The moon, which had been above the mountains when he left
home, now lit the flat western horizon like awatchman's lantern. Although the night air was relaively cool
hefelt hot and exhausted.

Helooked away from the moon and back at the rose, which grew from the desert at hisfeet.

"Rosg" was his own word. It was what came to mind when he saw the thick stem rooted in the dry
ground, the glassy crimson bulb that could passin the moonlight for aflower.

Of courseit wasn't redly aflower. Flowersdidn't grow inisolation in arid deserts, and their petals
weren't made of what appeared to be tranducent red crystals.

"Hello," Isaac said, his voice sounding smal and foolish in the darkness. "What are you doing here?'

The rose, which had been leaning toward the moonlit west, promptly swiveled to face him. Therewasan
eyeinthemiddle of the bloom, asmal eye black as obsidian, and it regarded him coolly.

Perhaps not surprisingly—I saac wasn't surprised—it was Sulean Moi who eventudly found him.

It was atill, hot morning by the time she arrived, and he sat on the ground asif the desert wereavast
curved bowl and he had did to the center of it. He cradled hishead in his hands and rested his elbows on
his knees. He heard the sound of her shuffling approach but he didn't look up. He didn't have to. He had
hoped she would come for him.

"Isaac,” Sulean Moi said, her voice dry but gentle.

Hedidn't answer.

"People areworried about you," she said. "They've been looking everywhere."
"I'm sorry.”

She put her smal hand on his shoulder. "What caused you to come dl thisway from home? What were
you after?"

"l don't know." He gestured at therose. "But | found this."
Now Sulean knelt to look at it—dowly, dowly, her old knees crackling.

The rose had suffered by daylight. Its dark green stem had buckled at dawn. The crystaline bulb was no
longer radiant and the eye had lost itsluster. Last night, Isaac thought, it had been something like dive.
Now it was something like dead.

Sulean gazed at it thoughtfully along while before she asked, "What isit, |saac?"
"I don't know."
"Isthiswhat you came out herefor?"

"No... | don't think so." That was an incomplete answer. The rose, yes, but not only therose...
something the rose represented.



"It'sremarkable,” she said. "Shdl wetell anyone about this, Issac? Or shdl we keep it secret?!
He shrugged.

"Well. We do have to go back, you know."

"I know."

He didn't mind leaving—the rose wouldn't last much longer.

"Will youwak with me?'

"Yes" Isaac said. "If | can ask you some questions.”

"All right. | hope | can answer them. I'll try."

So they turned away from the ocular rose and began to walk eastward at the old woman's pace, and
Sulean was patient while | saac began to assemble dl the uncertainties that had comeinto his head, not
least the question of the roseitself. Although he hadn't dept, he wasn't tired. He was wide avake—as
awake as he had ever been, and more curious.

"Whereare you from?" hefinaly asked.

Therewasabrief hitch in the rhythm of her footsteps. He thought for amoment she might not answer.
Then:

"l was born on Mars," she said.

That felt like atrue answer. It wasn't the answer he had expected and he had the fedling it was atruth she
would have preferred not to revedl. |saac accepted it without comment. Mars, he thought.

A moment later he asked, "How much do you know about the Hypotheticals?

"That'sodd," the old woman said, smiling faintly and regarding him with what he took to be affection.
"That's exactly what | came dl thisway to ask you."

* % % % %

They talked until noon, when they reached the compound, and Isaac learned a number of new things
from their conversation. Then, before stepping past the gate, he paused and looked back the way he had
come. The rose was out there, but not just the rose. The rose was only—what? An incomplete fragment
of something much larger.

Something that interested him deeply. And something that wasinterested in him.

CHAPTER NINE

Turk drove through one of the older parts of the city, frame houses painted firetruck-red by Chinese
sttlers, squat three- and four-story gpartment buildings of ochre brick quarried from the cliffs above
Candle Bay. It was late enough now that the streets were empty. Overhead, an occasiona shooting star
wrote lines againgt the dark.

Half an hour ago he had findly gotten through to Lise. He couldn't say what he needed to say over the
phone, but she seemed to catch on after a couple of awkward questions. "Meet me where we met,” he
sad. "Twenty minutes™



Where they had met was a 24-hour bar-and-grill called LaRive Gauche, located in theretail district west
of the docks. Lise had shown up there six months ago with a crowd from the consulate. A friend of
Turk's had spotted afriend at the table and hauled him over for introductions. Turk noticed Lise because
she was unescorted and because she was attractive in the way he found women attractive at first glance,
based on the depth and availability of her laughter as much as anything se. He was wary of women who
laughed too easily and unnerved by women who never laughed a dl. Lise laughed gently but
wholeheartedly, and when she joked there was nothing mean or competitivein it. And he liked her eyes,
the way they turned up at the corners, the pale agua of theirises, what they looked at and lingered on.

Later she started talking about atrip she was planning across the mountains to Kubelick's Grave, and
Turk gave her one of hisbusiness cards. "Makes more sense than driving,” he said. "Redlly. Y ou'd have
to go by way of the Mahdi Pass, but the road isn't ahundred percent reliable thistime of year. Therésa
bus, but it's crowded and it didesinto agully every now and then.”

He asked her what she wanted in a crapped-out little filling-station town like Kubelick's Grave, and she
said she wastrying to locate an old colleague of her father's, aman named Dvai, but she wouldn't
elaborate. And that was probably the end of it, Turk thought, strangersin the night, passing ships, et
cetera, but she had called a couple of dayslater and booked aflight.

He hadn't been looking for alover—no more than he ever was. He just liked the way she smiled and the
way hefelt when he smiled back, and when they were forced to wait out that off-season storm on the
shore of amountain lake it was asif they had been granted afree pass from God.

Which had been revoked, apparently. Karma had come calling.

* % %k k% %

Therewas only the night saff at the bar and al the tables were empty, and the waitress who brought
Turk amenu looked irritable and eager to go off-shift.

Lise showed up afew minuteslater. Turk immediately wanted to tell her about Tomas's disappearance
and what that might mean, the possibility that his connection with Lise had led someone nasty to Tomeas.
But he hadn't started to rehearse the words when she launched into the story of her run-in with her
ex-hushand Brian Gately—which was a so pertinent.

Turk had met Brian Gately a couple of times. That was the interesting thing about docklands placeslike
LaRive Gauche: you saw American busnessmen sSitting next to merchant sailors, Saudi oil executives
sharing gossip with Chinese sdlarymen or unwashed artists from the arrondissements. Brian Gately had
seemed like one of those temporary trangplants common enough in this part of town, aguy who could
travel around the world—two worlds—without redlly leaving Dubuque, or wherever it was he had been
raised. Nice enough, in abland way, aslong as you didn't challenge any of his preconceptions.

But tonight Lise said Brian had threatened her. She described her meeting with him and finished, "So yes,
it was athreat, not from Brian directly, but he was communicating what hed been told, and it adds up to
athreat.”

"So there are DGS people in town who have a particular interest in Fourths. Especidly the woman in the
photo."

"And they know where I've been and who I've taked to. Theimplications of that are fairly obvious. |
mesan, | don't think anyone followed me here. But they might have. Or planted alocator in my car or
something. | have no way of knowing."



All that was possible, Turk thought.
"Lise" hesad gently, "it might beworse."
"Worse?!

"Theresafriend of mine, aguy I've known along time. His name is Tomas Ginn. HesaFourth. That's
not public information, but he's pretty upfront about it if he trusts aperson. | thought you might like to talk
to him. But | had to clear that with him firdt. | visited him this morning; he promised to think abouit it. But
when | caled him tonight | couldn't get hold of him, and when | went to his place he was gone.
Abducted. Apparently some people in awhite van took him away."

Shelooked at him wide-eyed and said, "Oh, Christ." She shook her head. "He was what, arrested?

"Not formally arrested, no. Only the Provisona Government has the power to make an arrest, and they
don't do plainclothes warrantless raids—not to my knowledge."

"So he was kidnapped? That's areportable crime.”

"I'm sureit is, but the police are never going to hear about it. Tomasis vulnerable because of what heis.
A blood test would prove he's aFourth, and that in itself is enough to get him shipped back to the States
and put on permanent probation or worse. A neighbor told me about the men in the van, but she'd never
say any of that to agovernment official. Where my friend lives, his neighbors are generaly peoplewith a
lot of exposure on legal grounds—alot of what people do for aliving in Tomass neighborhood is
prohibited under the Accords, and most of them are squatting on land they don't havetitleto.”

"Y ou think Brian knows something about this?'
"Maybe. Or maybe not. It sounds like Brian's pretty far down the pecking order.”

"The Genomic Security office at the consulate is kind of ajoke compared to what they do back home.
They run facia-recognition software a the ports and occasionaly serve awarrant on some fugitive
dog-cloner or black-market gene-enhancer, but that's about it. At least until now." She paused. "What he
told me wasthat it would be smart for me to go home. Back to the States.”

"Maybe hesright.”
"Youthink | should leave?'
"If you're concerned about your safety. And probably you ought to be.”

She sat up straighter. "Obvioudly I'm concerned about my safety. But I'm concerned about other things,
too. I'm herefor areason.”

"Clearly these people don't fuck around, Lise. They followed you, and it would be wise to assumethey're
the people who kidnapped Tomas."

"And they're interested in the woman in the photograph, Sulean Moi."

"So they might imagine you're involved in some way. That's the danger. That's what Brian wastrying to
tdl you."

"l am involved."

Turk registered her determination and decided he wouldn't press her onit, at least not tonight. "Waell,



maybe you don't have to leave. Maybe you just need to lay low for alittlewhile.
"If | hide, | can't do my work."

"If you mean talking to people who knew your father and asking questions about Fourths, no, you can't
do that, obvioudy. But there's no disgrace in keeping quiet until we figure thisout.”

"Isthat what you'd do?'

Fuck no, Turk thought. What | would do is pack my case and catch the next bus out of town. Which
waswhat he had aways done when he fdlt threatened. No point in saying that to Lise, though.

Briefly, hewondered if that was why Lise's father had vanished.

Maybe the idea of Fourthness had seemed like a door out of whatever secret Sin he couldn't endure. Or
maybe he didn't take up the offer of artificia longevity at al. Maybe he just walked. People did.

Turk shrugged.

Lisewaslooking a him with asad intengty hefdt in histhroat. " So youretdling me Brian'sright and |
ought to go back to the States.”

"| regret every minute we're not together. But | hate the idea of you getting hurt.”

She looked a him awhile longer. Two more couples had just come through the door—probably tourists,
but who could tell”? Their privacy was compromised. She reached across the table and touched his hand.
"Let'sgofor awdk," shesad.

* * % % %

Redly, he thought, al we know about each other isahandful of stories and thumbnail sketches: the short
version of everything. Before tonight, it was al that had seemed necessary. Their best conversations had
been wordless. Suddenly that wasn't enough.

"Where are you parked?' she asked.
"Thelot around the corner.”

"Metoo. But | don't know if | should use my car. It might be tagged with atracking device or
something.”

"Morelikely they bugged mine. If they were following me thismorning | would have led them straight to
Tomas." And Tomeas, an old man living hand-to-mouth out in the Hats, would have been an easy target.
A quick blood test—no doulbt forcibly applied—would have revealed him as a Fourth. And then al bets
were off.

"Why would they do that, though? Why take him away?'

"Tointerrogate him. | can't think of any other reason.”

"They think he knows something?'

"If they're serious they would have given him ahemo test as soon as they were through the door.”

"No. Genomic Security—if we're assuming that's who's respons ble—doesn't work like that. Even here,



there arelimits. Y ou can't stedl people away and interrogate them for no reason.”

"Well, | guess they thought they had areason. But, Lise, what you read about Genomic Security in press
releasesian't the whole story. That agency's bigger than Brian'slittle piece of it. When they bregk up a
cloning ring or bust some longevity scam it makes the news, but they do other thingsthat aren't so
public."

"You know thisfor afact?'

"It'swhat I've heard."

"From Fourths?"

"Well—from Tomeas, for example.”

"Unofficid kidnappings. Thisisinsane™

To which he had no answer.

"I don't want to go back to my apartment,” she said. "And | guessit wouldn't be any safer at your place.”

"And | haven't dusted,” Turk said, just to see aghost of asmile pass across her lips. "We could rent a
room."

"That doesn't guarantee they won't find us."

"If they want us, Lise, they can probably have us. It may be possible to change that, but for now were
better off assuming they know where we are. But | doubt they'll do anything drastic, at least not right
away. It's not you they're after, and you're not the kind of person they can just pick up and work over.
So what do you want to do, Lise? What's your next step?”

"I want to do what | should have done months ago."
"Wha'stha?'
"l want to find Avram Dvdli."

* k % k %

They walked aong the undulating pavement toward the harbor lights and the faint clang of cargo
containers cycling through the quays. The streets were empty and lonesome, and the remnant dust caked
on curbs and walls muffled the sound of their footsteps.

Turk said, "Y ou want to go to Kubelick's Grave."
"Yes. All theway thistime. Will you take me there?'

"Maybe. But there's someone we ought to talk to first. And, Lise, there are things you ought to do if
you're serious about this. Let someone you trust know where you are and what's happening. Take out
enough cash to keep you for awhile and then don't touch your e-credit. Thingslike that.”

She gave him that hdf-amile again. "What did you do, take acoursein crimind behavior?'
"It comes naturally.”

"Another thing. | can afford the time and money it takesto go underground for awhile. But you have



work to do, you have abusinessto run.”
"That's not aproblem.”

I'm serious.”

"Soaml."

And that's the difference between us, Turk thought. She had a purpose: she was committed to finishing
this post-mortem on her father's disappearance. He was just putting on his shoes and walking. Not for
thefirst time, and in al likelihood not for the lagt.

Hewondered if she knew that about him.

CHAPTER TEN

The senior Genomic Security operativeswho had lately arrived from the States were named Sigmund
and Welil, and Brian Gatdlys teeth clenched every time the two men cameto the DGS offices at the
consulate.

They camein thismorning not haf an hour after Brian arrived for work. Hefelt hismolars grinding.

Sigmund wastall, sepulchral, flinty Well was six inches shorter and stout enough that he probably bought
his pants at a peciaty store. Weil was capable of smiling. Sigmund was not.

They advanced toward Brian where he stood by the water cooler. "Mr. Gatdy," Sgmund said, and Well
sad, "Canwetdk to you privately?'

"Inmy office

Brian's office wasn't large but it had awindow overlooking the consulate's walled garden. The cubicle
was equipped with afiling cabinet, adesk of native wood, enough floating memory to accommodate the
Library of Congressafew times over, and aplagtic ficus. The desk was covered with correspondence
between Genomic Security and the Provisond Government, one smal tributary of the information stream
that circulated between the two domains like an eternd dudgy Nile. Brian sat in his customary chair. Well
plumped down in the guest chair and Sig-mund stood with his back to the door like acarrion bird,
gniger in his patience.

"Y ou taked to your ex-wife," Well sad.

"l did. | told her what you asked meto tell her."

"It doesn't seem to have done any good. Do | haveto tell you she reconnected with Turk Findley?”
"No," Brian said flatly. "I don't suppose you do."

"They'retogether right now,” Sigmund said. Sigmund was aman of few words, al of them unwelcome,
"Indl probability. Her and him."

"But the point,” Well said, "isthat we can't currently locate either of them.”

Brian wasn't sure whether to believe that. Weil and Sigmund represented the Executive Action
Committee of the Department of Genomic Security. Much of what the Executive Action Committee did
was highly classified, hence the stuff of legend. Back home, they could write themsel ves congtitutiond



waiverswith more or less automatic judicia gpprovad. Herein Equatoria—in the overlgpping magisteria
of the United Nations Provisiona Government, contending nationa interests, and monied oil
powers—their work was at |east theoretically more constrained.

Brian wasn't an idedlist. He knew there were levels and echelons of Genomic Security to which hewould
never be admitted, realms where policy was made and rules were defined. But on the scale at which he
worked Brian thought he performed useful if unexciting work. Criminas often fled from the U.S. to
Equatoria, criminals whose misdeeds fell under the aegis of Genomic Security—cloning racketeers,
peddlers of fase or letha longevity treatments, Fourth cultists of aradica stripe, purveyors of
"enhancements’ to coupleswilling to pay for superior children. Brian did not pursue or apprehend those
criminas, but what he did do—liaising with the Provisiona Government, smoothing ruffled festherswhen
jurisdictiona disputes arose—was essentid to their apprehension. It wastricky, the relationship between
aquasi-police organization attached to anationa consulate and the UN-sponsored local government.

Y ou had to be polite. Y ou had to make certain reciproca gestures. Y ou couldn't just wade in and offend

everybody.

Although apparently these guys could. And that was disappointing, because Brian believed in the rule of
law. Theinevitably imperfect, confusing, grindingly inefficient, occasondly corrupt, but absolutely
essentid rule of law. That without which we are no better than the beasts, etc. He had run his office that
way: carefully, cleanly.

And now here came Sigmund and Wil, the tall one sour as Angostina bitters and the short one hard but
hae, like avevet-wrapped bowling bal, to remind him that at adtitudes more vertiginous than his own the
law could betailored to suit acircumstance.

"Y ou've dready been abig help,” Wall said.
"Wdll, | hope so. | want to be."

"Putting usin touch with theright people at the Provisona Government. And of course thisthing with
Lise Adams. Thefact that you had a persona relationship with thiswoman—I mean, ‘awkward' ishardly
theword for it."

"Thank you for noticing,” Brian said, supidly grateful even though he knew he was being played.

"And | can assure you again that we don't want to arrest her or even necessarily talk to her directly. Lise
isdefinitely not thetarget inthiscase™

"Y ou're looking for the woman in the photograph.”

"Which of courseiswhy we don't want Lise getting underfoot. We hoped you could get that idea across
toher..."

"I tried.”

"I know, and we gppreciateit. But let metell you how thisworks, Brian, so you understand what our
concerns are. Because when your image search came up on our database, it definitely raised eyebrows.
Y ou said Lise explained to you why she'sinterested in Sulean Moi—"

"Sulean Moi was seen with Lise's father before he disappeared, and she wasn't connected to the
university or anyone eseinthefamily'ssocid circle. Given Lisgsfather'sinterest in Fourths, it'san
obvious connection to make. Lise suspects the woman was arecruiter or something.”

"Thetruthisalittle more bizarre. Y ou dedl with Fourths on aregular basis, legaly speaking. No surprises



for you there. But the longevity trestment is only one of the medical modificationsthat were brought to
Earth by our Martian cousins.”

Brian nodded.

"Weé're after something alittle bigger than the usud Fourth cultist here" Well said. "Details are scarce,
and I'm not ascientigt, but it involves abiologically mediated attempt a communicating with the
Hypothetical "

Like many of his generation Brian tended to wince at mention of the Hypotheticas, or for that matter the
Spin. The Spin had ended before he was old enough to attend school, and the Hypotheticals were smply
one of the more abstruse facts of daily life, an important but airy abstraction, like electromagnetism or the
motions of thetides.

But like everyone e se he had been raised and educated by Spin survivors, people who believed they had
lived through the most momentous turning point in human history. And maybe they had. The aftershocks
of the Spin—wars, religious movements and countermovements, a generdized human insecurity and a
corrogve globa cynicism—were il shaping the world. Mars was an inhabited planet and mankind hed
been admitted into alabyrinth aslarge asthe sky itself. All these changes had no doubt been confounding
to those who endured them and would be felt for centuriesto come.

But they had aso become alicense for an entire generation's lunacy, and that was less easy for Brian to
excuse. Many millions of otherwise rational men and women had reacted to the Spin with a shocking
display of irrationaity, mutud distrust, and outright viciousness. Now those same people felt entitled to
the respect of anyone Brian's age or younge.

They didn't deserveit. Lunacy wasn't avirtue and decency didn't boast. "Decency,” in fact, was what
Brian's generation had been I€eft to rebuild. Decency, trust, and a certain decorum in human behavior.

The Hypothetica s were the causa agent behind the Spin: Why would anyone want to communicate with
them? What would that even mean? And how could it be achieved by abiologica modification, even a
Martian one?

"What thistechnology does,” Sigmund said, "is modify ahuman nervous system to make it sendtiveto the
sgndsthe Hypothetical s use to communi cate among themsalves. Basically, they create akind of human
intermediary. A communicant who can trand ate between our species and whatever the Hypothetica are.”

"They actudly did this?

"The Martians won't say. It may have been attempted on their planet, maybe more than once. But we
believe the technology, like the longevity treatment, was carried to Earth by Wun Ngo Wen and released
into the generd population.”

"So why haven't | heard more about it?"

"Because it's not something universdly desirable, like an extraforty years of life. If our intelligenceis
correct, it'slethd if attempted on an adult human being. It may be what killed Jason Lawton, way back
when."

"Sowhat goodisitif it'slethad?'

"It may not belethd," Well said, "if the pharmaceuticals are ddivered to ahuman being in utero. The
developing embryo buildsitsaf around the biotech. The human and the alien growing together.”



"Jesus," Brian said. "To do that to achild—"

"It's profoundly unethica, obvioudy. Y ou know, at the Department we spend alot of time worrying
about Fourths, about the harm that can come from cultists engineering changes in human biology. And
that'saredl, legitimate problem. But thisis so much more shocking. Redlly, deeply... evil isthe only word
forit”

"Has anybody actualy donethison Earth?"

"Wadll, that's what were looking into. So far we have very little hard evidence or eyewitness testimony.
But where we do, one person appears. Many names, but just one person, one face. Y ou want to guess
who thet is?'

The woman in the photograph. The woman who had been seen with Lise'sfather.

"So Sulean Moi shows up on facid-recognition data from the docks at Port Magellan, and when we
ariveto investigate we find Lise, who has a prior connection, has been going over this same ground,
talking to her father's old colleagues and so forth. For perfectly legitimate reasons, granted. She's curious,
itsafamily mystery, she thinks knowing the truth would make her fedl better. But that leavesuswith a
problem. Do we interfere with her? Do we let her go on doing what she's doing, and just sort of
supervise? Do wewarn her that she'sin dangerous territory?'

"Warning her didn't work," Brian said.
"So we have to make use of her in some other way."
"Make use of her?'

"Instead of physicaly arresting her—which iswhat some of my superiors have been advocating—we
think await-and-watch approach might be more informative in the long run. She's dready connected with
other persons of interest. One of themis Turk Findley."

Turk Findley, the fredlance pilot and generd fuck-up. Bad asit was that Brian had not been ableto
sustain hismarriage to Lise, how much worse that she had taken up with someone so wayward,
dysfunctiond, and generdly usdessto hisfelow man? Turk Findley was another variety of falout from
the Spin, Brian thought. A maladapted human being. A purposdaess drifter. Possbly something worse, if
Sigmunds implication was correct.

"You're saying Turk Findley has some connection to this elderly woman, gpart from the fact that she once
chartered aflight with him?”

"Well, that's certainly suggestive right there. But Turk has other contacts dmost as suspicious. Known
and suspected Fourths. And he'sacrimina. Did you know that? He | eft the United States with awarrant
onhim.

"Warrant for what?'

"He was a person of interest in awarehousefire."

"What are you telling me, heésan arsonist?"

"The case lgpsed, but he may have burned down hisold man'sbusiness.”

"| thought hisfather was an oil man.”



"Hisfather worked in Turkey at one time and had some connections with Aramco, but he made most of
his money on an import business. Some kind of bad blood between the two, the old man's warehouse
burns down, Turk skips the country. Y ou can draw your own conclusions.”

It just getsworse, Brian thought. " So we have to get Lise away from him. She might bein danger.”

"We suspect she's been drawn into something she doesn't understand. We doubt she's under any kind of
duress. She's cooperating with this man. It was probably Turk who told her to stop taking calls.”

"But you can find them, right?'
"Sooner or later. But were not magicians, we can't just conjure them out of thevoid.”

"Then tell me how | can help.” Brian couldn't help adding, "If you'd been straight with me about this
before | talked to her—"

"Would you have done anything differently? We can't just hand out thiskind of information. And neither
can you, Brian. Just so you know. We're taking you into our confidence here. None of thisisto be
discussed except between you, me, and Sigmund.”

"Of course not, but—"

"What wed like you to do is keep trying to get in touch with her. She may be aware of your cadlseven if
sheisn't answering them. She might eventudly fedl guilty or lonely and decideto talk to you."

"And if shedoes?'

"All wewant right now isaclueto her location. If you can talk her into meeting you, with or without
Turk, that would be even better."

Much as he didiked the idea of handing her over to the Executive Action Committee, surely that was
better than letting her get more deeply involved in some crimina enterprise. "I'll dowhat | can,” Brian
sad.

"Great." Well grinned. "We appreciae that."

The two men shook Brian's hand and left him donein his office. He sat there along time, thinking.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The up-coast roads hadn't been entirely cleared of the ashfal (or the muck it made when it mixed with
rain), so Turk had to pull over at atruckstop and rent aroom while the route was plowed a some critica
switchback by the overworked road crews of the Provisiona Government.

The motd was acinderblock barracks cut into the boundary of the forest, dwarfed by spire willows that
leaned across the building like sorrowing giants. It was designed to cater to truckers and loggers, Lise
gathered, not tourists. Sheran her finger dong the sill of their room's smal window and showed Turk the
lineof dust.

"Probably from last week," he said. "They don't spend alot of money on housekeeping out thisway."

Dust of the gods, then. The debris of ancient Hypothetical congtructions. That's what they were saying
about it now. The video newswas full of poorly-interpreted facts about the ashfall: fragments of things
that might once have been machines, fragments of things that might once have been living organisms,



molecular arrangements of unprecedented complexity.

Lise could hear voices from the room next door arguing in what sounded like Filipino. She took out her
phone, wanting another fix of the loca broadcast news. Turk watched her closdly and said,
"Remember—"

"No cdlsinor out. | know."

"We should reach the village by thistime tomorrow," Turk said, "aslong asthe road's cleared overnight.
Then we might actudly learn something.”

"You have alot of faith in thiswoman—Diane, you said her namewas?'

"Not faith exactly She needs to know about Tomas. She might be able to do something to help him. And
she's been hooked into the local Fourth network for along time—it's even possible she knows something
about your father."

She had asked him how long he had been connected with Fourths. Not connected, exactly, he said. But
this Diane woman trusted him, and he had done favorsfor her in the pagt. It had been Diane, apparently,
who suggested Turk's charter business asaway of getting Sulean Moi to the mountains as discreetly as
possible. More than that Turk did not know; had not wanted to know.

Liselooked again a thewindowsll, the dust. "Lately | fed likeit'sal connected. Every thing weird that's
been happening—the ash, Tomas, whatever's going on out west..."

The news broadcasts had begun reporting on the earthquake that had temporarily shut down the ol
complexes of the Rub a-Khali.

"It's not necessarily connected,” Turk said. "It'sjust triple-strange.”
IIWFH?I

"Something Tomas used to say. Weirdness comesin clugters. Like thistime we were crewing afreighter
inthe Strait of Maacca. One day we had engine trouble and had to anchor for repairs. Next day freakish
weather, amonsoon nobody'd predicted. Day after that the sky was clear but we were hosing Malay
pirates off the deck. Once things get strange, Tomas used to say, you can pretty much count on
triple-strange.”

How comforting, Lisethought.

* * % % %

They shared a bed that night but they didn't make love. Both of them weretired and both of them, Lise
thought, were coming to terms with the truth that thiswasn't atent by amountain |ake and they weren't
having a harmless weekend adventure. Larger forces had been engaged. People had been hurt. And,
thinking about her father, she began to wonder whether he might have sumbled into some smilar
wonderland of triple-strangeness. Maybe his disgppearance had not been selfish or even voluntary:
maybe he'd been abducted, like Turk'sfriend Tomas, by anonymous men in an unmarked van.

Turk was adegp as soon as he hit the mattress, typicaly. Neverthelessit was good to lie beside him, to
fed hisbulk at her sde. He had showered before bed and the smell of soap and maeness emanated from
him like abenevolent aura. Had Brian ever smelled like that?

Not that she could recal. Brian had no particular smell beyond the chemical tang of whatever deodorant



he happened to be using. Probably took some small degree of pride in being odor-free.

No, that wasn't fair. There was more to Brian than that. Brian believed in an ordered life. That didn't
make him amongter or avillain, and she couldn't believe he had been persondly involved in tracking her
movements or abducting Tomas. That wasn't playing by the book. Brian aways played by the book.

Not necessarily abad thing. If it made him less adventurous than Turk, it so made him morereliable.
Brian would never fly aplane acrossamountain or hire himself out as an able-bodied seaman on some
rust-riddled merchant vessal. Nor would he break a promise or violate an oath. Which waswhy it had
been s0 hard to negotiate the conclusion of their hasty and unwise marriage. Lise had met Brian when she
was doing ajournaism degree at Columbiaand he was ajunior functionary inthe New Y ork offices of
the DGS. It was his gentleness and his sympathy that had won her over, and she had only belatedly
understood that Brian would always be at her sde but never quite on her sde—that in the end he was
one more in the chorus of voices advisng her to ignore her own history because its lacunae might concesl
some unbearable truth.

But he had loved her, innocently, doggedly. Claimed he till did. She opened her eyes and saw her phone
where she had lft it on the bedside table, faintly glowing. It had dready registered severd attempted
calsfrom Brian. She had answered none of them. That was aso unfair. Necessary, maybe. Shewas
willing to take Turk's word on that. But not fair, and not kind. Brian deserved better.

* % k % %

By morning alane had been opened and they drove north for another four hours, passing buses, jitneys
painted like circus caravans, logging trucks, freight trucks, tank trucksloaded with refined oil or gasoline,
until Turk turned west on one of the poorly-maintained side roads that diced through this part of the
country like thelineson an old mans pam.

And suddenly they werein the wilderness. The Equatorian forest closed on them like amouith. 1t was
only here, away from the city and the farms and refineries and busy harbors, that Lise felt the alienness of
thisworld, the intrindc and ancient strangeness that had fascinated her father. The towering trees and
dense, ferny undergrowth—plants for which Lise did not know the folk names, much lesstheir
provisiona binomias—were supposedly related to terrestrid life: their DNA contained evidence of
terrestrial ancestry. The planet had been stocked and seeded by the Hypothetical, supposedly to make it
habitable for human beings. But the plans of the Hypothetical were long-term, to say the least. They
caculated eventsin the billions of years. Evolution must be a perceptible event to them.

Maybe they couldn't even directly experience events as brief, in thelir eyes—if they had eyes—asa
human life. Lise found that idea.oddly comforting. She could see and fed thingsthat for the Hypotheticals
must be vanishingly evanescent: things as commonplace as the swaying of these strange trees above the
road and the sunlight that speckled their shadows on the forest floor. That was a gift, she thought. Our
morta genius.

The sun tracked through findly-feathered or fernlike leaves. The underbrush was populated with wildlife,
much of which had not (even yet) learned to fear human beings. She caught glimpses of jack dogs, a
striped ghoti, aflock of pidermice, the names usudly referring to some Earthly animal dthough the
resemblance was often fanciful. There were insects, too, humming or whining in the emerad shadows.
Worst were the carrion wasps, hot dangerous but big and foul-smelling. Gnats, which looked exactly like
the gnats that used to hover in shady places back home, swarmed among the mossy tree trunks.

Turk drove with close attention to the unpaved road. Fortunately the dustfall here had been light and the
canopy of theforest had absorbed most of it. When the driving was critical Turk was silent. On the



straightaway's, he asked about her father. She had discussed this with him before, but that had been
before the dustfall and the strange events of the last few days.

"How old were you exactly when your father disappeared?’

"Fifteen." A young fifteen. Naive, and clinging to American fashions as arebuke to the world into which
she had been unwillingly imported. Braces on her teeth, for God's sake.

"Theauthoritiestake it serioudy?"
"How do you mean?"
"Just, you know, he wouldn't be thefirgt guy to walk out on hisfamily. No offense.”

"Hewasn't the type to walk out on us. | know everybody saysthat in caseslikethis. 'lt was so
unexpected.' And | wastheloyal, naive daughter—I couldn't imagine him doing anything bad or
thoughtless. But it's not just me. Hewas fully engaged in hiswork at the university. If hewasleading a
doublelifel don't know where he found thetimefor it."

"Supporting hisfamily on ateacher'ssdary?'

"We had money from my mother'sside”

"So | guessit wasn't hard to get the attention of the Provisionad Government when he disgppesred.”
"We had ex-Interpol men interviewing everybody, an open policefile, but nothing ever came of it."
"So your family contacted Genomic Security.”

"No. They contacted us."

Turk nodded and looked thoughtful while he maneuvered the vehicle through a shallow washout. A
three-wheeled motorcycle passed in the opposite direction—balloon tires, high carriage, a basket of
vegetables strapped to the rear rack. The driver, some skinny locd, glanced at them incurioudly.

"Anybody find that odd," Turk asked, "that Genomic Security came cdling?'

"My father was researching Fourth activity in the New World, among other things, so they were aware of
him. He'd had talks with them before."

"Researching Fourths for what purpose?’

"'Persond interest,” she said, cringing at how incriminating that sounded. "Redlly, it was part of hiswhole
fascination with the post-Spin world—how people were adapting to it. And | think he was convinced the
Martians knew more about the Hypothetical s than they included in their Archives, and maybe some of
that knowledge had been passed around by Fourths dong with the chemica and biologica stuff.”

"But the Genomic Security people didn't turn up anything either.”

"No. They kept the file open for awhile longer, or so they claimed, but in the end they didn't have any
more luck than the PG had. The conclusion they obvioudy reached was that his research had gotten the
better of him—that a some point he was offered the longevity treatment and took it."

"Okay, but that doesn't mean he had to disappear.”



"People do, though. They take the treatment and assume anew identity. It means not so many aw™kward
guestions when your peers start to die off and you gtill 1ook like the picture in your grad book. Theidea
of sarting anew lifeisattractive for alot of people, especidly if they'rein somekind of persond or
financid bind. But my father wasn't likethat."

"People can carry around afear of death and never let on, Lise. They just livewith it. But if you show
them away out, who knows how they might behave?"

Or who they might leave behind. Lise was slent for amoment. Over the hum of the car'sengine she
heard aminor-key melody trilling from the high canopy of the forest, some bird she couldn't identify.

She said, "When | came back here | was prepared for that possibility. I'm far from convinced that he just
walked out on us, but I'm not omniscient, | can't know for sure what was going onin hismind. If that's
what happened, okay. I'll ded withiit. | don't want revenge, and if he did take the treatment—if he'sliving
somewhere under anew name—I can ded with that, too. | don't need to see him. | just need to know.
Or find somebody who does.”

"Like thewoman in the photograph. Sulesn Moi."
"Thewoman you flew to Kubdlick's Grave. Or like this Diane, who sent her to you."

"I don't know how much Diane can tell you. Morethan | can, anyhow. | made it apoint not to ask
questions. The Fourths I've met... they're easy to like, they don't strike me assinister, and asfar as| can
tell they're not doing anything to put the rest of usin danger. Contrary to dl that Genomic Security bullshit
you hear on the news, they're just people.”

"People who know how to keep secrets.”
"I'll grant you thet," Turk said.

* * % % %

Moments later they passed a crude wooden sign on which the name of the village had been writtenin
severd languages: desanew sarandib town, in gpproximate English. Half amilefarther on askinny kid,
not much more than twenty years old, Lise guessed, if that, stepped into the road and waved them down.
He cameto Turk's side of the car and leaned into the window.

"Going to Sarandib?' Thekid's shrill voice made him seem even younger than helooked. His breath
amdled likerancid cinnamon.

"Headed that way," Turk said.

"Y ou got busnessthere?"

"Yegh"

"What kind of business?'

"Persond busness.”

"Y ou want to buy ky? Not agood placeto buy ky."

Ky was the hallucinogenic wax produced by some kind of native hiveinsect, lately abig dedl in the Port
Magdllan clubs. "I don't want any ky. Thanks anyhow." Turk stepped on the gas—not hard enough to
injure the kid, who ducked away promptly, but hard enough to win him anasty look. Lise glanced back



and saw the kid still stlanding in the road, glaring after them. She asked Turk what that was al abouit.

"Lately you get townies driving around the boondocks trying to score agram or two, getting robbed,
getting into trouble.

"Y ou think he wanted to sdll us some?"
"] don't know what he wanted."

But the kid must have had a phone on him, and he must have called ahead, because as soon asthey
passed the first few inhabited shacks aong the road and before they reached the town center theloca
gendarmerie, two big men wearing improvised uniforms and driving ayears-old utility truck, forced
Turk's vehicleto the Side of theroad. Lise sat till and let Turk do the talking.

"Y ou have business here?' one of the men asked.
"We need to see |bu Diane
Long pause. "No such person here."

"Okay," Turk said. "l must have made awrong turn. Well stop and have lunch, and then, since theré's no
such person, well be on our way."

The cop—if you could call him that, Lise thought, because these smalltown constabularies had no
gtanding with the Provisond Government—gave Turk along sour look. "Y ou have aname?’

"Turk Findley."
"Y ou can get ateaacrosstheroad. | don't know about lunch." He held up asinglefinger. "One hour."

* * % % %

They were seated at atable that appeared to have been made from an enormous discarded cable spool,
swesting in the afternoon heat and drinking tea from chipped ceramic cups while the other patrons of the
cafe avoided their eyes, when the curtains parted and awoman entered the room.

Anold, old woman. Her hair was the color and texture of dandelion fluff, her skin so pale that it seemed
in danger of tearing. Her eyeswere unusudly large and blue, framed inside the stark contours of her skull.
She cameto thetable and said, "Hello, Turk."

"Diane"

"Y ou know, you redlly shouldn't have come back here. Thisisabad time."

"l know," Turk said. "Tomas was arrested, or kidnapped or something.”

The woman displayed no reaction beyond a barely-perceptible flinch.

"And we have a couple of questionsto ask, if that's okay."

"Sinceyou're here, we may aswdll talk." She pulled up achair and said, "Introduce meto your friend."

Thiswoman is a Fourth, Lise thought. Maybe that was why she generated this odd, fragile authority, to
which strong men apparently deferred. Turk introduced her as Ibu Diane Dupree, using the Minang
honorific, and Lise accepted the woman's smal, brittle hand. It was like handling some unexpectedly



muscular smdl bird.
"Lise" Dianesaid. "And you have aquestion for me?"
"Show her the picture” Turk said.

So Lisefumbled nervoudy in her pack until she came up with the envel ope containing the photo of Sulean
Moi.

Diane opened the envelope and looked at the photograph for along moment. Then she handed it back.
Her expression was mournful.

"So canwetak?' Turk asked.

"I think we have to. But somewhere more private than this. Follow me."

* * % % %

Ibu Diane led them away from the cafe, down alane between a makeshift grocery store and awooden
municipa building with buffalo-horn eaves, past a gas station where the pumps were painted carniva
colors. Lise would have expected adow walk, given Diane's age and the heat of the day, but the older
woman moved briskly and at one point reached out and took Lise's hand to urge her dong. It wasa
drange gesture and it made Lisefed likealittle girl.

Shetook them to acinderblock bunker on which amultilingual sign announced, inits English portion,
medicd clinic. Lisesad, "Areyou adoctor?'

"I'm not even aregistered nurse. But my husband was a physician and he cared for these people for
years, long before the Red Crescent showed up in any of these villages. | learned basic medicine from
him, and the villagers wouldn't let me retire after he died. | can take care of minor injuries and Sicknesses,
adminigter antibiotics, save arash, bind awound. For anything more serious | send peopleto theclinic
down the highway. Have aseat.”

They sat in the reception areaof Diangsdlinic. It wasfitted out like avillage parlor with wicker furniture
and wooden dat blinds clattering in the breeze. Everything was painted or upholstered in faded green.
There was awatercolor picture of the ocean on onewall.

Ibu Diane smoothed her plain white mudin dress. "May | ask how you came to possess a photograph of
thiswoman?'

Get to the point, in other words. "Her nameis Suleen Moi."
"I know."

"Y ou know her?'

"I've met her. | recommended Turk's charter service to her.”

"Tell her about your father," Turk suggested, and Lise did. And she brought the story up to date: how she
had come back determined to learn more about the disappearance; Brian Gately's connection to
Genomic Security; how he had run her old sngpshot of Sulean Moi through the Agency's
facia-recognition software and learned that the woman had re-entered Port Magellan only months
ealier.

"That must have been thetrigger,” Diane said.



"Trigger?"

"Y our inquiries—or your ex-husband's—probably brought Ms. Moi to someone's attention back in the
States. Genomic Security has been looking for Sulean Moi for along time.”

"Why?What's SO important about her?'

"I'll tell you what | know, but would you answer some questions of minefirst? It might clarify matters.”
"Go ahead," Lisesaid.

"How did you meet Turk?'

"I hired him to fly me over the mountains. One of my father's colleagues was known to have visited
Kubelick's Grave. At thetimeit wastheonly lead | had. So | hired Turk... but we never made it across
the mountains™”

"Bad wesather," Turk said, and coughed into his hand.
III %II

"Then," Lise said, "when Brian told me Sulean Moi had chartered asmal planejust afew weeks
before—"

"How did Brian know this? Oh, | suppose he arranged a search of the air traffic manifests. Or something
likethat."

Lisesad, "lItwasalead | intended to follow up... dthough Brian urged me not to. Even then, he thought
| was getting in too deep.”

"While Turk, of course, wasfearless.
"That'sme" Turk said. "Fearless.”
"But | hadn't got around to it, and then there was the ashfdll, and then—"

"And then,” Turk said, "Tomas got himsdlf disappeared, and we found out Lise was being followed and
her phone service was tapped. And I'm sorry, Diane, but dl | could think of wasto come here. | was

hoping you could—"
"What? Intervene on your behalf? What magic do you think | possess?'

"I thought," Turk said, "you might be ableto explain. | so didn't rule out the possibility of some useful
advice"

Diane nodded and tapped her chin with her forefinger. Her sandal-clad foot counted a pardld rhythm on
the wooden floor.

"You could gart,” Lisesad, "by telling uswho Sulean Moi redly is.”
"Thefirg relevant fact about her,” Diane said, "isthat shesaMartian.”

* % k % %

The human civilization on Mars had been agreat disappointment to Lise'sfather.



That was another thing they had discussed, those nights on the veranda when the sky had opened like a
book above them.

Robert Adams had been a young man—an undergraduate at Cal Tech during the lean years of the Spin,
facing what had looked like the inevitable destruction of the world he knew—when Wun Ngo Wen
arrived on Earth.

The most spectacular success story of the Spin had been the terra-forming and colonization of Mars.
Using the expanding sun and the passage of millions of yearsin the externa solar system asakind of
tempord lever, Mars had been rendered at least marginaly habitable and seed colonies of human beings
had been established there. While ascant few years passed on Earth behind its Spin membrane,
civilizationson Mars had risen and falen.

(Even those bare facts—unmentionable in the presence of Lise's mother, who had lost her parentsto the
didocations of the Spin and would brook no discussion of it—had raised the hackles on Lise's neck. She
had learned dl thisin school, of course, but without the attendant sense of awe. In Robert Adams
hushed discourse the numbers had not been just numbers: When he said a million years she could hear
the distant roar of mountainsrisng from the sea.)

A vadlly old and vastly strange human civilization had arisen on Mars during the time it took, on the
enclosed Earth, for Liseto walk to school and back.

That civilization had been wrapped by the Hypotheticasin its own envel ope of dow time—an enclosure
that brought Marsinto synchronization with the Earth and ended when the Earths enclosure ended. But
before that happened, the Martians had sent a manned spacecraft to Earth. 1ts sole occupant had been
Wun Ngo Wen, the so-called Martian Ambassador.

Lise would ask—they had this conversation on more than one starry summer night—
him?'

'Did you ever meet

"No." Wun had been killed in aroadside attack during the worst years of the Spin. "But | watched his
addressto the United Nations. He seemed. .. likable."

(Lise had seen higtorica footage of Wun Ngo Wen from an early age. Asachild she had imagined having
him for afriend: asort of intellectua Munchkin, no taler than herself.)

But the Martians had been coy from the beginning, her father told her. They had given the Earth their
Archives, acompendium of their knowledge of the physical sciences, in some areas more advanced than
earthly science. But it said very little about their work in human biology—the work that had produced
their caste of long-lived Fourths—or about the Hypotheticd. To Lise's father these were unforgivable
omissions. "They've known about the Hypothetica for hundredsif not thousands of years," hesaid. "They
must have had something to say, eveniif it was only speculation.”

When the Spin ended, and both Earth and Mars were restored to the customary flow of time, radio
communication with the Martians had flourished for atime. There had even been asecond Martian
expedition to Earth, more ambitious than the first, and agroup of Martian legates had been ingdled ina
fortresdike building attached to the old United Nations complex in New Y ork—the Martian Embassy, it
cameto be called. When their scheduled five-year tenure expired, they were returned home aboard a
terrestrial spacecraft jointly engineered by the mgor industria powers and launched from Xichang.

There was never a second delegation. Plansto send areciprocal terrestria expedition to Mars broke
down in multinationa negotiations, and in any case the Martians had shown little enthusiasm for it. "'l
suspect,” Lise'sfather sad, "they were alittle bit appaled by us." Mars had never been aresource-rich



world, even after the ecopoeisis, and its civilization had survived through a sort of meticulous collective
parsmony. Earth—with its vast but polluted bodies of water, itsinefficient industries and collapsing
ecosystems—would have horrified the visitors. "They must have been glad,” Robert Adams said, "to put
afew million miles between them and us”

And they had their own post-Spin crisesto ded with. The Hypothetical had also installed an Arch on
Mars. It rose above the equatoria desert, and it opened on asimilar small, rocky planet, hospitable but
uninhabited, orbiting adistant dar.

Communications between Earth and Mars had dowed to a perfunctory trickle.

And there were no more Martians on Earth. They had al gone home when the diplomatic mission ended.
Lise had never heard otherwise.

So how could Sulean Moi beaMartian?

* * % % %

"She doesn't even look likeaMartian,” Lise said. Martianswere four to five feet tall at most and their
skin was deeply ridged and wrinkled. Sulean Moi, as she appeared in the origind snapshot from her
father'shouse in Port Magellan, had been only ordinarily short and not especidly wrinkly.

"Sulean Moi hasaunique history,” Diane said. "Asyou might imagine. Would you like acold drink?|
think | would—my throat'salittie dry.”

"I'll fetch,” Turk said.

"Fine. Thank you. Asto Suleen Moai... I'm afraid | haveto tell you something about myself before | can
explain." She hesitated and closed her eyes briefly. "My husband was Tyler Dupree. My brother was
Jason Lawton."

A second passed before Lise placed the names. They were names out of history books, Spin-era names.
Jason Lawton was the man who had helped seed the barren deserts of Mars, the man who had set the
replicator launches in motion, the man to whom Wun Ngo Wen had entrusted his collection of Martian
pharmaceuticals. It was Jason Lawton who had defied the U.S. government by distributing those drugs,
and the techniques for reproducing them, among a scattered group of academics and scientistswho
would becomethefirst Terrestrid Fourths.

And Tyler Dupree, if sherecalled correctly, had been Jason Lawton's persona physician.
"Isthat possible?' Lisewhispered.

"I'm not trying to impress you with my age," Diane said. "Just establish my credentids. I'm a Fourth, of
course, and I've been a part of that community sinceitsinception. That's why Sulean Moi cameto see
me, afew months ago."

"But—if shesaMartian, how did she get here? Why doesn't shelook like a Martian?”

"Shewas born on Mars. When shewas very young she nearly died in a catastrophic flood—she suffered
injuries, including tissue death in the brain, that could only be treated by aradica reconstruction using the
same drugs that extend life. Given at such an early age, the treetment has arather dire Sde effect—a sort
of genetic recidivism. She never acquired the wrinkles most Martians develop at puberty and she
continued growing past the point a which they ordinarily stop. Which left her looking amost like an
Earthling—athrowback, as they would have seen it, to her earliest ancestors. Because shelost most of



her immediate family, and because she was considered grotesquely deformed, shewasraised by a
community of ascetic Fourths. They gave her an impeccable education, if nothing €lse. No doubt because
of her appearance, she was fascinated by Earth and devoted hersdlf to scholarship in what we would call
Terrestrid Studies—I have no ideawhat the Martians called it.”

"An expert on Earth," Lise said.
"Which waswhy, eventudly, she was sdlected as one of the Martian legates.”
"If that'strue, her photograph would have been everywhere."

"She was kept away from the press. Her existence was a carefully guarded secret. Do you understand

why?'
"Well—if shelooked so much like an Earthling—"

" She could pass unnoticed in a crowd and she had taught herself to speek at least three terrestrial
languageslikeanative."

"So shewaswhat, aspy?'

"Not exactly. The Martians knew there were Fourths on Earth. Sulean Moi wastheir diplomatic misson
tous”

Turk handed out glasses of ice water. Lise sipped eagerly—her throat was dry.

"And when the Martians|eft,” Diane said, " Sulean Moi chose to stay behind. She traded placeswith a
woman, a Terrestrial Fourth who happened to resemble her. When the legation went back to Mars that
woman went with them—our own secret ambassador, inaway."

"Why did Sulean Moi stay?"

"Because she was shocked by what she found here. On Mars, of course, the Fourths have existed for
centuries, congtrained by laws and ingtitutions that don't exist on Earth. Martian Fourths buy their
longevity with avariety of compromises. They don't reproduce, for instance, and they don't participatein
government except as observers and adjudicators. Whereas dll our Fourths are outlaws—both
endangered and potentially dangerous. She hoped to bring Martian formality to the chaos.”

"| gather she didn't succeed.”

"Let's say her successes have been modest. There are Fourths and Fourths. Those of uswho are
sympathetic to her goals have funded and encouraged her over the years. Others resent her meddling.”

"Meddling inwhat?'

"Intheir effortsto creste a human being who can communicate with the Hypothetical .

* * % % %

"I know how grotesque that must sound,” Diane Dupree said. "But it'strue.” She added, inamore
subdued voice, "It'swhat killed my brother Jason."

What made this unquestionable, Lise thought, was the woman's obvious sincerity. That, and the wind
rattling the blinds, and the human noise of the villagers going about their business, adog barking amlesdy
inthe distance, Turk sipping hisice water asif these assertionswere old news.



"That was how Jason Lawton died?' In the books Lise had read, Jason Lawton had been a casualty of
the anarchic last days of the Spin. Hundreds of thousands had died in the panic.

"The process," Diane said camly, "isdeadly in an adult. It rebuilds much of the human nervous system
and it rendersit vulnerable to further manipulation by the networked intelligences of the Hypotheticals.
Thereis—well, asort of communication can take place. But it killsthe communicant. Theoreticaly, the
procedure might be more stable if it was gpplied to a human fetus in vivo. An unborn child in the womb."

"But that would be—"

"Indefengble," Diane said. "Mordly and ethically monstrous. But it's been aterrible temptation for one
faction of our community. It holds out the possibility of ared understanding of the mystery of the
Hypotheticas, what they want from us and