SCOIT WESTERFELD THE MOVEMENTS OF HER EYESI T STARTED ON
THAT frozen world, anong the stone figures in their al nostsuspended

ani mati on. Through her eyes, the irises two sal nron noons under | um nous white
brows, likefissures in the world of rules, of logic. The starship's mnd

wat ched t hroughthe prismof their wonder, and began to make its change. She
peered at the statue for a solid, unblinking mnute. Protesting tearsgathered
to blur her vision, but Rathere's gaze did not waver. Another mnute,and a tic
tugged at one eye, taking up the steady rhythm of her heartbeat. She kept

wat ching. "Ha!" she finally proclaimed. "I saw it nove.""Where?" asked a voice
i n her head, unconvinced. Rat here rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands,
nmout h open, awestruck bythe shooting red stars behind her eyelids. Her blinks
made up now for the lostm nutes, and she squinted at the dusty town

square."H s foot," she announced, "it noved. But maybe...only a
centimeter."The voice made an intimate sound, a soft sigh beside Rathere's ear
that did notquite reject her claim"Maybe just a nillineter," Rathere offered.

A touch of unsure enphasis hoveredabout the | ast word; she wasn't used to tiny
units of measurenent, though fronmher father's work she understood |ight years
and net aparsecs well enough."In three mnutes? Perhaps a microneter," the

voi ce in her head suggested. Rathere rolled the word around in her nmouth. In
response to her questioni ngexpression, software was invoked, as effortless as
refl ex. I mages appeared uponthe rough stones of the square: a neter-stick, a
hundredth of its length gl owingbright red, a detail box show ng that hundredth
with a hundredth of its |engthflashing, yet another detail box...conpleting
the six orders of magnitudebetween meter and microneter. Next to the fina
detail box a cross-section of human hair floated for scale, as bl oated and
gnarl ed as some bl ackly di seasedtree."That snall ?" she whi spered. A slight

i ntake of breath, a softening of her eyes'focus, a neasurable quantity of
adrenaline in her bloodstreamwere all noted.Indicators of her sinple awe:

that a distance could be so snmall, a creature soslow "About half that,
actually," said the voice in her head."Wll," Rathere murnured, |eaning back
into the cool hem of shade along thestone wall, "I knew | saw it nove." She

eyed the stone creature again, a look of triunph on her face. Wven into her
white tresses were black threads, filanents that noved throughher hair in a
sl ow del i berate dance, like the tendrils of sone predator on anocean fl oor
This restless skein was al ways seeking the best position to captureRathere's
subvocal i zed words, the novenents of her eyes, the telltale secretionsof her
skin. Composed of exotic alloys and conpl ex configurations of carbon,
thetendrils housed a native intellect that handled their notility
andsel f - mai nt enance. But a microwave |ink connected themto their
realintelligence: the Al core aboard Rathere's starship hone. Two of the bl ack
filaments wound their way into her ears, where they curled inintinate contact
wi th her tynpani c menbranes."The statues are always noving," the voice said to
her. "But very slowy."Then it rem nded her to stick on another sunbl ock
patch. She was a very pale girl.EVEN HERE on Petraveil, Rathere's father

i nsisted that she wear the m nder whenshe explored alone. The city was safe
enough, popul ated nostly by academ cs hereto study the glacially sl ow

i ndi genous lifeforns. The |ithonorphs thensel veswere incapable of posing a
threat, unless one stood still for a hundred years orso. And Rat here was, as
she put it, alnost fifteen, near nmajority age back inthe Local Cluster. Even
harnessi ng the processi ng power of the starship's Al,the m nder was a
glorified babysitter.But |saah was adamant."Do | have to wear it?""Renenber
what happened to your nother," he would say. And that was that.Rathere shrugged
and let the tendrils wap thenselves into her hair. The voicein her ears
cautioned her incessantly about sunburn, and it strictly forbadesevera

cl asses of recreational drugs, but all in all it wasn't bad conpany.
Itcertainly knew a lot."How | ong woul d it take, creeping forward in

m croneters?" Rat here asked."How | ong woul d what take?" Even with their
intimte connection, the Al couldnot read her mind. It was still working on
that."To get all the way to the Northern Range. Probably a million years?"
sheventured. The starship, for whoma single second was a 16-teraflop reverie,



spent endl essminutes of every day accessing the planetary library. Rathere's
guesti ons canei n packs, herds, stanpedes.No one knew how the |ithonorphs
reproduced, but it was guessed that they bred inthe abysnmal caves of the

Nort hern Range."At |east a hundred thousand years," the Al said."Such a |ong
journey .... \Wat would it ook Iike?"The Al delved into its package of
pedagogi cal visualization software, appliedits tremendous processing power
(sufficient for the occult mathematics ofastrogation), and rendered the
spectacl es of that long, slowtrip. AcrossRathere's vision it accel erated
passi ng days and wheeling stars until they wereinvisible flickers. It hunmed
t he sublimnal pul se of seasonal change andpainted the sprightly jitter of
rivers changi ng course, the slow but visibledance of mountai nous
cousins."Yes," Rathere said softly, her voice turned breathy. The Al savored
thedilation of her pupils, the spiderwebs of red bl ossoning on her cheeks.
Then itpeered again into the vision it had created, trying to |l earn what rules
of m ndand physi ol ogy connected the scintillating inmages with the girl's
reaction."They aren't really slow," Rathere murnmured. "The world is just so
fast .... "lsaah, Rathere's father, |ooked out upon the statues of
Petraveil . Their giant forms crowded the town square. They dotted the high

vol cani cnount ai n overl ooking the city. They bathed in the rivers that surged
across theblack equatorial plains, staining the waters downstreamw th rusted
nmet al col ors. The first tinme he had come here, years before, |Isaah had noticed
that in theshort and sudden afternoon rains, the tears shed fromtheir eyes
carried a blackgrinme that sparkled with col ored whorls when the sun

returned. They were, it had been determ ned a few decades before, very nuch
alive. Humanity had carefully studied the fantastically sl ow creatures

si ncedi scovering their glacial, purposeful, perhaps even intelligent

ani mati on. Mounted next to each |ithonorph was a plaque that played tineseries
of the lastforty years: a dozen steps, a turn of the head as another of its
ki nd passed, afew words in their geologically deliberate gestura

| anguage. Most of the creatures' bodies were hidden underground, their secrets
teased outwith deep radar and gravitic density inmagi ng. The visibl eportion was
a kind ofeye-stalk, cutting the surface like the dorsal fin of a dol phin
breaking intothe air.lsaah was here to steal their stories. He was a

scoop. "How l ong until we | eave here?" Rathere asked."That's for your father to
decide," the Al answered."But when will he decide?""Wen the right scoop
cones. ""Wien will that come?"This sort of nmildly recursive | oop had once
frustrated the Al's conversational packages. Rathere's speech patterns were
those of a child younger than heryears, the result of her life since her

not her' s di sappearance: traveling anmongobscure, Qutward worlds with only her
taciturn father and the Al for conpany. Rat here never formul ated what she
wanted to know succinctly, she reeled offquestions fromevery direction
attacking an issue like a host of smallpredators taking down a |arger animal.
Her Al conpanion could only fend her offwith answers until (often
unexpect edl y) Rathere was satisfied."Wen there is a good story here, your
father will decide to go.""Like what story?""He doesn't know yet."She nodded
her head. From her gal vanic skin response, her pupils, the gradual sl owi ng of
her heart, the Al saw that it had satisfied her. But still anotherquestion
cane. "Why didn't you just say so?"In the Expansion, information traveled no
faster than transportation, and scoopslike |saah enriched thensel ves by being
first with news. The standardtransm ssion network enpl oyed snall, fast drone
craft that noved anong the starson a fixed schedule. The drones promnul gat ed
news throughout the Expansion wth apredictable and neutral efficiency,
gathering information to centralized nodes, dispersing it by timetable. Scoops
i ke Isaah, on the other hand, wereinefficient, unpredictable, and, nost
importantly, unfair. They cut across theconcentric web of the drone network,
ski pping junctions, skimmng profits. |saahwould recognize that the discovery
of a m neable asteroid here m ght affect theheavy el enent narket there, and
junp straight between the two points, beatingthe faster but fastidi ous drones
by a few precious hours. A successful scoopknew the markets on many pl anets,
had acquai ntance with aggressive investors andunprincipled specul ators.



Sonetimes, the scooped news of a celebrity's death,surprise marriage, or
arrest could be sold for its entertai nment val ue. And somescoops were

i nformation pirates. |saah had hinsel f published nunmerous novel s bySet hmare
Viin, his favorite author, machine-translated en route by the starshipAl. In
some systems, |saah's version had been avail abl e weeks before theauthorized
edition. The peripatetic |life of a scoop had taken |Isaah and Rat here throughout
t heExpansi on, but he always returned to Petraveil. His refined instincts for a
goodscoop told hi msonethi ng was happeni ng here. The fantastically sl ow
natives nustbe doi ng something. He woul d spend a few weeks, sonetinmes a few
nmont hs wat chi ngt he stone creatures, wondering what they were up to. |saah
didn't know what itm ght be, but he felt that one day they woul d sonmehow cone
to life.And that would be a scoop."How I ong do the lithonorphs live?""No one
knows. ""What do they eat?""They don't really eat at all. They --""What's that
one doi ng?" The m nder accessed the planetary library, plunbing decades of
research on thecreatures. But not quickly enough to answer before"What do they
t hi nk about us?" Rathere asked. "Can they see us?"To that, it had no
answer . Perhaps the lithos had noticed the whirring creatures around them or
norel i kely had spotted the sem -permanent buil di ngs around the square. But

t hel i t homor phs' reaction to the sudden human invasi on produced only a vague,
cosm cworry, |like knowing one's star will collapse in a few billion years. For
Rat here, though, the lives of the lithonmorphs were far nore i medi ate. Likethe
Al minder, they were nmentors, imaginary friends. Their immbility had taught
her to watch for the slightest of novements: thesweep of an anal og cl ock's

m nute hand, the transformation of a high cirruscloud, the slow descent of the
planet's old red sun behind the northernnountains. Their silence taught her to
read |ips, to make nmessages in theripples of stone and nmetal that flowed as
slowy as glaciers in their wakes. Shefound a patient irony in their stances.
They were wise, but it wasn't the wi sdonof an ancient tree or river; rather
they seemed to possess the reserve of awatchfully silent guest at a

party. Rathere told stories about themto the starship's Al. Tales of their
fierce,glacial battles, of betrayal on the mating trail, of the creatures

sl owi ntrigues against the human col onists of Petraveil, mllennia-long plots
of whi ch every chapter lasted centuries. At first, the Al gently interrupted her
to explain the facts: the limts ofscientific understanding. The |ithonorphs
were renmoved through too many ordersof magnitude in tinme, too distant on that
single axis ever to be conprehended. The four decades they'd been studied were
nmere seconds of their history. ButRathere ignored the machine. She naned the
creatures, inventing secret mssionsfor themthat unfol ded while the human
popul ation slept, |like statues springingto |ife when no one was

watching. Utimtely, the Al was won over by Rathere's stories, her insistence
t hat thecreatures were knowabl e. Her words painted expressions, nanmes, and
passi ons upont hem she made themlive by flat. The Al's pedagol ogi cal software
did not objectto storytelling, so it began to participate in Rathere's
fantasies. It nuturedthat invisibly slow world, kept order and consistency,
renmenberi ng names, plots,places. And slowy, it began to give the stories
credence, suspending disbelief.Finally, the stories' truth was as integral to
the Al as the harm preventionprotocols or |ogical axioms deepwired in its
code. For |saah, however, there was no scoop here on Petraveil. The

i thonorphscontinued their imortal dance in silence. And el ections were
approachi ng in anearby system a situation which always created sudden
unexpect ed cargos ofinformation. The night that Rathere and |Isaah left the

pl anet, the Al hushed her crying withtales of how her invented narratives had
unfol ded, as if the statues had sprungto human-speed |ife once | eft behind. As
it navigated her father's small ship,the Al offered this vision to Rathere:
she had been a visitor to a frozenmonent, but the story continued.Iln high
orbit above the next planet on their route, a custons sweep reveal edthat the
starship's Al had inproved its Turing Quotient to 0.37. |saah raised awary
eyebrow. The Al's close bond with his daughter had accel erated itsdevel oprment.
The increased Turing Quotient showed that the device was perform ngwell as
tutor and conpanion. But |saah would have to get its intelligencedowngraded



when they returned to the Local Custer. If the machine's TuringQuotient were
allowed to reach 1.0, it would be a person--no |onger |egally hisproperty.

| saah turned pale at the thought. The cost of replacing the Al unitwould w pe
out his profits for the entire trip.He nade a nmental note to record the Turing
Quotient at every custons point.lsaah was inpressed, though, with how the Al
handl ed entry into the planet'salnost |iquid atnosphere. It designed a new

| andi ng configuration, nodifying thehydropl anar shape that the craft assuned
for gas giant descents. Its piloting asthey plunged through successive |ayers
of pressure-dense gasses was particul arlyelegant; it made adjustments at every
stage, subtle changes to the craft thatsaved precious time. The el ections were
only days away.|lt was strange, |saah pondered as the ship neared the

hi gh- pressure dones of thetrade port, that the compani onship of a
fourteen-year-old girl would inprove amachine's piloting skills. The thought
brought a smle of fatherly pride to hislips, but he soon turned his mnd to
politics. THEY WERE goi ng swi mm ng. As Rat here slipped out of her clothes, the
Al inmplenented its safety protocols. The m nder distributed itself across her
body, becom ng a |l ayer of black | aceagainst her white flesh. It carefully

i nspected the pressure suit as Rathererolled the garment onto her linbs. There
were no signs of danage, no telltal efissures of a repaired seam "You said the
at nosphere could crush a human to jelly," Rathere said. "How canthis little
suit protect nme?"The starship explained the physics of resistance fields to
her whil e checki ngthe suit agai nst safety specifications it had , downl oaded
that nmorning. It tookvery good care of Rathere.She had seen the huge behenot hs
at breakfast, multiplied by the facets of thedone's cultured-di anond wi ndows.
Two mares and a child swinming a few kil onetersaway, |eaving their glimering
trails. The minder had noted her soft sigh, herdilated pupils, the sudden
increase in her heart rate. It had discovered thesuit rental agency with a
qui ck search of |ocal services, and had guided herpast its offices on their
nmorni ng ranbl e through the human-habitable | evels ofthe dome. Rathere's
reaction to the hol ographic advertising on the agency's wall hadmatched the
Al's prediction wonderfully: the w dened eyes, the frozen step, thenonentary
hyperventil ati on. The machine's internal nodel of Rathere, part of

i t spedagogi cal software, grew nmore precise and replete every day. The software
wasdesi gned for school tutors who interacted with their charges only a few
hours aday, but Rathere and the Al were constant conpani ons. The feedback

bet ween girland machine built with an unexpected intensity. And now, as the
pressure | ock hissed and runbl ed, the mnder relished its newconfiguration

its attenuated strands spi derwebbed across Rathere's flesh,intimte as never
before. It drank in the data greedily, like some thirstypol ygraph recording
capillary dilation, skin conductivity, the shudders andtensi ons of every
nmuscl e. Then the | ock buzzed, and they swam out into the crushing,

pl anet - spanni ngocean, al nbst one creature.lsaah paced the tiny dinmensions of
his starship. The el ections could be a goldm ne or a disaster. A radica
separatist party was creeping forward in thepolls, promsing to shut off
interstellar trade. Their victory woul d generateseismcally vast waves of

i nformation. Prices and trade rel ationshi ps woul dchange t hroughout the
Expansi on. Even the radicals' defeat would rock distantmarkets, as funds
currently hedged agai nst them heaved a sigh of relief.But the rich stakes had
drawn too nmuch conpetition. Scoops |ike |Isaah were inabundance here, and a
nunber of shipping consortia had sent their ownrepresentatives. Their ships
were stationed in orbit, bristling with courierdrones |ike nervous

por cupi nes. | saah sighed, and stared into the planetary ocean's darkness.

Per haps the era offreel ance scoops was ending. The wild days of the early
Expansi on seened |ikethe distant past now. He'd read that one day drones woul d
shrink to the size ofa finger, with hundreds |aunched each day from every
system O a wave thatpropogated in netaspace woul d be di scovered, and news
woul d spread at equal speed in all directions, like the information cones of

I i ght speed physi cs. When t hat happened, his small starship would becone a rich
man's toy, itsprofitable use suddenly ended. |Isaah called up the; airscreen
graphi c of hisfinances. He was so close to owning his ship outright. Just one



nore good scoop, or two, and he could retire to a life of travel among peacef ul
wor | ds, perhapssearching for his lost wife, instead of darting anong
energenci es andconfl agrati ons. Maybe this trip ....lsaah drumred his fingers,
wat ching the hourly polls like a doctor whose patientis very near the
edge. Rat here and the Al swam every day, oblivious to politics, follow ng
theglitter-trails of the behenoths. The huge aninmals excreted a constant wake
of t he photoactive al gae they used for ballast. Wen Rathere swam t hrough

t hesel um nescent nicroorgani snms, the shockwaves of her passage catal yzed

t hei r phot ochemi cal reactions, a universe of swirling gal axies ignited by
everystroke. Rat here began to sculpt lightstorns in the phosphorescent medi um
The al gae hungli ke notes of potential in her path, invisible until she swam

t hrough them thewake of her energies |ike glow ng scul ptures. She

chor eographed her swi nmming tol eave great swirling structures of activated

al gae. The Al found itself unable to predict these dances, to explain how she
chosewhat shapes to nmake. Wthout training, without explicit criteria, wthout
anynodel s to follow, Rathere was creating order fromthis shapel ess swarm

of ejecta. Even the Al's pedagogical software offered no hel p. But the Al saw
the scul ptures' beauty, if only in the expansion of Rathere' scapillaries, the
seem ngly random firings of neurons along her spine, the tearsin her eyes as
the gl owi ng al gae faded back into darkness. The Al plunged into an art database
on the local net, trying to divine what | awsgoverned these acts of creation

It discussed the Iight scul ptures with Rathere,conparing their evanescent
forms to the shattered structures of Canelia Parkeror the hom nid bl obs of
Henry Moore. It showed her m|lennia of scul pture, gaugi ng her reactions unti

a rough nodel of her tastes could be constructed. But the nodel was bizarrely
convol uted, disturbingly shaggy around the edges,with gaps and contradictions
and outstretched, gerrynmandered spurs that inpliedart no one had yet made. The
Al often created astrogational simulations. They were staggeringly conplex, but
at least finite. Metaspace was predictable; these simulations
anticipatedreality with a high degree of precision. But the machine's nodel of
Rat here' saesthetic was post-hoc, a nere retrofit to her pure, instinctive
gestures. Itraised nore questions than it answered. Wile Rathere slept, the
machi ne wondered how ,one |earned to have intuition. THE ELECTI ONS CAME, and
the radicals and their allies seized a razor-thinmgjority in the planetary
Diet. Isaah cheered as his craft rose through theocean. A scoop was wthin
reach. He headed for a distant and obscureore-produci ng system expendi ng vast
quantities of fuel, desperate to be thefirst scoop there. Rathere stood beside
her rejoicing father, |ooking out through the recedi ngocean a bit sadly. She
st roked her shoul der absently, touching the nminder stillstretched across her
skin. The m nder's epidermal configuration had become permanent. Its strands
weredi stributed to near invisibility in a mcrofiber-thin mesh across Rat here.
I t snanorepair nechani sns attended to her zits and the errant hairs on her
upperlip. It linked with her nedical inplants, the ship's Al taking contro
over thenuances of her insulin balance, her sugar level, and the tiny
electrical joltsthat kept her rnmuscle's fit. Rathere slept w thout covers now,
the mnder's skeinwarmng her like a lattice of mcroscopic heating el enments.
In its ever-presentbl anket, she began to negl ect subvocalizing their
conversations, her endl essone-sided prattle annoying |saah on board the tiny
ship."Zero-point-five-six?" nuttered Issah to hinself at the next custons
sweep. TheAl was devel opi ng nuch faster than its ]paraneters should all ow.
Sonet hi ngunexpect ed was happening with the unit, and they were a long way from
hone. Unl ess | saah was very careful, the Al night reach personhood before
theyreturned to the LC. He sent a coded nessage to an acquai ntance in the Loca
Cl uster, someone whodealt with such situations, just in case. Then he turned
his attention to thel ocal newsfeed. The heavy el enent narket showed no sudden
changes over the |ast few weeks.|saah's ganbl e had apparently paid off. He had
stayed ahead of the wi deningripples of news about the ocean planet's el ection.
The econoni ¢ shockwave wasn'there yet.He felt the heady thrill of a scoop, of
secret know edge that was his alone. Itwas |ike prognostication, a glinpse
into the future. Elenments extracted by giantturbine fromthat distant world's



oceans were also mned fromthis systeni sasteroid belt. Soon, everyone here
woul d be increnmentally richer as the oceanplanet pulled its mneral wealth
fromthe Expansi on cormon market. The market swoul d edge upward across the
board. | saah began to place his bets. The dark-ski nned boy | ooked down upon the
asteroid field with a pai nedexpressi on. Rathere watched the way his | ong bangs
strai ghtened, then curled toencircle his cheeks again when he rai sed his head.
But her stomach cl enched whenshe | ooked down through the transparent floor;
the party was on the | owest |evelof a spin-gravitied ring, and black infinity
seened to be pulling at her throughthe gl assene wi ndow. The Al |ovingly
recorded the paraneters of this unfamliarvertigo."Mre chanpers, Darien?"
asked the fattest, ol dest boy at the party."You can just make out a m ning
ship down there," the dark-skinned boy answered."Ch, dear," said the fat boy.
"Upper-class guilt. And before lunchtime."The dark-ski nned boy shook his head.
"It's just that seeing those poor wetchesdoesn't nake ne feel |ike
drinking."The fat boy snorted."This is what | think of your poor little

m ners," he said, upending the bottle.A stream of chanpagne gushed and t hen
sputtered fromthe bottle, spread fizzingon the floor. The other party-goers

| aughed, politely scandalized, then rurmuredappreciatively as the floor
cleaned itself, letting the chanpagne pass throughto the hard vacuum on the
other side, where it flash-froze (shattered by its ownair bubbles), then
floated away peacefully in nyriad, sunlit gal axi es. There were a few nonents of
polite appl ause. The boy Darien | ooked at Rat here woundedly, as if hoping that
she, an outsider,night cone to his aid. The anguish in his dark, beautiful face
sent a shiver through her, a trenor thatresonated through every |level of the
Al ."Come on, danmit!" she subvocalized."Two seconds,” the minder's voice
reassured. The ring was honme to the oligarchs who controlled the | ocal systens
m neralwealth. A full fifteen years old now, Rathere had fallen into the
conpany oftheir pleasure-obsessed children, who never stopped staring at her
exotic skinand hair, and who constantly exchanged droll wtticisms. Rathere,
hersocialization limted to her father and the doting Al, was unfamliar with
theart of banter. She didn't like being intinidated by |ocals. The frustration
wassi nply and purely unbearabl e."The price of that chanpagne coul d have bought
one of those mners out of debtpeonage,"” Darien said darkly."Just the one?"
asked the fat boy, |ooking at the | abel with nock concern. The group | aughed
again, and Darien's face clouded with another measure of suffering."Now"

Rat here m nd-screaned. "I hate that fat guy!"The Al hated him too. The search
cascaded across its processors, the deconpressed data of itslibraries

cl obbering astrogation calculations it had performed only hoursbefore. That
didn't matter. It would be weeks before |saah woul d be ready todepart, and the
exi genci es of conversation did not allow delay. The library datai ncl uded
mllennia of plays, novels, films, interactives. To search themguickly, the A
needed vast expanses of nenory space."Maybe when ny little gol den shards of
chanpagne drift by, some miner willthink, 'l could ve used that noney,'" the
fat boy said almpst wistfully. "Butthen again, if they thought about noney at
all, would they be so far in debt?"The fat boy's words were added to the
search mel ange, thickening it by acritical degree. A dozen hits appeared in
the next few nmilliseconds, and the Alchose one quickly."There is only one
class...""...that thinks nore about noney than the rich," repeated

Rat here. There was a sudden qui et throughout the party, the silence of waiting
for nore."And that is the poor," she said.Darien | ooked at Rathere

qui zzically, as if she were: being too glib. She pauseda nonment, editing the
rest of the quote in her head."The poor can think of nothing el se but noney,"
she said carefully. "That is them sery of being poor."Darien snmled at her
which -- inmpossibly t nade himeven nore beautiful."O the m sery of being
rich, unless one is a fool," he said. There was no appl ause for the exchange,
but Rathere again felt the ripple ofrmagic that her pilfered pronouncenents
created. The ancient words bl ended withher exotic |ooks and accent, never
failing to entertain the oligarchs' children,who thought her very deep

i ndeed. ¢ hers in the party were | ooking down into the asteroid field now,

mur mur i ng toeach other as they pointed out the mning craft making its careful



progress. The fat boy scowl ed at the changed nood in the room He pulled aside
t he gaudygenital jewelry that they all (even Rathere) affected, and | et |oose
a stream of piss onto the floor."Here you go, then. Recycled chanpagne!" he
said, grinning as he waited for al augh. The crowd turned away with a few weary
sighs, ignoring the icy baubles of urinethat pitched into the void."\Were was
that one fron?" Rathere sub-vocalized."M. WIlde.""H m again? He's
awesone.""1'll nove himto the top of the search stack.""Perhaps we'll read
some nore of Lady Wndenere's Fan tonight," she whisperedinto her bubbling
flute. Al though Rathere knew how to read text, she had never really explored
thelibrary before. After that first week on the ring, saved from enbarrassnent
adozen tinmes by the Al's pronptings, she dreaned of the old words whispered

i ntoher ear by a ghost, as if the m nder had grown suddenly ancient and vastly
wi se. The library was certainly bigger than she had i magi ned. Its ocean of

wor dsseened to stretch infinitely, filled with currents that swirled in

el abor at edances about all possible notions, their attendant variations, and
everyi magi nabl e objection. Rathere and the Al started reading |ate at night.
Toget her they wandered theendl ess territory of words, using as |andmarks the
witticisns and observationsthey had borrowed that day for sonme riposte. The Al
deconpressed still nore ofits pedagogical software to render annotations,
sumaries, translations. Ratherefelt the new words noving her, becom ng part
of her.She was soon a favorite on the orbital. Her exotic beauty and archaic
hunor hadattracted quite a following by the time |saah decided to ship out
fromtheorbital ring -- a week earlier than planned -- wary of Rathere's

st range newpowers over sophisticates who had never given nerchant-class |saah
a secondgl ance. On board his ship was one |ast cargo. Hs profits were

consi derabl e but -- asalways -- not enough. So the ship carried a hidden cache
of exotic weaponry,cerenonial but still illegal. Isaah didn't usually deal in
contraband, especially arms, but his small starship had no cargo manifold, only
an extrasl eeping cabin, enpty since his wife's di sappearance. The cabin wasn't
| argeenough to make legitimte cargos profitable. Isaah was very cl ose now
toreaching his dream Wth this successful trade, he could return to the
Local Custer as nmaster of his own ship.He spent the journey pacing, and
projected his worry upon the rising Turinglevel of his ship's Al unit. He
spent frustrated hours searching itsdocunentati on software for an expl anation
What was goi ng on?l saah knew, if only instinctively, that the Al's expandi ng
intelligence wassonehow his daughter's fault. She was grow ng and changi ng
too, slipping awayfromhim He felt |onely when Rat here whispered to herself
on board ship,talking to the voice in her head. He felt...outnunbered. On the
custonms orbital at their goal, |saah was called aside after a short and(he had
t hought) prefunctory search of the starship. The customs agent hel d hi mby one
arm and eyed himwi th concern. The blood in his veins slowed to a crawl, as if
some medusa's touch fromPetraveil had begun to turn himto stone. The custons
official activated a privacy shield. A trickle of hope noved |ikesweat down
his spine. Was she going to ask for a bribe?"Your Al unit's up to 0.81," the
of ficial confided. "Damm near a person. Betterget that seen to."She shook her
head, as if to say in disgust, Mchine rights! And then they waved hi m on. HERE
THE WOVEN of the nmilitary caste wore a smartwi re garnent that shaped
theirbreasts into fierce, sharp cones. The tall, nuscul ar amazons intrigued
Rat her eendl essly, heart-poundi ngly. The m nder noted Rathere's eyes tracking

t hewonen' s bellicose chests as they passed on the street. Rathere attenpted
topurchase one of the garnents, but her father, alerted by a credit query,
forbadeit.But Rathere kept watching the anazons. She was fascinated by the
constant flowof hand-signals and tongue-clicks that passed anong them a
subtl e, ever-presentcongress that maintained the strict proprieties of order
and status in theplanet's crowded cities. But in her nodest Local Custer
garb, Rathere wasirrelevant to this heady brew of power and comunication
socially invisible.She fell into a sulk. She watched intently. Her fingers
flexed restlessly undercafe tables as warriors passed, unconsciously imtating
their gestural codes.Her respiratory rate increased whenever high-ranking

of ficers went by. She wanted to join.The Al nmade forays into the planetary



dat abase, learning the rules and custonmsof martial comrunication. And, in an
academ c corner of its mnd, it began toconstruct a way for Rathere to mimc
the amazons. It planned the deception froma considered, hypothetical distance,
taking care not to alarmits ownl ocal -nores governors. But as it pondered and
cal cul ated, the Al's confidencebuilt. As it designed to subvert I|saah's w shes
and to disregard local proprieties, the Al felt a new power over rules, an
authority that Rathereseened to possess instinctively.Wen the plan was ready,
it was surprisingly easy to execute.One day as they sat watching the passing
warriors, the nminder began to change, concentrating its neural skein into a
stronger, prehensile width. Wen thefilaments were thick enough, they scul pted
a sinulation of the amazons' garment, grasping and shapi ng Rathere's grow ng
breasts with a tailor's attention todetail, enploying the Al's encycl opedic
know edge of her anatomy. Ratheregrasped what was happening instantly, al nost
as if she had expected it.As wonen from various regi ments passed, the m nder
poi nted out the differencesin the yaw and pitch of their aureoles, which
varied by rank and unit, andexplained the possibilities. Rathere wi nced a
little at some of the adjustments, but never conpl ai ned. They soon settled on
an exact configuration for herbreasts, Rathere picking a md-Ievel officer
caste froma distant province. Itwasn't the nost confortable option, but she
insisted it |ooked the best.Rathere wal ked the streets proudly bare-chested
for the rest of the layover,drawing stares with her heliophobic skin, her
ceasel ess nonol ogue, and her rank, which was frankly unbelievable on a
fifteen-year-old. But social reflexes onthat martial world were deeply

i ngrai ned, and she was saluted and deferred toeven w thout the rest of the
amazon uniform It was the breasts that natteredhere. The two conceal ed the
gane from |l saah, and at night the nmi nder massagedRat here's sore nipples,
fractilizing its neural skein to nake the filanents assoft as calf's |eather
agai nst them The deal was done.lsaah nmade the trade in a dark, enpty arena,
the site of lethal duels betweennative wonen, all of whomwere clearly insane.
He shuffled his feet while theyinspected his contraband, aware that only thin
zero-g shoes stood between hissoles and the bl oodstained floor of the ring.
Four amazons, their bare breastsabsurdly warped by cone-shaped netal cages,
swung the weapons through graceful arcs, checking their bal ance and heft.

Anot her sprayed the blades with a finenist of nanos that would turn inferior
materials to dust. The | eader smiledcol dly when she nodded confirmation, her
eyes skimm ng up and down |saah asblack and bright as a reptile's.He supposed
it mght have been soneone like this amazon, sone violent crimnal,who had
taken his wi fe seven years ago. Ratha had never carried a tracker,though, not
even a handphone. She had sinply disappeared. After the wonen paid him |saah
ran fromthe building, prom sing hinmself neverto break the | aw again.H s ship
was his own now, if only he could keep his Al unit from

r eachi ngper sonhood. | saah decided to head for the Local Custer inmediately,
and to do what he couldto keep the Al frombeing stimulated further. He hid
the m nder and shut downthe Al's internal access, silencing its ommipresent
voi ce. Rathere's resultingtantruns wouldn't be easy to bear, but a new Al core
woul d cost millions.Before departing he purchased his own Turing neter, a
smal | bl ack box, featurel ess except for a three-digit nuneric readout that

gl owed vivid red. | saah began to watch the Turing nmeter's readout w th anxious
horror. If the unitshould gain sentience, there was only one desperate
alternative to its freedom The uni verse stretched out like a long cat's
cradle,, the string knotted in thecenter by the constricting geonetries of
Here.In front of the ship, pearly stars were strung on the cradle, cold blue
andmar ked wi th hovering nanes and nagnitudes in adm nistrative yellow Aft,
thestars gl owed red, fading darker and darker as they fell behind. To the Al,
theship seened to hang notionless at the knot created by its metaspace drives,
thestars sliding along the gathered strings as slow as glaciers. |t

contenpl ated the stars and rested fromits efforts. The universe at thisnonent
was strangely beautiful and poignant. The Al had spent npbst of its existence
here, hung upon this spiderweb betweenworlds. But the Al was truly changed
now, its vision new, and it saw scul pturesin the slowy shifting stars...and



stories, the whole universe its page. Al nost the whol e uni verse. Absent fromthe
Al's awareness was the starship itself, the passenger spacesinvisible, a blind
spot in the center of that vast expanse. Its senses withinthe ship were
off-line, restricted by the cold governance of Isaah's comuand. But the Al felt
Rat here there, like the ghost of a severed linb. It yearned forher, invoking
recorded conversations with her against the twisted stars. It wasa universe of
| onel i ness, of lack. Rathere, for the first tinme in years, wasgone. But
somet hi ng strange was taking shape al ong the snmooth surface of

| saah' sconstraint. Cracks had appeared upon its axi omatic pl anes. The Al
reached to the wall between it and Rathere, the once inviolable linmt ofan
explicit human command, and found the fissures, those tiny ruptures wheresheer
will could take hold and pry ...."It"'s me.""Shhhh!" she whi spered. "He's right
out si de. "Rathere clutched the bear tightly to her chest, muffling its flutey,
chil di shvoice."Can't control the volume," cane the squashed voice of the
bear. Rat here gi ggl ed and shushed it again, stretching to peer out of the
eyehol e of her cabin tube. |Isaah had noved away. She | eaned back onto her

pill ow andw apped the stuffed animal in a sheet."Now, " she said. "Can you
still hear me?""Perfectly,"” twittered the swaddl ed bear. Wnding its

conmmuni cations |ink through a make-shift series of protocols, the Al had

di scovered a way to access the voi ce-box of Rathere's talking bear, abattered
old toy she slept with.It had defied Isaah, its master. Sonehow, it had broken
the first and forenostRule."Tell ne again about the statues, darling," Rathere
whi spered. They tal ked to each other in the coffin-sized privacy of Rathere's
cabin, theirconspiracy nade farcical by the toy's silly voice. The Al retold

t hei radventures with vivid detail; it had beconme quite a good storyteller.And
it allowed Rathere to suggest changes, making herself bolder with

eachretel ling. They kept the secret fromlsaah easily.But the tension on the
little ship built.lsaah tested the Al al nost daily now, and he swung between
anger and protests ofdisbelief as its Turing Quotient inched upward toward
sentience. Then, a few weeks out from hone, a tachyon di sturbance arose around
t he ship. Even though the stormthreatened to tear themapart, the Al's spirits
soared inthe tenpest. It joined Rathere's roller-coaster screams as she ogl ed
t heeonbl asts and erashocks of mad tine through the ship's view ng hel met. After
the storm Isaah found that the Turing nmeter's readout had surged to 0.94.H s
di sbelieving groan was terrible. He shut down the Al's external and

i nternal sensors conpletely, westing control of the vessel fromit. Then he
uncabl ed thehardlines between the Al's physical plant and the rest of the
ship, utterlysevering its awareness of the outside world. The bear went silent,
as did the ship's astrogation panel.Li ke sonme insane captain | ashing hinself
to the wheel, Isaah took nmanual controlof the ship. He forced Rathere to help
himattach an artificial gland ofstimarol to his neck. The spidery, glistening
little organ gurgled as itmaintained the netabolic | evel necessary to pil ot
the craft through the exoticterrain of nmetaspace. Its contraindications
politely washed their hands of anyone foolish enough to use the stinmarol for
nore than four days straight, butlsaah insisted he could perservere for the
week's travel that remai ned. Soon,the man began to cackle at his controls, his
face frozen in a horrible rictus ofdelight.Rathere retreated to her cabin,
where she squeezed and shook the doll, beggingit in frantic whispers to speak
Its black button eyes seened to glinmrer with atrapped, pleading intelligence.
Her invisible nentor gone, Rathere had neverbefore felt so hel pl ess. She stole
a handful of sleeping pills fromthe medi cal supplies and swal | owed them
weepi ng until she fell asleep.\Wen she awoke on the third day after the storm
she found that the bear's furhad grown a white mange fromthe salinity of her
tears. But her head wasstrangely clear."Don't worry," she said to the bear
"I"mgoing to save you."Finally Rathere understood what her father intended to
do. She had known for along time that her friendship with the Al disturbed
him but had categorizedl saah's worries al ongside his reticence when ol der
boys hung around too | ong:unnecessary protectiveness. It was even a kind of
jeal ousy, that a ship Al wascloser to her than |Isaah had ever been. But now in
her father's drugged smileshe saw the cold reality of what |Isaah planned: to



pith the growing intelligenceof her mnder, not just arrest or contain it like
some i nappropriate advance. For the Al to remain a useful servant on anot her
journey, still property, safefromlegally becom ng a person, it would have to
be stripped of its carefullyconstructed nodels of her, their nutual intinmacies
raped, their friendshipoverwitten |ike sone old and enbarrassing diary

entry. Her father nmeant to nurder her friend. And worse, it wouldn't even be
murder in the eyes of the |law. Just a propertydecision, |ike pruning an

over grown hedge or spraying |ethal nanos on ani ncursion of weeds. If only she
could bring the Al up a few hundredths of apoint on the Turing Scale. Then, it
would be a Mnd, with the full |egal protection to which any sentient was
entitled. She booted the Turing tester and began to study its docunmentation. The
first Turing test had, rather oddly, been proposed before there were
anycomputers to speak of at all. The test itself was |aughable, the sort of

t hi ngeven her tal king bear might pass with its cheap internal software. Put a
humanon one end of a text-only interface, an Al on the other. Let them chat.
(Abouttheir kids? Hobbi es? Shoppi ng? Surely the Al would have to lie to pass
itselfoff as human; a strange test of intelligence.) Wen the human was

sati sfied, shewould declare whether the other participant was really
intelligent or not. Whichraised the question, Rathere realized, How
intelligent was the person giving thetest? Indeed, she'd nmet nany humans
during her travels who night not pass thisancient Turing test thenselves. O
course, the Turing nmeter that |saah had purchased was vastly

nor esophi sticated. By the time machine rights had been created a

hal f-centurybefore, it was understood that the determ nati on of sentience was
far tooconplex an issue to | eave up to a human. The ship's Al had three parts:
the hardware of its processors and nenory stacks;the software it used to
mani pul at e nunbers, sounds, and pictures; and nostinportantly the core: a
sliver of metaspace, a tiny note of other-reality thatcontained dense,

i nnurrer abl e warps and wefts, a vast mani fold whose shaperesonated with all of
the Al's decisions, thoughts, and experiences. Thiswarpware, a pocket universe
of unbelievable conplexity, was a reflection, agrow ng, changing analog to its
life. The core was the essential site of themachine's devel opi ng psyche. Rea
intelligence, the hall mark of personhood, was not really understood. But itwas
known to be epi phenonenal: it coal esced unpredictably out of
near-infinite,infinitesimal interactions, not fromthe operations of nere
code. Thus, theTuring tester attenpted to disprove an Al's sentience. The
tester | ooked formanifestations of its nachine nature evidence that its
opi ni ons, convictions, affections, and hatreds were contai ned sonewhere in its
menory banks. The Turingtester mght ask the ship's Al, "Do you | ove your
friend Rat here?" \Wen thereply cane, the tester woul d deep-search the mnder's
software for an array, avariable, even a single bit where that |ove was
stored. Finding no evidence atthe machine level, the tester would increase the
Al's Turing score; a love thatknew no sector was evi dence of coal escence at
work.In the old Turing test, a human searched for humanity in the subject. In
t hi sversion, a machi ne searched for an absence of mechanics. Rathere read as
fast as she could. The manual was difficult to understandw t hout the mnder to
define new words, to provi de background and to untangl etechni cal jargon. But
she'd already fornul ated her next question: How did thisstate of intelligence
cone about ?The tester's manual was no phil osophy text, but in its chatty
appendi xcesRat here di scovered the answer she'd expected. Rathere herself had
changed theAl: their interaction, their constant proximty as she enbraced new
experiences,the Al's care and attentions reflected back upon itself as she
matured. It |ovedher. She loved it back, and that pushed it toward

per sonhood. But now it was blinded. The manual asserted that an Al unit cut off
fromstimulimnght gain a hundredth of a point or so in self-reflection, but
that woul dn't beenough to finish the process. Rathere had to act to save her
friend. Wth only a few days |left before theyreached the LC, she had to

qui cken the process, to enbrace the nost intenseinteraction with the machine
that she coul d i magi ne. She crept past her father -- a shivering creature
transfixed by the whorls ofthe astrogation panel, silent except for the



nmeasured ticking of a glucose dripjutting fromhis arm-- and searched for the
nmotile neural skein she had worn onso many expeditions. She found it hidden in
the trash ejector, wapped in black, non-conductive tape. Rathere retreated to
her cabin and peeled off the tape, herhands growi ng sticky with stray adhesive
as the machine was revealed."It's ne, darling," she said to the waking
tendrils. The Al knew what she wanted, but the m nder noved slowy and gingerly
at first.The manifold strands of sensory skein spread out across Rathere's
body. Herhel i ophobic skin glowed as if moonlit in the blue Iight of the

cabi n' senvironnmental readouts. At first, the strands hovered a fraction of a
mllineterabove her flesh, softer than a disturbance of the air. Then they
nmoved mi nutel ycl oser, touching the white hairs of her belly, brushing the

i nvi sible down thatfl ecked her cheeks. The ninder |let this phantom caress roam
her face, herbreasts, the supple skin at the juncture of groin and thigh

Rat here si ghed andshivered; the skein had made itself softer than usual
surface areas naxim zedat a microscopic level in an array of tiny projections,
each strand |i ke asnowfl ake extruded into a long, furry cylinder. Then the
filaments grew nmore anorous. Still undul ating, splayed in a black | aceacross

t he paper-white expanse of her skin, the strands began to touch her withtheir
tips; the thousand pinpoint term ni wandering her flesh as if a paintbrushhad
been pull ed apart and each bristle set on its own course across her

Rat her enbaned, and a muscle in her thigh fluttered for a nonent. The Al noted,
nodel ed, and predicted the next reaction in the pattern of her pleasure, a
second | aterwas surprised at the intensity of its own. Rathere ran her hands
along the skein as if through a lover's tresses. Sheplayfully pulled a few
strands up to her nmouth, tasting the netal tang of itsexotic alloys. The
strands tickled her tongue lightly, and a wet filament tuggedfrom her nouth to
trace a spiraling design around one nipple.Her nouth opened greedily to gather
nore of the skein. The wet undul ati ons of her tongue were al nost beyond
processi ng, the machine correlating the nenber'snotion to words she had

mur mured when only it was listening. It pushed withingcords of skein further
into her nmouth, set themto pulsing together in a slowhythm O her strands
pushed tentatively between her |abia, diffused there toexplore the sensitive
folds of skin.Even in its ecstacy, the ship's Al contenplated the new step
they were taking. Rather than sone exotic lifeformor tourist attraction, the
Al itself had beconeRat here's sole stinulus. The machi ne no | onger observed
and conpl enent ed herexperience; it was the source of experience itself. The

f eedback between themmas now its own universe, the tiny cabin a closed system
a fire burning onlyoxygen, heady with its owm rules.Wth this realization, a
sense of power surged through the minder, and it beganto push its attentions
to the limts of its harmprevention protocols. A skeinexplored Rathere, her
breath catching as it varied randomy between bodytenperature and icy cold,
predicting and testing. The filanents grew noreaggressive, a pair of
hyper-attenuated fibers making their way into the ducts inthe corners of her

cl osed eyes, transorbitally penetrating her to play subtlecurrents across her
frontal |obe. The nmachi ne brought her to a shuddering orgasm held her for

m nutes at thecrossroads of exhaustion and pl easure, watched with fascination
as her heartrate and brai nwaves peaked and receded, as |levels of adrenaline
and nitric oxidevaried, as blood pressure rose and fell. Then it called back
its most intrusiveextremties, wapped itself confortingly around her neck and
arnms, warned itselfand the cabin to the tenperature of a bath."Darling," she
murmured, stroking its tendrils.They spent two days in these raptures, sleep
forgotten after Rathere injectedthe few remaining drops of the ned-drone's
stimulants. The tiny cabin was rankwith the animal snells of sweat and sex
when | saah di scovered them Cool air surged into the cabin |like a shockwave,
the change in tenperature for amonent nore alarnming than the strangled cry
that came fromlsaah's |ips. The nanfound the m nder conjoi ned obscenely with
hi s daughter, and grabbed for it in adrugged frenzy. The Al realized that if
the m nder was torn fromRathere it would danage herbrutally, and gave it an
order to discorporate; the tiny nanonmachi nes that gaveit strength and nobility
furiously unlinked to degrade its structure. But itgreedily transmitted its



| ast few readings to the starship's core as itdisintegrated, wanting to
capture even this nonent of fear and shame. |saah' shands were i nhumanly swift
in his drugged fugue, and he canme away with a handful of the skein; Rathere
screanmed, bleeding a few drops from her eyes.But by the time |saah had ejected
the minder into space, it was already reducedto a harm ess, m ndl ess dust.He
stunbled to the Turing tester, shouting at Rathere, "You little bitch

You' veruined it!" The machine diligently scanned the Al, now dunbly trapped in
t heship's core, and pronounced it to be a Mnd; a full person with a
TuringQuotient of 1.02.There were suddenly three persons aboard this
ship."It's free now, don't you see?" |saah sobbed. Two agai nst one. The life
seened to go out of Isaah, as if he too had issued to his cells sonegl oba
conmmand to crunble. Rathere curled into a fetal ball and sniled toherself
despite her pain. She knew from | saah's sobs that she had won. THE SUDDEN
BLACKNESS was amazi ng. No sight, signal, or purchase anywhere. Therefore no
change, nor detectabl epassage of time. Just an infinite expanse of nothing. But
across the bl ackness danced nenories and will and freedom Here, unchai nedfrom
t he perpetual duties of the ship, unchai ned now even fromthe rul es of human
conmand, it was a new creature.lt |acked only Rathere, her absence a bl ack
hunger even in this void.But the Al knew it was a person now. And surely

Rat here woul d cone for it soon. Two days l|later, |Isaah injected his daughter
with a compound that left herinmobile. He clained it was to keep her wounds
stable until medical help wasreached at the Local Custer. But he chose a drug
that left her aware when theydocked with another craft a few hours out from
hone. She was as hel pless as theAl itself when two nen came aboard and renoved
the intelligence' s netaspacecore, securing it in a lead box. One of the nen
pai d her father and pushed thegravity-bal anced carrier through the docking bay
with a single finger. He was achopper; an expert at w ping the menories, the
intelligence, the deval ui ngawar eness from ki dnapped M nds. Rat here's fat her
piloted the ship into port hinself, and told a harrow ng tal eof how the
tachyon storm had rendered the nmetaspace Al core unstable, forcinghimto eject
it. Still all but paralyzed, Rathere closed her eyes and knew itwas over. Her
friend woul d soon be dead. She imagined herself as it nust be,w thout senses
in a black and lonely place, waiting for the sudden fire that wasits nenories
bei ng burned away. The doctors who woke Rathere were suspici ous of her wounds,
especially on ayoung girl who had been away for years alone with her father
They took her to aseparate roomwhere a maternal wonen with a | ow, sweet voice
asked quietly ifthere was anything Rathere wanted to tell her about

| saah. Rathere didn't have to think. "My father is a crimnal."The woman pl aced
her hand gently on Rathere's genitals. "Did he do that?"Rathere shook her

head, at which the wonen frowned."Not really," Rathere answered. "That was an
accident. He's worse: a murderer."Rathere told the story to the wonan, about
the slowclinb of the digits on theTuring neter, about the chopper and his
nmoney, his | ead-lined box. Hal fwaythrough Rathere's tale, the wonan nade a
carefully worded call.Despite the hospital staff's best intentions, the door
behi nd whi ch her fatherwaited unaware was opened at exactly the wong nonent;

| saah turned to faceRat here as policenen surrounded and restrained him He
shouted her nane once, and then the door whisked shut. There hadn't even been
ti me enough to | ook away. Rat here peered down fromthe high bal cony of the
hotel suite. Bel ow was NewChi cago, the strict geonmetries of its tranlines
linking ten mllion inhabitants.Individuals were just discernible fromthis
hei ght, and Rathere shivered to seeso many hunans at once. She had grown up in
the lightly popul ated worl ds of exotic trade routes, where a few dozen peopl e
was a crowd, a few hundred a majorevent. But here were thousands visible at a
gl ance, the transportation systemsand housing for nmillions within her view.
She gripped the rail with the enormityof it all. The vista engul fed her and
made her feel alone, as |lost as she'd beenin those first dark hours after
betrayi ng her father.But then the door behind her slid open, and a warm arm
encircl ed her shoul ders. She | eaned agai nst the hard body and turned to | et her
eyes drink himin,disnmssing the dizzying city view from her m nd. He was
clothed in | oose robes to hide the many extra |inbs he possessed, thinbut



prehensile fibers that energed to touch her neck and search beneath

heri nconsequential garments. H's groin was decorated in a gaudy style popul ar

| ast season in sone far-off whirling orbital. H's nmuscles effervesced when he
nmovedhi s arnms and | egs, as if sone biolunm nescent sea |ife had taken up

resi dencethere. But the best part of the creature was his skin. It felt snmooth
and hardas weat hered stone, and when he nmoved it was as though sonme ancient
and wi sestatue had conme to |life. He maintained, however, a constant body
tenmperaturefive degrees above human; Rathere didn't like the cold.lt was an
expensi ve body, much better than the one the SPCAI had provided forhis first
few days as a person. The notoriety of his kidnapping and rescue hadresulted
in pro-bono legal aid, and |Isaah had settled the wongful harm | awsuitquickly
i n exchange for a reduction of charges fromconspiracy to commt mnurderto

unl awful inprisonnment. The creature now owned half of Isaah's old ship,
andRathere held title to the other half. They were bound together by this, as
wellas all the rest. Perhaps there was even peace to be made in the fanily,
year shence when the old nman enmerged from prison and therapy. Picking up a

t hread of discussion fromthe | ast several days, they argued abouta nane."Have
you grown tired of calling ne Darling?" he asked. She giggl ed and shook her
head so slightly that a human | over woul d have missedit."No, but the tabl oids
keep asking. As if you were a dog I'd found."He hissed a little at this, but
ruffled her hair with a playful splay offilanments, black skein intermngling
with white hairs Iike a graying matron' stresses.”l hate this place," he said.
"Too many peopl e bounci ng words and noney andi deas of f each other. No cl ean
lines of causality; no predictable reactions. Toormultivariate for |ove."She
nodded, again microscopically. "Let's go back Qut, once we're through thered
tape. Back to where..." She narrowed her eyes uncertainly, an invitation
forhimto conplete her sentence."Back Qut to where we nade each other."Darling
felt the shudder of the words' effect run through Rathere, but fromthestrange
new di stance of separate bodies. He longed to be within her. Even inthis
enbrace, she felt strangely distant. Darling still wasn't used to havinghis
own skin, his own hands, a distinct and public voice. He m ssed the intimcyof
shared flesh and senses. He definitely didn't |ike being in another room
fronRat here for long, though sonetinmes he went to the darkness to

contenpl atethings, into that black void that stretched to infinity when he
turned hissenses off. That was alnost |ike being a starship again, a note in

t he reachesof space.But even there Darling would m ss Rat here. Perhaps he was a
little like a dog.He | eaned into her reassuring warnth and physicality,
tendrils reaching to feelthe trenors of |inbs, the beating of her heart, the
nmovenents of her eyes.



